
 

 

 

Master’s Thesis, 60 ECTS 

Social-Ecological Resilience for Sustainable Development 

Master’s programme 2011/13  

120 ECTS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Resilience in Practice for Strategic 

Planning at a Local Government 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

My Sellberg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Stockholm Resilience Centre 
    Research for Biosphere Stewardship and Innovation 

 



Resilience	  in	  Practice	  for	  Strategic	  Planning	  at	  a	  
Local	  Government	  

 
 
 
 

Master Thesis of My Sellberg 
Social-Ecological Resilience for Sustainable Development 

Stockholm Resilience Centre 
Supervisors: Cathy Wilkinson and Garry Peterson 

June 15th 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
This thesis addresses two research gaps: the gap of how to operationalize resilience in an 

urban context, and the gap on empirical studies of the relationship between resilience and 

sustainable development. I have approached these gaps by entering the emerging field of 

interdisciplinary research linking planning and resilience in a study of the process of 

preparing a resilience assessment for the semi-urban municipality of Eskilstuna in Sweden 

(2012–13). In order to capture in-depth data, I have conducted participant observation of the 

resilience assessment process, semi-structured interviews with the organizers at the 

municipality, as well as key participants from other departments, a review of the official 

municipal documents and a survey to the workshop participants. My findings show that 

resilience thinking helped frame the previously overlooked threats of a future triple crises, and 

bridge the short-term crisis management and the longer-term planning for sustainable 

development at the municipality. The idea of complex adaptive systems introduced a new 

perspective for sustainable development in the municipality, which practitioners thought was 

useful for providing new arguments to hinder slowly degrading trends, as well as clarifying 

the picture of a sustainable society. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The world is facing the uncertain consequences of “climate change, peak oil, the increasingly 

volatile financial system and accelerating declines in biodiversity” (Walker and Salt 2012, p. 

xi). This raises the critical issue of how fragile the systems that we depend upon for our 

welfare are in response to these global threats. These systems are ecosystems (MA 2005), but 

also complex social-ecological systems, such as urban systems, which are linked to 

ecosystems through the delivery of ecosystem services (Grimm et al. 2008). For local 

governments, this raises questions of the impacts of global crises on local systems, as well as 

the ability of current strategic planning, when managing for e.g. sustainability, to cope with 

changes in a way that these global threats require. 

 
The concept of resilience has been acknowledged as specifically attractive when faced with 

the unpredictability of the contemporary crises (Hopkins 2008, Davoudi 2012, Shaw 2012, 

Shaw and Maythorne 2012). Resilience thinking is an emerging approach to study complex 

social-ecological systems (Folke 2006), which many scholars consider to complement the 

concepts of sustainability and sustainable development (e.g. Folke et al. 2002, Folke 2006, 

Ahern 2011, Walker and Salt 2012). This could explain why resilience is becoming an 

increasingly important discourse for policy-makers in cities and local governments (Evans 

2011, Wilkinson 2012B).  

 
However, research is now playing catch-up with the rapid spread of resilience as a policy 

agenda. There are several approaches for operationalizing resilience of ecosystems or 

ecosystem services (Bennett et al. 2005, Biggs et al. 2012), but still few studies of how to 

apply resilience outside of clear-cut natural resource management contexts (Walker and Salt 

2012). For example, few empirical studies address how resilience thinking could inform 

ongoing planning processes in an urban setting, even though planning disciplines show a 

growing interest in resilience (Wilkinson 2012A). Nevertheless, a practice perspective is 

important also for theory, since it can “inform our understanding of the apparent gaps 

between the ideals and practice of governing for social-ecological resilience” (Wilkinson and 

Wagenaar 2012, p. 3). 

 
In the recent book of Walker and Salt (2012) on how to put resilience into practice, assessing 

a system’s resilience is described as a process which does not result in any particular level of 

resilience, but rather a stakeholder engagement in the complexity of the system under study. 

Two methods which emphasize participatory approaches to assessing the resilience of social-
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ecological systems are “Resilience analysis and management” (Walker et al. 2002) and the 

Resilience Assessment Workbook, developed by the Resilience Alliance (2010), which has a 

version that specifically targets practitioners. However, there are still few empirical studies of 

performed resilience assessments, at least that are based on the Resilience Assessment 

Workbook, with the exceptions of e.g. Haider et al. (2012) in a pasture management system in 

Afghanistan, and Wilkinson (2012B) in the local government of Luleå in Sweden. 

 
This thesis aims to address these gaps by studying the process of a resilience assessment at 

the local government of Eskilstuna in Sweden. An important part of investigating how 

resilience thinking could be operationalized in a local government concerns how it relates to 

the current work of a municipality. Therefore, I chose to focus on the contributions of the 

resilience assessment to two aspects of the strategic planning at Eskilstuna municipality: A) 

preparedness for crises, and B) policy and planning for sustainable development. Both of 

these aspects are strategic, in the sense that they either are based in the highest office of civil 

servants at the municipality collaborating closely with the municipal executive board, or 

concern long-term spatial planning of the entire municipality’s geographical area, i.e. layout 

planning. With the second aspect, this study also addresses a research gap concerning the 

relationship of resilience and sustainable development from the practitioners’ points of view.  

 
Research questions: 

1. a) What gaps in A) preparedness for crises, and B) policy and planning for sustainable 

development do strategic environmental planners target with the resilience assessment?  

b) To what extent are these gaps confirmed by A) strategic environmental documents, B) 

crisis management, and C) layout planning at the municipality? 

2. How can a resilience assessment process help local government planners to address these 

gaps in relation to A) preparedness for crises, and B) policy and planning for sustainable 

development? 

 
Last but not least, the purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the emerging theoretical 

framework of resilience thinking, by furthering the knowledge of previous explorative case 

studies on its relevance for strategic planning in cities and local governments (e.g. Wilkinson 

et al. 2010, Wilkinson 2012B). In the discussion I have also acknowledged challenges that 

emerged during the resilience assessment process, since lessons learned from this study can 

serve to provide input to the further development of the resilience assessment method, 

especially with regard to the application in local governments. 
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Resilience thinking 
The concept of resilience within sustainability science has its roots in ecology (Holling 1973) 

and appeared as a critique against conventional resource management (Walker and Salt 2012). 

However, since then it has evolved and become more interdisciplinary, by broadening the 

scope from ecosystems to social-ecological systems (Walker et al. 2004, Brand and Jax 

2007). Furthermore, resilience is recently being used as more than just a concept and rather as 

a way of thinking, or a problem framing approach, to address social-ecological system 

analysis (Folke 2006, Walker and Salt 2006, Brand and Jax 2007, Walker and Salt 2012). For 

the sake of the concept of resilience keeping its descriptive clarity (Brand and Jax 2007), I 

choose to separate resilience thinking and resilience. Resilience as a “way of thinking” is then 

captured in resilience thinking – an emerging theoretical framework, which includes 

underlying assumptions, as well as a set of concepts focused around the key concept of 

resilience (Fazey 2010, Folke et al. 2010), outlined in table 1.  

 
Folke (2006) identifies three key underlying assumptions within this framework. Firstly, 

regarding human–nature relations, resilience thinking considers the world as linked social-

ecological systems. Embedded in this concept is the idea that ecosystems and human society 

are interdependent (Folke et al. 2010). Secondly, regarding the dynamics of change, resilience 

thinking assumes social-ecological systems to be complex and adaptive, which implies taking 

into account that they self-organize, that critical thresholds could exist in certain variables, 

and that crossing a threshold could lead to irreversible effects. This assumption originates 

from dynamical systems theory, which has had an important influence on resilience thinking 

(Folke et al. 2010). The third assumption concerns cross-scale coordination, since resilience 

thinking views systems as linked across scales in space and time (e.g. Gunderson and Holling 

2002), implying that “resilience at one scale cannot be achieved at the cost of resilience at 

lower or higher scales” (Wilkinson and Wagenaar 2012, p. 4). Folke et al. (2010) also stresses 

the importance of “multiscale resilience”, since with this perspective it becomes clear how 

transformation and resilience interact across scales.  

 
Now to some of the concepts in resilience thinking, starting with the core concept of 

resilience. Resilience describes a certain system characteristic. Following that cities can be 

viewed as social-ecological systems (Grimm et al. 2008), and the fact that this case study 

concerns a local government with both urban and rural areas, I will use the concept of social-
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ecological resilience, defined in Walker et al. (2004, p. 2) as “the capacity of a system to 

absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the 

same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks”. However, resilience is not automatically 

good or bad, meaning “resilience isn’t desirable when it means you can’t escape a bad 

situation” (Walker and Salt 2012, p. 11).  

 
When resilience is operationalized, the “resilience of what, to what” has to be defined, as 

suggested by (Carpenter et al. 2001). This way of putting resilience into practice has also been 

taken up in the Resilience Assessment Workbook (Resilience Alliance 2010) and in Walker et 

al. (2002). The “resilience of what, to what” is referred to as specified resilience, which is 

“the resilience of some specified part of the system to a specified shock” (Walker and Salt 

2012, p. 18). Complementing specified resilience is the concept of general resilience, which 

describes the capacity of a system to “absorb disturbances of all kinds, including novel, 

unforeseen ones” (Walker and Salt 2012, p. 18). General resilience is essentially about coping 

with uncertainty (Folke et al. 2010). When operationalizing resilience, it is also important to 

pose questions such as “resilience from whose point of view?”, since different stakeholder 

groups might view the system rather differently (Jasanoff 2008, p. 13). 

 
Table 1. The main parts of the resilience thinking framework that I use in this study  
Part  Description Reference 
Key assumptions 
 

The systems we wish to govern are: 
1) linked social-ecological systems 
2) that are complex and adaptive, 
3) and interacting across scales. 
 

Folke 2006  
 
 

Definition of social-
ecological resilience 

The capacity of a system to absorb disturbance 
and reorganize while undergoing change so as to 
still retain essentially the same function, structure, 
identity, and feedbacks. 
 

Walker et al. 2004 

Related concepts Specified resilience, general resilience and 
transformability. 
 

Walker and Salt 2012 
Walker et al. 2004 

 
Related to the concept of resilience is the complementing aspect of transformability. In 

Walker et al. (2004) it is defined as the “the capacity to create a fundamentally new system 

when ecological, economic, or social structures make the existing system untenable”. 

Transformability is, for example, highlighted by resilience scholars on the basis that profound 

change is needed in societies in order for the human-earth system to be resilient on a global 

scale (Folke et al. 2010).  
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Resilience thinking and planning 
With this thesis, I address an important gap within resilience thinking, namely that there are 

few empirical studies of the application of resilience, in this case, within planning practice 

(Wilkinson 2012B, Wilkinson and Wagenaar 2012). This is especially true in urban contexts, 

even though urbanizing regions continue to grow at a rapid pace (Walker and Salt 2012). 

Recently, urban planning scholars are applying resilience to a range of different matters, from 

climate adaptation (Wardekker et al. 2010) to urban design (Pickett et al. 2004). However, 

few studies are based on empirical work with strategic planning practitioners (Wilkinson et al. 

2010).  

 
Following a participatory workshop with urban planners in Glasgow, Wilkinson et al. (2010) 

identified three broader themes of the relevance of resilience thinking for the planners. The 

first theme was “resilience as a metaphor for change”, which included the statements of 

practitioners that resilience gave them “another frame of thought” and challenged 

“persistently linear conceptualizations of planning”. From a theoretical perspective, 

Wilkinson (2012A, p. 149) suggests that “perhaps the most significant contribution of social-

ecological resilience for planning is its role as a different and useful frame for both problem-

setting and problem-solving”. Therefore, I refer to this first theme as framing (see table 2). 

 
The second broad theme was “resilience as a frame for metropolitan analysis” (Wilkinson et 

al. 2010). Here, Wilkinson and colleagues state that the Resilience Assessment Workbook 

(Resilience Alliance 2010) relies considerably on generating, both quantitative and 

qualitative, knowledge of the system of interest. In another case, where Wilkinson explored 

the relevance of resilience for urban planning in Luleå municipality (2012B), a shared 

understanding of the system and the drivers of change was generated among the participants, 

through e.g. a historical timeline exercise. Following these findings, I consider the relevance 

of resilience thinking for system understanding as a second broad theme (see table 2).  

 
Finally, the third theme identified in Wilkinson et al. (2010) is “resilience as a frame for 

governance”. Regarding governance, resilience thinking scholars advocate different kinds of 

adaptive management and governance (Wilkinson 2012A), as well as different governance 

strategies (Chapter 6 in Newman et al. 2009, Wardekker et al. 2010, Ahern 2011, Wilkinson 

2012A), as shown in table 2. The “strategies for resilience” presented in Wilkinson (2012A, 

fig. 1) summarizes a range of strategies in the literature that foremost addresses general 

resilience, such as redundancy and diversity.   
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Table 2. The potential relevance of resilience thinking to local government planning. The general 
themes of what resilience thinking could be relevant for are developed from the empirical study of 
Wilkinson et al. (2010). The examples are mostly drawn from the cross-disciplinary field of resilience 
and planning, and literature on resilience assessments. 

 
  

Themes Examples and references 

B
ro

ad
 g

en
er

al
 th

em
es

 

Framing 
 

• “Another frame of thought” (Wilkinson et al. 2010) 
• “A different and useful frame for both problem-setting and problem-solving” 

(Wilkinson 2012A) 
• “A fresh lens to look at tired problems” (Walker and Salt 2012) 
• Offers a paradigm shift for planning theory and practice (Shaw 2012) 
• Resilience as a useful metaphor within ecological management (Michael 

1995) and urban design and planning (Pickett et al. 2004) 
System 
understanding 
 

• “Generating detailed knowledge of the system of interest” (Wilkinson et al. 
2010) 

• Generating shared system understanding (Wilkinson 2012B) 
• Highlights “society’s critical impact and dependence on ecosystems” 

(Wilkinson 2012A), even though in practice, there was a risk of loosing 
ecological considerations if not actively pushed for (Wilkinson et al. 2010) 

• “A better system understanding” in climate change adaptation (Fünfgeld and 
McEvoy 2012)  

• Challenging assumptions of linearity and stability (Wilkinson et al. 2010, 
Wilkinson 2012B) 

Governance • Advocates adaptive co-management processes (Wilkinson 2012A) 
• Different strategies for resilience and a resilient city (Newman et al. 2009, 

Ahern 2011, Wilkinson 2012A) 
• Resilience principles to deal with climate change (Wardekker et al. 2010) 
• Resilience strategies taken up in the long-term vision of Luleå municipality 

(Wilkinson 2012B) 
• System dynamics “raises the urgency of precautionary governance” 

(Wilkinson 2012A)  
• Guides decision-making of social-ecological systems in the face of 

uncertainty (Wardekker et al. 2010, Wilkinson 2012A) 

F
oc

us
 a

re
as

 o
f t

hi
s s

tu
dy

 

Preparedness 
for crises 

• Valuable when faced with contemporary crises (Shaw 2012, Shaw and 
Maythorne 2012) 

• Integrates aspects of climate change adaptation and emergency planning 
(Shaw and Maythorne 2012) 

• Brings attention to the controlling (slow) variables (Walker and Westley 
2011) 

Sustainable 
development  

• “Demands a new way of thinking about sustainability” (Ahern 2011) 
• “A potentially more powerful concept than “sustainability” for engaging 

internal and external stakeholders in challenging status quo responses to 
urban problems.” (Wilkinson et al. 2010) 

• Highlighted deeper issues that could be “glossed over in engagements with 
sustainability” (Wilkinson 2012B) 

• A “common language across diverse sectoral and disciplinary interests” 
(Wilkinson 2012B) 

• Potential bridging concept (Brand and Jax 2007, Davoudi 2012) 
• Connecting phenomena isolated in different silos in mainstream planning 

(Porter and Davoudi 2012) 
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The three themes presented above give an overview of what resilience thinking could entail 

for planning in general. The potential relevance of resilience thinking to the two focus areas 

of this study is addressed in separate sections below (see also table 2). 

 
Resilience thinking and preparedness for crises 
The concept of resilience has been used within disaster studies since at least the end of the 

1990’s, in terms of community, or infrastructure, resilience to disasters (Walter et al. 1999, 

Stevens et al. 2010) and is now spreading rapidly through campaigns such as “Making Cities 

Resilient” (UNISDR 2012). A common definition within disaster risk reduction is “the ability 

of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate to and 

recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the 

preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions” (UNISDR, 2009, p. 

24). However, resilience within disaster studies, according to e.g. Shaw and Maythorne 

(2012), has focused more on the capacity to “bounce back” after disturbance and recover to 

normal, compared to the definition of social-ecological resilience described above. This 

different meaning was also confirmed by an empirical study, interviewing emergency 

planning officials in the UK (Shaw and Maythorne 2012). Moreover, Walker and Westley 

(2011) found that the key underlying assumption of complex adaptive systems with alternate 

regimes (table 1) was generally not familiar within the disaster relief community. 

 
Following these differences between social-ecological resilience and resilience to disasters, 

scholars have found that resilience thinking could contribute to disaster studies by, for 

example, bringing attention to the controlling, slow variables, usually overlooked in risk 

assessments (Walker and Westley 2011). Shaw and Maythorne (2012) conclude that a 

resilience discourse that stresses the possibilities of innovation and transformation after crises, 

so called “bouncing forward”, holds a potential to integrate aspects of climate change 

adaptation and emergency planning. This type of resilience discourse could contribute with a 

more holistic approach to risk and a possibility for local authorities to integrate a range of 

different documents, on e.g. adaptation and risk, into an overarching strategic framework 

(Shaw and Maythorne 2012). 

 
Resilience thinking and sustainable development  
Resilience thinking and sustainable development have a long history, for example shown by 

Holling’s (1986) description of ecosystem dynamics in the book Sustainable Development of 

the Biosphere. Resilience scholars have considered sustainable development as a goal, both 
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for theory development (Gunderson and Holling 2002) and for analyzing a system’s resilience 

(Walker et al. 2002). The concept of resilience has been identified as one out of several 

different guidelines (Ott 2003), or attributes (Lélé 1998) for sustainability. 

 
The importance of ecological sustainability for the welfare of humanity is deeply embedded 

in resilience thinking (e.g. Levin et al. 1998, Walker and Salt 2006, Folke et al. 2010), and it 

is highlighted e.g. by using the concept of ecosystem services (Folke et al. 2002, 2009, Biggs 

et al. 2012). Given that there are several different definitions of sustainable development (see 

Appendix 2), the emphasis from resilience scholars on safeguarding Earth’s life-support 

system influences towards a stronger version of sustainability (Griggs et al. 2013), meaning 

that not all natural capital can be substituted with artificial capital (Ott 2003). Even though, 

for example, the Johannesburg Declaration (WSSD and UN Department of Public 

Information 2003) highlights the interdependence of social, ecological and economic 

dimensions, as well as our collective responsibility from local to global levels, resilience 

thinking scholars further stress this with the assumptions of social-ecological systems and 

cross-scale coordination (table 1).  

 
Regarding the assumption of complex adaptive systems (table 1), the mainstream usage of 

sustainable development does not imply consideration of e.g. alternate regimes and non-linear 

dynamics (Lélé 1998, Walker and Salt 2006). In this sense, resilience thinking could 

contribute with knowledge of a system’s dynamics, which is needed in order to manage a 

dynamical system towards a specific goal, such as sustainability (Perrings 2006). The view of 

systems as complex and adaptive provides the rationale for managing for resilience, since 1) 

complex adaptive systems imply limited predictability and increased uncertainty, and 2) a 

system has to be resilient in order to be sustainable in a world of change and uncertainty 

(Walker and Salt 2006). The latter is also acknowledged in e.g. Folke et al. (2002, p. 440): 

“Managing for resilience enhances the likelihood of sustaining development in a changing 

world where surprise is likely.”  

 
Regarding the relevance of resilience thinking for planning, recent findings show for example 

that metropolitan planners considered resilience “as a potentially more powerful concept than 

‘sustainability’ for engaging internal and external stakeholders in challenging status quo 

responses to urban problems” (Wilkinson et al. 2010, p. 39). Resilience thinking could also 

improve the integration of different sectors within sustainable development, such as social 

and natural sciences (Brand and Jax 2007, Davoudi 2012), and ecology, and urban planning 
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and design (Pickett et al. 2004). Moreover, the resilience assessment has been described as an 

“integrated assessment of social-ecological systems” (Haider et al. 2012) with the ability to 

connect phenomena that are isolated in different silos in mainstream planning (Porter and 

Davoudi 2012) and provide a “common language across diverse sectoral and disciplinary 

interests” (Wilkinson 2012B, p. 323). However, different cautions have also been raised 

regarding the application of resilience, such as difficulties in translating resilience thinking 

from ecology to the social world (Davoudi 2012) and that the process easily could require a 

considerable amount of time and knowledge (Wilkinson et al. 2010, Haider et al. 2012). Even 

so, there are few empirical studies that examine the relationship of resilience thinking and 

sustainable development in practice. This is another research gap that I address with this 

study. 
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CASE STUDY DESCRIPTION 

Eskilstuna municipality 
Eskilstuna municipality is situated between the lakes Mälaren and Hjälmaren in the county of 

Södermanland (figure 1), to the southwest of the Swedish capital of Stockholm. The 

municipality’s area is 1 250.49 km². The Eskilstuna River, which connects the two lakes, 

flows through the largest town of the municipality, also called Eskilstuna. To the east, lake 

Mälaren is connected with the Baltic Sea. The municipality consists of different types of 

landscapes: from clay-rich soils with a long history of farming, to natural pastures, to 

coniferous and deciduous forests (Eskilstuna kommun 2005). Currently, the municipality has 

97 700 inhabitants, of which about two thirds live in the city of Eskilstuna. 

 

 
Figure 1. Eskilstuna municipality in Södermanland County. The figure shows Eskilstuna as one of nine other 
municipalities in the county of Södermanland. To the southeast the county borders to the Baltic Sea. The 
municipality borders to lake Mälaren to the north and lake Hjälmaren to the west. Wikipedia, 2013 
(http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eskilstuna_kommun). 
 
Since the beginning of the 1990’s, the municipality has worked actively with environmental 

issues from a broader sustainability perspective, and in 2012, Eskilstuna received an award 

for being the “Environmentally best Swedish municipality” of the year (Miljöaktuellt 2012). 

In addition to the layout plan, which covers the land and water use in the entire municipality 

and is mandatory according to national law, there are at least 10 other strategic plans and 

policy documents regarding environmental issues and sustainability (see a list of documents 

in Appendix 3). Following the election in 2010, the Green Party became part of the political 

majority of the municipality in a coalition with the Swedish Social Democratic Party and the 

Left Party. The goal of the Green Party in Eskilstuna is a “green and fair transition” of the 

municipality (Miljöpartiet de gröna 2013). 
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The resilience assessment – background and project description 
Lars Wiklund and Lars-Erik Dahlin, two strategic environmental planners at Eskilstuna 

municipality, initiated the resilience assessment in 2011. After having contacted the 

Stockholm Resilience Centre to investigate the possibilities of doing such an assessment, they 

presented the idea to one of the Municipal Commissioner. The municipal council took the 

decision to go through with the study and the resilience assessment was seen as a new 

approach to the municipality’s work with sustainable development. The aim of the project, as 

expressed by the planners, was that it would lead to new strategies and actions in the long-

term planning at the municipality that could increase the resilience of the municipality.  

 
I view the resilience assessment of Eskilstuna as a process, which included five planning 

meetings, a two-day workshop (see workshop agenda in Appendix 4), and a report with the 

documentation of the workshop, as shown in table 3. The project’s first planning meeting was 

held in August 2011 and the final report was still being finalized when writing this text, in 

May 2013. As presented in table 3, the principle actors involved in the planning process were 

the two strategic environmental planners, Lars Wiklund and Lars-Erik Dahlin, Cathy 

Wilkinson, researcher at Stockholm Resilience Centre and project manager, Louise Hård af 

Segerstad, research communicator at Albaeco, and myself. The initiators viewed this project 

as a first step, where only internal actors were invited to participate. Municipal civil servants 

from all the different departments and companies of the municipality, targeting managers and 

experts, and local politicians were invited to the workshop. Afterwards, they would evaluate 

the project to see if they would take it further and involve more different stakeholders.  
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Table 3. Activities and participants of the Eskilstuna resilience assessment process 
Time Activity Participants 
Aug 2011 Initial meeting with SRC† and SEI‡ researchers. Lars Wiklund 

Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Louise Hård af Segerstad (Albaeco) 
Cathy Wilkinson (SRC) 
Oskar Wallgren (SEI) 
Mike Jones (SRC) 

Feb 2012 Planning meeting in Eskilstuna. Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Cathy Wilkinson 
May 2012 PhD-course about the resilience assessment, 

using Eskilstuna as a case. 
Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Cathy Wilkinson  
Louise Hård af Segerstad 
My Sellberg  
Course participants 

Sep 2012 Planning meeting at the SRC.  
• The focus areas were determined. 

Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Cathy Wilkinson  
Louise Hård af Segerstad 
My Sellberg 

Oct 2012 Planning meeting in Eskilstuna.  
• The specific threats were determined.  
• A rough plan of the different workshop 

components.  
• Establishment of the project so far with the 

head of the strategic environmental planners, 
as well as two other planners. 

Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Cathy Wilkinson 
Louise Hård af Segerstad 
My Sellberg 
Kristina Birath 
Two other planners 

Feb 2013 Planning meeting in Eskilstuna.  
• Detailed workshop planning 

Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Louise Hård af Segerstad 
My Sellberg 

Feb 2013 2-day workshop in Eskilstuna.  
• Education in resilience thinking and group 

work. 

Lars Wiklund 
Lars-Erik Dahlin 

Cathy Wilkinson 
Louise Hård af Segerstad 
My Sellberg 
21 other participants (civil servants 
+ 1 local politician) 

May 2013 Report with workshop documentation and 
reflections of the project 

Louise Hård af Segerstad 
Cathy Wilkinson 
My Sellberg 

† Stockholm Resilience Centre 
‡ Stockholm Environmental Institute 
 
Table 3 also shows that during the planning process, the scope of the resilience assessment 

was discussed and determined and the workshop was planned more in detail. The strategic 

environmental planners especially requested the resilience assessment to target the resilience 

of four areas of the municipality (water supply, food supply, employment and transports) to 

the threats of global financial crises, climate change and energy crises, illustrated by figure 2. 
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They also requested an exploration of how the planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009) 

would impact the focal systems, wherefore, that was also included as a threat in the 

assessment. Furthermore they wanted the economic, social and environmental dimensions to 

be taken into account when resilience of the focus areas to the specific threats was being 

assessed (“So what” in figure 2). The project manager laid out the overall structure of the 

resilience assessment (figure 2): “resilience of what”, “to what”, “so what”, which looked at 

the consequences of the threats, and “now what”, exploring different strategies for resilience 

and implications for governance.  

 

 
Figure 2. The structure and scope of the resilience assessment in Eskilstuna municipality. Developed 
during the planning meetings with Lars Wiklund, Lars-Erik Dahlin, Cathy Wilkinson, Louise Hård af Segerstad, 
and My Sellberg. The focus areas and specific threats, as well as the “so what”, were especially requested by the 
municipality, whereas the structure was set by the project manager Cathy Wilkinson. 
 

This particular resilience assessment was based on the Resilience Assessment Workbook 

(Resilience Alliance 2010), but it was also influenced by the exploration of resilience in Luleå 

municipality (Wilkinson 2012B) and the Arctic Resilience Assessment (Cathy Wilkinson, 

Personal communication, February 2013). The project manager specifically emphasized the 

purpose of professional development, which had proved to be important in the Luleå case 

(Wilkinson 2012B). The workshop consisted of a mix of presentations, e.g. on resilience 

thinking, resilience assessments, ecosystem services and planetary boundaries, and group 

work, illustrated in figure 3. The participants were divided into four working groups, one for 

each focus area, and went through a historical timeline exercise (in the foreground of figure 

3), and discussed system dynamics, impacts of crises and strategies for resilience, related to 

their focus area (see workshop agenda in Appendix 4). For the last exercise, a list of 

“strategies for resilience” was used (Appendix 1), developed by Cathy Wilkinson and based 

on Wilkinson (2012A). 
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Figure 3. The resilience assessment workshop in Eskilstuna. Louise Hård af Segerstad explaining a group 
work exercise to a group of civil servants discussing the transportation system. Project manager Cathy 
Wilkinson in the background by the historical timeline. Photo taken by Lars Wiklund. 
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METHODS 

Epistemological background and research approach 
I have used an interpretive approach, which, as defined by Bevir and Rhodes (2006, p. 19), 

“rests on a philosophical analysis of actions as meaningful because they are constituted by 

beliefs”. As a part of the philosophical analysis of this approach, Bevir and Rhodes (2006) do 

not consider any variables as independent, since actions, beliefs, traditions and dilemmas are 

entwined. Interpretive policy analysis does not intend to produce predictions, i.e. statements 

about what will happen in the future, but rather to generate narratives about possible futures.  

 
In addition to the interpretive approach, my research has been informed by the research 

strategy of grounded theory. It is an inductive form of qualitative data analysis that urges 

researchers to develop analytical interpretations early in the research process and maintain an 

on-going dialogue between theory and the empirical world (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, 

Wagenaar 2011). Theory must be grounded in the empirical world, however, this does not 

mean that the researcher does not have any preconceived ideas at the start of the research 

project, rather the preliminary theories will point at what is important in the data (Wagenaar 

2011).  

Research design 
This thesis is based on a participatory case study that I conducted on the process of a 

resilience assessment at Eskilstuna municipality 2012–2013 (see previous section for a more 

detailed description of the project). I took part in the project from the PhD-course in May 

2012 until the final workshop in February 2013 (table 3) and besides doing research, my role 

was foremost to feed back my results to the initiators at the municipality in order to assist 

them in their evaluation of the project. The extended period of fieldwork has allowed me to 

collect data and analyze it in parallel, the one influencing the other. According to Wagenaar 

(2011), this is an important part of grounded theory. 

 
A case study approach was most relevant to this research, since I am interested in a 

contemporary phenomenon, without separating it from its real-life context, as in an 

experiment setting (Yin 2003). Furthermore, I chose to use qualitative methods, because my 

questions refer to “what kind”, rather than “how much of a kind”, and because these methods 

allowed me to go more in-depth into one case (Jorgensen 1989, Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). 

In interpretive policy analysis both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection are 

relevant, however, this approach favors “detailed studies of the beliefs of the relevant people 
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by means of textual analysis, participant observation and in-depth interviews” (Bevir and 

Rhodes 2006, p. 22). In this sense, the interpretive approach directed me towards collecting 

more in-depth data, in order to understand the beliefs and meanings behind the actions of the 

participants. 

 

 
Figure 4. Overview of the fieldwork. The figure shows different methods of data collection during four phases 
of fieldwork. The follow-up interviews in the last phase were made with the first three interviewees. I 
interviewed three Strategic Environmental Planners (SEPs) in the fieldwork. (MC=Municipal Commissioner). 
Note that the review of the municipality’s official documents is not included in this figure.  
 
I have divided the fieldwork into four phases (see figure 4). First of all, I participated in a 

PhD-course in May 2012 (table 3), which served as a pilot study and gave me a better 

understanding of what the interesting issues were in this particular case. In the second phase, I 

collected data through participant observation and interviews with the two planners that 

initiated the project, to address research question 1a (table 4). Thereafter, I studied crisis 

management at the municipality, addressing part of research question 1b (table 4). In the final 

phase of the fieldwork, I gathered data to address research question 2, but also the part of 

question 1b concerning layout planning (table 4).  
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Table 4. The data sources used to answer my research questions 
Research questions Sources of data 
1a. What gaps in A) preparedness for crises, 
and B) policy and planning for sustainable 
development do Strategic Environmental 
Planners target with the resilience assessment? 
 

• Semi-structured interviews with 3 strategic 
environmental planners 

• Participant observation of the resilience assessment 
process 

1b. To what extent are these gaps confirmed 
by A) strategic environmental documents, B) 
crisis management, and C) layout planning at 
the municipality? 

A) Strategic environmental plans and reports 
B) Observation of crisis management exercise,  

semi-structured interviews with the crisis 
manager, official crisis management documents 

C) Semi-structured interview with a spatial planner 
working with the new layout plan,  
layout plan 
 

2. How can a resilience assessment process 
help local government planners to address 
these gaps in relation to A) preparedness for 
crises, and B) policy and planning for 
sustainable development? 

• Participant observation of the resilience assessment 
process 

• Semi-structured interviews with 6 of the workshop 
participants after the workshop (3 strategic 
environmental planners, 1 crisis manager, 1 spatial 
planner, 1 Municipal Commissioner).  

• Survey to 20 out of the 23 workshop participants 
 

Methods of data collection 
Data was collected through participant, and non-participant, observation, semi-structured 

interviews with key informants, a survey to workshop participants and a review of 

Eskilstuna’s official documents. Case study research, as well as participant observation, rarely 

depends on only one form of evidence (Jorgensen 1989, Yin 2003). Furthermore, these data 

sources could give me the kind of rich, in-depth qualitative data that I needed in order to 

answer my questions. Each method for data collection is described more in detail below. 

 
Document review 
The review aimed at including all current documents (not historical ones) that were relevant 

for the focus areas of this study and included strategic environmental documents, the layout 

plan (an overview spatial plan of the municipality’s geographical area), the official crisis 

management plan, and other information material and reports from the municipality’s 

environmental work (see Appendix 3 for a complete list of documents). I reviewed the 

documents between September 2012 and February 2013. When reading through each 

document, I took notes of how the content related to the resilience thinking framework (table 

1), and the focus areas of the assessment (figure 2). Simultaneously, I compiled a document 

list, containing: a short explanation of each document and its content, its connections to the 

focus areas of the assessment, references mentioned in the text to other documents (municipal 

and on higher levels), and other notes on how the document related to the resilience 
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assessment or resilience thinking. Apart from providing me with an appropriate background 

to the case under study, the document review gave me more understanding of the gaps 

identified by the planners, which helped me to answer research question 1b (table 4). To be 

able to confirm the gaps in policy and planning for sustainable development, I reviewed key 

documents on sustainability, such as the Eskilstuna Municipality’s Policy for a Sustainable 

Development (Eskilstuna kommun 2002), once again, searching for examples on the 

operationalization and assessment of sustainable development in the municipality.  

 
Observations 
The observations took place in Eskilstuna, mainly at the municipality’s offices, and at the 

Stockholm Resilience Centre. Within the resilience assessment process I was allowed to 

participate, but during the crisis management exercise I was only allowed to observe quietly. 

To document the observations, I wrote field notes after each day of fieldwork (Jorgensen 

1989). In the initial stage of the research, I let the field notes include more or less everything 

that I thought could be relevant for my project, but later on they gradually became more 

focused. In the method of participant observation it is important to keep an open mind in the 

beginning of the fieldwork (Jorgensen 1989). In my notes during the 1-day crisis management 

exercise, I was directly linking my observations to the theoretical framework of resilience 

thinking (table 1). All field notes include memos, which are notes of the preliminary ideas 

that emerged during the fieldwork. Memo writing is advocated by grounded theory, as a part 

of the on-going dialogue between theory and the empirical world (Wagenaar 2011), and 

captured my early interpretations of the data. The reflection session in the end of the 

workshop was recorded and transcribed.  

 
Semi-structured interviews 
I used a semi-structured approach to interviewing (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009), by using an 

interview schedule with a number of key topics. Each topic started with a broad question, 

followed by suggestions on more specific follow-up questions (Appendix 5, Example of an 

interview schedule). This type of interview guide allowed for the flexibility to ask unplanned 

questions related to the different topics (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 130). Sometimes the 

interviewees answered many questions at once, but then the interview schedule was used to 

ensure that all relevant topics had been discussed. During the interviews, I was concerned 

both with building a relationship with the interviewees and receiving high quality interview 

data, for example by getting detailed and spontaneous descriptions by the interviewees (Kvale 

and Brinkmann 2009, Wagenaar 2011).  
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In total, I conducted seven interviews face-to-face, of approximately 1–1,5 hours each, and 

two telephone interviews of approximately 15-30 minutes each while taking notes: one with a 

Municipal Commissioner who took part in initiating the project, and one with a spatial 

planner working in the layout planning process. I adapted the interview schedule to fit the 

specific interview, depending on the interviewee and the information I expected he or she 

possessed, where we were in the resilience assessment process, and where I was in my 

research process. The last six interviews, in February 2012 (figure 4), I used specifically to 

test my interpretations and clarify questions that had emerged earlier in the project. 

 
I recorded and transcribed all the face-to-face interviews. Afterwards, the interviewees were 

given the possibility to comment on the transcriptions. While reading through the 

transcriptions (including the transcription of the reflection session of the workshop) and notes, 

I wrote short memos between the quotes as a part of a preliminary analysis, or sense making, 

of my findings.  

 
Survey 
The survey triangulated data in the interviews and field notes, by providing me with an 

additional source of data that addressed research question 2 (table 4). The survey scanned the 

views of all the workshop participants so that the individual accounts captured in the 

interviews could be compared with the general views of the workshop participants. 

Furthermore, it captured reflections that had not been spoken at the reflection session in the 

end of the workshop. 20 out of the 23 workshop participants took part in the survey: a couple 

of them trainees at the municipality and the rest were civil servants, most of them from the 

municipal office and the city planning administration. 

 
My survey questions were part of an evaluation form, which also included questions that the 

municipality needed answered to evaluate the project (see Appendix 6). The formulation of 

survey questions was informed by Esaiasson et al. (2007). I used mainly “open questions”, i.e. 

questions without fixed answering alternatives, since I was concerned with mapping the 

participants’ views of the resilience assessment (Esaiasson et al. 2007, p. 259). In this sense, I 

could ask questions about e.g. the insights they got from the workshop (Appendix 6), which 

did not fit easily into a multiple-choice question. 

Data analysis 
Following the strategy of grounded theory, I coded the data into categories in order to move 

from “empirical material to generalizations” (Wagenaar 2011, p. 261). This was an iterative 



 22 

process of coding and recoding in order to make sense of the data (Wagenaar 2011). During 

this process, I also developed and focused my research questions. In the end, the first level of 

categories included: 1) gaps in municipal planning, and 2) contributions by the resilience 

assessment (corresponding to my research questions, table 4). The second level consisted of 

categories relating to the focus areas: preparedness for crises and policy and planning for 

sustainable development. For the first research question, I wrote syntheses of the findings 

connected to the focus areas as a first step before writing my results. When writing the 

syntheses I noticed emerging themes (table 5), which I turned into categories to code my data. 

I also used this last group of categories to categorize my findings for the second research 

question. However, while doing that, I noticed similar themes in several categories, wherefore 

I collected these themes (table 5) in the table in Appendix 7, together with the gaps that each 

theme addressed.  

 
Table 5. The coding categories. The first categories corresponded to the focus of the research 
questions, within which I found emerging themes that became sub-categories. The process of deciding 
both levels of categories was iterative and based on a grounded theory approach (Wagenaar 2011). 
Focus of research questions Emerging themes 
Gaps in preparedness for 
crises: 

Preparedness for the future threats of triple crises 
An overall strategy to handle change 
Ensuring long-term food security 

Gaps in policy and planning 
for sustainable development: 

A common and clear definition and vision 
A holistic assessment of planning for sustainable development 
Sector integration in sustainable development 

How the resilience assessment 
process helped in addressing 
the gaps: 

Giving a mindset that assumes change, surprise and uncertainty 
Giving a dynamic perspective on systems and change 
Giving a broader system perspective on the municipality and the municipal 
organization 
Drawing attention to social-ecological integration 
Facilitating a holistic perspective 
Framing a discussion of planning for long-term (global) threats with many 
uncertainties 
Providing a common language and a common tool/method 
Helping to explore consequences of crisis in the system 
Highlighting certain strategies  
One way of operationalizing sustainable development 
Clarifying a common goal picture 
Helping to assess current work of the municipality relative to their 
sustainable development goals 
Providing new arguments for taking action 
Facilitating transformation and innovation 
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Limitations of data and methods 
This research rests on a single case study, which means that the findings from Eskilstuna may 

not be representative to all Swedish municipalities of the same size. The reason for this design 

is simply that there are no other known municipalities in Sweden that have applied resilience 

thinking up to date, except for Luleå (Wilkinson 2012B). However, I have tried to provide the 

reader with enough information of the case, to facilitate an analytical comparison to another 

case in the future (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). Furthermore, even though a statistical 

generalization may not be possible with this design, it can still be possible to “expand and 

generalize theories” (Yin 2003, p. 10). It could also be argued that concrete “context-

dependent knowledge is more valuable than a vain search for universal, predictive theory”, 

given that “human activity is situated in local contexts of practice” (Kvale and Brinkmann 

2009, p. 264). Following the basis in interpretive policy analysis, it is clear that this case 

study seeks insights, rather than answers (Bevir and Rhodes 2006).  

 
Another limitation of this study is that it only investigates short-term effects of what the 

resilience assessment could entail to the practice of strategic planning. This implies that it was 

only the direct workshop outcomes, as well as the practitioners’ view of the potential longer-

term effects that could be investigated in this study. The survey was carried out immediately, 

and the last interviews a few days after the workshop, which means that reflections that might 

have appeared after a longer period of time have not been captured by this research. However, 

this design ensured a high degree of participation in the survey and that the participants had 

the content of the workshop in fresh memory while answering the questions. 

 
Furthermore, I have gained a significant part of the data from qualitative interviewing, which 

can be argued, is more dependent on the interviewer’s skills and subject matter knowledge, 

than a method consisting of a set of rules (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). This view of 

qualitative interviewing implies that the knowledge generated by these interviews could be of 

lesser quality because of my own limited prior experience of qualitative interviewing. On the 

other hand, the design of this study has allowed me to build relations with the interviewees 

and ask clarifying follow-up questions later on in the research process, as well as to 

complement the interviews with data from observations and documents, which could at least 

partly have counteracted my limited experience. 
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RESULTS 

Gaps in municipal planning 
In this section, I present my results of the first research question on the gaps that the strategic 

environmental planners targeted with the resilience assessment, in relation to A) preparedness 

for crises, and B) policy and planning for sustainable development. The extent to which these 

gaps were confirmed by A) strategic environmental documents, B) crisis management, and C) 

layout planning, is also presented for each focus area. 

 
A. Gaps in preparedness for crises 
 
Preparedness for the future threats of triple crises 
In the beginning of the project, the strategic environmental planners explained that one of the 

reasons for the resilience assessment was to discuss the future global threats of climate 

change, energy crisis or peak oil, and financial crisis, since they experienced that these crises 

did not have any clear organizational home in the municipality, illustrated by the following 

quote: 

 
In the shorter term, we have crisis management, with special organizations for 

that. But it is supposed to respond to threats that just arise and handle that. Then 

they work naturally to reduce risk also for the municipality in different ways, by 

preventing things. But the perspective is not so global and huge, like "our entire 

civilization is under threat," or something like that. Rather, they see more 

isolated phenomena: "what happens if we get a prolonged power outage?" Or 

"what if our systems go down," or whatever it may be. A bit more like these 

urgent things that you can handle, reasonably. So, somewhere there is a gap 

there, that nobody really takes responsibility, I think, for these large, global, 

fateful issues in a municipality. We do this in part, because we are planning, of 

course, for sustainability. (SEP1) 

 
For example, an issue such as climate adaptation could be owned both by crisis management 

and the strategic environmental department at a municipality, but currently the ownership is 

not quite clear. According to the planners, one of reasons why the global threats are not 

discussed the way they should, is because there is little evidence of a large-scale crisis today. 

According to them, today’s planning is based largely on the current development, projecting it 

into the future. What if the future would be quite different from today? One of the planners 

specifically identifies a lack of preparedness for worst-case scenarios: 
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Now we hope it doesn’t go so badly, but you still have to dare to think like that 

when planning a municipality, that you must have a good self-sufficiency and 

good preparedness for difficult situations. Now we have lived so long in a 

relatively safe world, so we don’t really have that way of thinking, but we have 

very vulnerable systems, I think. (SEP1) 

 
An overall strategy to handle change 
Related to the previous gap, the planners mention a lack of an overall strategy of how to cope 

with change. There is layout planning with a planning horizon of 2030, crisis management 

that is more focused on events, and strategic environmental plans for different sectors looking 

10–20 years into the future. However, the planners acknowledge that no one connects these 

different parts and looks at e.g. how an energy crisis would affect the strategic environmental 

plans. A lack of sector integration means that some issues fall in between.  

 
Ensuring long-term food security 
A specific gap is mentioned regarding the effects of global crises on the food system, since 

the municipality has little influence over this sector and, therefore, also little knowledge of 

food production and agriculture. Today, physical planning is partly directed towards 

sustainability, but it does not deal with e.g. the impact of a severe oil crisis on food supply. 

 
Confirmation of gaps in preparedness for crises 
Strategic environmental documents, crisis management and layout planning mainly confirm 

the gaps identified by the strategic environmental planners (see table 6). However, different 

departments of the municipality have different tasks and focus on different time perspectives. 

Preparedness for shocks and events is, for example, the responsibility of crisis management, 

whereas layout planning deals with the longer-term trends, and strategic environmental 

planning is divided on different sectors and focuses on certain issues, such as climate change. 

This shows that an overall strategy to handle change is currently lacking at the municipality. 

Furthermore, planning for financial crisis and worst-case scenarios is not on the agenda, 

although crisis management implies preparedness also for unknown events. Regarding food 

security, strategic environmental planning and layout planning plan for a sustainable food 

system in the longer term, but not from a perspective that the food supply should be robust in 

the face of a crisis. 
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Table 6. The extent to which the gaps in preparedness for crises identified by the Strategic 
Environmental Planners (SEPs) are confirmed by strategic environmental documents, crisis 
management and layout planning (overarching spatial planning of the municipality’s area).  
Gaps 
identified 
by SEPs: 

Strategic environmental 
plans and reports Crisis management Layout planning 

Future 
threats of 
triple crises 

− Some climate adaptation 
measures in climate plan. 

− Energy crisis indirectly 
through promotion of 
energy efficiency and 
renewables. 

− Preparedness for separate 
events, e.g. floods, riots, 
infrastructure breakdowns. 

− Does not cover slow or 
underlying changes/drivers. 

− More focus on climate 
adaptation in new plan. 

− Energy crisis indirectly 
through promotion of 
energy efficiency and 
renewables. 

Overall 
strategy to 
handle 
change 

− Lacking, divided on 
different sectors or issues. 

− Focus on maintaining critical 
societal functions in face of 
short-term (unknown) crisis 
events.  

− Also minimizing risks, by 
identifying vulnerabilities in 
municipal services, and 
follow-up on crisis events.  

− Planning to deal with 
different environmental 
threats.  

− Monitoring of trends and 
four different scenarios for 
the city’s development in 
new plan. 

Food 
security 

− Indirectly through e.g. 
climate plan, which covers 
climate impact of food 
consumption, and 
conservation plan, which 
promotes organic, locally 
produced food and 
biodiversity in agricultural 
landscapes. 

− Short-term shocks in food 
supply to municipal services, 
e.g. to schools because of 
infrastructure breakdowns. 

− Stimulates circular 
exchange between city and 
countryside, and limits 
exploitation of agricultural 
land. 

 
 
B. Gaps in policy and planning for sustainable development 
 
A common and clear definition and vision 
Currently, the municipality has a common frame-goal of sustainable development, which for 

example should steer all the municipality’s processes. Everyone at the municipality is 

expected to work together towards the goal, but what sustainable development really means is 

still quite vague. Everyone talks about sustainability, but the planners identify a need to fill 

the concept with a concrete content, otherwise it will become an empty concept, and to some 

extent it already has become a “buzzword”.  

 
The perception of sustainable development as a vague concept is clearly connected to the fact 

that they lack a clear and common vision in the municipality of what a sustainable society 

might look like. One of the planners states, for example, that the lack of a clear picture of 

sustainable development becomes evident in policy situations when politicians dispute 

ambitious goals, e.g. for transforming the transport system to be less dominated by cars. It is 

also shown when concrete actions are not guided by the long-term goals, for example, when 

there is no actual willingness to raise the parking fees in the city.  
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A holistic assessment of planning for sustainable development 
In the translation of sustainable development into practice it is easy to leap directly from the 

frame-goal to the specific sector plans of e.g. climate change, waste management and water, 

and “sit with one thing at a time, which it easily becomes in planning”, as one of the planners 

stated. The planners express a need for a holistic assessment of whether the work of the 

municipality is consistent with a sustainable development or not, illustrated in the quote 

below:  

 
You should be able to say more safely that "yes, but this we consider as very 

close to sustainable development." To put a value on it. For as it is now, you 

kind of skip this and trust the individual indicators that might measure how 

many green cars we have. "Yes, now we have many of that kind, then we also 

have..." whatever it is, "we have a certain amount procured organic foods. Then 

it must be sustainable." A bit like that, instead of getting a handle on how the 

overall effect strikes, and how it matches with a lot of other processes. (SEP2) 

 
The lack of a clear image of the goal also means that it is difficult to assess whether the 

current situation, of e.g. a self-sufficiency level of 10 % for food, is good or bad. A holistic 

assessment of sustainability could also take ecosystem services into account. One of the 

planners asks himself to what extent the current actions of the municipality would “undermine 

the different ecological services that are available” and “how well in tune with the natural 

processes” they are in Eskilstuna. He also states: “That is the type of questions that never are 

being posed in any other context.” 

 
Sector integration in sustainable development 
Another aim of the resilience assessment was to contribute to a holistic perspective by 

including the three dimensions of sustainable development. The two planners that initiated the 

project wanted to integrate the different “pillars” of sustainable development, i.e. social, 

economic and environmental, by designing a workshop that bridged these sectors and 

stimulated a cross-disciplinary discussion. That was one of the reasons why they chose 

employment as one of the focus areas, for example. One of the planners recognizes that work 

with sustainable development usually focuses only on environmental issues and that the social 

dimension risks falling out. 
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Confirmation of gaps in planning and policy for sustainable development 
As shown in table 7, crisis management least of all addresses the gaps, whereas strategic 

environmental documents, and layout planning address them partially. For example, there are 

attempts to operationalize sustainable development in the municipality, through e.g. the four 

Principles of Sustainability from the Natural Step (2013) and the sub-goals of the new layout 

plan. However, a common and clear vision of a more sustainable society is still absent.  

 
Regarding a holistic assessment of sustainable development, indicators and trends are 

followed-up on, but it is unclear whether they succeed to give a holistic picture. Some plans 

cover the whole geographical area of the municipality, but focus on either a specific issue, 

such as climate change, or usage of land, water and resources, such as the layout plan. 

Therefore, there is no entirely holistic approach for planning of the municipality’s 

geographical area.  

 
Table 7. The extent to which the gaps in policy and planning for sustainable development (SD), 
identified by the Strategic Environmental Planners (SEPs), are confirmed by strategic environmental 
documents, crisis management and layout planning (overarching spatial planning of the municipality’s 
area). 
Gaps 
identified 
by SEPs: 

Strategic environmental 
plans and reports Crisis management Layout planning 

Common 
and clear 
definition 
and vision 

− Principles for SD explained 
in Policy for SD.  

− Goals for each sector and 
environmental quality goals.  

− Rough picture of climate 
neutral energy system in 
2050 in climate plan. 

− Does not work with SD 
concept. 

− Clear focus on SD in new plan 
with a frame-goal and sub-
goals, e.g. for strengthening 
different types of diversity, 
mobility rather than transports, 
resource efficiency, and 
regional connections. 

Holistic 
assessment 

− Both the Policy for SD and 
the climate plan concerns 
the whole municipality and 
not only municipal services. 

− Social, environmental and 
economic indicators for SD 
in annual report.  

− Assessment of ecological 
footprint of municipality. 

− Ecological area mainly 
seen as responsibility of 
environmental 
department, however, 
covers short-term crisis 
in some ecosystem 
services, e.g. bird flue or 
oil spills and could also 
assess these risks. 

− Covers the whole municipality, 
but focuses on usage of land, 
water and resources. 

− Monitoring of trends to see if 
development corresponds to SD 
goals.  

− Assessing ecological, social and 
economical impacts of plan.  

Sector 
integration 

− The sector plans connect to 
the overall Policy for SD, 
and to some other 
(environmental) sector 
plans. 

− Integration between social 
and environmental in Policy 
for SD.  

− Functions across all 
departments at the 
municipality.  

− No cooperation with 
planning for SD.  

− Deals with trade-offs between 
different interests: economic, 
social and ecological. SD goals 
try to integrate these.  

− Connects the overall vision, 
Policy for SD, overall social 
and economic goals with 
detailed physical planning. 
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Similar to the gap concerning food security, there is a lack of a longer-term risk perspective 

regarding the ecosystem services that the municipality is dependent on. For example, in the 

assessment of environmental impacts of the layout plan, there is a focus on minimizing 

negative environmental impacts, such as emissions to air and water, and no assessment of 

risks (Eskilstuna kommun 2005). 

 
In terms of sector integration, the strategic environmental plans mainly concentrate on the 

environmental sphere, even though Eskilstuna Municipality’s Policy for a Sustainable 

Development in 2002, bridges the environmental and social dimensions (Eskilstuna kommun 

2002). Furthermore, crisis management functions across departments in the municipality, but 

does not cooperate with planning for sustainable development, although the crisis manager 

could identify common interests between the two, especially in climate change adaptation. An 

exception is the layout plan, which integrates the different sectors within physical planning, 

by connecting ecological, social and economic aspects into sustainable development goals.  

Contributions of the resilience assessment process 
In the following section, I present my results for how the resilience assessment process helped 

local government planners to address the gaps mentioned above, relating to A) preparedness 

for crises, and B) policy and planning for sustainable development. 

 
In general, the participants thought that the resilience assessment process mainly contributed 

with learning, both of the new mindset and concepts, and of the new method (see figure 5). 

When they applied the mindset to the focal systems in the group discussions, it also generated 

a shared understanding of the systems, concerning, for example, its interconnectedness (figure 

5). While I participated in the project, however, it did not result in any concrete actions or 

decisions regarding governance. Although, the resilience assessment did highlight certain 

types of strategies, as discussed below.  

 

 
Figure 5. The general contributions of the resilience assessment process at Eskilstuna municipality were 
learning of the resilience assessment method and the resilience thinking framework, as well as a common system 
understanding when the learning was applied on the focal systems. The application of this understanding on 
governance is yet to be thoroughly explored. 
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This gives a context to the insights connected to research question 2, which I have collected 

under different themes in the table in appendix 7. The themes are supported by examples of 

the participants’ views, as well as my own observations of the process. In the end of the table 

(Appendix 7), I included two other ways that the planners thought resilience thinking and the 

resilience assessment could be helpful, which were not connected to any of the specific gaps 

that they wanted to target. My main findings for each focus area are presented below. 

 
A. Preparedness for crises 
 
Preparedness for the future threats of triple crises 
The resilience assessment framed a discussion about the threats that are long-term, global and 

uncertain and therefore easily are overlooked (Appendix 7:6). Three of the participants stated, 

for example, that this could lead to that consequences of climate change are being considered 

more seriously in planning. Framing the importance of these crises was helped by system 

dynamics and especially the risk of threshold effects, which helps visualize dramatic, 

undesired and surprising consequences of the crises to society, according to the planners. In 

the first interview, the crisis manager stated that an oil crisis probably would not be his 

responsibility, since the process would be slow and there would be time to adapt. However, 

one of the planners explicitly mentioned that the risk of threshold effects implies a risk of not 

being able to slowly adapt, and could, therefore, lead to more measures to stop negative 

trends, as seen in one of the examples in Appendix 7:13.  

 
A mindset that assumes change, surprise and uncertainty, which the resilience assessment 

mediated (Appendix 7:1), also framed these uncertain crises. In the survey, one of the 

participants stated that the workshop focused more on “what could happen, than on the 

normal state”, and the following quote illustrates what influence this perspective could have 

on planning: 

 
It may be that it's a bit more radical planning /.../ that works with scenarios. And 

shows where we lack preparedness, or where we plan actually in the wrong 

direction today. And that the world might look very different in 20 years, we do 

not know yet. It is not entirely unrealistic. (SEP1) 

 
Furthermore, one of the strategic environmental planners mentioned afterwards that a holistic 

perspective, showing interconnections between parts, also was important for the future threats 

not falling in between responsibilities. The Municipal Commissioner who was involved in 
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initiating the project stated that it was important to meet and “zoom out”, looking at the 

problem situation from a broader perspective. 

 
Apart from helping to frame the importance of the threats, the resilience assessment also 

provided some help in understanding their possible consequences (Appendix 7:8, also shown 

in figure 5). This was facilitated by, for example, the possibility to think more freely about 

consequences, the historical discussion of the system’s past responses to crises, as well as the 

discussion about system dynamics. The exercise where consequences of the crises were 

discussed helped to explore both positive and negative impacts in different dimension: social, 

ecological and economic. In this exercise, long-term consequences for ecosystem services 

also was discussed, and in the reflection session afterwards, one of the participants mentioned 

the resilience assessment as a tool to think more long-term about the ecological dimension.  

 
An overall strategy to handle change 
As shown above in figure 5, so far, this resilience assessment has not had any specific 

implications on governance. However, it still highlighted certain strategies of e.g. increasing 

self-sufficiency, strategic foresight to minimize risks of crises, and scenario planning to deal 

with uncertainties (Appendix 7:9).  

 
The most significant way that the resilience assessment addressed this gap, was by offering a 

common framework, method and language that bridged the divided preparedness for crises at 

the municipality, and could, potentially, lead to an overall strategy in the future. As was 

presented in table 6, there is up do date no overall strategy of how to handle change at the 

municipality, rather the responsibility is divided between strategic environmental planning, 

layout planning, and crisis management. At the resilience assessment workshop, these 

different functions met and discussed change in the focal systems with common concepts 

(Appendix 7:7). All of them experienced partial overlaps with their existing work and way of 

thinking. For example, a mindset that assumes change and uncertainty (Appendix 7:1), was 

not new to crisis management, but introduced a new risk perspective into planning for 

sustainable development. Whereas, the emphasis on social-ecological interdependence, which 

was not new to planning for sustainable development (Appendix 7:4), draw attention to 

strategies of “nurturing conditions for recovery and renewal”, such as ecological diversity and 

social-ecological memory (Appendix 1: Strategies for resilience), which are not currently seen 

as part of crisis management. This partial overlap contributed to them all feeling at home and 

relating the resilience assessment to their own work with either planning for sustainable 
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development, or crisis management. For example, after the workshop, the crisis manager 

considered the resilience assessment to broaden the scope of his current work:  

 
I relate this to my work with emergency preparedness very clearly, very clearly. 

For me, these ideas very roughly about resilience, it is crisis preparedness work, 

though on a much longer time horizon. For that is exactly what I do, though I do 

it in the very short term. That was one of those insights. 

 
The crisis manager mentions the longer time perspective here, and eight of the other survey 

respondents also thought that resilience thinking could facilitate a longer time perspective in 

planning. The assessment introduced a new, dynamical view of change in the systems 

(Appendix 7:2), which highlighted the importance of both slow and fast variables. In this 

sense, resilience thinking is a framework that bridges crisis management, with its emphasis on 

fast changes, and planning for sustainable development, which focuses on slower trends (see 

table 6). Regarding spatial scales, the resilience assessment implied a broader system 

approach to the focal systems (Appendix 7:3), which, for example, draw more attention to the 

geographical area of the municipality, than the municipal services – the current focus of crisis 

management (table 6).  

 
Ensuring long-term food security 
Addressing the gap of preparedness for crises in food supply is very much connected to the 

overall strategy to handle change. In the resilience assessment, the broader perspective of the 

system that included interactions between the global and local scales brought forth a 

discussion on food security issues, as well as impacts from financial crisis, which are not 

planned for in current strategic environmental planning (table 6). A mindset that assumes 

change and uncertainty (Appendix 7:1) also set the stage for a discussion on long-term food 

security. The food group at the workshop identified many knowledge gaps in their 

understanding of the system, and in the final reflection session, they recognized a need to 

have a dialogue with stakeholders. For food supply, the resilience assessment highlighted 

strategies of e.g. increased self-sufficiency and food reserves. 

 
B. Planning and policy for sustainable development 
 
A common and clear definition and vision 
For the planners, the resilience assessment and resilience thinking was one way to 

operationalize sustainable development (Appendix 7:10) and helped to make the concept 
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more comprehensible. As one of the strategic environmental planners stated in an interview 

afterwards: going through the resilience assessment method “with history and landing 

eventually in strategies” is a way to “fill the concept of sustainable development with concrete 

content, and in a new way”. Discussing system dynamics, as well as long-term threats’ impact 

on society, gave new perspectives on sustainable development and could “supplement the 

normal image when talking about sustainability” (Appendix 7:2 and 6). As one of the 

planners put it: 

 
Sustainable development we have strived for and are working with. And then I 

think a lot of this to close cycles and get mechanisms to work, but resilience 

adds this with fluctuations and thresholds, and I think, like urban development 

that work with planning, then it's really important to take account of these 

fluctuations, boundaries, incredibly important actually. (P5) 

 
Even though the participants did not apprehend the resilience assessment as a tool to set new 

goals, one of the strategic environmental planners highlighted afterwards that she thought it 

clarified the common “goal picture” of a more sustainable society (Appendix 7:11), both by 

achieving “a common picture of "where we are going" and of “what we don't want to 

happen.” The planner recognized that this common picture would be clarified by e.g. creating 

“a common understanding of the thresholds that are most critical, that this we simply cannot 

take away, or pass”, and  “an idea of where we don't want to go”.  

 
A holistic assessment of planning for sustainable development 
In the interview afterwards, the strategic environmental planner who had stressed the 

importance of a holistic assessment before, said that the resilience assessment could help 

assessing current work of the municipality relative to their sustainable development goals 

(Appendix 7:12). For example, the workshop exercise about impacts of the threats helped to 

“put it together in a context where different parts of society’s functions get a more holistic 

assessment”. Three of the survey respondents also thought that the resilience assessment 

focused more on the long-term goals, and nine of them that it meant a more holistic 

perspective (Appendix 7:5). The list of “strategies for resilience” (Appendix 1) was also used 

at the workshop to help identify areas that lacked adequate measures today.  

 
Moreover, the resilience assessment highlighted another type of assessment of plans: whether 

they would function in a worst-case crisis scenario. For example, one of the participants said 
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that the resilience assessment was “a systematic way” to look at if the municipal plans would 

work “if it all goes bad”:  

 
Will this beautiful plan fall apart if reality doesn’t turn out as you had thought it 

would, or does it function anyway? (EI1) 

 
This is connected to a mindset that does not assume stability, and one of the planners at the 

workshop also stated that resilience thinking could add a more dynamic view into e.g. the 

Environmental Impact Assessment of the layout plan (Appendix 7:2). Two other planners 

mentioned that the resilience assessment could complement the Environmental Impact 

Assessment, for example as a tool to keep a holistic perspective in planning (Appendix 7:12).  

 
Regarding the ecological dimension, the resilience assessment could raise awareness of 

impacts of crises on ecosystem services (Appendix 7:8), as was seen regarding preparedness 

for future crises. According to one of the strategic environmental planners, the possibility of 

surprising thresholds in apparently slow and “invisible” ecological changes, such as 

eutrophication, raises a sense of urgency for better environmental knowledge in order to know 

where the threshold is and when “we should stop everything” (Appendix 7:6). 

 
Sector integration in sustainable development 
The resilience assessment facilitated a holistic perspective in planning, by targeting a range of 

different issues across sectors, such as employment and climate change, and highlighting their 

interconnections, e.g. in the exercise that explored consequences of crises (Appendix 7:3 and 

5). One of the survey respondents mentioned that the workshop was training in “thinking 

every part of sustainable development”. The participants perceived the concept of resilience 

itself as broad, and not only relevant for climate or environmental issues, which further 

facilitated a holistic perspective. One of the participants stated after the workshop that it had 

“opened the eyes for the cross-sectoral”, and another that a more holistic perspective comes 

automatically in a resilience assessment.  

 
The system approach of the workshop “invites to cooperation” across sectors, since it 

facilitated an understanding of the interconnectedness and  “mutual dependencies” within the 

municipality’s organization. The workshop setting itself also played a role in sector 

integration, by, for example, providing a common language and a common method among the 

participants (Appendix 7:7), as well as an opportunity for civil servants from different 
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departments to come together and learn from each other. Exercises such as the historical 

timeline facilitated a shared understanding of the system (figure 5).  

 
Among the sectors of sustainable development, the resilience assessment draws particular 

attention to social-ecological integration (Appendix 7:4). This was both because of the social-

ecological system perspective of the framework, which framed ecological values “as a part of 

human welfare”, and because of how they used the workshop to target both ecological and 

social issues of concern, such as eutrophication and unemployment. 



 36 

DISCUSSION 

Resilience and the process of sustainable development 
After interviewing the strategic environmental planners in Eskilstuna I have come to view the 

work with sustainable development at the municipality as an ongoing process (see figure 6). 

When the concept of sustainable development was introduced in the municipality in the 

beginning of the 1990’s, together with Agenda 21, it brought a focus on participatory bottom-

up work, as well as a more holistic view on societal and environmental problems. Since then, 

the Agenda 21 work faded away, in the end of the 1990’s, and was replaced by a focus on the 

new local investment programs, and later, a highlight of the issue of climate change, which 

generated a specific climate plan (Eskilstuna kommun 2012).  

 

 
 
Figure 6. The resilience assessment process and the ongoing work with sustainable development at the 
municipality of Eskilstuna. The resilience assessment both brought in new perspectives, and strengthened 
aspects of the existing work. The potential is how the strategic environmental planners thought that resilience 
thinking and resilience assessments could influence planning and policy for sustainable development. 
 
In the light of this journey, the strategic environmental planners saw resilience thinking as a 

welcomed opportunity to once again emphasize a holistic perspective. The basic ideas of 

social-ecological systems and cross-scale coordination (Folke 2006) were not new to the work 

with sustainable development, which also is shown in e.g. (WSSD and UN Department of 

Public Information 2003). However, these ideas served to strengthen a holistic systems 

approach in the ongoing process of sustainable development at the municipality, illustrated by 

figure 6. The planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009) were introduced in the resilience 

assessment, for example, as a part of the discussion of cross-scale coordination, and brought a 

much broader perspective on environmental change than the issue of global warming alone. 
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The planners also mentioned the importance of science providing them with new concepts 

and methods that connect different sectors and could “lift the discussion (of sustainability) 

another notch”.  

 
However, if the assumption about cross-scale coordination is not communicated clearly, there 

might arise conflicts between planning for resilience and sustainability. As an example, one of 

the planners said after the workshop that a resilience approach might call for a broadening of 

the streets in the city of Eskilstuna as a buffer towards traffic jams. This would conflict the 

current aim of narrowing some of the streets in order to decrease car-use and live up to their 

sustainability goals. However, resilience thinking with a clear assumption of cross-scale 

coordination could come to the same conclusion as sustainability from the perspective that 

resilience at one scale should not undermine resilience at other scales, in this case the climate 

system (e.g. Folke et al. 2010).  

 
Moreover, the resilience assessment strengthened sector integration within sustainable 

development (figure 6), particularly between environmental and social issues, which was 

facilitated by the assumption of social-ecological systems (table 1). However, it might not 

have been the case if the organizers had not chosen to give a separate presentation on 

ecosystem services in the workshop. One of the participants mentioned afterwards that this 

presentation seemed as separate from the rest, but if you do not understand the basic 

ecological dependence of society, you risk coming to the “wrong conclusions”. At the 

previous resilience workshop in Glasgow, by Wilkinson et al. (2010), the facilitators had to 

actively push for environmental considerations to be included in some of the exercises. 

Furthermore, the resilience assessment workshop did not succeed in reaching out to 

economists at the municipality, which was discussed in the reflection session after the 

workshop. This limited the impact on sector integration within sustainable development. 

 
Apart from strengthening the existing ideas of sustainable development, the resilience 

assessment also introduced some new perspectives (see figure 6). The focus of the resilience 

assessment on how sustainable a system is to a certain threat, and the concept of resilience, 

with its focus on coping with change (definition in table 1), gave a new perspective on the 

operationalization of sustainable development. The mindset that assumes change, rather then 

stability, springing from the underlying assumption that systems are complex and adaptive 

(Folke 2006), also represented a new way of thinking for the planners.  
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Even though this study mainly argues for resilience thinking providing local government 

planners with additional arguments to push for a sustainability agenda, there might also be 

conflicts between the current mindset of sustainability and the mindset of resilience thinking. 

Planning for sustainable development at the municipality assumes development will be 

similar to today’s trends, however, in a time of looming triple crises, a mindset that assumes 

change, surprise and uncertainty becomes attractive, corresponding to e.g. Davoudi (2012), 

Shaw (2012) and Shaw and Maythorne (2012). In some cases, investments in redundancy and 

diversity to increase resilience can decrease efficiency and, therefore, be costly in the short-

term perspective (Walker et al. 2002, Walker and Salt 2006, 2012). An important challenge 

for planning is who pays for this extra cost (Wilkinson 2012B). However, this study did not 

yet come to the point when that trade-off became a topic of the discussion.  

The potential of dynamical systems for planning 
The idea that systems are complex and adaptive (Folke 2006) presented a new way of 

thinking, both for crisis management, corresponding to Walker and Westley (2011), and to 

planning for sustainable development, affirming e.g. Lélé (1998). However, this study also 

touches upon what difference this additional assumption could have for planning practice. 

The strategic environmental planners perceived the concepts of thresholds and alternate states 

as powerful ideas that, in principle, could call for stronger action in order to halt slow, 

negative, social and environmental, trends, and provide arguments that would challenge 

business-as-usual (Appendix 7:13, see also figure 6). The idea of complex adaptive systems 

framed the importance of planning for long-term uncertain threats (Appendix 7:6) and 

highlighted scenario planning as a strategy to deal with this uncertainty, in line with e.g. 

Walker et al. (2002). 

 
There was also a notion that threshold effects could clarify the goal of a sustainable society by 

pointing at critical limits that we should not pass (Appendix 7:11, see also figure 6). Given 

that a system is presently in a desirable regime, thresholds and limits represent the idea of 

where we do not want to be, which could clarify the image of where we want to be, the 

sustainable society, by providing it with a frame. This is similar to the idea of planetary 

boundaries, which define the safe operating space for humanity (Rockström et al. 2009). 

Furthermore, the discussion on system dynamics at the workshop, helped frame a 

transformation of the transport system of Eskilstuna in a new way (Appendix 7:14) and draw 

attention to variables that influenced the height of the threshold, blocking the transformation 

to a more desirable regime.  
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Despite the benefits the planners see in the idea of complex adaptive systems, there are also 

challenges related to its communication and application. First of all, three of the survey 

respondents mentioned the difficulty in applying system dynamics to the focal system, 

however, these respondents also wrote that it was a new way of thinking, and a “key 

exercise”. Moreover, one of the participants raised a concern about the discussions sometimes 

being too general, and not specifically from a resilience thinking perspective. This points at a 

challenge of simplifying resilience thinking when communicating the framework, without 

loosing its specific character, which, according to the initiators, is particularly related to the 

assumption about complex adaptive systems. However, exploring resilience has previously 

shown to demand a long learning process (Wilkinson 2012B).  

 
Regarding the actual identification of threshold effects, we still cannot say if any of the 

discussed threshold effects exist for certain after this project. The planners stated afterwards 

that threats and their consequences should be scientifically based, since, otherwise, there is a 

risk of being perceived as “environmental atrocity propaganda”. However, the dilemma is that 

applying a systems approach increases uncertainty by showing the system’s 

interconnectedness and complexity (Michael 1995). In this sense, attempting to base decisions 

on evidence in complex systems might lead to an unmanageable amount of data, which still 

not is perceived as sufficient (Michael 1995, Wilkinson et al. 2010). One of the planners also 

expressed an uncertainty after the workshop, whether threshold effects and that way of 

thinking really is useful for other systems than ecosystems. This relates to difficulties in 

translating resilience thinking from ecology to the social world, previously pointed out by 

scholars such as Davoudi (2012). However, there are also several examples of non-linear 

changes identified in social systems, such as how cooperation of individuals in common-pool 

resource settings usually depends on the total amount of cooperating individuals in the system 

(Ostrom 1990). 

 
In spite of the challenges mentioned above, the planners’ idea of how system dynamics could 

be useful in pushing a sustainability agenda makes it an interesting area for further research. 

There is a lot of previous work of implementing strategic adaptive management around 

certain “Thresholds of Potential Concern” in the Kruger national park in South Africa, for 

example (Biggs and Rogers 2003). There, the difficulty of defining exact thresholds is 

avoided to some extent by using the best information available to put values on thresholds of 

concern, which then are constantly reevaluated. Furthermore, the Thresholds of Potential 
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Concern are directly linked to the overall vision of the Kruger Park, developed together with 

stakeholders. Could a strategic adaptive management approach be adapted to a municipality, 

and would such an approach capture the value that the planners see in the concepts of 

thresholds and alternate states? 

A bridging framework 
On the basis of this study, I consider resilience thinking to provide a framework for how to 

handle change that bridges planning for sustainable development and crisis management at 

the municipality, which is illustrated in figure 7. Both these functions related resilience 

thinking to their own work. The planners regarded resilience thinking to be an important 

“subset”, or aspect, of the “political superstructure” of sustainable development, which is 

more like an “umbrella” (figure 7). This is consistent with the view of Walker et al. (2002) on 

sustainability as the “overarching goal” of which system regimes are desirable. Still, they did 

not think resilience thinking could give the answers to everything or replace sustainable 

development. The crisis manager, on the other hand, considered resilience thinking to 

correspond with crisis management in many ways, but to broaden its scope, both in time and 

space (figure 7). In practice, there is no real overlap between the resilience assessment and the 

operational part of crisis management during an actual crisis, which I observed in an exercise 

at the municipality. Wherefore, I interpret my interview with the crisis manager as if crisis 

management could be incorporated into the broader framework of resilience thinking, rather 

than them being replaceable.  

 
Another example of the bridging function of resilience thinking, is that the conceptualization 

of system dynamics incorporates both slow and fast variables, which these functions have 

dealt with separately at the municipality (table 6). This corresponds to the conclusion of 

Walker and Westley (2011) that resilience thinking could contribute to risk assessments with 

attention to slow variables. Furthermore, it confirms the findings of Shaw and Maythorne 

(2012) that a resilience discourse could potentially integrate short-medium term emergency 

planning with medium-long-term climate adaptation. Moreover, most crisis management now 

seems to target general resilience to unknown events (see table 6), but by broadening the 

perspective on threats and including understanding of system dynamics, I think resilience 

thinking holds the potential of also adding more strategies targeting specified resilience.  
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Figure 7. Bridging sustainable development and crisis management. The resilience assessment bridged crisis 
management and policy and planning for sustainable development in Eskilstuna municipality. The contributions 
of the resilience assessment process are captured in boxes with dotted lines. Resilience thinking could broaden 
the scope of crisis management in the municipality, whereas it contributed with a risk perspective to planning for 
sustainable development. System dynamics was a new perspective for both crisis management and planning for 
sustainable development. 
 

Even though resilience thinking provided a more holistic approach to handle change, the 

broad system perspective of the resilience assessment (Appendix 7:3) also raised questions 

about the limited influence of the municipality, relating to common difficulties in defining the 

system (Wilkinson et al. 2010, Davoudi 2012). Some participants questioned the necessity of 

discussing focal systems that are largely out of the municipality’s control, such as the food 

system. However, the dilemma is that despite the food system’s global nature, the 

municipality is still quite dependent on a secure food supply, exemplified by this quote from 

the survey:  

 
Food security as a focus area is in a way redundant because it is so global, but 

on the other hand, therefore very important to realize how dependent our food 

supply is on import and then use that knowledge to enhance self-sufficiency! (7) 
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The relevance of resilience thinking for planning 
The results from my study confirm the literature on the relevance of resilience thinking for 

planning regarding framing, both of the crises and of the focus areas, system understanding, 

and governance, as presented in table 8. However, due to the limited scope of the project, this 

study cannot specifically further research on the influence of resilience thinking on 

governance. Nevertheless, this study deepens the knowledge about how the resilience 

assessment could be relevant in addressing preparedness for crises in a local government, as 

well as the relationship of resilience and sustainability from a practice point of view (e.g. 

figure 6). Furthermore, this research can confirm the notion that resilience thinking can 

strengthen sector integration in a local government (Porter and Davoudi 2012, Shaw and 

Maythorne 2012, Wilkinson 2012B), especially by bridging crisis management and planning 

for sustainable development, given that they currently are isolated, and by strengthening the 

awareness of social-ecological interdependence. 

 
Another interesting notion that I found is that the resilience assessment was connected to 

innovation and transformation (Appendix 7:14). Two of the participants thought that the 

workshop facilitated thinking more freely, without restrictions. At the workshop, the 

discussion on system dynamics, helped frame a transformation of the transport system in a 

new way. Moreover, one of the planners said afterwards that working with resilience 

assessments seriously and systematically could lead to a “new planning system /…/ where 

sustainability becomes central”, as well as our understanding of our ecological dependence. 
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Table 8. Relating the results on how the resilience assessment process helped local government 
planners to address the gaps at Eskilstuna municipality to table 2 (p. 8) on the potential relevance of 
resilience thinking to local government planning. 

 
 
 

Themes E.g. references Findings 

B
ro

ad
 g

en
er

al
 th

em
es

 

Framing 
 

Wilkinson et al. 
2010, Shaw 2012,  
Walker and Salt 
2012 

Confirmed, e.g.: 
• Framing of discussion on threats that are global, long-term and 

uncertain (Appendix 7:6).  
• Framing of focus areas and crises in a system perspective 

(Appendix 7:3).  
• Future potential of the resilience assessment is to challenge 

existing paradigms (Appendix 7:14). 
System 
understanding 
 

Wilkinson 2012B, 
Fünfgeld and 
McEvoy 2012,  
Wilkinson et al. 
2010 

Confirmed, e.g.: 
• New mindset challenges assumptions about linearity and 

stability (Appendix 7:1). 
• The resilience assessment had a broader perspective on the 

system and the disturbances and highlighted interconnectedness 
between the focal systems (Appendix 7:2 and 3). 

• The resilience assessment did not draw attention to the 
ecological dimension per se, but to social-ecological integration 
(Appendix 7:4). 

Governance Newman et al. 
2009, Ahern 
2011,  
Wilkinson 2012A, 
Wardekker et al. 
2010,  
Wilkinson 2012B 

Partly confirmed, e.g.: 
• The resilience assessment highlighted certain strategies, such as 

scenario planning, and identified strategies that are mainly 
informal, such as learning from crises (Appendix 7:9). 

• The planners saw the new mindset (Appendix 7:1) with 
strategies such as scenario planning (Appendix 7:9), as a way 
of dealing with uncertainty.  

F
oc

us
 a

re
as

 o
f t

hi
s s

tu
dy

 

Preparedness 
for crises 

Shaw 2012, Shaw 
and Maythorne 
2012, Walker and 
Westley 2011 

Confirmed and deepened, e.g.: 
• Framed future threats of triple crises (Appendix 7:6). 
• Brought attention to both slow, underlying factors and fast 

changes (Appendix 7:2). 
• The resilience assessment broadened the scope, both in time 

and space, of crisis management (Appendix 7:3). 
• The framework and the method have the potential of bridging 

short-term crisis management and longer-term planning for 
sustainable development at the municipality (figure 7). 

Sustainable 
development  

Wilkinson et al. 
2010,  
Ahern 2011,  
Wilkinson 2012B, 
Porter and 
Davoudi 2012 

Confirmed and deepened, e.g.: 
• The planners saw resilience thinking as one aspect of 

sustainability and a way of analyzing systems (Appendix 7:10). 
• The focus on planning for long-term threats gave a new 

perspective on sustainability (Appendix 7:6). 
• The new mindset of assuming change contributed with a risk 

perspective to planning for sustainable development (Appendix 
7:1). 

• Resilience thinking and system dynamics could help clarify the 
goal picture of a sustainable society (Appendix 7:11) and 
provide additional arguments to challenge business-as-usual 
(Appendix 7:13). 

• Resilience was seen as a broad concept that could engage 
people from many different sectors (Appendix 7:7) and 
emphasized interconnectedness between focus areas (Appendix 
7:3). However, it gave special attention to social-ecological 
integration (Appendix 7:4). 
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Recommendations and reflections 
Here I present some recommendations and reflections for local governments, for the 

development of the resilience assessment method, and for theory development of resilience 

thinking. 

 
Lessons learned for local governments 
In a municipality, all work needs to be rooted politically. Even though, there were politicians 

in Eskilstuna municipality with a particular interest in the resilience assessment, the strategic 

environmental planners identified a challenge here, since, for example, a resilience 

assessment is less visible to the citizens and will not make politicians “win the elections next 

year”, compared to investments in e.g. new bike lanes. This calls for a special attention to 

how a resilience assessment is communicated to local government politicians. 

 
In the workshop survey, 70 percent of the respondents wrote that the insights from the 

workshop were useful in some way for their work. Therefore, a possible continuation of the 

project is to integrate it into the municipality’s ongoing work. Integrating the resilience 

assessment in the current work of the municipality probably also increases the likelihood of 

making a lasting impact, as well as demanding less additional effort. The Eskilstuna 

Resilience Assessment seemed to overlap most with layout planning, since it also has a long-

term perspective, addresses trends and uncertainties over time, and connects to goals for 

sustainable development. In an interview, a spatial planner in Eskilstuna mentioned the 

possibility of having a resilience seminar in the layout planning process in order to create a 

dialogue between politicians and civil servants about how to strengthen the preparedness and 

how to break negative trends. Other planners that participated in the resilience assessment 

mentioned that it could be useful as a complement to the Environmental Impact Assessment 

of the layout plan.  

 
When planning a resilience assessment, it is important to keep in mind that the participatory 

workshop demands a lot of preparations. First of all, reflect carefully on the purpose of the 

workshop, since it determines whom you invite. For instance, if the purpose is scientific you 

need people who can inform you, whereas, if it is stakeholder-driven, you need representation 

from all the important stakeholder groups (Paul Ryan, Personal communication, May 2012). 

The output of the assessment depends on the knowledge of the attending participants, as well 

as the balance between different interests in the discussions. Without participants with 

thorough knowledge about the system under discussion, the workshop output easily becomes 
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shallow and general. That was especially clear for those focus areas where the municipality 

has little influence, such as food and employment. One of the planners said, for example, in 

the reflection session that “we lacked a farmer in the food group”, since the municipality 

“does not have expertise in food supply”.  

 
Even for an internal workshop, as this one, it might be demanding to gather the people you 

need to a multiple-day workshop. In the end, most of the participants at the resilience 

assessment in Eskilstuna were either planners or e.g. environmental coordinators at their 

different departments, although, the organizers had aimed for a broader representation across 

departments. One of the planners acknowledged afterwards that most departments must have 

interpreted it as “some kind of environmental project”, even though “the issues become so 

large and so significant for the operations that it should be a management issue”. Therefore, it 

is recommended to handpick the people that you want to attend, in line with the purpose of 

the assessment.  

 
In this project, it gradually became clear that the main workshop output would be learning of 

the method and the way of thinking, rather than producing an action plan (figure 5). This 

points at another purpose of a resilience assessment – professional development. None of 

these approaches is more preferable than the other, but it is important to be aware of their 

implications. If the purpose is learning, then the output of the assessment might be less 

detailed and accurate. However, the outcome of the resilience assessment will also depend on 

the amount of time and resources that you invested in the process (Haider et al. 2012).  

 
Reflections on the development of the resilience assessment method 
Currently, the Resilience Assessment Workbook (Resilience Alliance 2010) is not written to 

the local government, strategic planning, or sustainability planning audiences. However, 

during the reflection session of the workshop, the demand for a handbook in Swedish for 

municipalities was raised. In a time of a rapidly expanding policy interest in resilience, which 

can bee seen in e.g. the Rockefeller Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities Centennial Challenge 

(2012), the need for a version of the workbook for local governments is very much confirmed. 

Moreover, the Transition Town movement with its focus on community resilience to climate 

change and peak oil (Hopkins 2008) is spreading, with currently over a thousand initiatives 

across the world (Transition Network 2012). Even though both these initiatives have many 

points in common with resilience assessments, I find that the Resilience Assessment 
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Workbook can contribute with its strongly embedded idea of complex adaptive systems and 

need to govern for “multiscale resilience” (Folke et al. 2010). 

 
As I discuss above, there are multiple purposes of doing a resilience assessment, from the 

more explorative approach to generating concrete action plans (as in the fourth step in Walker 

et al. 2002). Developing multiple versions of the Resilience Assessment Workbook for these 

different purposes could facilitate the planning of a resilience assessment. This first workshop 

in Eskilstuna emphasized professional development in terms of new scientific concepts and 

methods, as well as training in thinking about non-linear change in the system under study. 

However, the initiators recognized possibilities for a continuation of the project already in the 

reflection session of the workshop. In this case, an explorative workshop could lead on to, for 

example, an exploration of future scenarios with stakeholders, integration within the existing 

planning processes of the municipality, or using the bridging function of resilience thinking 

(figure 7) to develop a cross-sectoral strategy to handle change. Building on this, there is a 

possibility to develop a roadmap for how the different types of resilience assessments could 

be navigated and combined to best reinforce each other.   

 
In the following, I present recommendations for a development towards a workbook for local 

governments, as well as for resilience assessment workshops in local governments: 

• This study showed that there was a demand for a holistic assessment that considers 

ecological, as well as social and economic aspects. If the resilience assessment is to be 

developed further for this particular usage, there is a need to e.g. integrate more 

knowledge and examples of system dynamics and threshold mechanisms in social and 

economic systems. 

• The planners also found that the perspective of alternate regimes framed 

transformation in a new and useful way, in this case of the transport system. The 

resilience assessment could potentially provide more input into this area if more 

knowledge on transformations and transformability would be integrated into the 

resilience assessment. 

• This assessment focused on the local and global scale, but it was also questioned by 

one of the participants for being too global and abstract. However, since systems at 

different scales function in a nested, hierarchical structure (Gunderson and Holling 

2002), a stronger emphasis on scales in between, e.g. the Stockholm region or EU 

level, might have clarified the connections between the local and the global systems. 
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• Facilitators of resilience assessments need to be aware of the underlying assumptions 

and values of social-ecological interdependence, cross-scale interactions, and the need 

for transformations and how they are communicated. These values and assumptions 

could have a significant impact on the trade-offs that appear and the conclusions that 

are drawn in a resilience assessment. 

 
Reflections on theory development 
While exploring resilience with practitioners I found that it raised many reflections on the 

resilience thinking framework, wherefore, some of them are presented here: 

• Regarding threshold effects, are they at all useful when you deal with systems that 

have many different state variables that determine their identity, and probably many 

different interacting threshold mechanisms? There might be a danger in focusing on 

managing the specified resilience of a certain aspect to a certain threshold, while 

simultaneously diminishing the resilience of another part of the system to another 

threshold (Brian Walker, Personal communication, May 2012). Should we instead 

focus on increasing general resilience when we are dealing with such complex systems 

as these? Or, is there a potential to apply a version of strategic adaptive management 

in a local government and identify Thresholds of Potential Concern (Biggs and Rogers 

2003)? 

• It was clear from the project that transformational change was needed, and to some 

extent already initiated, for certain focal systems in Eskilstuna, e.g. the transportation 

system. Here planners and practitioners would need more insights from resilience 

thinking on how to manage transformational change. 

• Finally, the concept of planetary boundaries was also presented and discussed at the 

Eskilstuna resilience assessment, as a part of the general education and as a way to 

discuss cross-scale interactions. However, this also raised questions about how to 

operationalize the planetary boundaries on a local level. Some of the participants 

thought the idea of boundaries that the human enterprise have to adapt to, was rather 

useful for local government planning, in principle. Could the planetary boundaries be 

translated into a “fair share of operating space for a local government”? Or, are there 

possibilities to link the planetary boundaries to the local level by focusing more on 

regional level boundaries? 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Turning back to my research questions, I found that Eskilstuna municipality lacked a holistic 

approach to handle change in the municipality’s geographical area. Current preparedness for 

crises is divided between the isolated functions of crisis management and planning for 

sustainable development, and does not include planning for worst-case scenarios, or the 

robustness of critical ecosystem services. Moreover, the municipality still needs a clear vision 

of a sustainable development.  

 
In the light of this context, the resilience assessment strengthened a holistic system 

perspective in the process of implementing sustainable development, by emphasizing social-

ecological interactions, as well as interactions across scales. Moreover, the resilience 

assessment contributed a new mindset, the idea of complex adaptive systems, which urged 

planning for sustainable development to take surprise and uncertainty into account. Planning 

practitioners in Eskilstuna thought threshold effects and alternate regimes could be useful to 

clarify the vision of a sustainable society, frame transformation and the need to plan for long-

term, uncertain crises, as well as to provide arguments to push a sustainability agenda by 

highlighting the risk of abrupt surprises in seemingly slow trends. Regarding preparedness for 

crises, the resilience assessment was a first step to initiate and coordinate preparedness for 

climate change, peak oil and global economic recession, and it also laid the foundation to start 

working with scenario planning. The resilience assessment provided a framework that bridged 

the currently divided preparedness for crises in the municipality and paved the way for a 

development of a more holistic strategy to handle change.  

 
In conclusion, the process of a resilience assessment provided new energy to the work of 

sustainable development in the face of a triple crisis, and in a time when the concept risks 

being watered down. In a Swedish context, Eskilstuna is a municipality with a mature and 

ambitious environmental work, wherefore I conclude that resilience assessments may have a 

considerable potential to contribute to local government planning. This highlights the need for 

a development of the Resilience Assessment Workbook into multiple guides for multiple 

audiences and purposes, and could, potentially, lead on to the development of a roadmap to 

navigate the application of resilience thinking in local government planning. 
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Appendix 1. A framework of strategies for resilience 
This framework was applied in the resilience assessment workshop in Eskilstuna municipality, February 2013, and was developed by Cathy 
Wilkinson, based on Wilkinson (2012A). 
 GOOD PRACTICES 

LEARNING TO LIVE WITH CHANGE AND 
UNCERTAINTY 

EXISTING FUTURE 

Buffering Essential capacities are over-
dimensioned such that critical 
thresholds in capacities are 
less likely to be crossed 

     

Redundancy Overlapping functions; if one 
fails, others can take over 
 
 

     

Compartmentalization A basis for coordinated 
response and recovery that 
can halt ‘the cascading of 
problems from one location or 
system to another 

  

Strategic foresight The ability to create and 
maintain a high-quality, 
coherent and functional 
forward view and to use 
insights in organizational 
useful ways 

     

Evoking disturbance Allowing small disturbances 
to avoid catastrophic ones 
 

    

Learning from crises 
 

The capacity for institutional 
learning following crises that 
helps deal with future crises 

     



 
 GOOD PRACTICES 

CREATING OPPORTUNITIES FOR SELF-
ORGANIZATION 

EXISTING FUTURE 

Adaptive 
planning & 
design 

Enable monitoring, feedback, 
and adjustment of actions, 
preferably by stakeholders 
closest to the system   
 

     

Flatness The hierarchical levels relative 
to the base should not be top-
heavy. Overly hierarchical 
systems with no local formal 
competence to act are too 
inflexible and slow to cope with 
surprise and to rapidly 
implement non-standard highly 
local responses.  

     

Cross-scale 
dynamics 

Avoid creating resilience at one 
scale by reducing it at another 
scale 

     

Fast 
metabolism 

A fast rate of movement of 
resources through the system 
ensures fast mobilization of 
these resources to cope with 
perturbations 

     

   



 GOOD PRACTICES 

NURTURING DIVERSITY FOR RECOVERY AND 
RENEWAL AFTER DISTURBANCE 

EXISTING FUTURE 

Social-
ecological 
memory  

Share diverse experiences of 
how people have coped with 
and adapted to past crises and 
disturbances.   

     

Social capital  A number of functional social 
roles are critical for recovery or 
transformation e.g. networkers, 
leaders, innovators. Nurture 
these. 

     

Ecological 
memory 

Foster overlapping functional 
diversity e.g. by protecting 
keystone species, banning 
harvesting during key lifecycle 
stages, setting aside of reserves 
& protected areas 

    
 

 
COMBINING DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
KNOWLEDGE FOR LEARNING 

EXISTING FUTURE 

Local 
knowledge 

Find ways to incorporate 
knowledge of local stakeholders 
alongside more “scientific” 
knowledge 

     

Process 
knowledge 

Understand how things are 
done, not just what is done. This 
is an ongoing process of 
collective learning. 

     

 



Appendix 2. Overview of the sustainable development concept 
 
The meaning of sustainable development has evolved and there are several different 
definitions existing in parallel (Lélé 1991). The standard definition on sustainable 
development can be found in the report Our Common Future (WCED 1987), also known as 
the “Brundtland report”: 
 
Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. (WCED 1987, p. 43) 
 
The Brundtland report provided an integration of two global issues of concern: development 
and environment (Kates et al. 2005). This definition also shows that the concept is clearly 
based in the idea of intergenerational equity (Ott 2003, Kates et al. 2005). The report assumes 
that economic growth and equity, encouraged by citizen participation, are needed to sustain 
basic human needs, but it also acknowledges that there are limits to environmental resources, 
as well as the biosphere's capacity to absorb effects of human activities (Kates et al. 2005). 
The World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 generated the Johannesburg 
Declaration, which broadened the standard definition with the common three pillars of 
sustainable development: economic development, social development and environmental 
protection (WSSD and UN Department of Public Information 2003, Kates et al. 2005).  
 
The concept of sustainable development has been widely critiqued for being open to various 
interpretations (Lélé 1991). First of all, there is an important distinction to make between 
sustainable development and sustainability. Sustainability could for example be defined 
literally, implying that “a sustainable system is one which survives or persists” (Costanza and 
Patten 1995), or as ecological sustainability, which implies “the existence of the ecological 
conditions necessary to support human life at a specified level of well-being through future 
generations” (Lélé 1991). Similarly, sustainable development could both be defined in a more 
literal sense as “a process of change that can be continued forever”, or the more dominant, 
value-laden interpretation of “a process of development that achieves the traditional 
objectives, results in ecologically sustainable patterns of resource use, and is implemented in 
a participatory manner” (Lélé 1991). The latter and more dominant interpretation of 
sustainable development clearly incorporates the societal objectives of both ecological 
sustainability, participatory processes and the “traditional development objectives”, which 
could be defined as “providing basic needs and increasing the productivity of all resources 
(human, natural and economic) in developing countries, and maintaining the standard of 
living in the developed countries” Lélé (1991). In this case then, instead of seeing sustainable 
development as a process of change that can be continued forever, it is rather seen as a 
“development that reaches or maintains a sustainable state” (Ott 2003) where societal goals 
are achieved.  
 
Though the concept of sustainable development is considered an ambiguous umbrella 
concept, it could be argued that this very ambiguity is also what gives it its political strength 
and creativity (Kates et al. 2005). However, this implies that what sustainable development 
really is, has to be defined in practice through “negotiating the grand compromise among 
those who are principally concerned with nature and environment, those who value economic 
development, and those who are dedicated to improving the human condition” (Kates et al. 
2005).   



Appendix 3. List of documents 
Here, I present a complete list of the documents that I reviewed in this study (see the Methods 
section for a description of the document review). 
Document Year Explanation 
Environmental policy 2002 Steering document. Ambitions and goals for the municipal 

organization, as well as the geographical area. 
Policy for a sustainable development 
– Action program with 
environmental and public health 
targets 

2002 Steering document with both binding and guiding sections. 
An umbrella document that sets the direction of many 
other more narrow-scoped plans. Local Agenda 21 
program. 

Layout plan 2005 Spatial plan that sets the direction for long-term land and 
water usages and steers the more detailed spatial plans. 
Mandatory in national law. 

Extended layout plan for a specific 
area: “Stadsbygden” 

2005 Addition to the layout plan for a specific area. 

Extended layout plan for a specific 
area: “Mälarstranden” 

2005 Addition to the layout plan for a specific area. 

Energy plan 2006 Steering document, a sector plan. Now replaced by the 
Climate plan. 

Water plan 2006 Steering document, a sector plan. Based on the EU 
framework directive on water. 

Plan of green areas in cities  2006 Elaboration of the layout plan and functions as a basis for 
detailed spatial planning. 

Nature conservation plan 2006 Steering document, a sector plan. Functions as a basis for 
detailed spatial planning. 

Plan for handling of residue material 2007 Steering document, the municipal waste management plan. 
Mandatory in national law. 

Local area work 2007 Report and evaluation of the project for working with local 
influence, participation, employment and integration in 
certain chosen areas. 

Ecological footprint 2010 Analysis of external consultant. 
Annual report 2011 Report on the municipality’s achievements regarding goals 

of sustainable development and efficiency in the 
organization. 

Climate plan 2012 Steering document, a sector plan, and replacing the Energy 
plan. 

Traffic plan – strategy and action 
program 

2012 Steering document, a sector plan. Two separate 
documents, one with the overall strategy and one with 
concrete actions.  

Guide to the local food 2012 Information material from the municipality. 
How we work with climate and 
environment in Eskilstuna 
municipality 

2012 Information material from the municipality. 

Eskilstuna municipality – an 
overview 

2012 Study material for a PhD-course in May 2012 at 
Stockholm Resilience Centre about resilience assessments. 

The history of Eskilstuna 2012 Study material for a PhD-course in May 2012 at 
Stockholm Resilience Centre about resilience assessments. 

Crisis management plan for 
extraordinary or severe events in 
peace times and during increased 
preparedness 2012–2015 

2012 Steering document for part of the crisis management work 
in the municipality, excluding e.g. preventive work. 

Action plan for contaminated areas - 
draft 

2012 Steering document, a sector plan. Still a draft. 

 
  



Appendix 4. Agenda of the Eskilstuna Resilience Assessment Workshop  
The agenda is translated from Swedish and was developed during the planning meetings with 
Cathy Wilkinson, Louise Hård af Segerstad, Lars Wiklund, Lars-Erik Dahlin and My Sellberg 
(2012–2013). 

	  

	   	   Day	  1	  
February	  11th	  2013	  

09:00–10:30	  
am	  

Welcome	  	  
	  
Presentation	  round	  

What	  is	  resilience	  and	  why	  talk	  about	  it?	  	  
Cathy	  Wilkinson,	  Stockholm	  Resilience	  Centre	  

Discussion	  	  
	  

10:30–10:45	   Coffee	  break	  
10:45–12:00	   What	  is	  a	  ”Resilience	  Assessment”?	  Cathy	  Wilkinson	  

	  
Eskilstuna’s	  resilience	  assessment:	  Focus	  areas	  and	  threat	  pictures	  	  
	  
Discussion	  
	  

12:00–1:00	   LUNCH	  
1:00–2:30	  
pm	  

Resilience	  Assessment	  Step	  1	  –	  Historical	  timeline	  

2:30–2:45	   Coffee	  break	  
2:45–4:30	   Resilience	  Assessment	  Step	  2	  –	  Eskilstuna	  municipality	  as	  a	  dynamical	  

system	  	  
	  

	   	   Day	  2	  
February	  12th	  2013	  

09:00–10:30	  
am	  

Ecosystem	  services	  –	  Louise	  Hård	  af	  Segerstad	  
	  
Resilience	  Assessment	  Step	  3	  –	  Impact	  on	  social,	  economic	  and	  ecological	  
systems	  	  

	  
10:30–10:45	   Coffee	  break	  
10:45–12:00	   How	  do	  we	  govern	  our	  municipality	  with	  a	  resilience	  perspective?	  	  

Cathy	  Wilkinson	  

Resilience	  Assessment	  Step	  4	  –	  Strategies	  for	  resilience	  	  
	  

12:00–1:00	   LUNCH	  
1:00–2:30	  
pm	  

Usefulness	  and	  next	  step	  
-‐ What	  is	  the	  usefulness	  for	  different	  parts	  of	  the	  municipality’s	  organization?	  	  
-‐ What	  does	  the	  next	  step	  look	  like	  for	  the	  municipality?	  

	  
Workshop	  evaluation	  
	  

2:30	  –	  2:45	   Final	  coffee	  break	  



Appendix 5. Interview schedule for a semi-structured interview  
This is an example of an interview schedule for a semi-structured interview, translated from 
Swedish, which demonstrates the general structure of the interview schedules with topics and 
possible follow-up questions. This specific schedule was used in the first two interviews with 
the strategic environmental planners in Eskilstuna, in October 2012. 
 

1. Can you tell me the story of how you decided to work with resilience?  

a. When did you hear about it the first time?  
b. How did it happen that you sent the first e-mail to SRC?  

c. What was the catalyzer? 
d. Follow-up questions: Who did what? When? What happened before? What 

happened after?  
2. What did you think about the PhD-course in May (2012)?  

a. Did it change your approach towards resilience or the resilience assessment?  
b. Was there something that made you uncertain of the method?  

3. What are your expectations of the resilience assessment?  
a. Expectations on the workshop and how it could influence the work in the 

future.  
b. Expectations on how resilience could be used to market Eskilstuna 

municipality.  
c. Worries before the workshop? What are the risks?  

d. What is it in the resilience thinking that your find especially interesting?  
e. Personal professional goals, and if the resilience assessment could assist you in 

reaching them.  
4. How do you think resilience relates to sustainable development?  

a. Were you there when sustainable development entered the municipality’s 
agenda?  

b. What do you think sustainable development has contributed to the planning 
work? Examples (positive and negative) of how it has affected your work.  

c. Do you think sustainable development has been watered down and is that why 
resilience is interesting?  

d. What do you relate to a “sustainable municipality”? 
e. What do you relate to a “resilient municipality”? 

f. What differs between a sustainable and a resilient municipality?  
5. Is there any relation to the municipality’s crisis management work?  

a. How do you think they are connected? 
6. Personal background, education and interests, etc. (if I would like to ask more 

about it). 
  



Appendix 6. Evaluation to participants of the resilience assessment workshop 
 
This evaluation was given to the participants of the resilience assessment workshop in 
Eskilstuna, in February 2013. Questions are translated from Swedish. The aim of the survey, 
which was presented at the top of the evaluation form, is not included here, neither is the 
ending of the form, including e.g. contact details for my supervisor and me. 
 
1) Circle the number that best corresponds to your knowledge of resilience before this 
workshop (1=did not know the concept at all, 5=thorough understanding of the concept).  
 
1 2 3 4 5  
 
2a) Has the workshop been organized in a good way?  
 
☐ Yes ☐ Partly ☐ No 
 
2b) What could have been improved?  
 
3a) Have the presentations had an appropriate level of difficulty?  
 
☐ Yes ☐ Partly ☐ No 
 
3b) Was there some part that was more difficult to understand?  
 
4a) What new insights have you gained from the workshop?  
 
4b) In what ways could they be useful in your daily work?  
 
5) What is new with the resilience assessment, compared to the current municipal planning?  
 
6) Is there some part of the resilience assessment that is not suitable for usage in a 
municipality, or that is redundant?   
 
7) Could the resilience assessment influence the coming municipal planning, e.g. regarding 
the work with sustainable development or crisis management? In that case, in what way?  
 
8a) Is it important for the municipality to continue to work with resilience?  
 
☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Don’t know 
 
8b) What other focus areas and threat pictures do you think are important?  
 
8c) Would you like to be a part of a continuation of the project?  
 
☐ Yes ☐ No ☐ Maybe ☐ Don’t know 
 
Other comments:



 



Appendix 7. How the resilience assessment helped in addressing gaps in municipal planning 
This table presents different ways that the resilience assessment process helped (RA) addressing the gaps in relation to preparedness for crises 
and policy and planning for sustainable development at Eskilstuna municipality. The themes are based on my analysis with examples from 
interviews, observations and a survey to the workshop participants. From the interviews and the observations it became clear that the themes are 
not disconnected, but rather influence each other in many different ways. 
How RA 
helped: 

The main gaps 
addressed: 

Examples:  

1. Giving a 
mindset that 
assumes 
change, surprise 
and uncertainty 

Overall strategy to 
handle change 

Holistic assessment of 
SD 

− The resilience assessment focuses more on what could happen, than on the normal state. (Survey) 

− The workshop was a systematic way of looking at: “if it all goes bad, what happens then?” Trying to prevent unwanted 
surprises, instead of just planning towards certain goals. The method can assess if the plans would function even if the future 
deviates from the plans. (Reflection round of the workshop) 

2. Giving a 
dynamic 
perspective on 
systems and 
change 

Overall strategy to 
handle change 

Holistic assessment of 
SD  

Common and clear 
definition and vision 
 

− 9 of 20 people in the survey wrote that thinking of thresholds was something new. 

− Identifying thresholds is new to layout planning. (Interview spatial planner) 

− Resilience thinking adds a dynamic view of systems to e.g. Environmental Impact Assessment of the layout plan. (Survey) 

− Resilience thinking highlighted both shocks and slow trends, which are less visible, but could be “ticking time-bombs”. 
(Interviews with SEPs) 

− Historical discussion and discussion about system dynamics brought up slow factors that influence the state of a system, e.g. 
industrial culture and education levels in the employment group. (Observation of workshop) 

3. Giving a 
broader system 
perspective on 
the municipality 
and the 
municipal 
organization 

Overall strategy to 
handle change 

Food security 

Sector integration in 
SD 

− The workshop showed interconnections between the focal systems, e.g. water and food, and transports and food. It also 
showed connections across scales to the global threats and e.g. the food supply’s dependence on the global system. 
(Observation of workshop) 

− The focus of the workshop was more on the geographical area of the municipality, rather than on the municipal services. (E.g. 
interview crisis manager) 

− The resilience assessment dealt with the underlying events, even though they might not have a direct effect on municipal 
services, rather than the secondary consequences of those events. (Interview crisis manager) 

− The workshop and a systems approach facilitated understanding of interactions and mutual dependencies between different 
parts of the municipality, and the interconnectedness of issues. This invites to cooperation, since we cannot solve an issue by 
ourselves, and motivates working together, towards common goals, or away from undesired trajectories. (Interviews SEP1, 
SEP3 and crisis manager) 



How RA 
helped: 

The main gaps 
addressed: 

Examples:  

4. Drawing 
attention to 
social-
ecological 
integration 

Sector integration in 
SD 

− Resilience thinking gives attention to the ecological dimension and the importance of biodiversity. But, it frames this as a 
critical part of peoples’ welfare, by using concepts such as ecosystem services. (Interviews SEP1 and SEP2) 

− The workshop was used to frame both ecological and social issues of concern, e.g. unemployment. (Observations of process) 

− Working with a broad, and also historical, perspective indirectly leads to more understanding of our ecological dependence, 
since then the context of our current situation becomes clearer. (Interview SEP2) 

− Resilience thinking increases our understanding of how parts of the system interact, both in nature, but also between people, 
and help us prioritize what is important and not. (Interview SEP2) 

5. Facilitating a 
holistic 
perspective 

Holistic assessment of 
SD 
 
Sector integration in 
SD 

− ”Resilience is not primarily an environmental tool, but a tool for man's ability to survive and adapt to have a good life” 
(Survey). Looking for consequences of global crises on economic and social systems was seen as very important too 
(Interviews SEPs).  

− It is difficult to avoid a broader discussion at a resilience assessment and a holistic perspective comes more automatically. 
(Interview SEP2) 

− Resilience has a broader scope than layout planning, which focuses on land use. (Interview spatial planner) 

− Resilience thinking provides planners with concepts and models that connect different areas, which means better possibilities 
to find solutions with positive synergy effects. (Interview SEP2) 

− The workshop was training in thinking every part of SD (survey) and it lifted holistic thinking within SD because of 
discussing all the dimensions in an integrated manor (Interview SEP1). 

6. Framing a 
discussion of 
planning for 
long-term 
(global) threats 
with many 
uncertainties 

Preparedness for future 
threats of triple crises 
 
Common and clear 
definition and vision 
 
 

− A more holistic way of thinking, showing interconnections between different parts, leads to less risk of future threats falling in 
between responsibilities in the municipality. (Interview SEP1) 

− It was a new perspective for SD to look at focus areas in relation to long-term threats. (Survey and reflection session of 
workshop) 

− The workshop enabled a rare occasion to discuss these issues together and zoom out on the problem situation. (Interview 
Municipal Commissioner) 

− System dynamics helps visualizing the threats and their long-term consequences to society, as well as society’s vulnerabilities. 
(E.g. Interview SEP3) 

− Threshold effects frame surprise and need to discuss worst-case scenarios and take drastic effects of crisis into account. 
Potential irreversibility of threshold effects framed a sense of urgency, especially for ecological changes (Interview SEP1). As 
one of the participants put it: “the ecological ball, it's on its way over” (Reflection session of workshop). 



How RA 
helped: 

The main gaps 
addressed: 

Examples:  

7. Providing a 
common 
language and a 
common 
tool/method 

Overall strategy to 
handle change 

Common and clear 
definition and vision of 
SD 
 
Sector integration in 
SD 

− System dynamics provided a common language to look at change in a new, more dynamic way and “strategies for resilience” 
was a new way of systematizing strategies and provided a new and common language to talk about different strategies. Part of 
the thinking is there already, but not with those labels. (Observations and interview crisis manager) 

− A broad concept that bridged different sectors makes it possible to engage people from many different perspectives. (Interview 
SEP3) 

− Talk on ecosystem services also gave new common concepts. (Observation of workshop and reflection session) 

− Strengthened the thinking of the municipality as a group with a shared goal by providing a common tool/method, which 
demands working across sectors (Reflection session of workshop), and could be applicable on all the different departments of 
the municipality (Interview crisis manager).  

− Resilience thinking provides a common language and mindset that could facilitate the discussion about sustainability and 
avoiding it to be watered down. (Interview SEP2) 

8. Helping to 
explore 
consequences 
of crisis in the 
system 

Preparedness for future 
threats of triple crises 
 
Overall strategy to 
handle change 
 
 

− The workshop was a free zone where you could think more wildly and freely, e.g. about consequences of climate change, or 
worst-case scenarios in general (Interview with SEP1). It also highlighted uncertainties regarding their consequences 
(Observation of workshop). 

− Historical discussion on past crises (e.g. oil crisis in the 70’s) gave understanding of the current system’s response to crisis. 
(Observation of workshop) 

− The exercise on consequences of threats gave a deeper exploration of potential consequences, both positive and negative and 
in different dimensions (social, ecological and economical) and generated new discussions on e.g. the impact of climate 
change on employment. (Observation of workshop and reflection session) 

− Discussion on system dynamics framed need to identify risks of unwanted threshold effects in society. (Survey and reflection 
session) 

− The resilience assessment is a systematic identification of vulnerabilities (survey) and a tool to think more long-term regarding 
the ecological dimension (reflection session of workshop), e.g. thinking about how ecosystem services would be impacted by 
crises (Observation of workshop). 



How RA 
helped: 

The main gaps 
addressed: 

Examples:  

9. Highlighting 
certain 
strategies  

Overall strategy to 
handle change 

Food security 

− Going through “strategies for resilience” meant identifying strategies with few existing actions, e.g. learning from crises and 
adaptive management, and identifying strategies that were only informal, e.g. learning from crises, social-ecological memory 
and local knowledge. (Workshop output) 

− “Strategies for resilience” highlighted new strategies to existing crisis management, e.g. transformability and nurturing 
diversity, especially ecological diversity. (Interview crisis manager) 

− Resilience thinking highlighted strategies of e.g. higher self-sufficiency and increasing local food production, better capacity 
to cope with (dramatic) change, more strategic foresight and better prevention of crisis, and planning to be able to deal with 
different scenarios. (Interviews SEPs) 

10. One way of 
operationalizing 
SD 

Common and clear 
definition and vision of 
SD 
 

− The sustainability concept is like an umbrella and resilience is a tool, or an approach within that. (E.g. interviews SEPs) 

− You give a more concrete content to SD by going through the method with its different steps, ending in strategies. (Interview 
SEP1) The workshop meant working through it in more detail to explore what SD could mean. 

− Resilience thinking clarifies the meaning of SD, fills the SD concept with content, making it more comprehensible. (Interview 
SEP2) 

− One way of actually trying to translate SD without jumping down into the sector plans. (Interview SEP2) 

− The resilience assessment does not bring any new goals and does not decide what is desirable, but it could be used when 
planning to reach certain strategic goals in the municipality. (Observations and interview SEP3) 

11. Clarifying a 
common goal 
picture 

Common and clear 
definition and vision of 
SD 
 

− The resilience assessment, and thinking of alternate regimes, facilitated a clarifying discussion about the desired state of the 
focal system, as well as the undesired. This facilitates the generation of a common, and clarified, long-term goal picture. 
(Observations of workshop and interview SEP3, SEP1) 

− Resilience thinking is one out of several things that would facilitate development of a vision of a more sustainable society. It 
might help us to see what the holistic picture could look like and how we should live within planetary boundaries. (Interview 
SEP1, SEP3) 

− The ideal of the resilient society is more about being resistant to change and being able to respond to changes rapidly if 
needed. (Interview SEP3) 

− A common knowledge/idea of which the most important thresholds are that we really should not pass, helps formulate the 
common picture of the goal, since then we have to stop before the thresholds. (Interview SEP3) 



How RA 
helped: 

The main gaps 
addressed: 

Examples:  

12. Helping to 
assess current 
work of the 
municipality 
relative to their 
SD goals 

Holistic assessment of 
SD 
 

− A model/tool for analyzing and working with sustainability. (Survey) 

− The workshop highlighted interconnections between focus areas, e.g. when mapping consequences of threats connected to the 
focus area. This connected societal functions into a more holistic assessment. (Interview SEP2) 

− Getting a more holistic picture of the work of the municipality shows if some aspect is missing relative to the SD goals, and 
what type of threat that implies. A resilience assessment could be a tool to keep holistic perspective in planning when it comes 
to concrete decision-making, complementing e.g. Environmental Impact Assessments. (Interview SEP2) 

− “Strategies of resilience” was used as a framework to assess existing actions and identify prioritized areas for future actions. 
(Observation of workshop) 

− Resilience thinking could help assessing how far the municipality has reached relative to their SD goals, by assessing current 
measures and if they are enough. The focus is more on long-term goals, conditions for sustainability and planetary boundaries, 
than optimization of current processes. (Interview SEP2) 

13. Providing 
new arguments 
for taking 
action 

In general: 

Policy and planning for 
sustainable 
development 

Preparedness for crises 

− Understanding how different parts cooperate and interact in e.g. social-ecological systems might also generate recognition of 
investments in measures that previously were seen as luxury, e.g. new investments in ecosystems to be able to fix other 
problems, since they support each other. (Interview SEP2) 

− (Scientifically) identified thresholds would be important basis for decision-making. If development is seen as steps with 
thresholds and alternate regimes, rather than linear trends that we could adapt to, that would be a strong argument for investing 
more resources in avoiding undesired states. Motivating measures that previously were seen as luxury. (Interview SEP1) 

− System dynamics could also highlight slow negative trends that could be ticking time bombs, such as a growing discontent 
because of segregation and eutrophication, providing stronger basis for taking action. (Interviews SEPs) 

− The image of the “resilient city” makes it more difficult to argue for Business-as-Usual. (Interview SEP3) 

14. Facilitating 
transformation 
and innovation 

In general: 

Policy and planning for 
sustainable 
development 

− The workshop was partly about daring to think more freely, letting go of margins of expenditure, etc. Thinking more broadly 
than your own role, and about how we must act in a wider perspective. (Interview spatial planner) 

− Resilience thinking is a way of coping that bridges over to a more sustainable society, challenging old systems and old way of 
thinking and old paradigm of more extrinsic values that did not succeed to generate any real solutions anymore. The method 
could open up to slowly transitioning to a more sustainable society. (Interview SEP2) 

− System dynamics framed the transformation of the transport system in a new way, and subsequently showed some of the 
obstacles to transformation. (Observation of workshop) 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


