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Abstract City action is critical to achieving global visions

for sustainability such as the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). However, SDG
‘localisation’ is complex procedure, with divergent
outcomes depending on context and diverse city

processes. This paper considers the operational
challenges faced by city actors in taking on the SDGs,
and subsequent implications for initiating local (and
global) sustainability transitions. We analyse emergent
approaches to SDG localisation within the Asia—Pacific,
using a policy analysis framework (transition management)
to assess transformation potential. We find that SDG
localisation can influence urban sustainability, but effective
implementation requires sufficient data, resourcing, and
guidance—which are not readily, nor equally available to
all city governments. City-to-city peer learning can
accelerate SDG uptake, but realising the transformative
ambition set out by the SDGs will require an approach to
localisation that clearly demonstrates why and how any
city government can and should engage with global
sustainability frameworks.

Keywords City actors - Engagement - Local government -
SDG localisation - Transition management

INTRODUCTION

Cities are critical drivers of global change. They produce
80% of global economic output (UNDP 2016), consume
70% of global resources and energy supply (UN-Habitat
2019), and, relatedly, account for 75% of human-induced
carbon emissions (UN-Habitat 2020). In their current form
cities are both unsustainable and inequitable, generating a
disproportionate level of emissions and other forms of

waste, whilst drawing heavily on resources from their
hinterlands and beyond (Steffen et al. 2018). However,
there is also increasing recognition that our current and
future cities will be central to any transition to planetary
sustainability (Parnell 2016; Oke et al. 2021). As the world
grapples with the impacts of climate change, biodiversity
loss, and other socio-economic disruptors such as the
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (Corbett and Mellouli 2017,
Thwaites et al. 2020), city governments are emerging as
agents of change: well-networked, community-oriented,
and primed to transform the urban agenda (Parnell 2016;
Satterthwaite 2016).

The term ‘city’ here refers to a geographically distinct,
sub-national area with majority urban population. As cities
proliferate, “there is no longer a question of whether cities
are important to sustainable development”, but rather, how
urban development can—and will—‘“affect our common
future” (Parnell 2016, p. 529). It is through this normative,
functional lens that we consider the complexity and
dynamism of urban systems; domains that must be urgently
refocused and transformed if global visions of sustain-
ability are to be achieved (Ernst et al. 2016).

At this distinct sub-national scale, local authorities
within city governments'—hereinafter city actors—play a
significant role in decision-making, delegated to varying
degrees by national legislative bodies. Increasingly, city
actors are engaging directly in global diplomacy and
multilateral governance. However, the extent to which this
engagement is impacting local and global sustainability
transitions is unclear.

"'A city (or local) government refers to the political organisation
responsible managing city functions, which vary by location, but can
include policy setting, urban planning, and natural resource manage-
ment (Rebelo, 2019). City actors are classified as local authorities or
representatives who work within, or on behalf of, a city government.
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In this paper, we examine city actor engagement within
one such global framework for sustainability: the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
research draws upon case studies from within the Asia—
Pacific—one of the world’s most rapidly urbanising
regions—to investigate emergent approaches to SDG
localisation: a process of integrating these global goals into
local planning procedures and calibrating them with the
city scale. After defining the methodology and case mate-
rial, we conduct an analysis using policy success factors
from the four spheres that describe transition manage-
ment—strategic, tactical, operational, and reflexive—to
identify the mechanisms that influence urban sustainability
transitions (Loorbach 2010; Wittmayer et al. 2018). The
findings are discussed in relation to: (i) enabling factors for
effective engagement with the SDGs by city actors; (ii)
limitations to current localisation approaches; and (iii)
mechanisms to accelerate uptake through peer networks.

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK

Multilateralism, sustainability and cities

Throughout the twentieth century institutionalised nation
state multilateralism provided the primary mechanism for
addressing global problems, with varying levels of effec-
tiveness and efficiency (Parnell 2016). Foremost amongst
these multilateral institutions is the United Nations (UN),
which put forward Transforming our World: The 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development (hereinafter the 2030
Agenda) as the preeminent framework for steering inter-
national development efforts. Adopted by all 193 UN
Member States in 2015, the 2030 Agenda moves beyond
the socio-economic development objectives of its prede-
cessor, the Millennium Declaration, by considering human
development in tandem with planetary boundaries (Sachs
et al. 2019b).

The 2030 Agenda centres upon the seventeen SDGs,
which in turn contain 169 targets, and 231 unique indicators.
This highly ambitious suite of cross-sectoral objectives—
developed through an intensive process of negotiation and
consultation—can be summarised as aiming to “end pov-
erty, fight inequality and injustice, and tackle climate change
by 2030 (Servaes 2017, p. 2). The 2030 Agenda is, however,
not without its critics. Progress toward all of the seventeen
SDGs at a global scale has been slow (Moyer and Hedden
2020). Six years in, “no country is on track to meeting all
goals” (Sachs et al. 2019a, p. viii). Furthermore, efforts to
accelerate implementation of the SDGs throughout the 2020s
ina ‘Decade of Action’ have been derailed by the COVID-19
pandemic (Thwaites et al. 2020).

© The Author(s) 2022
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The inclusion of an ‘urban’ goal, SDG11, which seeks to
“make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resi-
lient and sustainable” (UN 2015), reflects increased global
recognition of the critical role that cities have to play in
achieving sustainable development. The targets within
SDG11—ranging from affordable housing to disaster
resilience—highlight not only the diversity of transforma-
tive actions required within cities, but also the role that
local governments can play within these multilateral
frameworks.

Mapping city engagement with the SDGs

In response to the SDGs, alongside other global sustain-
ability agendas such as the Paris Agreement, city actors are
becoming increasingly engaged in international decision-
making (Hartley 2019; Pipa and Bouchet 2020). Reflective
of this is a mounting body of literature on localisation
initiatives in cities (e.g., Simon et al. 2016; Valencia et al.
2019; Fox and Macleod 2021), which have grown along-
side the proliferation of SDG localisation reports, known as
Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs). VLRs are modelled on
the state-focussed Voluntary National Review format set
out in the 2030 Agenda. SDG reporting has consolidated
around the VLR approach. More than 200 such reports
have been developed, or are under development, by cities
globally (NYC-OIA 2020), together with a number of
regional guidelines. According to Fox and MacLeod (2021,
p- 4)—who also co-authored the VLR Handbook for Uni-
ted Kingdom cities—these regional guidelines focus on “a
four-step process of locali[s]ation initiated by central,
regional or local governments: awareness, advocacy,
implementation and local monitoring”. These stepwise
frameworks describe a linear process of engagement
designed to help guide the localisation process—which, at
the time of this research, was still in the initial stages of
development—and provide tools to initiate local dialogues.

Drawing on their experience localising the SDGs in
Bristol, Fox and MacLeod (2021, p. 13) claim that “SDG-
inspired networks are often touted as a means to cultivate
peer-to-peer learning, [but] there is (as yet) little concrete
evidence that this is happening”. Here, we challenge this
statement by presenting findings from a city actor locali-
sation project, the “SDGs Cities Challenge” (hereinafter
the Challenge), as an example of awareness raising through
a cohort of city actors as the starting point for SDG
engagement (step 1 in the localisation process). We com-
bine these with a review of VLR reports (considered as step
3 in the process: implementation) from the same region and
apply a policy analysis framework from sustainability
transitions research—transition management—to assess
city-scale engagement with the 2030 Agenda. Our method
sits above these stepwise frameworks as a transition
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approach, where we investigate the complexities of moving
from SDG awareness to implementation and monitoring.

We position our research as an exploration of step 1 of
the localisation process—described as raising awareness to
generate interest and stakeholder support for the SDGs
(Fox and Macleod 2021)—by responding to necessary
questions of who is doing the awareness raising, how and
why. We combine this with a preliminary investigation into
the challenges faced by cities as they transition from initial
engagement to SDG implementation, and the role of peer-
to-peer learning in supporting this process. In doing so we
examine mechanisms that cities utilise to start engagement
with the localisation process, and, secondarily, whether the
study participants consider the localisation process as an
opportunity for local transformation.

Sustainability transition theory and transition
management

To effectively localise the 2030 Agenda (i.e. effectively use
the SDGs to direct and transform urban planning pro-
cesses), and in doing so transition our current and future
cities toward sustainability, urban development must
undergo radical systemic change (Ernst et al. 2016). Sus-
tainable transition theory is an emerging field of scientific
research that recognises cities as complex, dynamic sys-
tems within the broader normative context of sustainable
development (Wolfram and Frantzeskaki 2016). Sustain-
ability transitions are understood as “multi-level, multi-
phase processes of structural change in societal systems”
(Loorbach 2010, p. 166). Born from socio-technical sys-
tems research (Van Den Bergh et al. 2011), recent appli-
cations of this theory have explored socio-institutional
interactions (Loorbach et al. 2017), including urban gov-
ernance (Frantzeskaki et al. 2018).

The conceptual framework for this research, transition
management, is a subset of sustainable transitions theory
(Geels 2005; Loorbach 2007). Transition management
provides a policy analysis framework for understanding the
theoretical dynamics of transformative change (Frantzes-
kaki et al. 2018). It is regularly used as an operational
model for transition governance, including for the man-
agement of urban sustainability transitions (Wittmayer
et al. 2018). The four ‘spheres’ of transition management—
strategic, tactical, operational, and reflexive (Loorbach
2010)—have been applied here to categorise city-level
engagement with the SDGs and to assess transformative
potential of this engagement. These spheres describe four
different types of governance activities, which are outlined
below.

Strategic elements focus on the long term and seek to
influence cultural change (Wittmayer et al. 2018), includ-
ing activities such as vision development, long-term goal

formulation, and setting achievable targets (Loorbach
2010). Tactical elements relate to system structures, and
include the institutions, regulatory frameworks and actor
networks that influence how society functions. Activities
within this sphere focus on programme development,
stakeholder engagement and cross-sectoral policy integra-
tion (Wittmayer et al. 2018). The operational sphere
includes activities that relate to project delivery (Loorbach
2010), such as resource provision, skills and knowledge,
and utilising a range of policy mechanisms for imple-
mentation (Bush 2020). This level of practice focuses on
individual experiments and actions that shape the way a
system operates (Wittmayer et al. 2018). Reflexive ele-
ments focus on iterative adaptation, and include the mon-
itoring, assessment and evaluation of all ongoing activities
(Loorbach 2010). These elements are required to assess the
effectiveness of policy implementation (Wittmayer et al.
2018).

Consistent with transition management, the methodol-
ogy applied in this research is grounded in a post-positivist
perspective, acknowledging the existence of multiple
worldviews to support a broader critical inquiry into
complex socio-cultural systems (Guba and Lincoln 1998).
Post-positivism is underpinned by the assumption that
plausible descriptions of reality are best achieved through
empirical observation and experimentation in multiple
settings (Harré 2012). Reflective of this, the research uses a
mixed methods approach known as critical multiplism,
which seeks to undertake inquiry in more natural settings
by employing a combination of methods such as participant
observation and engagement in combination with objective
quantitative assessments like document reviews (Guba and
Lincoln 1998). The aim of this approach is to falsify pre-
determined hypotheses about how the world works, which
makes it useful for addressing broad issues (Shadish 1993).
The research approach set out below uses varied and valid
methods to gain a more comprehensive understanding of
complex system dynamics.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Overview

City engagement with the SDGs to date has primarily
involved a process of policy integration, conducted with
city networks and other urban actors. Many of these initial
efforts have been institutionalised through the production
of a standalone report or reports, setting out how these
global goals interact with existing local systems of gover-
nance. These two components—(i) city-to-city networking
facilitated through city actors, and (ii) associated docu-
mentation of policy integration—provide the primary sites
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of inquiry for this research, focused within the rapidly
urbanising Asia—Pacific region.

Two SDG localisation datasets provide the materials for
this research. The primary dataset was collected through a
combination of participatory observation and semi-struc-
tured interviews with the participants of the Challenge. The
secondary set constitutes a database of VLRs produced by
cities in the Asia—Pacific. Sampling and analytical methods
are outlined below. The research triangulated findings
across these two actor-level and documentary components
of the localisation process through the common lens of
transition management, building on a tailored suite of
mixed methods, integrated in analysis through thematic
coding (using the programme NVIVO).

Approach and rationale

As published records of SDG engagement, the VLRs provide
a useful mechanism for understanding social organisation
(Coffey 2014). However, transformative change is an
evolving process and as ‘static’ documents (Marotzki et al.
2014) VLRs provide limited insight into the situational
dynamics that drive local change. Therefore, their analysis
has been supplemented by direct engagement with city
actors; qualitative data that has enabled a deeper under-
standing of the underlying socio-political systems that
influence a city’s approach to SDG engagement and, cru-
cially, affect transformative capacity. This combination of
methods was designed to capture broad regional common-
alities as well as the intricates of local policy integration.

Study sample

The sampling environment focused on urban areas in the
Asia—Pacific region, which are home to more than half of
the world’s urban population and many of the fastest
growing cities (UN-DESA 2018a, b). As the most rapidly
urbanising region in the world (UN-DESA 2018b), the
Asia—Pacific has become a recognised hotspot for high-
impact sustainable urban development (Mohan 2006).
The primary data involved six semi-structured inter-
views with city participants from the first annual iteration
of the Challenge, a cooperative research project designed
to engage city actors in the localisation process by defining
a set ‘challenge’ and framing implementation using targets
from SDG11 (Connected Cities Lab 2020). Interview par-
ticipants were recruited from the 2020 Challenge pro-
gramme, which included policy officers and planning
consultants from six cities in the Asia—Pacific region:
Dehradun (India), Melbourne, Newcastle, Warrnambool,
Whitehorse, and Woollahra (all from Australia) (shown in
Fig. 1). The interview questions were designed to investi-
gate considerations by city actors inherent in applying the

© The Author(s) 2022
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SDGs and were organised around three primary themes—
(i) rationale for SDG engagement (i.e., why is your city
interested in the SDGs?), (ii) important aspects and barriers
involved in localisation (i.e., what are some of the diffi-
culties / opportunities for embedding the SDGs into your
city?), and (iii) how to enable transformative change in line
with the SDG framework (i.e., what would transformative
change look like in your city?)—with supplementary
questions to prompt discussion.

The primary data analysis was supplemented by a doc-
ument review in which all publicly accessible, city-scale
VLRs from the Asia—Pacific region, available in English
were analysed (current to July 2020). This included eight
VLR documents in total, published by the following cities:
Shimokawa, Kitakyushu, Hamamatsu and Toyama in
Japan, Taipei and New Taipei in Taiwan, Cauayan in the
Philippines, and Suwon in South Korea (also shown in
Fig. 1).

Analytical methods

Analysis integrated approaches to SDG localisation in
cities with transitions research, using transition manage-
ment’s four spheres of governance activity—strategic,
tactical, operational, and reflexive—to understand and
analyse how cities undergo transformative change
(Loorbach 2010; Frantzeskaki et al. 2018). This approach
is known as directed content analysis, which uses existing
theoretical knowledge to focus the analysis (Hsieh and
Shannon 2005). The analytical framework (Table 1)
provided a standardised approach to enable qualitative
analysis of SDG localisation approaches from different
cities.

Six interview transcripts and eight VLR documents were
coded systematically using the transition management
framework and frequently used words were extracted and
examined (Cope 2005). Interviewees were anonymised
using the code SP to denote Study Participant and were
differentiated using random number allocation (e.g., SP1).
The results were quantified to identify regional common-
alities (Bryman 2012) and the content was analysed using
the transitions theory literature to understand the mecha-
nisms and success factors for transformative change
enabled by city engagement with the SDGs. Interview
analysis focused on the practices (values, identities, norms)
and institutional arrangements (activities, rules, regula-
tions) that drive the localisation process and underpin a
city’s interest and capacity to engage with the SDGs
(Frantzeskaki et al. 2012). VLR analysis identified com-
mon themes in localisation content for cities in the Asia—
Pacific (Vogel and Henstra 2015) and assessed transfor-
mative potential by benchmarking these approaches against
the success factors for transition management.

@ Springer
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Fig. 1 Study sample: cities in the Asia—Pacific localising the SDGs. (Source: author)

Table 1 Success factors for managing sustainable transitions,

adapted from Loorbach (2010) and Frantzeskaki et al. (2012)

Transition management spheres  Type of change

Policy success factors/analysis elements

Strategic Cultural Vision and objectives, goals and targets, leadership, internal buy-in (champions)
Tactical Structural External buy-in (alliances and partnerships), community engagement, policy integration
Operational Practical Technical skills, delivery mechanisms, resources for implementation

Reflexive Temporal Indicator sets, monitoring and evaluation, city to city learning

RESULTS success scale was developed as a comparative tool to

This section presents an overview of the findings from the
analysis of the Challenge process and VLR content.
Analysis established the degree to which each city
addressed the policy success factors, which were assessed
according to: mention of the element (verbalised, written,
or not), initiative progress (implemented, or not), and the
level of reporting (detailed, or not). Detailed and specific
reporting on policy intent—or more reliable but less fre-
quently reported policy outcomes—are assumed to be the
greatest measure of policy success. Enabling factors, that
would inhibit or accelerate policy success, were identifiable
from the qualitative interview data (only)—indicative of
the limitations of the VLR desktop review. A policy

demonstrate regional variation in SDG engagement, based
on the available interview and document data, and frames
transformative  potential in  relation to SDG
implementation.

The results presented below show that both approaches
rely heavily on strategic elements to spearhead city-level
engagement with the SDGs, whilst tactical elements were
considered important, but secondary mechanisms. Opera-
tional and reflexive elements received less attention,
though they were considered “key entities” (SP3) for SDG
localisation. The analysis is organised sequentially to
address policy elements within the four spheres of transi-
tion management—strategic, tactical, operational, and
reflexive—and outlined below.

© The Author(s) 2022
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Addressing elements of policy success
within the challenge process

The interview data provided important grounding for the
analysis; looking at initial stages of the localisation process
and providing deeper insight into what the SDGs, and
indeed transformative change, can mean to city actors. The
Challenge participants (and interview subjects) were each
asked to identify a set ‘challenge’ for their city and a
related target within SDG11 (outlined in Table 2) as part of
the Challenge programme. The diversity of approaches to
localisation (the ‘challenges’) are immediately evident and
evolved even though all cities were given the same
resources, directed to frame their localisation challenge
using the same goal (SDG11), and encouraged to partici-
pate in the same collective learning process. The results
from the interview analysis, mapped against transition
management’s four spheres, are described below (Table 2).

Addressing elements of policy success
within the challenge process

Strategic elements

Focused on long-term actions and the whole system
(Loorbach 2010), the strategic elements from the interview
analysis were concerned with changes in the dominant
culture of city administration. Organisational buy-in was
the stand-out success factor, and five out of six interview
participants identified that they would struggle to achieve
significant change without widespread internal support
(SP1,2,4,5,6).

Creating ownership of the goals required both top-down
and bottom-up approaches (SPs I and 2). High-level sup-
port and coordination provided an avenue for structural
changes within the organisation: “leadership buy-in is

really important...if it’s made a priority, and we have to
report against it” (SP4). On the other hand, half of the
participants identified education around and familiarity
with the SDGs as a barrier to uptake across other teams,
outside of those who specialise in sustainability (SP2,3,4).
All city actors who participated in the interviews were
policy officers (except one, an external planning consul-
tant) and came from a sustainability or community plan-
ning team within the organisation. More than half of the
interviewees positioned themselves as champions
(SP2,4,5,6), and sought to build momentum by demon-
strating to other teams “the practical application that will
come through the localisation” (SP4). Key to this was the
use of consistent and coherent narratives, to encapsulate a
clear vision and translate the SDGs into local language
(SP1,2,3,4 5,6).

Two interviewees also identified the importance of
linking the SDGs to their city’s visionary future. The
organisational vision set the precedent for action and built
credibility around the intent of localisation: “this aligns
with our city’s vision, hence it’s very important” (SP1I).

Tactical elements

Elements within this sphere concentrate on changing sys-
tem structures and building a shared agenda (Loorbach
2010). The tactical activities in this case sought to direct
change through strategic engagement: setting priorities and
seeking support from stakeholders. Both these activities
were considered important, but approaches differed
between the study participants.

Half of the participants believed that aligning Council
priorities with SDG outcomes was the “real first step” (SP6)
to changing system structures (SP1,4,6). Four interviewees
mentioned the importance of project-based approaches to
‘seed’ policy innovation (van Buuren and Loorbach 2009),

Table 2 Specific localisation ‘challenges’ identified by participants as part of the SDGs Cities Challenge programme (sourced from Connected
Cities Lab 2020). Participants were asked to select a local project and relate it to one or more targets within SDG11

City SDG City Challenge

Dehradun 11.2

Our proposal calls for a children friendly mobility plan for the city, with emphasis on providing access to safe and

affordable mobility systems in their journey from home to school

Melbourne 11.7

The City of Melbourne’s challenge is using or modifying SDG targets and indicators to track and understand how well

they are adapting the city to climate change impacts

Newcastle 11

Warrnambool 11
urban development within the city

Whitehorse 11.1,

Our challenge is to integrate SDG11 into our Indicator Framework
...to find ways to effectively measure, report and track the impact of climate change and adaptation programmes in

...to develop a robust sustainable procurement process that measures the whole life-cycle sustainability of procured

11.6 goods and services and incorporates an effective assessment and monitoring system

Woollahra 11.6

...to develop a framework to set community resource use and emissions reductions targets and to develop a strategy and

system to monitor, track and report on our progress towards these targets

© The Author(s) 2022
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using pilot projects to integrate SDG principles into plan-
ning. These small-scale projects focused on producing tan-
gible, shareable outcomes and provided city actors with the
“impetus to just go ahead and do it” (SP3).

All participants mentioned building actor networks to
support implementation efforts. Key stakeholder groups
included industry, academia, non-government organisa-
tions and other local and national government agencies.
Regional (or national) government bodies were perceived
as “the biggest stakeholder” (SPS5), required to support
financial resourcing (SP3,5) or set strategic priorities
(SP4,5). Intergovernmental collaboration was a crucial
issue for cities to navigate (Hartley 2019) and higher levels
of government could have considerable (SP1,2,4,5,6) and
sometimes decisive (SP3), influence local policy trajecto-
ries. “Certainly, all levels of government need to be on
board” (SP1), however most (five out of six) participants
indicated that they could progress despite resistance from
above.

Most participants viewed the private and academic
sector as useful groups to engage for advice (SP/,2,3,6)
and/or support for implementation (SP3,4,5,6), though this
was seen as a supplementary process to “keep the
momentum [going]” (SP5).

Community engagement was considered an important
procedural process, designed to frame (SP1,5,6) or support
(SP3,2,4) rather than lead implementation efforts. How-
ever, the importance of community values was often
mentioned in the context of shaping Council priorities, as a
“hand in hand kind of thing” (SPI). This indicated that
community groups do influence the agenda setting process,
“where the community thinks Council’s role is... that’s
really important” (SP6). However, the ways in which
community groups influenced a city government’s efforts
to localise the SDGs, beyond strategic prioritisation,
remained unclear.

Operational elements

This sphere focuses on the operational elements that sup-
port policy implementation (Loorbach 2010), which, in this
context, referred to activities that directly contribute to—or
detract from—SDG localisation. Inadequate resourcing,
including financial and non-financial provisions, was
highlighted as a limiting factor (SP2, 3, 4, 5) or at least an
influencing factor (SPI) that affected a city government’s
capacity to effectively localise the SDGs. Limited access to
data was also identified as a barrier to benchmarking pro-
cesses (SP3) and gaining traction on the ground: “there is a
large data gap...and without data you’re just another per-
son with an opinion” (SP3).

In addition to resource provision, access to technical
skills and knowledge were identified by all participants as

necessary tools to support engagement with the SDG
framework. “Taking on the SDGs is a really big kettle of
fish” (SPI). Four out of six of the interviewees (SP1,4,5,6)
indicated that that knowing where to start was the most
difficult aspect to implementation, due to the complexity of
the framework and the need for locally relevant data:
“how, as an organisation, do we implement or report or
embed the SDGs?” (SP5). Many found the Challenge
process useful, “the focus on SDG11 helped us to under-
stand all the layers that are under 11, and then replicate that
across all the SDGs” (SP5). Seeking support from ‘experts’
in academia and industry was pivotal to the learning pro-
cess, as it provided “reassurance in terms of where we are
heading” (SP1).

Reflexive elements

Focusing on system surveillance and adaptive learning,
elements within this sphere are designed to reflexively
monitor, evaluate and adjust activities to better enable a
smooth sustainable transition (Loorbach 2010). Efforts to
monitor and evaluate progress toward the SDGs was con-
sidered important to almost all the study participants
“monitoring and evaluation is a very key entity ... [this
process] makes it easier for you to change the course if
there is a necessity” (SP3). Localised indicators were
considered important for benchmarking efforts and track-
ing progress toward the goals, and some participants sug-
gested they would struggle to gain traction due to poor, or
irrelevant, data and procedural complexities (SP3,5).

Reflexive elements also included processes of learning,
and all participants indicated that city-to-city networks
were important for sharing lessons learned and inspiring
ongoing improvement. Peer networks fostered a culture of
collective problem solving that enabled newcomers to
“lean on Councils that have done work in this space”
(SP6). Most participants mentioned that working with other
cities provided enormous value to them, as they navigated
the journey toward SDG localisation. City-to-city peer
learning, facilitated by the common language of the SDGs,
was also described as a useful platform elevate local
problems—and seek solutions—in an international context
(SP1,4,5). For some participants, access to this city-net-
work was the incentive to start engaging with the SDGs:
“if there is any doubt, we know who to reach for when we
start implementing the framework ... you just have to start
the transition, to the SDGs” (SPS).

Addressing elements of policy success
within the VLR content

The VLR analysis complimented the interview data by
investigating more formalised approaches to SDG
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implementation. The analysis included eight Asian-Pacific
cities, each with varying local characteristics and approa-
ches to localising the SDGs. The content from each VLR
was mapped against the success factors from transition
management, with varied results. In general, the cities
shared a common approach to monitoring progress toward
SDG implementation, but each VLR had unique charac-
teristics that demonstrate the local government’s own
understanding of, and interests in relation to, the 2030
Agenda. Success factors extracted from the four spheres of
transition management bring attention to elements within
each VLR that could influence policy success. The results
from this analysis are summarised in Table 3, and then
explained sequentially with reference to the four transition
management spheres.

Each city had different strengths and weaknesses in their
policy approach to SDG implementation, demonstrated by
the level information provided for the policy success fac-
tors (listed in Table 2). If a success factor was described
with a high-level, or partial, overview of specific content, it
was categorised as ‘included but with little detail’. For
example, information on dedicated resources from Kita-
kyushu’s VLR was considered a high-level description
only, as reflected in the statement that “plans are also in
place in Kitakyushu to mobilize funds and human resour-
ces in the future” (Ota et al. 2018, p. 35). Conversely,
VLRs that provided significant information in relation to a
policy success factor and how it was linked to SDG
localisation, like the comprehensively integrated vision and
objectives from the Japanese VLRs, were classified as
‘detailed coverage’ in the analysis.

Strategic elements

Strategic aspects were the most comprehensively covered
by the VLRs, compared with the other spheres. This is
likely because city governments had to first clarify how the
global goals fit strategically into local context, which is
reflective of the nascent stage in the localisation process
that most cities are at in the region. High-level support was
a key strategic element; all but one VLR included a letter
of mayoral endorsement. Most documents were led by a
vision and objectives that focused on attaining goals by
2030 (and some beyond that), but local interpretation and
application of the SDGs varied with context. For example,
Hamamatsu’s vision, to become “a creative city built on
civil collaboration, shining into the future” was supported
by three “pillars of actions” which related to the economic,
social and environmental dimensions of sustainable
development (IGES & City of Hamamatsu 2019, p. 3).
Conversely, Shimokawa’s vision incorporated the SDG
principle of inclusion and proposed to create “a sustainable
town that is strong and resilient, where people can live
happily, and no one is left behind” (Kataoka et al. 2018,

p- 4.
Tactical elements

Many VLRs suggested the importance of supporting
strategies and actor networks but provided little informa-
tion about how this impacted implementation. The tactical
elements were most comprehensively covered by the
Japanese VLRs, which shared structural similarities as they

Table 3 VLR analysis, exploring synergies between the content involved with SDG localisation and the success factors for transition

management
City VLR # Strategic Tactical Operational Reflexive
Year pages , - 3 3 . -
Vision, Goals, Mayoral Supporting  Alliances,  Dedicated Delivery Monitoring, City-to-
objectives targets endorsement strategies ~— engagement resources mechanisms evaluation  city
learning
Cauayan 2017 7 X XA - - X - X - -
Kitakyushu™ 2018 58 XX XX X XX XX X XX X X
Shimokawa® 2018 60 XX XX X X XX X X XX X
Toyama™ 2018 56 xx* XX X XX X X X - X
Hamamatsu™ 2019 48 xXx* x" X XX XX - X
Suwon™ 2018 35 X XX X X X X XX X X
New Taipei 2019 131 xx X X X X X X X X
Taipei 2019 80 XX XX X X X XX - X

- Not stated, x Included but with little detail, xx Detailed coverage, *Document co-created with partner organisation, *Vision beyond 2030, *No

targets specified
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were all co-created with the Japanese Institute for Global
Environmental Strategies (IGES). These VLRs included a
governance framework that featured the SDGs and
described relevant local policies and institutional arrange-
ments. The influencing role of national governments was
noted in more than half of the VLRs, however the level of
impact on local implementation was unclear. Many of the
VLRs touched on the importance of engaging with differ-
ent stakeholder groups, such as academia, private business,
non-governmental organisations and community groups in
the context of ‘leaving no-one behind’ (UN 2015). How-
ever, information surrounding the impact of engagement on
localisation efforts was limited.

Operational elements

Operational coverage was mixed across the VLRs. For
example, Suwon outlined several case studies to demon-
strate existing policy mechanisms employed by the local
government,” and yet, only mentioned that the city would
need both “administrative and financial support” for
implementation (City of Suwon 2018, p. 18). Conversely,
Taipei provided a detailed summary of implementation
activities and mentioned a plan to gather resources (City of
Taipei 2019). Within most of the other VLRs, the sup-
porting structures for implementation (means and methods
for project delivery) focused on the policy environment and
governance frameworks (tactical elements). Most VLRs
included some case studies to demonstrate localisation
efforts, and few mentioned any dedicated resources to
support delivery.

Reflexive elements

The reflective elements were the weakest of the elements
analysed. Efforts to monitor and evaluate SDG imple-
mentation were poorly reported, or simply not mentioned.
The exception was Shimokawa who, possibly due to their
small size and access to applicable data, were able to report
on several indicators within all the SDGs. Interestingly,
city-to-city learning was noted by almost all the VLRs, but
there was little detail provided about what this involved
and how it would influence SDG implementation. This
supported the premise evidenced in the literature that city-
to-city learning is a valuable outcome of localisation
(Webb et al. 2018); an area that was able to be better
explored in the interview analysis (above).

2 Suwon created their VLR in partnership with ICLEI Korea, which
may explain the specific SDG11 approach (different from the other
Asia Pacific VLRs) and the addition of comprehensive case studies
that demonstrate the operational mechanisms of their localisation
approach.

DISCUSSION

The results set out in the previous section have been syn-
thesised, integrating findings from the semi-structured
interview coding and the VLR review to more fully
examine how—and why—city actors are engaging with the
SDGs. It is this synthesis that forms the basis of the dis-
cussion here, coupling the ‘outward facing’, formal records
of SDG deployment with the internal and informal reflec-
tions of city actors engaged at a more formative, early stage
of the localisation process. In doing so we respond directly
to the two core aims of this research, being to identify:
(i) what aspects of transition management are being
actively deployed by cities looking to localise the 2030
Agenda, and (ii) how localised SDG engagement could
drive broader social transformations to a sustainable and
equitable global future, as envisaged through the SDGs.

A summary of this synthesis is provided in Fig. 2, within
which each city is represented in relation to their engage-
ment with both transition management spheres (strategic,
tactical, operational, and reflexive), and the associated
policy success factors within each sphere. The discussion
below identifies (i) enabling factors for effective engage-
ment with the SDGs by city actors, (ii) limitations to cur-
rent localisation approaches, and (iii) mechanisms to
accelerate widespread uptake of the 2030 Agenda by city
governments in the Asia—Pacific.

Assessing transformative potential

Widespread and effective localisation of the SDGs is
challenging because of the heterogeneity of the urban form
and its associated modes of local governance. There are a
multiplicity of city typologies, which vary based on
specific contextual attributes such as population density,
geographic orientation, and the socio-economic landscape
(Ju and Rhee 2020). Urban governance models are equally
diverse: cities apply different regulatory systems and
operate with varying degrees of sub-national autonomy,
even within single nation states (Davoudi and Sturzaker
2017).

Reflective of this, each city in this study approached
localisation from a different angle. As emergent SDG
reports, the VLRs focused primarily on structural ele-
ments—reorganising priorities, linking the goals to local
policy frameworks, and setting up institutional structures
for implementation. Some VLRs addressed all seventeen
goals but provided little detail about tracking specific tar-
gets and indicators (e.g., Cauayan, Toyama and New Tai-
pei), whilst others covered a handful of relevant goals or
targets in detail but did not address the overarching SDG
framework (e.g., Hamamatsu, Kitakyushu, and Suwon).
This diversity in approaches from cities in the Asia—Pacific
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is consistent with findings from other regions (Ciambra
et al. 2020), where selective approaches to implementation
reflected differing city actor interests (Pipa 2019).

Unlike the breadth of approaches covered in the VLRs,
the Challenge project was designed to accelerate localisa-
tion of urban goals and targets, with a focus on specific
enablers, such as collaborative learning and knowledge
networks (Connected Cities Lab 2020). The 2020 class was
conceived as ‘deep dive’ to help cities get started. The
programme focused on couching SDGI11 in SDG17 to
build knowledge, skills, and, most importantly, partner-
ships to support engagement (Connected Cities Lab 2020).
Participants were encouraged to frame implementation
using targets from SDGI11 and worked with a cohort of
other cities and key stakeholders to accelerate localisation.
Whilst the SDG11 framing did limit the scope of imple-
mentation, the process was designed to build capacity and
skills to support meaningful engagement with the broader
framework (step 1 in the localisation process: awareness
raising). These limitations did not seem to hamper the
diversity of approaches, as each city tailored their ‘locali-
sation challenge’ to fit with the characteristics of their own
context.

Analysis showed that the VLRs touched on most ele-
ments within the transition management framework, albeit
sparingly, suggesting that there is some potential for
transformative change within this emergent reporting
framework. However, these documents provided little
insight into underlying institutional dynamics and/or local
capacity to manage ongoing systemic change, both of
which can influence transformative capacity (Loorbach
2010). This is a recognised data limitation and more
research into the VLR production process may provide
better understanding of these processes. The interview
analysis provided contextual insight into the initial stages
of city-level engagement with the SDGs, and highlighted
the importance of high-level support, organisational buy-in
and consistent narratives for getting started. However, the
analysis also indicated that access to resources, data, skills,
and knowledge (Bush 2020)—as well as competing prior-
ities and short political cycles (Klopp and Petretta 2017)—
would influence a city government’s capacity to make
progress toward the SDGs, beyond the initial stages of
engagement (awareness raising and advocacy). This is
consistent with other research that found lack of compa-
rable methods and data variability hindered successful
implementation of urban goals (Boyer et al. 2015).

Assessed through the lens of transition management,
effective SDG localisation—and the subsequent transition
toward urban sustainability—relied on a city government’s
capacity to address all four spheres of the transition frame-
work (strategic, tactical, operational, and reflexive) (Frant-
zeskaki et al. 2012). Each city had different strengths and

weaknesses in their policy approach to SDG localisation, and
comparability was low even though they were arguably
undergoing the same process of policy integration. Whilst a
flexible approach is strongly supported for widespread
application (Pipa 2019) and “participation with any means is
essential” (Ciambra et al. 2020, p. 34), city governments
require access to comparable and locally relevant data, as
well as concrete reporting mechanisms, to effectively track
progress toward the 2030 Agenda. Without these mecha-
nisms, city governments will struggle to measure the impact
of localising the SDGs.

SDG engagement driving local sustainability
outcomes

The results from this study indicate that engaging with the
SDGs can influence sustainable development outcomes on
a local level. Despite resource limitations, local govern-
ments are already primed to implement sustainable devel-
opment principles into planning (Hartley 2019). Local
policy structures are set up to respond to urban develop-
ment issues, such as climate change and public health, the
outcomes of which align with many SDG targets (Lucci
and Lynch 2016). Several study participants indicated that
embedding the goals into local context would be a process
of “re-jigging” (SP6) plans and processes to align with the
SDG framework. The applicability of the SDG framework
was also evident in the VLRs, as many city governments
deployed the SDGs by restructuring strategic priorities and
aligning existing initiatives with specific goals.

Local engagement with the SDGs also proved a useful
mechanism for embedding sustainability principles into
urban planning. Urban sustainability strategies typically
require articulation of the problem, vision development,
and construction of a plan to achieve the vision (Etzion
2018). Integrating the SDGs into high-level city gover-
nance documents, such as a Community Strategic Plan
(used by some local governments to direct strategic prior-
ities over the political term), sets a normative agenda
within the organisation and orients policy toward achieving
sustainability outcomes (Wittmayer et al. 2018). Policy
integration also breaks down organisational silos, linking
policy makers from across different domains and building
shared ‘ownership’ of the SDGs (Bush 2020). This process
of organisational buy-in is enhanced through narratives that
encapsulate a shared vision (Bush 2020) and concrete
methods to measure and evaluate progress (SDSN 2015).
By embedding the SDGs into corporate reporting systems,
city governments can monitor implementation activities
and use localised indicators to assess progress toward the
goals. Customising the SDGs to fit local context is an
useful process for promoting internal coordination,
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managing performance and orienting urban planning
toward global sustainability outcomes (Pipa 2019).

Analysis has highlighted elements which contribute to—
or detract from—a city government’s ability to effectively
localise the SDGs. Local integration of the SDG frame-
work could be considered a process of structural and cul-
tural change; one that involves shifting institutional
practices and procedures toward a new mode of operation
(Loorbach 2010). We argue that this process of cultural
change relies upon four key processes: (i) developing
consistent narratives to encapsulate a clear vision and
increase awareness (Luederitz et al. 2017), (ii) engaging
city actors (beyond the core sustainability and/or commu-
nity planning teams who typically initiate engagement)
through the articulation of shared values (Bush 2020), (iii)
securing high-level support and coordination to align
strategic priorities (Webb et al. 2018), and (iv) fostering
processes of co-creation (de Haan and Rotmans 2018).

Effective implementation of the SDGs relies on the
reorientation of a city government’s strategic priorities,
organisational values, and regulatory activities toward
sustainability outcomes (Wittmayer et al. 2018). As such,
commitment to and leadership from mayors, or other
elected officials, is central to transformative localisation of
the SDGs. This kind of high-level support has also been
shown to accelerate implementation efforts in other
regions, such as Europe (Finnveden and Gunnarsson-
Ostling 2016), Africa (Sharma and Vora 2019) and North
America (Krellenberg et al. 2019).

Whilst strong leadership can accelerate localisation
efforts (Frantzeskaki et al. 2018), institutionalisation of the
SDGs underpins effective long-term implementation (Pipa
2019). With SDG localisation having only emerged in
recent years, it is unclear whether engagement with the
2030 Agenda will be sustained across changes in leadership
at both the political level and internally within city
organisations. These considerations are critical in achiev-
ing long-term and technically detailed transitions such as
those set out in the SDGs: other studies have found that
policy implementation can diverge from high-level goals
and objectives (Raynor et al. 2018), especially if it is
hampered by lack of resources, limited skills and knowl-
edge, and/or inadequate reporting mechanisms (Bush
2020). However, more research is needed to better under-
stand how the SDG localisation process is sustained over
time.

Limits to (vertical) integration

To address the country-level focus of the 2030 Agenda, city
and other local actors must adapt the SDG framework for
application at sub-national scales, a process referred to here
as ‘localisation’ (Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020; Pipa and Bouchet

© The Author(s) 2022
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2020). Local implementation of the SDGs underpins the
success of the 2030 Agenda, but our findings highlight that
the process of localisation—manifesting in the production
of a VLR—is resource intensive, technically complex, and
can result in a divergence of outcomes and indicators
across cities. Concurrently, whilst SDG engagement by city
actors can influence urban sustainability outcomes, effec-
tive localisation relies on the ability of those actors to
integrate the SDGs into planning (de Haan and Rotmans
2018) and consolidate efforts toward their achievement
(Klopp and Petretta 2017).

SDG localisation processes often begin with awareness
raising and advocacy activities, but are sustained by
ongoing, “embedded advocacy” led by passionate and
informed individuals (Fox and Macleod 2021). The Chal-
lenge cities joined with an existing sustainability policy,
which speaks to the importance of policy mandate to ini-
tiate SDG engagement. Additionally, the background and
role of the study participants (all but one were policy
officers with sustainability or planning backgrounds) is a
useful observation, if not particularly surprising in relation
to who is engaging (i.e., engagement starts with those who
have prior knowledge / direct interest in local planning and
sustainability). However, further research is required to
assess the impact of ongoing commitment by these indi-
viduals and partners on attempts to localise the SDGs.

Various guidance documents are available to support the
VLR process and encourage city actors to start imple-
menting the SDGs, though the range of recommended
approaches varies considerably. This abundance of locali-
sation options is a challenge in and of itself. Without a
standardised or official process, city actors have been found
to doubt whether their own approach to localisation is
‘right’ or ‘valid’ (Ciambra et al. 2020) and question the
legitimacy of changing an international framework (Klopp
and Petretta 2017; Valencia 2019). This was consistent
with the research findings here: at least half of the inter-
view participants indicated the importance of process val-
idation for overcoming the “scary prospect” (SPI) of
adapting UN-set targets and indicators to suit local settings.

Regionalised guidelines, such as an Asian-Pacific VLR
method (ESCAP 2020), and processes that foster city-to-
city learning, such as the Challenge (Connected Cities Lab
2020), can inspire confidence and help to overcome these
obstacles through shared socio-political identities, compa-
rable data and knowledge exchange. However, city gov-
ernments have limited capacity and actors may struggle to
gain traction without access to a clear guiding framework,
robust datasets, and/or adequate resourcing (Klopp and
Petretta 2017; Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020). Effective localisa-
tion is limited by these procedural complexities, as city
actors must navigate the vertical tensions that exist
between locally unique challenges, regionalised guidelines,
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and nationally focused goals, to find a method that works
for their city.

Limits to (horizontal) exchange and replication

There is potential for city actors to become agents of change
and accelerate the global transition toward sustainability
from the ground-up (Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020; Pipa and
Bouchet 2020). However, as we have demonstrated, inte-
grating a broad global agenda into local context is a complex
and challenging process (Klopp and Petretta 2017; Hartley
2019). Not only is the process of local (vertical) integration
of the SDGs faced with procedural complexities, but wide-
spread (horizontal) uptake by cities globally is difficult
because the urban form is not homogenous (Castan Broto
et al. 2019). Cities have diverse typologies (Davoudi and
Sturzaker 2017), regulatory systems (Castan Broto et al.
2019), and domestic governance structures (Stafford-Smith
et al. 2017) which means there is no ‘one size fits all’
approach to localisation. Compounding these challenges is
the very real (and problematic) assumption that all (or even
most) city governments can respond to global challenges.
Generating transformative change at the local scale is
proving difficult due to the inherent contextual variation
(Davoudi and Sturzaker 2017) and very different institu-
tional capacities that exist between cities (Simon et al. 2016).
Not all cities were created equal, and many city actors will
struggle to start engaging with, let alone implement the
SDGs without access to adequate support and/or guidance.

To demonstrate this point, the Challenge initially
included nine participant cities, though only six were
interviewed. City actors from two Least Developing
Countries (LDCs), Honiara (Solomon Islands) and Port
Vila (Vanuatu®), did not participate in webinar activities
due to resource constraints exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic. Additionally, Davao City of the Philippines was
hit by a typhoon during the Challenge and, as such, had to
withdraw from the final stages of the programme. Whilst
these city actors did start engaging with the SDG frame-
work, their capacity to integrate and achieve the goals was
disrupted by turbulent events (Ansell et al. 2020). The non-
participation of LDCs is also reflective of broader issues of
scaling SDG localisation horizontally to secondary city
contexts (McEvoy et al. 2014).

Secondary cities in developing countries make up the
bulk of the global urban population, and projected growth
(Cohen 2006). As such, the involvement of these urban
governments will be critical if SDG localisation is to be
effective at achieving global outcomes (Parnell et al. 2007,

3 Though Vanuatu is now considered a developing country, having
graduated from the LCD category in December 2020 (UN 2020), it
was classed as a LCD at the time of this analysis.

Jackson 2016). Crises such as a global pandemic or a
natural disaster can exacerbate prevailing issues, including
access to housing and sanitation; the impacts of which tend
to disproportionately affect the most vulnerable commu-
nities (Barbier and Burgess 2020). Successful localisation
of the 2030 Agenda will require an integrated and func-
tional approach (OECD 2020), that provides all city gov-
ernments with the ability to respond (Ciambra et al. 2020).

Accelerating uptake through peer networks

Alongside the benefits of local integration, the SDG
framework provides a useful platform for international
cooperation amongst city networks. City-to-city partner-
ships are considered crucial for tackling persistent urban
problems and for overcoming many shortcomings in the
localisation process (Webb et al. 2018). As we see, many of
the VLR documents analysed in this study were co-created
with partner organisations (IGES or ICLEI), which is
indicative of the value of external expertise, and the
additional capacity provided by these external organisa-
tions who bring the comparative lessons learned from
working across many cities (Valencia et al. 2019). By
connecting local strategy to a global agenda, city govern-
ments can pragmatically source and share the best solu-
tions, drawing on transnational networks to overcome the
challenges they face (Graute 2016). Urban heterogeneity
provides challenges for comparability (Ju and Rhee 2020),
but the universal goals are recognised as important sign-
posts for directing collective action to address urban
challenges: “the journey is not going to be the same for
every council, but the end goal is the same” (SPI). The
SDGs provide a common language to organise efforts,
share experiences and spur innovation (Pipa and Bouchet
2020). These bottom-up approaches can accelerate uptake
of the SDGs and build momentum for local leadership and
transformation for sustainable development (Hartley 2019).
‘Leave no-one behind’ is the central, transformative pro-
mise of the 2030 Agenda and it’s SDGs (UN 2015).
However, achieving local transformation at a global scale
will require a commitment from all city governments, not
just the vanguard city actors who are currently leading
SDG engagement (Pipa 2019).

CONCLUSIONS

The success of the 2030 Agenda relies on widespread
implementation of the SDGs, and local and sub-national
governments’ support is key. This study sought to under-
stand the mechanisms used by cities to start engaging with
the SDG localisation process and some of the challenges
involved in transitioning from initial engagement to actual
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implementation. In doing so, the authors considered how
localisation of the SDGs could drive transformative change
at the local scale, defined here as effective implementation
and widespread uptake of the goals in widely diverse cities,
to respond to the transformative needs of the global sus-
tainable development agenda. We propose peer-to-peer
learning between cities, and alongside urban partners, as a
catalyst to accelerate local engagement with, and eventu-
ally uptake of, the SDGs.

SDG localisation is an ongoing process: cities are con-
tinuing to engage in the VLR process, and a new cohort of
cities have joined the second year of the Challenge. The
findings of this study support the case for localisation of the
SDGs in cities as a transformative, scalable process,
manifesting in the production and update of VLRs. We
argue that preparing cities to engage in the localisation
process (a preliminary step that is often overlooked in VLR
guidelines) requires equally careful attention. In particular
more research is needed to investigate the processes cities
utilise to determine their purpose for engaging in VLR
production; specifically asking why as they localise sus-
tainable development.

Author contributions All authors contributed to the study concep-
tion and design. Material preparation, data collection and analysis
were performed by AL, Dr. AT and Dr. CO. The first draft of the
manuscript was written by AL and all authors commented on previous
versions of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and
its Member Institutions. Funding for this research was provided by the
University of Melbourne, Faculty of Architecture, Building and
Planning Industry Grant and Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute
Seed Grant. Ethics approvals were obtained through the University of
Melbourne Human Research Ethics and all interviews were conducted
with informed consent.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as
long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

REFERENCES

Ansell, C., E. Sgrensen, and J. Torfing. 2020. The COVID-19
pandemic as a game changer for public administration and

© The Author(s) 2022
www.kva.se/en

leadership? The need for robust governance responses to
turbulent problems: Public Management Review. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1820272.

Barbier, E. B., and J.C. Burgess. 2020. Sustainability and develop-
ment after COVID-19. In World Development, vol. 135,
p.- 105082. New York: Elsevier

Boyer, D., S. Brodie, J. Sperling, E. Stokes, and A. Zomer. 2015.
Implementing the urban sustainable development goal in Atlanta
and Delhi—UGEC viewpoints. UGEC Viewpoints. https://
ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/implementing-the-
urban-sustainable-development-goal-in-atlanta-and-delhi/

Bryman, A. 2012. The nature of quantitative research. In Social
Research Methods, 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bush, J. 2020. The role of local government greening policies in the
transition towards nature-based cities. Environmental Innovation
and Societal Transitions 35: 35-44. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
eist.2020.01.015.

Castan Broto, V., G. Trencher, E. Iwaszuk, and L. Westman. 2019.
Transformative capacity and local action for urban sustainability.
Ambio 48: 449-462. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-018-1086-z.

Ciambra, A., A. Fernandez, A. Calvete, M. Miraglia & L. Herrera-
Favela. 2020. Guidelines for voluntary local reviews: Volume
one—A comparative analysis of existing VLRs. Nairobi: UCLG
and UN-Habitat

City of Suwon. 2018. Suwon implementation report on goal 11 (Issue
June). Institute for Global Environmental Strategies. Tokyo,
Japan. https://t.ly/GibY

City of Taipei. 2019. Taipei city voluntary local review. Institute for
Global Environmental Strategies. Tokyo, Japan. https://www.
iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Taipei%20City %
20VLR%202019.pdf

Coffey, A. 2014. Analysing documents. In The SAGE handbook of
qualitative data analysis, ed. U. Flick, 367-379. SAGE
Publications.

Cohen, B. 2006. Urbanization in developing countries: Current trends,
future projections, and key challenges for sustainability. Tech-
nology in Society 28: 63-80. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.
2005.10.005.

Connected Cities Lab. 2020. SDG cities challenge. https://sites.
research.unimelb.edu.au/connected-cities/projects/sdgs-cities-
challenge. Accessed 18 January 2021

Cope, M. 2005. Coding qualitative data. In Qualitative research
methods in human geography, 2, Issue January 2010,
pp. 279-294. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Corbett, J., and S. Mellouli. 2017. Winning the SDG battle in cities:
How an integrated information ecosystem can contribute to the
achievement of the 2030 sustainable development goals. Infor-
mation Systems Journal 27: 427-461. https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.
12138.

Davoudi, S., and J. Sturzaker. 2017. Urban form, policy packaging
and sustainable urban metabolism. Resources, Conservation and
Recycling 120: 55-64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.
01.011.

de Haan, F. J., and J. Rotmans. 2018. A proposed theoretical
framework for actors in transformative change. In Technological
forecasting and social change (Vol. 128, pp. 275-286). New
York: Elsevier

Ernst, L., R.E. De Graaf-Van Dinthera, G.J. Peek, and D.A. Loorbach.
2016. Sustainable urban transformation and sustainability tran-
sitions; conceptual framework and case study. Journal of
Cleaner Production 112: 2988-2999. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jelepro.2015.10.136.

Etzion, D. 2018. Management for sustainability. Nature Sustainability
1: 744-749. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0184-z.

Finnveden, G., and U. Gunnarsson-Ostling. 2016. Sustainable devel-
opment goals for cities. Urban Transitions Pathways

@ Springer


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1820272
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1820272
https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/implementing-the-urban-sustainable-development-goal-in-atlanta-and-delhi/
https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/implementing-the-urban-sustainable-development-goal-in-atlanta-and-delhi/
https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/implementing-the-urban-sustainable-development-goal-in-atlanta-and-delhi/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2020.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2020.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-018-1086-z
https://t.ly/GibY
https://www.iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Taipei%20City%20VLR%202019.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Taipei%20City%20VLR%202019.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Taipei%20City%20VLR%202019.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2005.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2005.10.005
https://sites.research.unimelb.edu.au/connected-cities/projects/sdgs-cities-challenge
https://sites.research.unimelb.edu.au/connected-cities/projects/sdgs-cities-challenge
https://sites.research.unimelb.edu.au/connected-cities/projects/sdgs-cities-challenge
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12138
https://doi.org/10.1111/isj.12138
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resconrec.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.136
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.136
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-018-0184-z

1430

Ambio 2022, 51:1416-1432

Symposium. Vienna, Austria. http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:
nbn:se:kth:diva-206339

Fox, S., and A. Macleod. 2021. Localizing the SDGs in cities:
reflections from an action research project in Bristol. UK: Urban
Geography. https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2021.1953286.

Frantzeskaki, N., K. Holscher, M. Bach, and F. Avelino. 2018. Co-
creating sustainable urban futures (Vol. 11). https://doi.org/10.
1007/978-3-319-69273-9

Frantzeskaki, N., D. Loorbach, and J. Meadowcroft. 2012. Governing
societal transitions to sustainability. International Journal of
Sustainable Development 15: 19-36.

Geels, F.W. 2005. Processes and patterns in transitions and system
innovations: Refining the co-evolutionary multi-level perspec-
tive. Technological Forecasting and Social Change 72:
681-696. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2004.08.014.

Graute, U. 2016. Local authorities acting globally for sustainable
development. Regional Studies 50: 1931-1942. https://doi.org/
10.1080/00343404.2016.1161740.

Guba, E., and Y. Lincoln. 1998. Competing paradigms in social
research. In Major paradigms and perspectives (pp. 195-220).

Harré, R. 2012. Positioning theory: Moral dimensions of social-
cultural psychology. In The Oxford Handbook of Culture and
Psychology, 191-206. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hartley, K. 2019. Global goals, global cities achieving the sdgs
through collective local action. Chicago Council on Global
Affairs and Melbourne School of Design, Chicago. https://www.
thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_global-goals-
global-cities_190923.pdf

Hsieh, H.F., and S.E. Shannon. 2005. Three approaches to qualitative
content analysis. Qualitative Health Research 15: 1277-1288.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687.

Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) & City of
Hamamatsu. 2019. Hamamatsu voluntary local review report
(Issue September). IGES. Tokyo, Japan. https://www.iges.or.jp/
sites/default/files/inline-files/Hamamatsu.pdf

International Journal of Urban Sustainable Development (ESCAP).
2020. Voluntary local review: Asia-Pacific regional guideline.
United Nations Environment and Development Division,
Bangkok, Thailand. https://www.unescap.org/resources/asia-
pacific-regional-guidelines-voluntary-local-reviews

Jackson, D. 2016. The new urban imperative for secondary cities.
Citiscope.  https://www.uncdf.org/article/1673/the-new-urban-
imperative-for-secondary-cities-by-david-jackson-director-local-
developm-migration

Ju, B. M., and J.D.E. Rhee. 2020. Designing effective city-to-city
transnational collaboration for climate mitigation: Network
element and network centrality. Applied Energy Symposium:
MIT A+B. http://www.energy-proceedings.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/07/AEAB2019_paper_191.pdf

Kataoka, Y., K. Asakawa, and J. Fujino. 2018. Shimokawa town the
sustainable development goals (SDGs) report—The shimokawa
challenge: Connecting people and nature with the future (Issue
July). Institute for Global Environmental Strategies, Tokyo, Japan.

Klopp, J.M., and D.L. Petretta. 2017. The urban sustainable
development goal: Indicators, complexity and the politics of
measuring cities. Cities 63: 92-97. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
cities.2016.12.019.

Krellenberg, K., H. BergstraBer, D. Bykova, N. Kress, and K. Tyndall.
2019. Urban sustainability strategies guided by the SDGs—A
tale of four cities. Sustainability 11: 1116. https://doi.org/10.
3390/sul1041116.

Loorbach, D. 2007. Governance for sustainability. Sustainability:
Science Practice and Policy 3: 1-4. https://doi.org/10.1080/
15487733.2007.11907996.

Loorbach, D. 2010. Transition management for sustainable develop-
ment: A prescriptive, complexity-based governance framework.

@ Springer

Governance 23: 161-183. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0491.
2009.01471 .x.

Loorbach, D., N. Frantzeskaki, and F. Avelino. 2017. Sustainability
transitions research: Transforming science and practice for
societal change. Annual Review of Environment and Resources
42: 599-626. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-102014-
021340.

Lucci, P., & A. Lynch. 2016. The SDGs at city level Mumbai’s
example. Overseas Development Institute. London, UK. https://
www.local2030.org/library/354/The-SDGs-at-city-level-
Mumbais-example.pdf

Luederitz, C., D.J. Abson, R. Audet, and D.J. Lang. 2017. Many
pathways toward sustainability: Not conflict but co-learning
between transition narratives. Sustainability Science 12:
393—407. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-016-0414-0.

Marotzki, W., J. Holze, and D. Verstindig. 2014. Analyzing virtual
data. In The SAGE handbook of qualitative data analysis, ed.
U. Flick, 450-464. SAGE Publications.

McEvoy, D., I. Ahmed, A. Trundle, L.T. Sang, N.N. Diem, L.T.T.
Suu, T.B. Quoc, F.H. Mallick, et al. 2014. In support of urban
adaptation: A participatory assessment process for secondary
cities in Vietnam and Bangladesh. Climate and Development 6:
205-215. https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2014.886991.

Mohan, R. 2006. Asia’s urban century: Emerging trends. Paper
Presented at the Conference of Land and Policies and Urban
Development, Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, Cambridge.
http://rakeshmohan.com/docs/RBIBulletinJuly2006-2.pdf

Moyer, J.D., and S. Hedden. 2020. Are we on the right path to achieve
the sustainable development goals? World Development 127:
104749. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.104749.

New York City Mayor’s Office for International Affairs (NYC-OIA).
2020. List of New York City voluntary local review declaration
cities. 2. New York. https://doi.org/10.1109/BSC.2006.1644551

Oke, C., S.A. Bekessy, N. Frantzeskaki, J. Bush, J.A. Fitzsimons,
G.E. Garrard, M. Grenfell, L. Harrison, M. Hartigan, D. Callow,
B. Cotter, and S. Gawler. 2021. Cities should respond to the
biodiversity extinction crisis. Npj Urban Sustainability 1: 1-4.
https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-020-00010-w.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
2020. A territorial approach to the sustainable development
goals (OECD Urban Policy Reviews). London: OECD. https://
doi.org/10.1787/e86fa715-en.

Ortiz-Moya, F., Koike, H., Ota, J., Kataoka, Y., & Fujin, J. (2020). State
of the voluntary local reviews 2020—Local action for global impact
in achieving the SDGs. IGES. Hayama, Japan. https://www.iges.or.
jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/
State+of-+the+Voluntary+Local+Review+2020+-+Final.pdf

Ota, J., Hosoda, K., S. Hayashi, J. Fujino, and Y. Kataoka. 2018.
Kitakyushu City the sustainable development goals report (Issue
July). IGES. Hayama, Japan. https://www.iges.or.jp/en/pub/
kitakyushu-city-sustainable-development-goals

Parnell, S. 2016. Defining a global urban development agenda. World
Development 78: 529-540. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.
2015.10.028.

Parnell, S., D. Simon, and C. Vogel. 2007. Global environmental
change: Conceptualising the growing challenge for cities in poor
countries. In Source: Area. 39, 3. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
40346051

Pipa, T. 2019. Shaping the global agenda to maximize city leadership
on the SDGs: The experiences of vanguard cities. Brookings
Institution Press, Washington. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2019/06/City-leadership-on-the-SDGs.pdf

Pipa, T., and M. Bouchet. 2020. Next generation urban planning level
through voluntary local reviews (VLRs). Brookings. Washing-
ton.  https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/
Next-generation-urban-planning_final.pdf

© The Author(s) 2022
www.kva.se/en


http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:kth:diva-206339
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:kth:diva-206339
https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2021.1953286
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69273-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69273-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techfore.2004.08.014
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1161740
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2016.1161740
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_global-goals-global-cities_190923.pdf
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_global-goals-global-cities_190923.pdf
https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/sites/default/files/report_global-goals-global-cities_190923.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687
https://www.iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Hamamatsu.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/sites/default/files/inline-files/Hamamatsu.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/resources/asia-pacific-regional-guidelines-voluntary-local-reviews
https://www.unescap.org/resources/asia-pacific-regional-guidelines-voluntary-local-reviews
https://www.uncdf.org/article/1673/the-new-urban-imperative-for-secondary-cities-by-david-jackson-director-local-developm-migration
https://www.uncdf.org/article/1673/the-new-urban-imperative-for-secondary-cities-by-david-jackson-director-local-developm-migration
https://www.uncdf.org/article/1673/the-new-urban-imperative-for-secondary-cities-by-david-jackson-director-local-developm-migration
http://www.energy-proceedings.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/AEAB2019_paper_191.pdf
http://www.energy-proceedings.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/AEAB2019_paper_191.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2016.12.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2016.12.019
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11041116
https://doi.org/10.3390/su11041116
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2007.11907996
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2007.11907996
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0491.2009.01471.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0491.2009.01471.x
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-102014-021340
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-102014-021340
https://www.local2030.org/library/354/The-SDGs-at-city-level-Mumbais-example.pdf
https://www.local2030.org/library/354/The-SDGs-at-city-level-Mumbais-example.pdf
https://www.local2030.org/library/354/The-SDGs-at-city-level-Mumbais-example.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-016-0414-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17565529.2014.886991
http://rakeshmohan.com/docs/RBIBulletinJuly2006-2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2019.104749
https://doi.org/10.1109/BSC.2006.1644551
https://doi.org/10.1038/s42949-020-00010-w
https://doi.org/10.1787/e86fa715-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/e86fa715-en
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/State%2bof%2bthe%2bVoluntary%2bLocal%2bReview%2b2020%2b-%2bFinal.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/State%2bof%2bthe%2bVoluntary%2bLocal%2bReview%2b2020%2b-%2bFinal.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/State%2bof%2bthe%2bVoluntary%2bLocal%2bReview%2b2020%2b-%2bFinal.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/pub/kitakyushu-city-sustainable-development-goals
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/pub/kitakyushu-city-sustainable-development-goals
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2015.10.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2015.10.028
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40346051
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40346051
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/City-leadership-on-the-SDGs.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/City-leadership-on-the-SDGs.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Next-generation-urban-planning_final.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Next-generation-urban-planning_final.pdf

Ambio 2022, 51:1416-1432

1431

Raynor, K., S. Mayere, and T. Matthews. 2018. Do ‘city shapers’
really support urban consolidation? The case of Brisbane,
Australia. Urban Studies 55: 1056-1075. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0042098016688420.

Sachs, J., G. Schmidt-Traub, C. Kroll, G. Lafortune, and G. Fuller.
2019a. Sustainable development report 2019a: G20 and large
countries edition. Bertelsmann Stiftung and Sustainable Devel-
opment Solutions Network (SDSN), New York. https:/s3.
amazonaws.com/sustainabledevelopment.report/2019a/2019_
sustainable_development_report_g20.pdf

Sachs, J., G. Schmidt-Traub, M. Mazzucato, D. Messner, N.
Nakicenovic, and J. Rockstrom. 2019b. Six transformations to
achieve the sustainable development goals. Nature Sustainability
2: 805-814. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0352-9.

Satterthwaite, D. 2016. A new urban agenda? Environment and Urban-
ization 28: 3—12. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247816637501.

Servaes, J. 2017. Introduction: From MDGs to SDGs. In sustainable
development goals in the Asian context (pp. 1-21). Springer,
Singapore

Shadish, W.R. 1993. Critical multiplism: A research strategy and its
attendant tactics. New Directions for Program Evaluation 1993:
13-57. https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.1660.

Sharma, T., and Y. Vora. 2019. Localisation of the 2030 Agenda and its
sustainable development goals in Shimla (Issue November). Mistra
Urban Futures. Gothenburg. https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/
sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/sdg-final-shimla.pdf

Simon, D., H. Arfvidsson, G. Anand, A. Bazaz, G. Fenna, K. Foster,
G. Jain, S. Hansson, et al. 2016. Developing and testing the
urban sustainable development goal’s targets and indicators—A
five-city study. Environment and Urbanization 28: 49-63.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247815619865.

Stafford-Smith, M., D. Griggs, O. Gaffney, F. Ullah, B. Reyers, N.
Kanie, B. Stigson, P. Shrivastava, et al. 2017. Integration: The
key to implementing the Sustainable Development Goals.
Sustainability Science 12: 911-919. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11625-016-0383-3.

Steffen, W., J. Rockstrom, K. Richardson, T.M. Lenton, C. Folke, D.
Liverman, C.P. Summerhayes, A.D. Barnosky, et al. 2018. Trajec-
tories of the earth system in the anthropocene. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 115:
8252-8259. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1810141115.

Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN). 2015. Indicators
and a monitoring framework for the sustainable development
goals. SDSN. New York. http://www jstor.org/stable/resrep15877

Thwaites, J., R. Glover, C. Allen, J. Boulton, and T. Kestin. 2020.
Transforming Australia SDG progress report: 2020 update.
Sustainable development solutions network (SDSN), Melbourne,
Australia. www.sdgtransformingaustralia.com

United Nations (UN). 2015. About the sustainable development goals.
UNhttps://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-
development-goals/. Accessed 15 November 2020

United Nations (UN). 2020. General assembly resolution on the
graduation of Vanuatu from the LDC category | LDC Portal. UN
LCD Portal: International Support Measures for Least Devel-
oped Countries. https://www.un.org/ldcportal/general-assembly-
resolution-on-the-graduation-of-vanuatu-from-the-ldc-category/.
Accessed 15 December 2020

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-
DESA). 2018a. The world’s cities in 2018a. In UN Population
Division. UN-DESA, Brussels. https://digitallibrary.un.org/
record/3799524

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-
DESA). 2018b. World urbanization prospects: The 2018b
revision. UN-DESA, Brussels. https://population.un.org/wup/
Publications/Files/WUP2018b-Report.pdf

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2016. Support to
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment. UNDP https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/
librarypage/sustainable-development-goals/strategy-undp-
support-to-the-implementation-of-the-2030-agenda.html

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat). 2019.
Sustainable urbanisation and the sustainable development goals.
UNDP, Brussels. https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/
documents/2019-05/sdg_booklet_to_printer4.pdf

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat). 2020.
The Strategic Plan 2020 - 2023. UNDP. Brussels https:/
unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_
plan_2020-2023.pdf

Valencia, S.C. 2019. Localisation of the 2030 agenda and its sustainable
development goals in gothenburg, Sweden Report. Mistra Urban
Futures. Gothenburg. Reviewed by City Authority Staff Sara
Pettersson and Lena Risfelt. https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/
sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/gothenburg_final_city_report-_
sdgs_project-nov_2019-valencia_0.pdf

Valencia, S.C., D. Simon, S. Croese, J. Nordqvist, M. Oloko, T.
Sharma, N.T. Buck, and I. Versace. 2019. Adapting the
sustainable development goals and the new urban agenda to
the city level: Initial reflections from a comparative research
project. International Journal of Urban Sustainable Develop-
ment. https://doi.org/10.1080/19463138.2019.1573172.

van Buuren, A., and D. Loorbach. 2009. Policy innovation in
isolation? Conditions for policy renewal by transition arenas and
pilot projects. Public Management Review 11: 375-392. https://
doi.org/10.1080/14719030902798289.

Van Den Bergh, J. C. J. M., Truffer, B., & Kallis, G. (2011).
Environmental innovation and societal transitions: Introduction
and overview. In Environmental innovation and societal tran-
sitions (Vol. 1, Issue 1, pp. 1-23). New York: Elsevier

Vogel, B., and D. Henstra. 2015. Studying local climate adaptation: A
heuristic research framework for comparative policy analysis.
Global Environmental Change 31: 110-120. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.01.001.

Webb, R., X. Bai, M.S. Smith, R. Costanza, D. Griggs, M. Moglia, M.
Neuman, P. Newman, et al. 2018. Sustainable urban systems:
Co-design and framing for transformation. Ambio 47: 57-77.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-017-0934-6.

Wittmayer, J. M., F. van Steenbergen, N. Frantzeskaki, and M. Bach.
2018. Transition management: Guiding principles and applica-
tions. In Co-creating sustainable urban futures (vol. 11,
pp. 81-101). Cham: Springer

Wolfram, M., and N. Frantzeskaki. 2016. Cities and systemic change
for sustainability: Prevailing epistemologies and an emerging
research agenda. Sustainability 8: 144. https://doi.org/10.3390/
su8020144.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHIES

Amelia Leavesley (D<) is a Research Fellow in Urban Sustainability
at the Melbourne Centre for Cities, University of Melbourne. Her
research focuses on local application of global sustainability frame-
works, such as the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
and the UNFCCC climate agreements, and the transitional role of
cities as testbeds for innovation.

Address: Melbourne Centre for Cities, Faculty of Architecture,
Building and Planning, University of Melbourne, GO1, Building 113,
Melbourne, VIC 3010, Australia.

e-mail: amelia.leavesley @unimelb.edu.au

© The Author(s) 2022

www.kva.se/en

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016688420
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098016688420
https://s3.amazonaws.com/sustainabledevelopment.report/2019a/2019_sustainable_development_report_g20.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/sustainabledevelopment.report/2019a/2019_sustainable_development_report_g20.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/sustainabledevelopment.report/2019a/2019_sustainable_development_report_g20.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0352-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247816637501
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.1660
https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/sdg-final-shimla.pdf
https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/sdg-final-shimla.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956247815619865
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-016-0383-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-016-0383-3
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1810141115
http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep15877
http://www.sdgtransformingaustralia.com
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.un.org/ldcportal/general-assembly-resolution-on-the-graduation-of-vanuatu-from-the-ldc-category/
https://www.un.org/ldcportal/general-assembly-resolution-on-the-graduation-of-vanuatu-from-the-ldc-category/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3799524
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3799524
https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2018b-Report.pdf
https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2018b-Report.pdf
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/sustainable-development-goals/strategy-undp-support-to-the-implementation-of-the-2030-agenda.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/sustainable-development-goals/strategy-undp-support-to-the-implementation-of-the-2030-agenda.html
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/sustainable-development-goals/strategy-undp-support-to-the-implementation-of-the-2030-agenda.html
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-05/sdg_booklet_to_printer4.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-05/sdg_booklet_to_printer4.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_plan_2020-2023.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_plan_2020-2023.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/2019-09/strategic_plan_2020-2023.pdf
https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/gothenburg_final_city_report-_sdgs_project-nov_2019-valencia_0.pdf
https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/gothenburg_final_city_report-_sdgs_project-nov_2019-valencia_0.pdf
https://www.mistraurbanfutures.org/sites/mistraurbanfutures.org/files/gothenburg_final_city_report-_sdgs_project-nov_2019-valencia_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/19463138.2019.1573172
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719030902798289
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719030902798289
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2015.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-017-0934-6
https://doi.org/10.3390/su8020144
https://doi.org/10.3390/su8020144

1432

Ambio 2022, 51:1416-1432

Alexei Trundle is a Research Fellow in Sustainable Urban Devel-
opment at the Melbourne Centre for Cities, University of Melbourne.
His current research focuses on the way that cities are contributing to
the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as well as urban
climate resilience and adaptation planning in Pacific Small Island
Developing States. Alexei is a Scientific Advisor to the UN-Habitat
Cities and Climate Change Initiative in the Pacific region.

Address: Melbourne Centre for Cities, Faculty of Architecture,
Building and Planning, University of Melbourne, GO1, Building 113,
Melbourne, VIC 3010, Australia.

@ Springer

Cathy Oke is Melbourne Enterprise Senior Fellow in Informed Cities
at the Melbourne Centre for Cities, Faculty of Architecture Building
and Planning. Cathy has considerable international and local expertise
in sustainable, resilient and liveable cities. Cathy’s research interests
focus on the interaction between urban research, policy and practice
for greater impact in cities. She is project leader of the SDGs Cities
Challenge, and Senior Advisor to the Innovate4Cities program of the
Global Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy.

Address: Melbourne Centre for Cities, Faculty of Architecture,
Building and Planning, University of Melbourne, GO1, Building 113,
Melbourne, VIC 3010, Australia.

© The Author(s) 2022
www.kva.se/en



	Cities and the SDGs: Realities and possibilities of local engagement in global frameworks
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background and theoretical framework
	Multilateralism, sustainability and cities
	Mapping city engagement with the SDGs
	Sustainability transition theory and transition management

	Materials and methods
	Overview
	Approach and rationale
	Study sample
	Analytical methods

	Results
	Addressing elements of policy success within the challenge process
	Addressing elements of policy success within the challenge process
	Strategic elements
	Tactical elements
	Operational elements
	Reflexive elements

	Addressing elements of policy success within the VLR content
	Strategic elements
	Tactical elements
	Operational elements
	Reflexive elements

	Discussion
	Assessing transformative potential
	SDG engagement driving local sustainability outcomes
	Limits to (vertical) integration
	Limits to (horizontal) exchange and replication
	Accelerating uptake through peer networks

	Conclusions
	Author contributions
	Open Access
	References




