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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are promoted as a global action plan
for transformational change. Through calls to localise the global agenda, local
governments have been made key actors in implementing the agenda. In Norway, the
government ascribes municipalities a formal role in the national effort to implement
the SDGs. Drawing on the concept of policy translation, we explore localisation
processes at the strategic level of planning in Norwegian municipalities. Through
analysis of municipal master plans and interviews with planners, we find that
municipalities use a selective approach, prioritising goals that largely support existing
policies, while more challenging goals become lost in translation. We argue that while
the Norwegian planning system provides an institutional framework for implementing
and following up on the SDGs, new rounds of translation will be needed to also handle
difficult goals, if the SDGs are to create actual and much-needed policy change.

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; strategic planning; policy translation;
municipalities; Norway

1. Introduction

Sustainable development has been called “a notoriously difficult, slippery and elusive
concept to pin down” (Williams and Millington 2004, 99). While “superficially simple,”
it is also “capable of carrying a wide range of meanings and supporting sometimes diver-
gent interpretations” (Adams 2001, 4). It can legitimate business as usual, while it also
holds a “radical potential” for societal transformation (Brown 2016, 125). It has become
a ubiquitous political concept, but to avoid that it becomes “everything and nothing”
(Connelly 2007, 260), it must be translated into action. The 2030 Agenda, including 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets, is an attempt to make clear
what sustainable development should be about in the 21st century (United Nations
2015). The 2030 Agenda was adopted by the United Nations (UN) in 2015 after years of
intergovernmental negotiations and dialogue with civil society, business, local govern-
ments, interest groups and others (Biermann et al. 2022). The SDGs are framed as uni-
versal and applicable to all countries, and should be achieved by 2030.

The 2030 Agenda takes as its point of departure that sustainable development must
be approached holistically and that the three core dimensions, economic, social and
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environmental, are interlinked and indivisible. As such, its 17 SDGs and 169 targets
should be addressed as a coherent whole (United Nations 2015). By stressing the inte-
grated nature of the SDGs, Agenda 2030 encourages implementation that is not
“siloed” (McGowan et al. 2019, 43). In this holistic view, implementation needs to
take into account the interactions between different goals instead of focusing on indi-
vidual goals and targets, as this “would imperil progress across multiple elements of
the 2030 Agenda” (Messerli et al. 2019, xxi). However, while an integrated and indi-
visible framework is one of the underlying commitments of the 2030 Agenda (Long
2018), the agenda also acknowledges that countries, according to their own realities,
capacities and development levels, may define their own priorities and focus on spe-
cific needs at national and sub-national levels to ensure consistent development path-
ways (Kulonen et al. 2019; United Nations 2015).

There is, in other words, a tension between the indivisibility of the SDGs on the
one hand and the need to make room for national and local priorities on the other.
This tension risks unbalanced attention being given to some goals and targets instead
of others (Long 2018). A selective approach, moreover, opens up for cherry-picking,
where only the goals that support existing priorities are selected, thus reducing the
2030 Agenda’s potential to leverage change (Fukuda-Parr 2016; Forestier and Kim
2020; Stafford-Smith et al. 2017, Gneiting and Mhlanga 2021). Through selective
mobilisation of the goals, the SDGs might “add another layer of legitimacy to policies
that were already identified as key for national development before the ratification of
Agenda 2030” (Horn and Grugel 2018, 82).

These studies point to a risk of selectivity at the national level and in the private sector.
However, implementation of the SDGs is increasingly happening at the local level, and
there is a need to explore these tensions from a local perspective. What has come to be
known as “SDG localisation” requires that the global goals “be translated into local con-
texts in ways that make them appear recognizable, urgent, and meaningful” (Ansell,
Sørensen, and Torfing 2022, 42). Selective engagement with the global goals is encour-
aged as part of this translation, as local governments are advised to make “choices and pri-
oritize those goals and targets that best respond to their specific contexts and needs”
(Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments 2016, 25). In a case study from
England, Perry et al. (2021) observe that local-level actors in principle acknowledged the
SDGs as a holistic framework, but that the complexity of the framework, combined with a
lack of national support and resources, increased the pressure to prioritise between the
goals. There are, however, few studies that explore this selectivity in depth. The purpose of
this paper is therefore to critically examine selectivity in municipal localisation processes.

In a literature review focused on subnational implementation, Ord�o~nez Llanos et al.
(2022) highlight that while much research is oriented towards how the SDGs could be
implemented, there is a lack of studies providing examples of implementation in local
contexts. While there is a growing body of literature on localisation (Krantz and
Gustafsson 2021; Fox and Macleod 2021; Valencia et al. 2019; Ansell, Sørensen and
Torfing 2022; Egelund 2022), there have been few attempts to critically assess how local
governments are localising the SDGs and the consequences these distinct processes have
for transformational change. We contribute to addressing this gap through an empirical
examination of how the SDGs are localised in Norwegian municipalities, with a focus on
what happens when local governments are relating the global goals to different contexts.

Norway presents an interesting case for investigating localisation processes, as the
Norwegian government has ascribed a formal role to the country’s 356 municipalities
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in achieving the 2030 Agenda. According to national planning guidelines, the SDGs
should be incorporated into social and land-use planning (Ministry of Local
Government and Modernisation 2019). Following this, municipalities have largely
been localising the SDGs in strategic planning (Lundberg et al. 2020). Our contribu-
tion therefore also lies in examining the possibilities and challenges when SDG local-
isation is framed as an issue for planning. We ask the following research questions: 1)
How are the SDGs localised in strategic municipal planning in Norway? 2) What are
the benefits and limits of localising the SDGs in strategic planning?

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we present the analyt-
ical approach, centred on policy translation in strategic municipal planning. In Section
3, we describe the methods used. Through document analysis and interviews, we pro-
vide both an overview of the output of SDG localisation processes among Norwegian
municipalities and an in-depth understanding of localisation processes in four munici-
palities. In Section 4, we present the results. In Section 5, we discuss localisation
through the lens of policy translation, and in Section 6 we conclude by suggesting
where more research is needed.

2. Translating the SDGs in strategic municipal planning

While the universality of the 2030 Agenda might risk that the framework is not experi-
enced as relevant at the local level, it might also inspire action, as it forces “the users
to interpret the concept/goals according to their ambitions and understanding”
(Gustafsson and Ivner 2018, 305). To explore localisation of the SDGs in strategic
municipal planning, we draw on the concept of policy translation (Stone 2012). Policy
translation emphasises the need for making adjustments to global policy frameworks,
keeping in mind that policymaking is “intensely and fundamentally local, grounded
and territorial” (McCann and Ward 2011, xiv). Mukhtarov (2014, 6) defines policy
translation as “the process of modification of policy ideas and creation of new mean-
ings and designs in the process of cross-jurisdictional travel of policy ideas.” Through
its emphasis on the creation of new meanings, the translation perspective is an inter-
pretive approach to policy analysis, seeking to explore how actors make arriving poli-
cies “meaningful and workable” (Kortelainen and Rytteri 2017, 361).

A policy such as the SDGs brings with it certain pre-defined problem definitions,
which act as “discursive frames that focus attention to specific realms of possibility in
which solutions might be sought or constructed” (Temenos and McCann 2012, 1393).
At the same time, the policy should also “speak to a recognized problem” in environ-
ment (Tait and Jensen 2007, 124). The translation process involves creating linkages
between these policy frames. It involves “selecting aspects of a concept (and thus
rejecting, reframing, or modifying others) or adding new elements” (G�omez and Oinas
2022, 5). Policy translation is, moreover, an ongoing process (Kingfisher 2013), con-
sisting of a “successive chain of translations” (Kortelainen and Rytteri 2017, 368).
This means that what is meaningful and workable at one point might not be later,
when other actors are drawn into the translation process. In this paper, this means that
localisation of the SDGs in strategic municipal planning is seen as only the first trans-
lation, and that new rounds of translations are needed in other types of plans, which
can involve modifications to the SDGs in new ways.

Healey (2013, 152) notes that translation is a process where ideas are “drawn down,
adapted and inserted intro struggles over discourse formation and institutionalisation in
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new contexts.” This points to the importance of the institutional context where the trans-
lation is happening, including the actors involved in the translation. In this paper, we
explore localisation in the context of strategic municipal planning. Municipal planning in
Norway is regulated by the Planning and Building Act (PBA). The PBA provides muni-
cipal planning with an institutional framework that aims to ensure sustainable develop-
ment and coordination between the interest of different sectors and government levels,
as well as predictability, public participation and openness (Planning and Building Act
2008). Through this inclusiveness, planning can add politics to policy, including the
mobilisation of counterhegemonic ideas (Temenos and McCann 2012; McCann and
Duffin 2023). As such, planning presents an opportunity to politicise what is often
referred to as a de-politicised policy framework (Fisher and Fukuda-Parr 2019).

In addition to the PBA, municipal planning is also guided by planning guidelines
and steering signals from national and regional authorities. National planning guide-
lines are revised every fourth year, and in 2019 they emphasised that county and muni-
cipal authorities should base their social and land-use planning on the SDGs (Ministry
of Local Government and Modernisation 2019). At the local level, this has led munici-
palities to incorporate the SDGs in their strategic planning (Lundberg et al. 2020).
Strategic planning can be seen as “a first step to systematically gather ‘information
about the big picture and using it to establish a long-term direction and then translate
that direction into specific goals, objectives, and actions’” (Poister and Streib 2005,
cited in Krantz and Gustafsson 2021, 4). Strategic planning concerns overarching and
comprehensive political clarifications and visions, and it aims to arrive at a normative
consensus about which values should guide future development (Holsen 2017).
According to Albrechts (2004, 751), strategic planning is “selective and oriented to
issues that really matter.” In other words, the aim is not to cover all possible chal-
lenges, but to prioritise what is most important for the local community (Ringholm
and Hofstad 2018).

At the top of the municipal planning hierarchy in Norway, is the municipal master
plan. The municipal master plan contains both a social and a land-use element. In this
paper we focus on the social element, a key strategic plan in the Norwegian planning
system (Aarsæther and Hofstad 2018). According to the PBA, this plan “shall deter-
mine long-term challenges, goals and strategies for the municipal community as a
whole and the municipality as an organisation” (Planning and Building Act 2008, §
11–2). The plan should, in principle, form the basis for other municipal plans and
strategies, including budgets and legally binding land-use plans. However, while the
strategic plan should be a tool for strategic and political steering, in practice, it has
been criticised for being too overarching and consensus-oriented, lacking clear prior-
ities and being difficult to translate into concrete policies at later stages (Kleven 2012;
Ringholm and Hofstad 2018; Bang-Andersen, Plathe, and Hernes 2019; Plathe,
Hernes, and Dahle 2022).

3. Methods

Since 2019, we have been involved in different research projects with the aim of
both understanding and contributing to the localisation processes of the SDGs at the
local and regional levels in Norway. In 2020, we conducted a study on behalf of
the Ministry for Local Government and Modernisation to document how munici-
palities were working with the SDGs in their planning and the challenges involved
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(Lundberg et al. 2020). One finding indicated that municipalities that were quite differ-
ent in terms of size, location, population and local challenges selected similar SDGs.
As the finding was based on survey responses from municipalities early in the imple-
mentation stage, we were curious to know whether we would find the same tendency
if we looked at adopted plans.

In this paper, we combine methods to provide both an overview and an in-depth
understanding through a case study of four municipalities. To gain an overview of
goal selection at the strategic level, we went through all municipal master plans
adopted from 2019 to 2021 (from now on called strategic plans). We began by search-
ing the websites of all 356 Norwegian municipalities and found that 116 plans had
been adopted during this period. Using the SDGs as a keyword, we found 89 plans
that included a reference to the SDGs, and a closer examination of these plans
revealed that 57 contained a selection of SDGs, suggesting that close to half of the
municipalities had made some choices about which SDGs they found most relevant.
With the aim of better understanding which goals were selected and why, we chose to
include only the 57 plans in our study. Plans that contained all the SDGs, or did not
address them, were excluded.

With this overview as a backdrop, we decided to do a case study of four munici-
palities that had all made selections of SDGs as part of their localisation processes.
The four municipalities were part of the original study in 2020, and were included
based on the following criteria: different size, population and location (see map in
Figure 1), urban and rural municipalities and municipalities with experience from
recent municipal merging processes. The municipalities were Asker (96,000 inhabi-
tants), Arendal (45,000 inhabitants), Lunner (9,000 inhabitants) and Narvik (22,000
inhabitants). They had all worked on relating the SDGs to local planning for some
years, and two had been identified as “first movers” of SDG implementation in a
Nordic context (S�anchez Gassen, Penje, and Sl€atmo 2018). Through interviews with
planners and analyses of official planning documents, we explored the selective
approach in more depth.

The documents we analysed included the planning programme for the social elem-
ent of the municipal master plan (draft and adopted plan), the social element of the
municipal master plan (draft and adopted plan), supplements to the plans with details
on the methods and processes of goal selection, as well as 239 written statements to
these plans received during public consultations. In addition, we analysed previously
adopted master plans in the four municipalities. In total, this amounted to 260 docu-
ments. We used sustainable development, sustainability, UN and SDGs as keywords
and focused the analysis on how the SDGs were related to the local context, the argu-
ments for selecting certain goals and targets, the description of the localisation process
and the participants. In the documents from the consultation phase, we examined what
kind of public debate the SDGs created.

We interviewed eight municipal officials in the four case municipalities, including
planners and municipal managers. The interviews were conducted in Spring 2020 and
again in Spring 2022. While the first round of interviews was part of the study from
2020, the new round of interviews allowed us to ask how the strategic plans had been
followed up and how the interviewees evaluated the use of SDGs as a framework for
planning in their municipalities. In the interviews, we explored how the SDGs were
perceived and how the municipalities had worked to relate them to a local planning
context, including how and why they had selected particular goals. We also focused
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on their experiences of these processes, what other municipalities could learn from them
and how the SDGs were followed up in subsequent planning. The interviews were con-
ducted digitally or by telephone, audio recorded and later transcribed. All quotes from
interviews and documents have been translated from Norwegian by the authors.

Ethical approval was granted by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (https://
www.nsd.no/en, reference number 887995), and all interviewees provided written con-
sent to take part in the study. To ensure anonymity in line with the ethical approval,
each interviewee is referred to with a number (1–8) in the text, without making a link
to a specific municipality. This anonymisation does not distort the scholarly meaning.

4. Findings

4.1. Three goals to rule them all: goal selection and limited debate

Among the 356 Norwegian municipalities, we found that 114 of them had adopted
municipal master plans between 2019 and 2021. Of these, 89 referenced the SDGs as

Figure 1. Map of Norway marking the case municipalities in this study. Source: Google Maps.
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an important policy framework for the development of the municipality. This indicates
that most Norwegian municipalities had picked up the steering signal sent out by the
government in national planning guidelines. In 57 plans, the municipalities had
selected specific SDGs that would guide local development. The number of goals
selected varied between 3 and 16, with an average of 10 goals per municipality.

When it comes to which goals the municipalities selected, our review discerned a
pattern. Three goals, related to health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4) and cities and com-
munities (SDG 11), were selected by more than 90 percent of the municipalities.
These three goals correspond well with the key policy areas of Norwegian municipal-
ities, as required by law: provision of health services, primary schools and kindergart-
ens, planning and development. Not far behind were goals related to climate action
(SDG 13), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), partnerships (SDG 17) and
decent work and economic growth (SDG 8). These were selected by more than three-
quarters of the municipalities. Among the less popular SDGs were goals related to
energy (SDG 7), peace and justice (SDG 16), poverty (SDG 1) and hunger (SDG 2).
An overview of SDG selection in Norwegian municipalities is presented in Figure 2.

This overview does not say much about why these goals were selected or what
kinds of policy problems they address in the local contexts. To gain a better under-
standing of the types of issues to which the SDGs were linked, we turned to four
municipalities. The four case municipalities all selected the four goals at the top of the
list in Figure 2 (SDGs 3, 4, 11 and 13). Two municipalities also included goals about
peace and justice (SDG 16) and gender equality (SDG 5). None had selected the two
goals related to poverty (SDG 1) and hunger (SDG 2) at the bottom of the hierarchy.
Document analyses of the plans in the four municipalities showed similarities and

Figure 2. SDG selection in strategic municipal planning in Norway from 2019 to
2021 (n¼ 57).
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differences in how the SDGs were employed in the municipality plans. Three munici-
palities had used the SDGs as overarching themes to structure their master plans, while
one municipality had developed four overarching focus themes and then sorted the
selected SDGs under these themes. All four municipal master plans covered visions,
targets and strategies for their selected goals, and one municipality had specified what
the goals meant for their citizens.

Two municipalities had chosen to complement the selected SDGs with local goals,
while one municipality had included targets from a wider range of SDGs in its plan.
When it comes to the local policy issues covered by the selected SDGs, the plans cov-
ered similar issues. All the municipalities had, for example, selected SDG 13 (climate
action), and in the plans, this goal was linked with issues such as climate adaptation,
reducing fossil fuels in transport and ensuring environmental demands in public pro-
curements. SDG 11 (cities and communities) was linked with issues such as densifica-
tion and reducing transport needs, access to public transport and civil protection.
Another goal selected by all the municipalities, SDG 17 (partnerships), was linked to a
need for the municipalities to work with the local community, including businesses
and civil society. In several places, the SDGs were used to supplement other policies.
For example, SDG 11 (cities and communities) was linked to national planning guide-
lines concerning land use and transport planning. The SDGs were also used to support
existing policies in the municipalities. For example, as part of the effort to achieve
SDG 13 (climate action), Narvik set out an intention to certify the municipal organisa-
tion according to an environmental standard, implementing a decision made by the
municipal council a few years earlier.

When we compared the plans with previously adopted municipal master plans in
these four municipalities, we found the old and new plans to be similar in terms of
overarching strategies and policy issues. Rather than bringing in new issues, then, the
newer plans included more processual aspects, such as the need to cooperate across
sectors both within and outside the municipal organisation, with a reference to SDG
17 (partnerships). The document analysis, in other words, showed that the SDGs
aligned well with established municipal priorities and, to a small extent, seemed to
challenge these. The municipalities, when making their plans, made the SDGs fit their
planning needs by combining elements from the SDG framework with local priorities,
attaching the goals to existing policies. The fact that the SDGs can easily be linked
with local issues and priorities might explain their appeal and quick uptake in the
municipal sector.

In the public consultation phase, the selection of SDGs did not seem to generate
any particular debate. Of the 239 comments the four municipalities received during the
planning process, 61 addressed the SDGs in one way or another. Most of these com-
ments welcomed the municipalities’ approaches to incorporate the SDGs in their plans.
Around 20 comments were more critical about the chosen goals, and some suggested
different goals, using the SDGs to support their arguments. Most of the critical com-
ments concerned the omission of environmental SDGs. A few comments concerned
the practice of selecting specific goals versus having a broader perspective that
included all goals.

While the SDGs did not seem to generate much debate in the consultation phase,
using the SDGs in the planning processes in the four municipalities did, however,
involve broad participation – although not necessarily with the intent of selecting
SDGs.
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4.2. Selection criteria: local impact and room for manoeuvre

As shown, the planning documents provided little insight into why the four municipal-
ities had selected particular goals over others. In a methodology booklet published by
Asker municipality in 2018, local impact and room for manoeuvre were pointed to as
important selection criteria. The 17 SDGs, it was emphasised, “constitute a whole, but
a developing municipality needs to prioritise” (Asker Municipality 2018, 10). Goals
were therefore chosen where the municipality could have the most impact. This state-
ment was echoed in Narvik’s planning proposal:

The SDGs form a whole, but a developing municipality has to prioritise. Narvik
municipality has therefore selected eight SDGs on which the greatest emphasis will be
placed. This does not mean that the municipality will not work with the other
sustainability goals but that it is these eight priority goals that are particularly
emphasised in the municipality’s plans. (Narvik Municipality 2021, 14)

As these quotes show, while the municipalities had selected particular goals, they
seemed to be aware that ideally all the goals should be implemented. Across the inter-
views, the planners argued that the selected SDGs were seen as the most important
ones and thus that they should have a particular focus in the coming planning period.
Moreover, it was also stated that the selected goals represented policy areas where the
municipalities could influence development – locally, nationally and globally – and,
further, that the selected goals resonated well with existing focus areas and strategies.
That the SDGs they had chosen were “obvious” was mentioned in several interviews,
and one planner referred to their selection of SDGs as “typical municipal goals”:
“I think they will appear all over the Norwegian municipal landscape. They are very
obvious [… ] They are the kind of goals where we have a bigger room for manoeu-
vre” (Interviewee 2, March 2020). One interviewee emphasised that the policy issues
associated with the SDGs did not involve a break with earlier priorities, noting that the
previous strategic plan “had focus areas, and they covered several of the goals we
have selected. […They] have been here for decades, these challenges. [… ] So it is in
reality just a continuation” (Interviewee 7, March 2022).

The localisation process had resulted in some variation between the four municipal-
ities in terms of the selected SDGs. The planners described different processes with
varying degrees of involvement from politicians, the municipal administration, local
businesses, stakeholders and local residents. In Asker and Lunner, local politicians
were central in selecting goals. In Arendal, the selection was made by a steering group
comprising politicians, administrative staff and stakeholders, while in Narvik, the plan-
ning administration itself selected the SDGs. Through the interviews, it became clear
that Asker municipality’s localisation process had been an important inspiration for the
other municipalities. Asker had started working with the SDGs in 2016, inspired by
the work of local authorities in other countries and influenced by a merger with two
neighbouring municipalities, which created a need to reorganise their planning system.
Having decided that they would use the SDGs as a framework for the new municipal-
ity, a political group with members from the three merging municipalities met several
times over the course of a year. During that time, they developed a method for localis-
ing the SDGs with the help of a consultancy firm. The method involved assessing
which SDGs were most important for the local community and on which goals the
municipality could make the most impact. According to a report describing the
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localisation process in Asker, the members of the group “managed to put aside their
own political positions while working with the SDGs as a framework” (Pure
Consulting 2018, 9), suggesting a mostly technocratic framing of the process.

Inspired by Asker, one of the other municipalities used the same consultancy firm
to help them prioritise SDGs when starting their localisation process, including the
same method for localisation. Although recognising that the consultancies contributed
knowledge and facilitation skills, the municipality soon decided to take control of the
process: “At some point, we found out that we needed to do it ourselves because we
had to get the goals anchored locally. Sometimes it might be a bit too easy to use con-
sultants” (Interviewee 8, March 2020). The two other municipalities had also looked to
Asker for inspiration, but in interviews, the planners stated that they did not have the
same resources or staff to conduct a similar process, including an analysis of the local
impact and importance of the goals.

Among the interviewees, few reflected on what was left out when some SDGs
were selected and others were not. One exception was a planner, who noted that if
they had repeated the process, they should have selected all the SDGs:

I think that if we had done it again, we would have included them all [… ] and not
selected some. But the thing with selecting and weighing, perhaps it made the process
of getting people to understand the content of the different goals easier. But I think I
would choose to include them all. [… ] There’s a reason why there are 17 goals. The
goals that are not selected need to be indirectly included somehow. (Interviewee 8,
March 2020)

Several interviewees also pointed out that issues related to culture, as well as agri-
culture and traditional nature conservation, had not been sufficiently covered when
using the SDGs as a framework for planning. Two municipalities had recognised this
by adding their own targets to supplement the global ones.

4.3. From goals to practice: a challenging translation

Across the interviews, the planners expressed high expectations regarding the SDGs’
potential contribution to a more holistic and cross-sectoral approach to societal devel-
opment and sustainability in planning. At the same time, this enthusiasm was pending
the next planning phase. Ringholm and Hofstad (2018) point out that the most difficult
part of strategic planning is to translate the visions of a strategic plan into concrete
policies without losing the strategic “spirit.” Going from vision to policies proved chal-
lenging, according to our interviewees. Several interviewees stressed that since the
municipal plans were at an overall strategic level, the SDGs had to be backed up by
action in financial planning and municipal budgeting, thematic plans and land-use
planning. Whereas the social element of the municipal plan only guides development,
land-use plans are legally binding and thus depict the municipality’s spatial
development.

Several interviewees emphasised that future decision-making would show if and to
what extent local politicians would feel committed to following up the SDGs when
having to prioritise between goals and interests. As was the case when they started
working with the SDGs at the strategic level, there was no recipe for how to follow up
a plan based on the SDGs:

10 M. B. Reinar and A. K. Lundberg



It is not obvious how to go on to the next step. Because it is fine to do it on the highest
level and insert the SDGs and then have some goals and strategies around that. But [it
is another thing] going from there to linking this with the municipal organisation.
(Interviewee 2, June 2022)

How far the municipalities had come in implementing the strategic plan in the
municipal organisation varied. To ensure a “common thread” from the strategic plan to
thematic plans, one of the municipalities had dedicated human resources – a
“sustainability team” – to follow up the SDGs down the line. Another municipality
had structured action plans and budgets around the goals of the strategic plan. The aim
was to break down organisational silos and enable the elected officials to allocate
resources based on the SDGs. In this way, the strategic plan could hopefully be used
as a practical tool. Making this a useful tool would, however, take time, it was
acknowledged. According to one interviewee, this way of thinking was anchored at the
top level in the municipality, but it would take a while before the rest of the municipal
organisation followed:

[First] they adjust their language, so we [the municipal managers] can be happy. And
then it takes a few years and they follow the arrangement as planned. So it’s a process
[… ] you cannot just introduce it like that. You need to take the system with you, and it
takes some years before they understand what we mean. (Interviewee 8, June 2022)

For the small municipalities with fewer resources, it was said to be challenging to
make a direct link between the SDGs in the strategic plan and more action-oriented
plans. According to one interviewee, “a lot of pieces must come together in order to
say that there is a coherent common thread where we can say we have delivered on
the goals” (Interviewee 2, June 2022). Using the SDGs even added another level of
complexity to the implementation phase, according to the interviewee.

Another challenge with following up the goals in the rest of the municipal planning
system was that the politicians did not want to make too firm commitments in the stra-
tegic plan. They would rather have “round formulations that everyone can agree on”
(Interviewee 8, June 2022). According to one interviewee, the politicians would rather
take on political battles in other places, for example, when negotiating budgets. The
problem with this approach is that it makes the strategic plan difficult to operationalise.
This reflects the consensual character of strategic planning. While this might be politic-
ally convenient, from the point of view of the administration, it was more problematic:

If you think about the municipal master plan as a tool for steering, it is [… ] very easy
to make things fit there, because it is so general. So we could have wanted [… ] that
some of the disagreements were handled in that plan. (Interviewee 8, June 2022)

Making the leap from strategic plans to binding land-use plans proved especially
difficult. The interviewees talked about efforts from the administrations to put more
weight on environmental elements in the planning proposals, sometimes at the expense
of more business- and development-friendly measures. However, this was not necessar-
ily met with enthusiasm at the political level. Land-use planning was “realpolitik,” as
one interviewee put it (Interviewee 5, June 2022). Even though the goals in the stra-
tegic plan were agreed upon by all, politicians “have a tendency to forget when it suits
them” (Interviewee 2, June 2022). Although everyone agreed at the level of the
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strategic plan, “There is something about working with land-use issues. You meet a lot
of stakeholders. It is tough being a politician,” as one interviewee reflected
(Interviewee 5, June 2022). In these cases, the administration could only try to remind
the politicians of what they had previously decided.

On a more general theme, when asked whether the introduction of the SDGs in the
strategic plan had led to any visible changes in political priorities in the municipalities,
the interviewees expressed cautious optimism. However, it was noted that it could be
difficult to pinpoint the origin of different measures and policies exactly, including
what came from the SDGs, and what would be done, regardless of having these goals
as a framework. There was something about the present time and many things pulling
in the same direction. As one interviewee expressed, “the SDGs hit us and we are
very prepared to think along these lanes” (Interviewee 2, June 2022).

5. Discussion

Returning to our first research question, our findings show that during localisation,
goals were associated with local problems and modified to make a better local fit,
while those goals that did not resonate with local challenges were omitted from the
plans. We identified a pattern to this goal selection among the municipalities, with
SDGs related to health, education and cities and communities at the top of the priori-
tisation list. Goals related to poverty and hunger were scarcely selected. Given that the
most frequently selected goals are part of key municipal service areas, our findings
indicate path dependency rather than a changing course due to the SDGs (Kortelainen
and Rytteri 2017). Meanwhile, Norway has major challenges related to several of the
SDGs (Sachs et al. 2022). Loss of biodiversity and consumption are areas where
Norway is performing poorly (Ministries of Local Government and Modernisation and
of Foreign Affairs 2021). The goals related to these issues were, however, only moder-
ately popular. There is, in other words, a gap between some of the “burning issues”
and the selection of SDGs in Norwegian municipalities.

In making the SDGs “speak” to local problems (Tait and Jensen 2007), goals were
filled with local content and merged with old policies. Rather than introducing new
policy issues in municipal policymaking, our study suggest that the SDGs were aligned
with existing priorities (Horn and Grugel 2018; Perry et al. 2021). This confirms the
observation that local policymaking, while connecting with global agendas, first and
foremost is a territorial and grounded activity (McCann and Ward 2011). Localisation,
however, risks making the SDGs a near-sighted policy, missing the wider spatial and
temporal dimensions of the 2030 Agenda. As Biermann et al. (2022) observe, so far
there is limited evidence of the SDGs making an impact beyond a change of rhetoric.
With much attention given to localisation both in guidelines and policy studies (e.g.
Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments 2016; Ansell, Sørensen, and
Torfing 2022), our findings suggest that localisation is no panacea. The risk is that
localisation simply leads to “the relabelling of existing priorities and programmes with-
out changing their substance, targets, or timelines” (Gneiting and Mhlanga 2021, 922).

Our interviewees were all aware of this dilemma, and some warned against the
SDGs simply becoming a new way of repackaging existing policies. From a practical
point of view, a selective approach to the 2030 Agenda can be understood as a way to
limit the scope of a plan and make it more targeted. There are, in other words, good
reasons why municipalities make certain selections with limited resources and
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capacity. As we have shown, selectivity is associated with assessments of importance,
local challenges and potential influence at the local level. Moreover, when trying to
create public awareness and local ownership of the SDGs, it is probably easier to
reduce the complexity by focusing on local challenges related to only some of the
goals rather than the whole menu (Perry et al. 2021). A selective approach is also a
reasonable approach in light of the critique that strategic municipal plans are often too
broad and lack political priorities (Ringholm and Hofstad 2018). The challenge will,
however, be to follow up this first round of SDG translations at later stages, with other
actors, discussions and interests (Kortelainen and Rytteri 2017).

This brings us to our second research question. We show that when the SDGs
become localised in Norwegian strategic municipal planning, they become a part of a
system where they should be further operationalised and followed up through formal
processes such as reporting, budgeting and binding land-use plans. In principle, then,
there is a system for following through from visionary statements at the global level to
concrete local action, accompanied by procedural rules in the Planning and Building Act.
Strategic municipal planning in Norway is intended to be an important tool for local pol-
itical steering and development (Plathe, Hernes, and Dahle 2022). Thus, localising the
SDGs at the overall planning level should, in theory, make political priorities visible and
commit politicians to deliver on concrete action in subsequent plans. Making the SDGs a
part of the planning system also contributes to broad anchoring of the goals through par-
ticipatory processes, something emphasised by all our interviewees. This “convening
power” in summoning different stakeholders to discussions around the same issues has
been noted as a value of SDG localisation (Fox and Macleod 2021).

As we have shown, incorporating the SDGs in strategic municipal planning also
has distinct constraints. New rounds of translations, from overarching ambitions in
strategic plans into concrete and binding policies continues to be a challenge. At the
same time, this is what will make the SDGs have an actual impact on policy
(Ringholm and Hofstad 2018). While our findings point to efforts to ensure a
“common thread” from the strategic plan to more operative plans, our material also
points in the other direction – that introducing the SDGs as policy objectives compli-
cates implementation of the strategic plan, since the goals remain vague. Although
localisation processes have contributed to translating and relating the global goals to
different local contexts, the municipalities’ selective approach suggests that more chal-
lenging translations have been left to later stages of planning.

The SDGs, as we see it, have potential to contribute to local discussions about long-
term challenges and consequences of local planning practices in a broader perspective.
However, this requires that also the difficult SDGs – typically the environmental goals
and targets – are included in the discussion, and not ignored (Stafford-Smith et al.
2017). Our findings show that there was limited political and public debate concerning
the selection of SDGs. Again, this seems to reflect a more general problem for strategic
municipal planning in Norway. If the 2030 Agenda is to be taken seriously as a political
project, which is also emphasised in national planning guidelines, then it is a paradox
that localisation processes in Norway have generated so little debate to date.

6. Conclusion

In this paper we have explored localisation of the SDGs in strategic municipal plan-
ning in a Norwegian context. By focusing on the practice of selecting SDGs, our
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findings indicate that SDG localisation has largely supported existing priorities in the
municipalities. In Norway and elsewhere, the 2030 Agenda is being referred to as an
important policy framework for sustainable development (European Commission 2019;
Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation 2019). Through calls to localise the
SDGs, implementation of the goals is delegated to lower levels of government, where
they become part of plans and strategies. Based on our findings, we will argue that
there is little reason to believe that adding the SDGs to strategic municipal planning in
itself contributes to a change in course. While localisation puts the fate of the SDGs in
the hands of local decision-makers and might contribute to engagement around global
issues, there is also reason to warn against the SDGs becoming just another box to
tick in a municipal plan, rather than inspiring actual and much-needed policy changes.
Nevertheless, we will argue that the planning system could be a useful framework for
implementing the SDGs in a Norwegian context. The planning system offers a demo-
cratic and knowledge-based system for following up on overarching goals and ensuring
action and evaluation of local efforts. It also has the capacity to make conflicting inter-
ests visible and engage productively with goal conflicts instead of steering towards
consensus. Finally, it gives the public an opportunity to hold politicians accountable
for their commitments. However, this requires that the goals that seem too difficult or
challenging at first glance, do not become lost in translation.

As our study shows, Norwegian municipal master plans have largely incorporated
the SDGs in one way or another. While we have focused on the municipal administra-
tion and the viewpoints of planners, future studies should critically examine to what
extent commitments about the SDGs in strategic planning are followed up in the fol-
lowing rounds of policy translation. As our study suggests, strategic planning is largely
oriented towards consensus, and this is therefore not where political differences and
conflicts become visible. Future research could therefore explore how politicians,
developers and stakeholders draw on the SDGs to argue, mobilise and justify different
positions in controversial planning processes. Exploring how SDGs are used to legit-
imise conflicting positions at the local level could contribute to greater understanding
of how goal conflicts are played out in specific planning processes and to what extent
the SDGs can spur alternative policies that move beyond business as usual.
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