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Abstract: Today cities face the increasing negative consequences of the unsustainable course society is
set on. Climate change, biodiversity loss and increasing spatial segregation are testament to this. The
effects of these issues often exceed the coping capacity of individual urban housing developers. Thus,
an antidote to the current neoliberal trend must be found in collaborations such as public-private
partnerships (PPP). Here the shortcomings and limitations of PPP and its potential ability to solve the
problem of unsustainable urban development are investigated. Using the Doughnut Economics (DE)
model as a general guide, a systematic literature review is conducted. The results reveal evidence
that PPPs are unjust and exclude local actors from collaborations. Hence, resident participation and
inclusion is considered the best strategy for PPP to evolve as a future guarantor of the sustainable
city. First, however, major differences in the character of issues that connect the global model of
sustainability to the harsh reality of the local context need to be addressed. This gap concerns the
city’s social foundation and ecological ceiling. The DE model applied herein is an excellent tool to
test the scope and depth of local collaborations such as PPPs and reflect on international treaties such
as SDGs.

Keywords: public-private partnership; Nordic; governance; housing; future proof cities; sustainabil-
ity; urban development; Doughnut Economics; sustainable city

1. Introduction

Urban housing developers in today’s cities need to better understand the relationship
between ecological and social sustainability and Public-Private Partnership (PPP), concern-
ing the latter’s potential to realize future national policies and international treaties. Cities
today are at risk of facing the increasing negative consequences of climate change while
they themselves are responsible for 75% of the world’s emissions due to excessive energy
use [1]. This well-documented problematic is being exacerbated by the inequity of aggres-
sive neoliberal processes such as gentrification and subsequent displacement, fuelling what
best can be described as an out-of-control spatial segregation [2–4]. As a double-edged
problem, sustainability includes several aspects of urban development in the city. First, on
the ecological side of the sustainability coin, challenges, such as energy poverty, bad air
quality, noise pollution, waste, excessive consumption, irresponsible land (ab)use, etc., need
to be addressed [2–4]. Second, flipping the sustainability coin, the city’s social foundation
is threatened by a mix of urban processes such as housing, education, health, well-being,
social services, governance, cultural heritages, safety and employment [2,3,5]. The point to
be made in this review is that these listed challenges to the sustainability of future cities,
here defined from indicators and measurements used by scholars like Tanguay et al. [2],
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Chan [3], Steffen et al. [4], Raworth [5], often exceed the coping capacity of individual urban
developers such as private and public companies, including municipalities [6,7]. Therefore,
the city’s usual combination of influential stakeholders needs to tackle this complex dual
problem of sustainable urban development when they enter collaborations such as PPP,
particularly concerning housing development, the focus here [7–9].

Since it is both malleable and “depict[s] the two boundaries—social and ecological—
that together encompass a safe and just space for humanity” [5] (p. 48), the Doughnut
Economics (DE) model (Figure 1) is one way to either identify the issues that constitute
the aforementioned connection (the bridge), or the issues that are missing (the gap). The
systematic literature review is not just a way to translate the DE model from the global to
the local level of analysis; it also elucidates the strengths and weaknesses of the connection
between sustainability and PPP.

Figure 1. The Doughnut Economics model, reprinted from [5], Lancet Planetary Health, 2017.

The DE model has twelve social indicators derived from internationally agreed mini-
mum standards for human wellbeing such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
establish in 2015 [5]. The nine ecological indicators refer to the Planetary Boundaries
(PBs) developed by Rockström et al. [10] and Steffen et al. [4]. If one of these critical
processes that constitutes a PB is overshoot, irreversible changes in the Earth’s system
are inevitable [4,10]. As mentioned, the main cause of detrimental social development
and degradation of PBs originates in cities [11]. This, and the fact that it is used in mul-
tiple cities in their transition toward sustainability, for instance, Amsterdam has become
a famous example [12], is another reason for choosing the DE model. The DE-model has
been adopted by Luukkanen, Vehmas, and Kaivo-Oja [13]; Roy, Basu, and Dong [14]; and
Saunders and Luukkanen [15], as a first attempt to develop a method that can be used
to compare countries and regions. However, in the application of the DE model herein
the authors contribute to this international research by determining the actual scope and
characteristics of sustainability efforts in collaborations such as PPPs and by applying it as
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a broad and new method to guide literature reviews that focus on similar collaborations in
local contexts such as municipalities.

Falling partly within the parameters of the UN’s sustainable development goal (SDG)
11 to make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable [2,3], PPP
is a recent and growing form of collaboration that to date bridges gaps in infrastructure
between essential city services and utilities such as transport, health care, and energy
supply [16]. In a literature review of PPP, Hodge and Greve [17] investigated the purpose
of PPP and found it to be multifarious and open to interpretation. That is, it can be viewed
as everything from a new chapter in privatization to an attempt to measure performance in
public sector services. Since the goals of PPP apparently vary, so too does its definition. For
this reason, PPP is initially defined broadly as a partnership between the local government
(municipality), its administration, and private housing developers [18].

The literature review is also an opportunity to investigate the extent of the gap between
studies that focus on PPP, on the one hand [19–25], and studies that focus on sustainability,
on the other [4,5,10,11]. Although only a very small proportion (3–4%) of hundreds of
articles were written between 2015 and 2021, they can still be used to determine the anatomy
of the connection between the PPP in the Nordic housing context and sustainability, the
focus of this article. Most international literature today on partnership between public
and private actors is either focused on how to improve the partnership per se, often by
identifying critical success factors [19–22,25–27] or how it can better manage risk [23,24,28].
Moreover, most of the literature on PPP and sustainability either focuses on countries
outside of the Nordic context (see [29–32]), or on sectors other than housing such as
waste management, [33], water management [34], and transport [35]. Thus, this systematic
literature review is a contribution to this literature and is a first step in deepening the current
understanding of the role of PPP as a potential contributor to sustainable development in
cities in the Nordic context.

In retrospect, the 25 studies in the review where PPP has been coupled with sustainabil-
ity in the Nordic housing context reveal criticism toward this kind of collaboration [36–38].
With this in mind, the evidence suggests that, in its present form, PPP enables an asymmet-
rical power relationship between the municipality and the private sector, on the one hand,
and residents, on the other [39]. To illustrate from a Swedish case, in one of Gothenburg’s
urban frontier neighbourhoods, the Gustaf Dalén neighbourhood, residents and property
owners were shown to have no influence over a PPP’s plans to redevelop the area and
were subsequently forced out [40]. The authors are not discouraged by this example of
unsustainable housing development. On the contrary, from this criticism, it is apparent
that PPP has the potential to improve the future sustainability of the city’s socio-ecological
context. This justifies a closer review of the literature to connect the dots between the
different issues that traverse the apparent PPP-sustainability gap.

From the scattered body of knowledge concerning PPP, a new understanding of its
potential role in facilitating a transition toward a more sustainable housing development
in the Nordic context is possible. The authors endeavour therefore to identify, with the
support of the DE model, what is missing from the social and the ecological efforts of
the current PPP that can be utilized to create a steppingstone in strengthening its future
potential. Continuing from previous work on the DE model, the approach applied herein
is a normative one, that is, it is designed to identify the shortcomings and limitations of
PPP in order to evaluate its potential as a crucial and essential keystone in the sustainable
foundation of housing development in the Nordic city context [39,41].

Since collaboration is the norm for current policy implementation, PPP is in a better
position than individual urban developers, but not yet sufficient, to bring about a more
sustainable housing development [42]. Thus, the need to examine and re-evaluate the PPP
is clear. The purpose of this critical literature review is to determine if and how the PPP
can achieve a sustainable urban renewal of the future city that appeals to its communities
(SDG 11). To this end, it is important to consider how the character of the issues in the DE
model change when traversing the global-local divide. While simultaneously exposing
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their strengths and weaknesses, it is also necessary to identify which of the issues that
currently connect the PPP to sustainable development (the bridge), and which issues have
the potential to do so (the gap). This is done by applying a novel approach, which is
carrying out a systematic literature of PPP in housing development in the local Nordic
context to reveal the arguments and themes intrinsic to each concerned issue in the DE
model, ultimately augmenting it.

2. Methods
2.1. Systematic Literature Review

A systematic literature review seeks to summarize prior work, extend theories, and
evaluate a body of work with a critical lens [43]. Therefore, to build on and advance this
theoretical understanding of achieving sustainable housing development, a literature re-
view of a limited body of research that focuses on PPP and current housing development in
the Nordic context is conducted. The literature review’s protocol is based on a pre-defined
structure, intrinsic to the stepwise approach characteristic of the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic literature reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement [44]. This method
was chosen for three reasons. First, it allows an interpretation of the potential role of PPP
in housing development in the literature from the perspectives of social and ecological
sustainability. Second, it also allows the authors to expose the gaps that can be filled by
the PPP. Thus, the PRISMA statements support the research when reporting from the
literature on housing development in the Nordic context (see [45] for a similar approach).
Third, concerning the issues of reliability and validity, the systematic literature review
underpinned by the PRISMA statement ensures reproducibility and replicability of the
study [43,46].

2.1.1. Search Strategy in Identification Phase

Sustainability and urban development are two research fields that are interconnected
and thus known for being multidisciplinary. In the coming search for relevant knowledge,
the authors therefore chose three widely recognized, high quality, and multidisciplinary
databases Web of Science Core Collection and Scopus. The search was conducted in March
2021. Keywords and Boolean operators were combined to establish the search for literature.
These are “Public Private Collaboration” OR “Public Private Partnership” OR “Governance”
AND “urban” OR “housing” OR "cit*" OR “neighbourhood” OR “communit*” AND
“Sweden” OR “Nordic” OR “Denmark” OR “Norway” OR “Finland” OR “Iceland”. The
search was limited to only peer-reviewed scientific journal articles written in English.
Since the potential role of PPP is investigated, only articles from the period 2015–2021
were included. In addition, one record was included from previously identified articles.
This resulted in 683 identified records, as demonstrated in Figure 2. The main reason for
choosing the timeframe 2015–2021 has to do with the fact that the context of the political
landscape is rapidly changing. One major change in the political landscape in Nordic
countries such as the old welfare state of Sweden is the emergence of neoliberal politics
and policies in the late 1990s [47]. The selected timeframe captures the effects of this
transformation such as spatial segregation and displacement as they continue to worsen
considerably [48]. This ideological transformation, its recent effects combined with an
acute need to combat climate change, paints an accurate picture of the double-edged
sustainability problematic within which PPPs now operate.
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Figure 2. PRISMA statement flow diagram for PPP and urban (housing) development, reprinted
from [44], Systematic Reviews, 2015.

2.1.2. Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria in Screening and Eligibility Phase

The retrieved articles were organized in the software Rayyan.ai [49]. In Rayyan, du-
plicates were removed, and the title/abstracts were screened for relevance. The inclusion
criteria in the screening were: Nordic cases (Nordic cases combined with cases outside the
Nordic context were excluded) on the topic urban development and PPP. At this juncture,
the search was widened by using urban development instead of housing development in
order to get a complete picture of the field. In addition, papers on the topic of urban devel-
opment and/or PPP but concerning a specific discipline not relevant for the review were
excluded. For instance, excluded disciplines were water management, waste management,
transportation, agriculture, etc. Based on this screening, a refined selection of 45 papers
were assessed for eligibility. In the eligibility assessment, one paper was excluded because
of difficulty in gaining access to the full text. At this later stage, the authors also narrowed
the inclusion criteria to exclude papers that did not combine housing development and PPP.
This resulted in a final number of 25 articles to review. It is noteworthy that only 3.6% of all
articles in the search pertain to both the PPP and housing development, revealing a narrow
connection and probable major gap between the fields of collaboration and urban studies.

2.2. Content Analysis

The content analysis was divided into two phases. Based on the 25 retrieved articles,
the first phase started with a screening of the abstracts to find and conceptualize the
content of the articles with regards to the issues that constitute the DE model [4,5]. A
number of initial themes emerged from common arguments that are used to describe
similar phenomena. For example, “access” is a theme found to be intrinsic to the social
equity issue and derived herein from the argumentation underpinning phenomena such
as “access to urban green space” [50] and “access to affordable housing” [51,52]. In the
second phase, by reading the full text of each article in a careful manner [53], the authors
reviewed the themes and arguments and then added them with the relevant sources to
each issue in table form. In the review of the articles, the authors strived to separate the
researcher(s) from the object of analysis. For instance, the themes identified represent what
is mentioned in the articles as the focal points in today’s housing development and PPP in
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relation to sustainability. Critical arguments represent the recommendation for the future,
its potential, by the researchers in the reviewed articles.

Finally, combining the DE model with articles that critically assess PPP in housing
development allows researchers to quickly identify issues that transcend the global-local
divide. Those issues that are addressed more frequently are those assumed to be important
and, thus, attract most criticism. From this, the shortcomings and potential of local collabo-
rations such as PPP can be identified in relation to any of the UN’s SDGs, in this case SDG
11. Furthermore, the arguments put forward by the authors of the articles and sorted into a
number of themes reflect on the concerned issues in the DE model. In this manner, it is
possible to determine the anatomy of the connection between PPP and sustainability and
the extent of the gap that it bridges.

3. Results

The first result is that the authors’ reading of the literature that combines the PPP and
housing development (see Table 1) found that only seven of the 21 issues touched on by
the DE model are covered by the reviewed research. The identified issues are social equity,
political voice, justice, social networks, climate change, land conversion, and biodiversity.
The 14 issues that are not mentioned in the literature are therefore not included in the
results, but some (or all) of these will be reflected on in the discussion. The seven issues are
associated with some shortcomings that characterize the PPP and, from the authors’ point
of view, hamper its ability to achieve sustainability in current Nordic housing development.
Four of these connect with social sustainability and two with ecological sustainability, as
defined by Raworth [5] (Table 1). Focusing on these issues will bring the PPP closer to
achieving SDG 11, expanding beyond what is acceptable within the parameters of economic
growth. Just because an issue such as gender equality is not mentioned in the review does
not mean that the PPP has already achieved this goal. On the contrary, it is most likely a
sign that this issue has not yet reached the drawing board of the PPP. Table 1 reveals the
severity of each issue in relation to how many articles, that is, researchers identify it as
a problem.

Table 1. The focus of criticism directed at the PPP in current research in relation to the DE model.

Study
Social Sustainability Ecological Sustainability

Equity Political
Voice Justice Social

Network
Climate
Change

Land Conversion
and Biodiversity Sum

Olsson, Brunner, Nordin, and Hansson
2020 [50] x x x x x x 6

Borgström 2019 [54] x 1

Sørensen & Torfing 2020 [55] x x x x 3

Bonow and Normark, 2018 [56] x x x 3

Glaas et al. 2019 [57] x x x 3

Hyötyläinen and Haila 2018 [51] x x x x 4

Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille, 2018 [58] x x 2

Fors, Nielsen, Konijnendijk, van den
Bosch, Jansson 2018 [59] x x x 3

Elander and Gustavsson 2019 [60] x x x 3

Candel, Karrbom Gustavsson, and
Eriksson 2021 [61] x x 2

Hermelin and Jonsson 2020 [62] x x 2

Noring, Struthers, and Grydehøj
2020 [52] x x 2



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783 7 of 25

Table 1. Cont.

Study
Social Sustainability Ecological Sustainability

Equity Political
Voice Justice Social

Network
Climate
Change

Land Conversion
and Biodiversity Sum

Puustinen and Viitanen 2015 [63] x x x 3

Valli and Hammami 2021 [64] x x 2

la Cour and Andersen 2016 [65] x 1

Smedby and Quitzau 2016 [66] x x 2

Berglund-Snoddgrass, Högström,
Fjellfeldt, and Markström 2021 [67] x x 2

Juhola, Seppälä, and Klein 2020 [68] x x x 3

Gohari, Baer, Nielsen, Gilcher, and
Situmorang 2020 [69] x x x 3

Noring 2019 [70] x x x 3

Thörn and Holgersson 2016 [40] x x 2

Schultz Larsen and Nagel Delica
2021 [71] x x x 3

Andersen, Ander, and Skrede 2020 [72] x x x 3

Richner and Olesen 2019 [73] x x x 3

Storbjörk, Hjerpe, and Glaas 2019 [74] x x x 3

Sum 12 7 17 17 9 5 67

What is striking is the asymmetry in the focus of criticism directed at the PPP’s housing
development. Only 21% of the issues touched on by the literature in review pertain to
ecological sustainability (Table 1), but once again not necessarily implying that PPP has
achieved these goals. The second result is that PPPs in this study are always being criticized
and mostly for their lack of social sustainability, undermining the social foundation of the
future city and its communities.

What is also striking, and the third result, is the fact that the two main issues, justice
and social networks, touched on by most researchers in the study are those not covered by
SDG 11. However, it is important to note that the PPP does not need to be limited by SDG
11 and its subgoals. In fact, PPPs will need to address all the SDGs if they are to tackle the
challenges of sustainability in a holistic manner. With the DE model in mind, PPP can in
theory transcend the boundary of economic growth by being just and by broadening its
social networks (Table 2).

Table 2. Shortcomings of the PPP and its potential effect on SDG 11.

Contentious Issues Realm Subgoals SDG 11

1. Social equity
(3 themes; 8 arguments)

Social

“Access to adequate, safe and affordable housing and
basic services as well as inclusive green and public

spaces”
“Capacity for participatory, integrated and

sustainable human settlement”

2. Political voice
(2 themes; 6 arguments)

3. Justice
(3 themes; 11 arguments)

4. Social networks
(2 themes; 8 arguments)

5. Climate change
(3 themes; 9 arguments) Ecological

“Policies and plans towards inclusion, resource
efficiency, mitigation, adaptation and resilience to

disasters”
“Efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s natural

heritage”

6. Biodiversity
and Land Conversion

(3 themes; 5 arguments)
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As it stands, the subgoals of SDG 11 can be sorted into the realms of both sustain-
ability’s social and ecological foundation (Table 2). This implies that the PPP can only
contribute to the attainment of the SDG 11 concerning social equity, political voice, climate
change, and land conversion and biodiversity. Subsequently, this confines the plethora of
identified arguments to the number of issues identified in the review of PPP and urban
and housing development (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2 below). However, critics of PPP want
it to push beyond the goals of SDG 11, particularly concerning the issues of justice and
social networks (as in Table 2). In essence, a new gap in knowledge becomes apparent
in a comparison of the DE-model and the subgoals of SDG 11, but only in relation to
the city and its communities. The authors are aware that other SDGs deal with justice
and social networks in relation to other issues, but not directly in relation to the city and
its communities.

It would be easy to view the relationship between SDGs and the DE model as com-
patible. This is not the case. In fact, the latter transcends GDP growth, and the SDGs do
not, leaving room for the PPP to move beyond economic growth. Therefore, the role of
the third (economic) pillar of sustainability, which may otherwise seem to be a bit like the
elephant in the room, is considered in this review.

To identify its potential as a contributor to the city’s sustainability, it is prudent to
determine the character, and reveal the content of, the argumentation directed at current
PPP in the Nordic context. However, the PPP may not be willing to, or cannot, assert itself
to erase what the reviewed research has identified as its transgressions. At this juncture,
the reader is reminded that the research goal is a normative one, that is, to determine the
PPP’s potential as a contributor to sustaining our future cities.

3.1. Socially Sustainable Housing Development

When surveying the social foundation of housing development, it is important to
note that although “there are techniques for measuring a reduction or an increase in
quantities of CO2 and for measuring economic gains for a housing company, there are
no comparable yardsticks for ‘social sustainability’, i.e., there is no ‘social dioxide’ to
measure” [75]. Nevertheless, and guided by Raworth [5], four contentious issues have
been identified in current research. These outline the future reach of the PPP’s potential
social sustainability goals, that is, its ability and ambition to engender social equity, be
responsive to the collective voice of residents, be a fair developer, and finally, achieve these
ends by spinning a wide web of robust social networks. By taking a point of departure in
definitions of the four identified social foundation issues used by proponents of the DE
model, it is possible at a later stage to compare them with the content and form of the
arguments and themes intrinsic to each of these issues as they are systematically described
in the literature review.

In Bending Stopper, Kossik, and Gastermanns’ [76] version of the DE model in the
context of housing development, engendering social equity is first and foremost about
housing developers treating different groups of residents equally. Housing companies
should, therefore, cooperate socially with local actors in accordance with corporate social
responsibility standards. Being responsive to a collective voice is defined as creating the
conditions for residents to participate in, or influence, corporate management. Justice is de-
fined in terms of vulnerability and safety. Being a fair developer is, thus, about minimizing
residents’ vulnerability to housing development. This definition is narrow in comparison
with, for example, Jane Jacobs’ vision of a just city, which advocates among other things
that policy makers are open for anti-subordination [77]. Finally, robust social networks
are addressed in terms of generating conditions conducive to a resilient neighbourhood
social culture.

Consequently, the fourth tangible result is that the PPP has not yet tackled the
full spectrum of the social foundation of sustainability, as depicted by Raworth [5] and
Stopper et al. [76] in the DE model. In fact, as it stands, it seems to ignore gender equality,
neither does it appear to promote education and guarantee income and work nor cater for
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the health of residents. Although focus on four issues narrows the scope of the analysis,
there is still an opportunity to dig deeper into them by putting each of them under the
analytical lens to find the arguments and themes that evoke criticism from colleagues.
In essence, putting each issue through a process of softening up, by introducing new
contentious themes to gain a new perspective, widens the research community’s horizon
concerning the potential of the PPP. Identifying the themes intrinsic to each issue is in itself
a result, that is, revealing how the PPP could become a solid and essential segment in the
social foundation of sustainable cities and communities. Ultimately, the analysis will reveal
the sufficiency of the PPP as a necessary contributor to mitigating an unsustainable global
and local development.

3.1.1. Social Equity

In all, twelve (48%) of the reviewed research articles pertain in one way or another to
the social equity component of the social foundation of sustainability (Table 1), as depicted
in the DE model [5]. After determining each of these article’s common theme(s), arguments
are sorted under three general headings: access, ownership, and implementation (as in
Table 3). Each theme is made up of a number of arguments put forward by the author(s) if
a PPP is to achieve social equity. All in all, we highlight eight arguments in Table 3 that can
consolidate PPP as part of the future city’s social foundation.

Table 3. Arguments for the construct of “social equity in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Social Equity

1. Access [40,50–52,64]

Guarantee the availability of urban green
space [50]

Increase more affordable social housing via
social mixing and positive

discrimination [51,52]
Avoid landscapes of exclusion and

gentrification that widen rent gaps [40,64]

2. Ownership [51,58,67,72]

Cultural districts with housing for all
citizens [58,67]

Avoid building for wealthier homeowners
and favouring the preferences of middle

and upper classes [51,72]

3. Implementation [50,58,63,64,67,70,71,73]

Avoid neoliberal governance of advanced
urban marginality [64,71,73]

Promote a bottom-up and top-down mixed
approach including social services is

desirable [58,67]
Promote better decision-making processes
to void inefficiencies in bureaucracy [63,70]

Under the theme of access, some researchers identify the need for the PPP to make
green space more available for resident’s irrespective of their class status [50]. Other authors
suggest increasing the affordability of social housing [51,52]. Finally, when evaluating
entrepreneurial real estate policy in Finland Hyötyläinen and Haila [51] (p. 144) emphasize
in the following quote that positive discrimination can increase access to new housing
development:

Helsinki, a small Nordic welfare city, has so far been able to avoid inequalities that
generate distress in large European and American cities. This can be explained by
referring to a well-functioning social policy, instruments like the production of social
housing, and the policies of tenure mix, social mix and positive discrimination.

Ultimately, a policy of social equity that guarantees access to affordable social housing
and green space can also contribute to avoiding the now common and ubiquitous processes
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of segregation that hamper the attainment of social sustainability goals [64]. Another
social equity and access hurdle is, for instance, the rent-gaps identified by Thörn and
Holgersson [40] in the housing context in Gothenburg, Sweden.

The second aspect of social equity that researchers focus on is ownership. According
to Hyötyläinen and Haila [51], a housing development PPP has the potential to avoid
building for exclusively only wealthier homeowners. However, this assertion is ambitious
since Andersen, Eline Ander, and Skrede [72] (p. 709) show that:

... developers are influencing demographic, material, social and cultural changes through
their investments and are consciously and strategically reshaping places to increase
profits. The profitable ’rent gap’ – that is, the gap between the current income earned by a
property and possible future income (Smith, 1987) at Tøyen and Grønland – seems to be
the driving force for the developers investing in these areas.

For this reason, it is suggested that by building what Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille [58]
and Berglund-Snoddgrass et al. [67] call cultural districts, the PPP is given an incentive to
plan and cater for a wider range of resident and entrepreneur preferences, not just those of
the privileged affluent. Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille [58] (p. 16) claim that

governance models should be designed according to policy goals, which are often conflict-
ing, and therefore any proposal for a cultural district should balance equity and efficiency
norms to match the expectations of involved stakeholders.

Based on the number of mentions in the literature review, implementation is by far
the largest theme in social equity (Table 3) and sheds light on the tendency of the PPP to
develop housing and public space within a system of neoliberal governance [71,73]. In the
reviewed literature, most researchers argue that neoliberal policies do not resonate well
with policies of social equity (as described in Table 3) but are often implemented by inciting
fear and anxiety among poor and affluent residents alike. Olsson et al. [50] (p. 311) gives
one reason why this can come about:

This anxiety is not just expressed as fear for increased costs, but also as a long lasting
emotional experience caused by having your belongings destroyed and enduring long-
lasting renovations.

For this reason, and with the attainment of social equity in mind, the researchers in this
study recommend that the PPP apply a mixed, that is, top-down and bottom-up, approach
to housing development that includes social services. This kind of implementation is more
equitable since it satisfies the preferences of residents from different income brackets as
well as a wide range of entrepreneurs, coming to terms with an otherwise inefficient and
subsequently socially unsustainable decision-making process [63,67]. In fact, Puustinen
and Viitanen [63] (p. 495) indicate

that the decision-making process is unestablished, and challenges exist on three levels:
(1) legal and land use planning, (2) collective action and management and (3) required
professionals. These issues need to be considered in order to develop better practices for
the process, and also, when assessing the feasibility of infill development for housing
companies from the land use planning, legal and economic perspectives.

In sum, researchers suggest that new planning perspectives that include residents’
and developers’ preferences ought to be adopted by the stakeholders that constitute
the PPP if future housing development is to be built upon a solid foundation of social
equity. They imply that this will not be possible if the PPP continues to rely on current
neoliberal justifications.

3.1.2. Political Voice

Seven (28%) of the reviewed research articles touch on the issue of residents’ collective
(community’s) political voice (Table 1). In other words, political voice is also a piece, albeit
a smaller one, of the social foundation pie than, for instance, social equity is. To reiterate,
from the reading political voice can be sorted into two predictable themes: participation
and citizenship (as in Table 4). While participation is a civic culture phenomenon, that is



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783 11 of 25

engaging residents and communities in local issues, citizenship is more focused on the
rights of residents, that is, the need to be heard, included, and organized. Together, the
authors of these articles argue that if the PPP listens to the political voice of residents and
local communities, it will benefit their housing development and make it more socially
sustainable.

Table 4. Arguments for the construct of “political voice in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Political Voice

1. Participation [50,59,68,69]

Promote participatory structures [50]
Promote participatory culture [50,59,69]
Promote participating in collaborative

initiatives [50,59,68]

2. Citizenship [50,51,55,56]

Give residents a louder voice [50]
Guarantee inclusion of all concerned

citizens [51,55]
Promote citizen led initiatives [56]

Looking through the analytical lens used here, it is obvious that political voice often
pertains to the establishment of structures that engender a culture of resident participa-
tion [50,59,69], as well as constitutes the basis for possible joint collaborative initiatives
between residents and the PPP [50,59,68]. An example from Sweden shows how di-
verse and inclusive a participatory structure can be in terms of stakeholder involvement
Olsson et al. [50] (p. 310):

Some of these structures concern interactions between different property owners, for
example the BID [Business Improvement District] and local divisions of the Swedish
Union of Tenant Association, as well as between property owners and their tenants.

In this case, the concerned authors are highlighting the possibility of building on
existing networks that already include resident participation, not just PPP stakeholders.
However, according to Juhola, Seppälä, and Klein [68], there is still room for much im-
provement. They [68] (p. 24) say that there should be more

... emphasis on creating innovative solutions in partnership with the private sector and a
focus on efficiency has disturbed the long-term horizon of urban planning and democratic
legitimacy, which are both resource and time demanding.

There can, therefore, be resistance within the PPP to new ways of thinking. The PPP
needs incentives such as a more democratically legitimate role in future urban planning.
This can redirect its focus towards laying a more solid social foundation that, in turn,
contributes to sustaining the city and its communities.

Concerning citizenship, and depicted in Table 4, some authors in this study give other
arguments for the need for residents’ collective voice to be heard [43] and included [51,55].
They claim that residents should even take the initiative in some aspects of housing devel-
opment [56]. For instance, in the Danish climate policy context, Sørensen and Torfing [55]
(p. 13) maintain that

... with its emphasis on needs-based problem-solving, knowledge-sharing, joint risk
assessment, coordinated and adaptive implementation, and shared ownership of new and
bold solutions, co-creation offers a near-perfect strategy for achieving highly ambitious
climate mitigation goals.

These arguments suggest that citizenship can easily be applied to the context of hous-
ing development and can identify what the concerned researchers perceive as shortcomings
in the PPP’s ability to engage, or listen to, residents concerning the development of housing
in the city’s neighbourhood landscape.
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3.1.3. Justice

Justice, together with social networks, is by far one of the largest components of the
social foundation of housing development (see Table 1). This important result reveals a
need for PPPs to better understand how its housing development influences the dynamic
of social justice in relation to sustainability. Seventeen (68%) of the articles pertain to
justice in one way or another (as in Table 2). From a plethora of critical arguments,
three major themes are deduced (as in Table 5). These are related to the elite’s power
and their documented injustices and role in the (de)stigmatization of so-called deprived
neighbourhoods. The relationship between these themes is obvious. Elites use of power can
sometimes lead to injustices such as creating rent gaps and stigmatizing neighbourhoods
with the intention of emptying them of poor residents (gentrification). What is termed here
as social sustainability via eviction.

Table 5. Arguments for the construct of “justice in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Justice

1. Elite power [40,50–52,60,62,64,65,
67,70,72]

Avoid government (state) steering [52,60,65]
Avoid privileging certain sectors, while

marginalizing others: social sustainability via
eviction [50,62,64,67]

Deliberate the fact that joint forces of the elite
displace long-time inhabitants [40,70,72]
Promote ceding city planning power to

citizens [51,70]

2. Injustice [51,58,61,63–65,73,74]

Counteract negative effects of gentrification [57]
Deliberate conflict resolution in land-use [61,63]

Promote revamping distressed
neighbourhoods [64]

Include all stakeholders in a specific governable
context [65]

Introduce strong social focus on BID property
development [73,74]

3. Stigmatization [40,71]

Avoid redevelopment through stigmatization of
neighbourhood [40]

Be wary of territorial destigmatization
regimes [71]

Concerning the elite power theme intrinsic to justice, researchers suggest that four
steps can be taken toward justice (as in Table 5). The common denominator for their
argumentation is the need for new approaches to avoid an uneven distribution of hous-
ing resources [52,60]. To avoid this, la Cour and Andersen [65] suggest a new form of
collaboration: metagovernance. They [65] (p. 920) state that

The shift from government to metagovernance ... represents an extraordinarily radical
displacement of the contract’s form. These new forms of collaboration are bringing about
revolutionary changes in the traditional relationship between municipalities and housing
associations.

This implies that the PPP shares power with [51,70], and includes the needs of,
marginalized residents vis a vis the housing association [50,62,64]. Berglund-Snodgrass et al. [67]
(p. 877) even go as far as to argue for the inclusion of social services and marginalized
residents:

By primarily organizing settings and knowledge that render familiar to a technocratically
governed urban planning, the social services struggle to get recognition in the process or
fail to see how their working processes and situated knowledge can be incorporated in the
housing provision planning – and are, as a consequence, marginalized in the process.
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For instance, the PPP as an elite should not, it is argued by Noring [70] and Andersen et al. [72],
be allowed to displace residents. By including the social services in new collaborations
such as metagovernance, the elite can be dissuaded to displace. Displacement is, in this
reading of the literature, however, a common occurrence.

The theme of injustice is derived from research that specifies different ways to avoid
what the authors view as a predominantly unfair housing development. The principles
of fairness they suggest in their argumentation, and listed here, ought to be viewed as a
form of triage that includes arresting negative neighbourhood effects. This, they claim, can
only be done by diluting the current strong focus on Business Improvement Districts (BID)
property development with social sensitivity [58,64]. In the Danish context, Richner and
Olesen [73] (p. 167) capture this line of argument when they argue that:

... the particularities of how the BID model is being translated into the Danish context
should not be misread as a case in which the strong Danish social welfarist tradition has
mitigated the ‘neoliberal aggressiveness’ of the BID model.

Thus, and as means of circumventing the ends of neoliberal aggressiveness, BID
property development should, according to Candel Candel, Karrbom Gustavsson, and
Eriksson [61], also include solutions that satisfies the preferences of all actors, specifically
meeting the particular needs of the bureaucratic and political municipality in terms of
social equity and political voice and, thus, the general requirements of social sustainability.

Another aspect of (in)justice intrinsic to housing development is the use of the broader
phenomenon of stigmatization and responding with the method of destigmatization to
redevelop a neighbourhood. Returning once again to the case from Kvillebäcken in Gothen-
burg, Sweden, we lean on Thörn and Holgersson’s [40] (p. 380) illustration of the anatomy
of destigmatization and its end product, displacement,

. . . to unravel how the joint forces of the elite (in our case the close cooperation between
private real estate owners and the municipality) stigmatizes areas, make the inhabitants
invisible and then displace them to favour financial profit.

As a reaction to this unwanted outcome, some researchers suggest that the PPP or
other similar collaborations ought to focus instead on a process of destigmatization here
defined “as interventions, initiatives, processes or strategies carried out with the intention
of reducing, removing, redirecting or remedying the territorial stigmatization of specific
places” [71] (p. 1). Schultz Larsen and Delica [71] show, moreover, that this phenomenon is
also a wicked problem since it too leads to displacement, and via its Sisyphean character, it
“has become a legitimation of the current radical policy measures of demolition, eviction,
gentrification and reprivatisation of the stigmatized territories” [71] (p. 17). In sum, the
issue of justice, or housing development as fairness, is predominantly a reaction to what
scholars perceive as a radical, harmful, aggressive, and socially unsustainable neoliberal
housing policy.

3.1.4. Social Networks

As mentioned earlier, social networking is also a big issue that underpins the social
foundation of sustainability (Table 1). Seventeen (68%) of the articles that constitute the
literature review pertain in one way or another to social networks and their underlying
themes (as in Table 6). In the reading, two themes quickly became obvious. The first theme
is connectivity and the second collaboration. Connectivity is about the shape or structure
of the social network (lines), while collaboration is about which actors are involved (nodes)
and how they interact. The link between these two themes and social networks is obvious.
If there is a lack of connectivity between stakeholders (developers) and actors (housing
associations, social services, and communities as well as residents) concerning recent
housing development in the Nordic context, particularly Sweden, then the question that
must be answered is if the PPP has a role to play here. Therefore, a substantial number
of researchers (as in Table 2) have researched the PPP from these two angles. They have
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presented several different proposals for the creation of social networks from which are
derived eight arguments in Table 6.

Table 6. Arguments for the construct of “social networks in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Social Networks

1. Connectivity [50,54,57,60,62,68,69,71]

Address policy schizophrenia [71]
Consider social structures that

encompass most segments of society
and avoiding the disconnect between

actors [50,54,57,69]
Focus on project-bound issue networks,

conditioned by local actors [60,62]
Promote existing urban governance

structures that include key local actors
and residents [68,69]

2. Collaboration [55,56,59,61,63,66,68,72–74]

Address collective action challenge [63]
Construct formal and informal

actor-network to mobilize support for
urban development [56,73,74]
Co-create value via, inter alia,

co-management zones [55,59,61]
Combine different mode of governing,
participation, and coproduction as a

counterweight to non-coordinated elite
(neoliberal) strategies [66,68,72]

Concerning the connectivity theme, there is an obvious need to reshape the social
network in a way that, according to Schultz Larsen and Delica [71] (p. 17), addresses what
they term as policy schizophrenia defined here as “fragmentations, splits and contradictions
of the current policy regime of housing development”. It is argued that the collaborative
dimension of social network ought to have both a formal and an informal interaction
character [56,73]. A first step in this direction is linked to collaboration and presented
by Storbjörk, Hjerpe, and Glaas [74] (p. 582) when they lift several Swedish cases where
what they coin the term “developer dialogue”, which was applied to encourage public and
private actors to “pull together” to mitigate climate change via housing development.

Malmö, with the district of Västra Hamnen, is often presented as a successful case where
developer dialogue facilitated learning and knowledge exchange among property develop-
ers and municipal coordinators ... Combining district-level planning with strategies that
spur willingness to excel and give credit to those who goes beyond business-as-usual is
potentially one way forward here.

Developer dialogue is just one way put forward to scaffold complex stakeholder
networks in housing development, particularly when addressing the challenges that face
the city and its communities [63]. However, it lacks the ability to include all actors. As
a means to the end of widening this collaborative approach, a new point of departure is
introduced. This implies co-creating innovative solutions for complex problems (see, for
instance, [55,59,61]). This segment of the reviewed research claims that this specific kind
of interaction can counteract the negative effects of housing development associated with
one-sided neoliberal housing strategies with major legitimacy deficits [66,68,72].

In order to achieve this, the PPP, according to researchers such as Olsson et al. [50],
Borgström [54], Glaas et al. [57], and Gohari et al. [69], must permeate and connect with
all of society’s social strata. Taking the Swedish context as an example, the reason why
this is necessary becomes obvious. When studying housing development in Stockholm,
Borgström [54] (p. 472) says that
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The disconnect we found was a bit surprising, given the long-term Swedish tradition
of involving and interacting with civic associations, which can be interpreted as good
grounds for trust, communication and collaboration.

This finding indicates that most PPPs in Sweden (like elsewhere) do not just follow
neoliberal strategies but may have problems with engendering trust and maintaining lines
of communication with residents. As a counterweight to the absence of local actors in
PPP networks, some Swedish researchers argue for the implementation of what Elander
and Gustavsson [60] have coined “project-bound issue networks”. This ought to include,
besides the “usual suspects” of the elite, local actors (see also [62]).

Viewing social inclusion in this broader context, individuals could increase their social
capital and thereby make themselves better able to participate in local planning and
politics, perhaps even by acting as “everyday makers”. [60] (p. 1095)

This coincides with the aspirations of another cohort of the small research community
in focus in our study. They argue for the promotion of the idea of social inclusion and
participation in what they term as the existing urban governance structure [68,69]. This
may be a solution to the policy schizophrenia referred to by Schultz Larsen and Delica [71].

3.2. Ecologically Sustainable Housing Development

Regarding the ecological foundation of housing development, and guided by the
reading of the latest research, concerning PPP in the Nordic countries, two issues and six
themes have surfaced. Guided by the DE-model [5], these issues and themes together
outline the potential role of PPP in terms of its ability to tackle the ecological sustainability
challenges the city and present as well as future generation communities are facing. That is,
ways in which PPP ought to tackle climate change and the combined issue of contributing to
biodiversity, on the one hand, and minimizing land conversion and preserving biodiversity,
on the other. Derived from Stopper et al. [76] version of the DE model climate change is
defined as supply chain management, reduction of CO2 emissions, energy consumption
reduction, increased energy efficiency, and renewable energy use such as biofuel [76]. While
biodiversity and land-conversion are defined as the conservation of regional species and
use of raw materials produced by organic farming, effective use of old industrial sites, and
laying out greens space, respectively [76]. In the following section, each issue and inherent
theme mirrors the potential of PPP to become more sustainable with regards to these two
planetary boundaries (PBs) of ecological sustainability [4].

Aligned to the social side of the sustainability coin, one initial tangible result is that
in its present role, PPP does not tackle the full spectrum of ecological issues as PBs in the
DE model [4,5]. From the reading of the research on PPP in housing development, it is
apparent that neither the PBs of air pollution, chemical pollution, ozone layer depletion,
ocean acidification, freshwater withdrawals nor nitrogen and phosphorus loading are
considered. The remaining two issues have undergone a similar softening up process as
the social issues. That is, the same modus operandi is applied to synthesize Raworth’s [5]
broader issues with a deeper critical perspective on the PPP provided by the authors of the
reviewed research. In this way, the analysis will also reveal the ecological potential of PPP
in sustainable housing development.

3.2.1. Climate Change

To reiterate, cities today are at risk of facing the increasing negative consequences of
climate change while they themselves are responsible for 75% of the world’s emissions with
regards to energy use [1]. Nine (36%) of the reviewed articles touch on the issue of climate
change (Table 1). In the reviewed research, three themes and ten arguments intrinsic to
climate change were identified. These are based on how PPP in housing ought to tackle the
multitudes of challenges concerning tackling climate change via participation, mitigation,
and adaption (as in Table 7).
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Table 7. Arguments for the construct of “climate change in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Climate Change

1. Participation [50,55,66,68,70,74]

Climate change tackled through co-creation,
participation, and co-production [50,55,68–70]

Promote local Governance [66]
Sharp goals in public-private interplay [74]

2. Mitigation [55,57,60,66,69,74]

Energy efficiency, energy positive, and fossil
free power [55,57,60,66,69]

Challenge mainstream building practices [66]
Consumption and transport behaviour [55,74]

Visualisation and measurements [57]

3. Adaptation [50,57,74]
Ecosystem services [50]

Mitigation of flooding [50,57,74]
Adaptation to heath stress [57]

As noted above, several researchers identified the need for PPP to get involved in
different forms of participation strategies to tackle the complex issue of climate change
in the urban environment (see also Table 4). When it comes to ambitious climate goals,
where the PPP and citizens must become involved, co-creation is considered a “near-
perfect” strategy [55]. Even if citizen participation is often marginal in projects tackling
climate change, it is nevertheless essential in the attainment of tangible results [50,69]. It is
believed that if a platform for participation is created, where both stakeholders and citizens
can express their opinions and ambitions directly, the process will be both effective and
democratic [69].

Other authors are more reserved claiming that a participatory strategy offers a promise
but not a perfect solution to climate change since there are several barriers that need to be
addressed [68]. For instance, and flipping the participation coin, in collaborations between
public and private companies, private companies tend to downplay high climate goals [74].
To overcome this barrier, Storbjörk et al. [74] (p. 582) suggest

...the steering strategies used by public actors to secure the realization of key public
goals such as climate change in urban development needs to be refined and sharpened,
particularly at the stage of sustaining commitments and securing formal agreements.

The second theme that emerged on how PPP can tackle climate change is through
mitigation. Examples of technology application to support mitigation strategies include
energy efficiency [60], reductions in district heating and the proliferation of windfarms [55],
maintaining high requirements for energy [69], guaranteeing fossil free power utility [57],
and following specific technical requirements and standards [66]. To support this kind of
technology-transition, Smedby and Quitzau [66] (p. 332) suggest local government have
an important role to play, for instance:

Local governments proactively engage in a balancing act aiming at integrating radical
innovations and mainstream construction practices to foster the transition towards
sustainable socio-technical systems.

Some researchers bring attention to the problematic of technological solutions promised
by the “smart city” approach, particularly when technical, economic, and political goals
are frequently prioritized over social and environmental goals. However, another solu-
tion to unsustainable development is, to reiterate, to include citizens, communities, local
associations, as well as concerned PPP stakeholders in the smart city approach [69].

For cities and PPPs to keep the global temperature well below an increase of 2 ◦C
(agreed in the Paris Agreement) and to mitigate the worst effects of climate change, chal-
lenges such as changing citizens’ consumption and transport behaviour need to be ad-
dressed [55]. Some suggestions concern changing mobility patterns by reducing parking
lots and introducing carpools, avoiding floor heating [74], and reducing emissions in con-
struction [50]. In addition, the measurement and visualization of climate change effects
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need to be combined with clear targets and a systemic understanding if urban climate
transition is to be achieved [57].

To adapt to the effects of climate change, and to prevent extreme weather events,
some researchers suggest ecosystem services (ES) as a strategy for PPP [50]. In one project,
adaptation strategies such as storm water mitigation through ponds or green areas were
part of a vision to mitigate the negative effects of climate change [74], and in another
project, progress was made in adapting buildings for heat stress [57]. Once again, the
local perspective is identified as being important to achieve a just adaptation according to
Olsson et al. [50] (see Table 7 above). Olsson et al argue [50] (p. 312)

... that there is a need to measure and map the ES provision at the neighbourhood level
in relation to the needs of divergent stakeholder groups, understanding the trade-offs
between local and city needs.

Researchers suggest that for PPP to tackle these complex challenges of climate change,
both mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be addressed simultaneously. Technolog-
ical solutions will contribute, if, and only if, they are not prioritized over socio-ecological
goals and targets. For PPP to adopt these ecological strategies, stakeholders will need to en-
gage in co-creation and participatory strategies with residents and other local stakeholders.

3.2.2. Biodiversity Loss and Land Conversion

Biodiversity and land conversion are two PB’s that are central to housing development
and have transcended beyond just being a safe space for humanity [4]. For instance, land
use policy can impact housing provision through incentives and restrictions [78]. In this
case, the two PB’s are combined since they are innately interconnected. This implies that
first order effects in land conversion might cause second order effects for biodiversity
and vice versa [79,80]. By far the smallest issue, touched on by a mere five (20%) of the
articles in the review, biodiversity and land conversion, has three themes. These are:
anthropocentrism, collaboration, and inaction and divestment. In all, and because they are
a criticism of PPP involved in housing development, these themes are deduced from five
arguments put forward by the authors in the review (as in Table 8).

Table 8. Arguments for the construct of “Biodiversity and land conversion in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Argument for Biodiversity and Land
Conversion

1. Anthropocentrism [50,56,59] Residents need for green space [50,56,59]

2. Collaboration [56,59] Stakeholder involvement important [56]
Co-management in urban forestry [59]

3. Inaction and
divestment [51,57,59]

Biodiversity and land use are subjects of
inaction [57,59]

Avoid divestment of land by
municipalities [51]

Concerning anthropocentric needs, Olsson et al. [50] recognize a need among resi-
dents for green space in, or near, their neighbourhoods. Here, access to green space is
underpinned by both social and ecological arguments (see also Table 3). Nevertheless,
with regards to urban farming and food production, green spaces such as community
gardens only have a marginal contribution to sustainable development in the city in terms
of instrumental value [56]. Nevertheless, there is still support for the idea of creating and
developing community gardens to further contribute to sustainable development, Bonow
and Normark [56] (p. 515) suggest

...municipalities and housing companies should also focus on knowledge support, as well
as providing some physical prerequisites for growing (access to water, etc.).

In addition, for community gardens to become more sustainable with regards to food
production, Bonow and Normark [56] suggest the involvement of stakeholders from NGO’s,
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the municipality, and housing companies to facilitate the processes further. This is evidence
that there is a potential role for PPP to play in this context. Similarly, Fors et al. [59] (p. 54)
discover once again the importance of collaboration (see Table 6), and

...emphasizes the need for continuous municipality-resident communication, including
municipal guidance, inspiration and control.

However, community gardens [56], and public woodland also have a well-documented
recreational value for both present as well as future generation residents [59]. Therefore,
green areas have, as noted above (Table 3), an even greater significance for social sustain-
ability.

When it comes to biodiversity and land conversion, human intervention in nature
is in focus, while the enrichment and preservation of species (biodiversity) and nature
in human “space” are less common [59]. In urban climate transition, it is common with
inaction with regards to biodiversity, forestry, and agriculture while most focus tends to go
to energy solutions and activities [57]. Fors et al. [59] suggest that this aspect needs further
research to find solutions that benefit both biodiversity and the urban environment. A case
from Finland shows that when a municipality sells public land to housing developers, it
loses control over both its use in terms of urban farming and recreation (biodiversity) as
well as housing prices. Hyötyläinen and Haila [51] (p. 144) were critical of this kind of
development in a project in Finland; Helsinki

... Eiranranta was an experiment by the City to test the upper end of the housing market
we can just hope this experiment does not lead to more selling off of public land.

In conclusion, human needs are today the priority and the guiding principle for PPPs
when converting land for housing development, while biodiversity and land conversion
are not that prioritized. In order to create a sustainable city, all of these three aspects, human
needs, biodiversity and land use, will need to be prioritized by the PPP in an equal manner.
Municipalities and the PPP need, thus, to avoid selling land and falling into inaction with
regards to biodiversity and the segregation of whole communities and their neighbour-
hoods negating the possibility of creating a harmonious urban environment. Housing
companies, municipalities, NGOs, housing associations, and residents are recommended
to collaborate and participate in safeguarding nature and the city’s ecosystems.

4. Discussion

Given the fact that the complexity of sustainability in the urban environment often
exceeds the capacity of an individual organization [6,7], the potential role of PPP in sustain-
able urban development and renewal was investigated and found to be crucial. Applying
the DE model [5], the systematic literature review shows how housing development can
become more sustainable if certain identified issues and themes are brought to the attention
of, and internalized by, the PPP in the future.

However, to meet the needs of local housing development in the Nordic context, the
DE model needs further revision [5]. Scaling down from PBs and SDGs to local problems
such as inequalities is, however, not a trivial task. To this end highlighting features of “ . . .
the harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment that encourages social
integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all segments of populations” [81]
(p. 19) was essential.

Moreover, consideration was taken of the fact that the DE model focuses on countries
irrespective of their political systems. As it stands, the ecological foundation of the DE
model disregards differences between places. However, the Nordic-countries are repre-
sentative democracies characterized by parliamentarism and the condition of moderate
scarcity [82], and with increasing spatial segregation in mind, some issues such as gender
equality, political voice, and education are aspects of social sustainability that still remain
problematic in a democracy. Likewise, with climate change in mind, an open mind is
essential concerning the issues of food, water, and energy, which do not appear to be
a major concern for social sustainability in the Nordic countries. Similarly, a reflection
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on which aspects of ecological sustainability PPP can and cannot influence needs to be
undertaken. For instance, ocean acidification or phosphorus loading seem to be beyond its
reach. For this reason, a holistic and systemic point of view was applied [42,83]. Thus, the
DE model and all its issues are applied and left open for discussion.

4.1. Participation and Collaboration

First and foremost, the authors find that broader participation and more inclusive
collaboration in PPP is crucial if cities in the Nordic countries are to move in the direction of
sustainable housing development. These two themes constitute a common denominator for
achieving both types of sustainability. They also constitute a key argument for reforming
PPP. For instance, PPP needs to reconsider the importance of residents’ preferences by
promoting their participation in the development and renewal of urban areas. Furthermore,
PPP needs also to move beyond present collaboration to new forms such as co-creation with
residents and other community actors. From the point of view of the reviewed research,
this would counteract and circumvent the current negative effects of neoliberal housing
strategies. It is also a way to mitigate climate change and spatial segregation as well as
contribute to more access and biodiversity in the city. Mang and Reed [84] corroborate this
view when they too show that a participatory design is an effective and systemic strategy
to engage residents and maintain trajectory toward a sustainable and regenerative society.

4.2. Justice and Social Networks

Justice is the first big issue in the review (see Table 2). Winston and Eastaway [85]
corroborate this. They say that social sustainability is about guaranteeing equal opportuni-
ties in new housing development [85]. This research shows that justice as fairness can be
expressed in the micro context of the neighbourhood in terms of adequate domestic living
space, affordable housing, and resistance to crime and in the macro context of the city in
terms of reduced social spatial segregation [86]. It is clear from the review that the research
community, governments, and their national policies, as well as international treaties need
to deliberate the power that the joint forces of PPP are wielding. The question at issue,
with the future city in mind, is if these stakeholders are willing to cede their power to
better serve the people. Hence, if the PPP is to take heed to the issue of justice, it needs to
understand, with the case of Kvillebäcken addressed by Thörn and Holgersson [40], how it
can avoid destigmatization processes. In essence, PPP has the potential to buttress the city’s
need to live in tune with its society and environment. Ultimately, a greater understanding
of the power dynamic of PPP in sustainable housing development is needed to achieve this.

The importance of stretching and deepening participation and collaboration is most
evident in the issue of social networks, which is also touched on by many researchers in
the reviewed articles (see Table 1). The review reveals that there is a need for cultivating
networks made up primarily of people, non-profit civic organizations, and PPP [76]. For
this kind of public-private-people partnership (PPPP) to come about researchers say that
current structures need to transcend social strata, thus, bridging the distance between di-
verse groups in society [54,57,69]. Another argument for bringing different actors together
under the umbrella of PPPP is that it encourages dialogue [74].

One major discrepancy was found between the issues intrinsic to the DE-model and
the reviewed articles (see Figure 3), on the one hand, and the UN’s universal SDG 11 and
its subgoals, on the other. In the review the spotlight was on social networks and justice.
However, in the subgoals of SDG 11, neither social network nor justice are addressed to
any greater length (see Table 1). This is an interesting finding since most researchers in the
review regard these issues as the main weaknesses of the housing development PPP. This
is unsurprising since the authors are not applying all SDGs to the case of PPP in housing
development. This implies that even if PPP adhered to the goals of SDG 11, it would still
need to address all the SDGs and PBs to tackle the sustainability challenges that future
cities are facing.
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Figure 3. The potential of PPP with regard to the localized DE-model.

4.3. Superimposing Local Context Isssues on the DE Model

The method applied here shows that there are a number of similarities and differences
between the character of the same issues that connect the global model of sustainability
to the harsh reality of the local context now superimposed on Figure 3. Social equity,
justice, social networks, climate change, and biodiversity loss and land conversion are good
examples of issues that are heavily criticized and, thus, change character by expanding
into multiple themes at the local level of the PPP, while political voice is a good example
of an issue that does not change character after transcending the global-local divide.
Nevertheless, this implies only that local researchers amplify DE model theorists’ calls for
more participation and citizenship, which the authors of this review maintain that PPP has
the potential to achieve. The connection that bridges the PPP-sustainability divide is still
weak and needs to be strengthened in accordance with the review’s results.

Concerning the PPP-sustainability gap, it is obvious that issues that underpin the
future city’s social foundation such as gender equality, health, education, income and work,
food, water, and energy need to be addressed more in-depth in housing development
in the Nordic countries. Consideration also needs to be taken of the gap in housing
development’s ability to tackle issues related to the future city’s ecological ceiling such
as freshwater withdrawals, nitrogen and phosphorous loading, chemical pollution, ocean
acidification, ozone layer depletion, and air pollution (Figure 3).

4.4. A Holistic and Systematic Approach

A major concern for researchers is that the gap identified in the modified DE-model
(Figure 3) cannot inform about those issues the review did not explicitly mention such as
food (apart from community gardens) and ocean acidification. Noteworthy is that energy



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783 21 of 25

and water seem in the Nordic countries to be an ecological problem not a social one. What
can be said, however, is that there is a lack of research in the reviewed literature on how
PPP can tackle these issues.

For the city to become sustainable, PPP will need to adopt a holistic point of view
and address more sustainability issues. For instance, one of the issues that is missing from
the repertoire of PPP is pollution. Lowering chemical pollution in construction through
reusable and recycled materials [87] or densifying the city to mitigate air pollution [88]
are two strategies that PPP has the capacity to influence or adopt. Using the same line of
holistic reasoning concerning health, PPP housing development needs to guarantee access
to public green space, even if it is concentrated in areas of dereliction [85].

5. Conclusions

First, if the collaborations that constitute PPP are to be used to develop cities, their
responsibility must go far beyond developing housing. For PPP to contribute to future
sustainable urban development and renewal, they will need to address both social and
ecological issues in a more systematic, participatory, and collaborative manner. Adding a
fourth P, people, to PPP might be a first step in the right direction for this to transpire.

The second concerns the application of the DE model. This review article shows
that the DE model can be used in a normative sense, that is, to test the scope and depth
of local collaborations such as PPPs and reflect on international treaties such as SDGs.
The application of the DE model in this article is a proof of concept that reveals both the
shortcomings of PPP and SDG 11. The revised DE model transcends beyond the notions
of sustainable development expressed in SDGs to create a more social and ecological
sustainable city. It can also be applied to various forms of collaboration with a focus on any
of its DE model’s issues.

Third, the DE model reveals the need for a better connection between global sustain-
ability and the PPP´s potential to address certain issues such as justice and contribute
to the sustainability of the future city, appeal to its communities, and move beyond the
limitations of SDG 11. The DE model also reveals a gap in terms of the issues not touched
on in the reviewed research that must be addressed after the mentioned connection is
strengthened.

Fourth, and based on the results, it was found that only seven of the 21 issues touched
on by the DE model are covered by the reviewed research. Another result reveals that PPPs
in this study are always being criticized and mostly for their lack of social sustainability.
This undermines the social foundation of the future city and its communities. What is also
striking is the fact that the two main issues, justice and social networks, touched on by
most researchers in the review are those not covered by SDG 11. In essence, a new gap in
knowledge becomes apparent in a comparison of the DE-model with the subgoals of SDG
11. Consequently, the PPP has not yet tackled the full spectrum of the social foundation
of sustainability, as depicted by Raworth [5] and Stopper et al. [76] in the DE model. In
fact, as it stands, it seems to ignore gender equality, and neither does it appear to promote
education, guarantee income, and work nor cater for the health of residents.

Fifth, based on suggestions from researchers in the review, new planning perspectives
that include residents’ and developers’ preferences ought to be adopted by the stakeholders
that constitute the PPP if future housing development is to be built upon a solid foundation
of social equity. They imply that this will not be possible if the PPP continues to rely on
current neoliberal justifications. To reiterate, these arguments also suggest that citizenship
can easily be applied to the context of housing development. Moreover, a focus on citizen-
ship can identify what the concerned researchers perceive as shortcomings in the PPP’s
ability to engage, or listen to, residents concerning the development of housing in the city’s
neighbourhood landscape. In sum, the issue of justice, or housing development as fairness,
is predominantly a reaction to what scholars perceive as a radical, harmful, aggressive, and
socially unsustainable neoliberal housing policy.
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Furthermore, another cohort of the small research community expressed the need for
more robust social networks that coincides with the aspirations of in focus in the study.
They argue for the promotion of the idea of social inclusion and participation in what
they term as the existing urban governance structure. As mentioned earlier, this may
be a solution to the policy schizophrenia referred to by Schultz Larsen and Delica [71].
Researchers also suggest that for PPP to tackle the complex challenges of climate change,
both mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be addressed simultaneously. Human
needs are today the priority and the guiding principle for PPPs when tackling issues of
justice, climate change, and converting land for housing development. Finally, and in order
to create a sustainable city, all of these issues will need to be prioritized by the PPP in an
equal manner.

6. Limitations and Future Research

Finally, and highlighting some current limitations of this study, the article does not
address the positive aspects of PPP. Instead, focus was on deriving its future potential
to achieve sustainability in the city from critical accounts in the literature. Therefore, the
authors only focused on criticism of current PPP policy goals in the Nordic countries.
The analysis is also limited to seven issues and can only scratch the surface concerning
the significance of the remaining 14 issues. For instance, just because current research
(2015–2021) does not mention education, pollution, and water, it does not imply that PPPs
are avoiding these issues.

Our article has some implications that need to be addressed by future research. Firstly,
the research community needs to know if PPP has the necessary and sufficient institutions
to go from potentiality to actuality and from being an isolated problem-solver to becoming
a systematic and inclusive player, an avant-garde, in tackling urban unsustainability.
Secondly, it is important to determine what facilitates or hinders the movement of PPP
towards sustainability. In essence, what will it take for the stakeholders that constitute
PPP to get on-board and engage in the process of enabling a transition toward a more
sustainable future city? Finally, future research is recommended to find more ways to
apply the DE model to the varying contexts of the city and support the transition toward a
sustainable urban development.
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