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Preface and acknowledgements 

Working with Ecuadorian municipalities in the early 2010s to develop monitor-
ing and indicator systems, I became increasingly curious about how such prac-
tices were organised elsewhere. True to the Dutch adage beter goed gejat dan 
slecht bedacht (better well stolen than badly invented), I began looking for exam-
ples of promising approaches in other contexts. 

An online search led me to a publication from the University of Twente regarding 
the "Local Sustainability Meter." Intrigued, I contacted the authors, Thomas 
Hoppe and Frans Coenen, and we arranged a pleasant video call. When I asked 
whether they were aware of similar research in other countries, the response was 
straightforward: not really—but why not take it on myself? That friendly chal-
lenge marked the beginning of a long academic journey. 

This project unfolded in parallel with my relocation to the Netherlands in 2014, 
gradually crystallizing into a comparative investigation of sustainability reporting 
practices in Europe and Latin America. Along the way, I learned extensively from 
a body of knowledge immediately relevant to policy practice. I also realised that I 
initially held a somewhat naive belief in the immediate, transformative power of-
ten attributed to transparency and accountability tools. As I engaged more deeply 
with the academic literature—and particularly through the empirical studies pre-
sented in this dissertation—I developed a more nuanced perspective. While these 
instruments can be transformative, their effects are highly contingent on politi-
cal, organisational, and contextual conditions. This evolution has strengthened 
my conviction that systematic evaluation remains a crucial mechanism for im-
proving real-world practices. 

I would like to express my profound gratitude to those who supported this work. 
My deepest thanks go to Thomas Hoppe and Hans de Bruijn. Thomas, whose role 
evolved from daily supervisor to promotor, provided exceptional reliability and 
constructive feedback from the very beginning of this project. Hans, who served 
as promotor during my time at TU Delft, provided highly insightful and patient 
guidance that was instrumental in shaping this dissertation. I also thank Hans 
Bressers and Frans Coenen for their support during the earliest phases of this 
research, and the members of the doctoral committee for their thoughtful and 
valuable feedback on this work. 

This research would not have been possible without the many civil society activ-
ists from the Red Latinoamericana de Ciudades Justas y Sustentables and the 
local government officials in Latin America and Europe who generously shared 
their time, insights, and experiences. Mil gracias, muito obrigado, dank jullie 
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wel, vielen Dank, and grand merci. I am also thankful to GIZ and VNG Interna-
tional for supporting parts of this work at the institutional level. 

I extend my appreciation to Erasmus University Rotterdam, where completing a 
Master’s in Public Administration in 2016 provided an essential bridge between 
my earlier training in psychology and the fields of public management. I also 
thank my numerous colleagues at The Hague University of Applied Sciences, par-
ticularly within the Faculty of Public Management, Law and Safety and the re-
search group led by Martijn van der Linden, where follow-up projects are now 
taking shape. 

Finally, I am deeply grateful to my family, including my beloved three children, 
and to numerous friends for their enduring support throughout the years in 
which this dissertation was researched and written. I also thank Melanie and 
Emiel for their willingness to stand by my side as paranimfs. 

It is my sincere hope that the collective work of civil society activists, public ad-
ministrators, businesses, and academic researchers around the world will con-
tinue to strengthen urban sustainability practices—a task that remains critically 
urgent in an unsustainable world. 

Amersfoort, December 2025 



v

wel, vielen Dank, and grand merci. I am also thankful to GIZ and VNG Interna-
tional for supporting parts of this work at the institutional level.

I extend my appreciation to Erasmus University Rotterdam, where completing a
Master’s in Public Administration in 2016 provided an essential bridge between
my earlier training in psychology and the fields of public management. I also
thank my numerous colleagues at The Hague University of Applied Sciences, par-
ticularly within the Faculty of Public Management, Law and Safety and the re-
search group led by Martijn van der Linden, where follow-up projects are now
taking shape.

Finally, I am deeply grateful to my family, including my beloved three children,
and to numerous friends for their enduring support throughout the years in
which this dissertation was researched and written. I also thank Melanie and
Emiel for their willingness to stand by my side as paranimfs.

It is my sincere hope that the collective work of civil society activists, public ad-
ministrators, businesses, and academic researchers around the world will con-
tinue to strengthen urban sustainability practices—a task that remains critically 
urgent in an unsustainable world.

Amersfoort, December 2025

vi 

Summary in English 
This dissertation, titled "Sustainability Reporting for and by Cities: A Longitudi-
nal Analysis of European and Latin American Practices," explores how sustaina-
bility reporting initiatives can contribute to better urban governance through 
their influence on decision-making, learning, and public awareness. This re-
search addresses a significant gap in the sustainability governance literature: alt-
hough the use of indicators and reporting mechanisms has become widespread, 
particularly in connection with international frameworks such as the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), there is limited longitudinal and comparative re-
search on how reporting initiatives function in practice—particularly at the local 
level and in non-Western contexts. 

To address this knowledge gap, this dissertation pursues the following main re-
search question: How can sustainability reporting initiatives benefit decision-
making, learning, and public awareness in the divergent contexts of European 
and Latin American cities? 

This research challenge is increasingly relevant. As sustainability reporting obli-
gations grow—spurred by national regulations, global reporting standards (e.g., 
ISO), and SDG-related monitoring frameworks—so too does the expectation that 
more data will automatically lead to better governance. Some policymakers and 
civil society actors assume that the act of reporting itself will drive policy change 
or public accountability. However, as this dissertation shows, such assumptions 
can be naïve. Real-world initiatives reveal complex dynamics shaped by context, 
design choices, and stakeholder engagement—and are not uniformly effective. 

To explore these dynamics, the dissertation undertakes a longitudinal, compara-
tive analysis of pioneering initiatives in Europe and Latin America. It applies a 
theory-informed analytical framework developed iteratively through four empir-
ical studies, which together illustrate a spectrum of "information-based govern-
ance" ranging from soft monitoring to hard accountability:: (1) municipal report-
ing in the European cities of Amsterdam, Basel, Dublin, Freiburg, Nuremberg, 
and Zurich; (2) civil society-led indicator initiatives in 49 Latin American cities; 
(3) a national, policy-oriented benchmarking initiative in Dutch municipalities;
and (4) performance reporting obligations in the Latin American cities of Bogotá, 
Córdoba, Guadalajara, and São Paulo. 

Methodologically, the dissertation employs a mixed methods, longitudinal multi-
case study design, combining document analysis, expert interviews, and embed-
ded case comparisons. Case selection focused on 'frontrunner' cities and 
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reporting systems, enabling the study of long-term developments in institutional 
design, stakeholder dynamics, and observed effects. The analytical framework 
distinguishes between three key dimensions: (i) context (e.g., political regime, 
administrative capacity, civil society strength); (ii) design (e.g., objectives, gov-
ernance arrangements, indicator choices, dissemination strategies); and (iii) ef-
fects (e.g., instrumental, conceptual, and political-symbolic use and influence). 
This framework was progressively refined and ultimately culminated in a matrix 
of design strategies and an evaluation model linking context and design to ob-
served outcomes. 

The findings demonstrate that there is no universal model of sustainability re-
porting that guarantees positive outcomes. Rather, context-specific design con-
figurations matter deeply and often act to counter-balance local political features 
(the "paradox of context"). In consensual, high-capacity political systems (e.g., 
the Netherlands, Switzerland), collaborative and benchmarking-oriented models 
tend to foster organisational learning and occasionally influence policy uptake by 
introducing artificial competition. In more adversarial or unstable political con-
texts (e.g., Brazil or Mexico), civil society-led or legally mandated tools can en-
hance transparency by providing a neutral "safe harbour" for data, but often face 
political resistance, data limitations, and credibility challenges. 

Across all cases analysed, the most consistently observed benefit was organisa-
tional learning, particularly in the early phases of implementation. Effects such 
as policy influence, public awareness, and enhanced legitimacy varied more sub-
stantially and were shaped by the design, timing, and inclusiveness of each initi-
ative. Importantly, this dissertation identifies several risks and limitations: unre-
alistic expectations often lead to disillusionment; rigid accountability mecha-
nisms may induce strategic ‘gaming’ of indicators; and superficial reporting for-
mats can undermine the credibility of conclusions. Furthermore, the presence of 
competing reporting tools and the local political climate shape the visibility, up-
take, and institutional support for any given initiative. 

The empirical studies also underscore the importance of periodicity, rotating the-
matic focus, and adaptive strategies for maintaining stakeholder engagement and 
public interest. Reporting fatigue, diminishing media attention, or institutional 
inertia are common threats—especially when reports become routine or detached 
from decision-making processes. 

Academically, the dissertation contributes to three main areas. First, it advances 
the sustainability governance literature theoretically and empirically by offering 
a nuanced understanding of how reporting tools function across divergent insti-
tutional settings and over time identifying the specific "ecological niche" required 
for initiatives to survive. Second, it offers methodological innovation by 
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combining comparative and longitudinal approaches with theory-driven evalua-
tion logic. Third, it bridges the gap between theoretical and practical work by of-
fering a refined framework for assessing the use and influence of sustainability 
reporting systems. 

Practically, the dissertation provides actionable guidance for policymakers and 
practitioners. It identifies five interlinked domains that shape the effectiveness of 
sustainability reporting: (1) understanding the local context; (2) clarifying pur-
pose and anticipated effects; (3) choosing appropriate governance and organisa-
tional arrangements; (4) structuring content and communication; and (5) em-
bedding evaluation and adaptability. Each domain is elaborated through cross-
case insights and synthesised in Chapter 6, including a boxed summary for policy 
use. 

In conclusion, sustainability reporting can be a valuable tool for urban govern-
ance—but only when its design is carefully tailored to context, its purposes are 
clearly articulated, and its implementation is flexible and adaptive. Rather than 
promoting sustainability reporting as a one-size-fits-all solution, this dissertation 
encourages researchers and practitioners to embrace the complexity of local con-
texts and focus on designing initiatives that are likely to generate real and lasting 
benefits. In doing so, the study offers a platform for more grounded, comparative, 
and theory-informed research on urban sustainability governance.  
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Nederlandstalige samenvatting 
Deze dissertatie, getiteld "Sustainability Reporting for and by Cities: A Longitu-
dinal Analysis of European and Latin American Practices," onderzoekt hoe 
duurzaamheidsrapportage-initiatieven kunnen bijdragen aan beter stedelijk be-
stuur door hun invloed op besluitvorming, leren en publieke bewustwording. Dit 
promotieonderzoek adresseert een belangrijke lacune in de literatuur over duur-
zaamheidsbestuur: hoewel het gebruik van indicatoren en rapportage-mechanis-
men wereldwijd sterk is toegenomen—met name in verband met internationale 
raamwerken zoals de Sustainable Development Goals (SDG's)—is er weinig lon-
gitudinaal en vergelijkend onderzoek naar hoe dergelijke rapportage-initiatieven 
in de praktijk functioneren, vooral op lokaal niveau en in niet-Westerse contex-
ten. 

Om deze lacune te vullen, stelt de dissertatie de volgende onderzoeksvraag cen-
traal: Hoe kunnen duurzaamheidsrapportage-initiatieven bijdragen aan be-
sluitvorming, leren en publieke bewustwording in de uiteenlopende contexten 
van Europese en Latijns-Amerikaanse steden? 

Deze onderzoeksvraag is bijzonder actueel. Naarmate verplichtingen tot duur-
zaamheidsrapportage toenemen—gestimuleerd door nationale regelgeving, mon-
diale standaarden (zoals ISO) en SDG-gerelateerde monitoringskaders—groeit 
ook de verwachting dat meer data automatisch zal leiden tot beter bestuur. Som-
mige beleidsmakers en maatschappelijke actoren gaan ervan uit dat het rappor-
teren op zichzelf al beleidsverandering of publieke verantwoording teweegbrengt. 
Dit proefschrift laat echter zien dat dergelijke aannames vaak te optimistisch zijn. 
Rapportage-initiatieven in de praktijk tonen complexe dynamieken, gevormd 
door context, ontwerpkeuzes en betrokkenheid van belanghebbenden—en ze zijn 
lang niet altijd even effectief. 

Om deze dynamiek te onderzoeken, is in dit promotieonderzoek een longitudi-
nale, vergelijkende analyse uitgevoerd naar toonaangevende initiatieven in Eu-
ropa en Latijns-Amerika. Er wordt een theoretisch onderbouwd analytisch raam-
werk toegepast dat stapsgewijs is ontwikkeld met vier empirische studies, die ge-
zamenlijk een spectrum van ‘informatiegestuurde governance’ illustreren, vari-
erend van zachte monitoring tot hard moeten afleggen van verantwoordelijkhe-
den:: (1) gemeentelijke rapportage in de Europese steden Amsterdam, Basel, Du-
blin, Freiburg, Neurenberg en Zürich; (2) door het maatschappelijk middenveld 
geleide indicatorinitiatieven in 49 Latijns-Amerikaanse steden; (3) een nationaal 
benchmarking-initiatief gericht op duurzaamheidsbeleid van Nederlandse ge-
meenten; en (4) prestatiegerichte rapportageverplichtingen in de Latijns-Ameri-
kaanse steden Bogotá, Córdoba, Guadalajara en São Paulo. 

Methodologisch hanteert dit promotieonderzoek een “mixed methods”, longitu-
dinale case study-benadering, waarin documentanalyse, expertinterviews en ver-
gelijkende casusanalyse worden gecombineerd. De selectie van steden en initia-
tieven richt zich op zogenaamde 'frontrunners', wat het mogelijk maakt om lan-
getermijn-dynamieken te bestuderen, zoals institutionele continuïteit, 
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veranderende effecten in de tijd, en evoluerende betrokkenheid van stakeholders. 
Het analytische raamwerk onderscheidt drie kerncomponenten: (i) context (bijv. 
politiek regime, bestuurscapaciteit, kracht van het maatschappelijk middenveld); 
(ii) ontwerp (bijv. doelstellingen, governance-arrangementen, keuze van indica-
toren, wijze van verspreiding); en (iii) effecten (bijv. instrumenteel, conceptueel 
en politiek-symbolisch gebruik en invloed). Het raamwerk is door empirisch werk 
verfijnd en heeft uiteindelijk geresulteerd in een matrix van ontwerpstrategieën 
en een evaluatiemodel dat context en ontwerp verbindt met waargenomen uit-
komsten. 

De bevindingen tonen aan dat er geen universeel model voor duurzaamheidsrap-
portage bestaat dat gegarandeerd positieve resultaten genereert. Context-speci-
fieke ontwerpconfiguraties zijn van cruciaal belang en fungeren vaak als tegen-
wicht voor lokale politieke kenmerken (de ‘paradox van de context’). In consen-
susgerichte, goed functionerende bestuursstelsels (zoals Nederland en Zwitser-
land) hebben collaboratieve en op benchmarking gebaseerde modellen de neiging 
om organisatiegericht leren te bevorderen. Zij kunnen soms ook beleidsimpact 
hebben door kunstmatige competitie te introduceren. In meer conflictueuze of 
instabiele contexten (zoals in Brazilië of Mexico) kunnen initiatieven die door het 
maatschappelijk middenveld worden geleid of wettelijk verplicht zijn, transpa-
rantie vergroten door een neutrale ‘veilige haven’ voor data te bieden, maar ze 
ondervinden vaak politieke weerstand, databeperkingen en geloofwaardigheids-
problemen. 

In alle onderzochte gevallen was organisatiegericht leren het meest consistent 
waargenomen positieve effect, vooral in de beginfase van implementatie. Andere 
effecten—zoals beleidsbeïnvloeding, publieke bewustwording en versterkte legi-
timiteit—varieerden sterk per case en werden beïnvloed door ontwerp, timing en 
de mate van inclusiviteit. De resultaten van het promotieonderzoek wijzen bo-
vendien op verschillende risico’s en beperkingen: onrealistische verwachtingen 
kunnen tot teleurstelling leiden; rigide verantwoordingsmechanismen kunnen 
strategisch gedrag uitlokken (‘gaming’); en oppervlakkige rapportagevormen 
kunnen afbreuk doen aan de geloofwaardigheid van bevindingen. De aanwezig-
heid van concurrerende rapportagesystemen en het lokale politieke klimaat be-
invloeden eveneens de zichtbaarheid, acceptatie en institutionele inbedding van 
elk initiatief. 

De empirische studies onderstrepen ook het belang van periodiciteit, roterende 
thematische focus en aanpassingsvermogen om de betrokkenheid van stakehol-
ders en publieke interesse te behouden. Rapportagemoeheid, afnemende media-
belangstelling en institutionele inertie vormen reële risico’s—vooral wanneer rap-
porten routinematig worden of los komen te staan van beleidsprocessen. 

Dit promotieonderzoek levert bijdragen aan drie belangrijke wetenschappelijke 
debatten. Ten eerste verrijkt het de theorievorming en empirische kennis over 
lokaal duurzaamheidsbestuur door een genuanceerd inzicht te bieden in hoe rap-
portagemethoden functioneren in uiteenlopende institutionele contexten en over 
langere tijd, waarbij de specifieke ‘ecologische niche’ wordt geïdentificeerd die 
nodig is voor het overleven van initiatieven. Ten tweede biedt het methodolo-
gische vernieuwing door longitudinaal en vergelijkend onderzoek te combineren 



xi 

met theoriegestuurde evaluatielogica. Ten derde overbrugt het de kloof tussen 
theorie en praktijk door een verfijnd raamwerk aan te reiken voor het evalueren 
van het gebruik en de impact van rapportagesystemen. 

In praktisch opzicht biedt dit proefschrift concrete handvatten voor beleidsma-
kers en praktijkprofessionals. Er worden vijf onderling verbonden domeinen ge-
identificeerd die bepalend zijn voor de effectiviteit van duurzaamheidsrappor-
tage: (1) inzicht in de lokale context en het diagnosticeren van ‘governance-tekor-
ten’; (2) heldere definiëring van doelen en beoogde effecten; (3) passende be-
stuurlijke en organisatiemodellen; (4) inhoudelijke en communicatieve keuzes; 
en (5) de inbedding van evaluatie en aanpassingsvermogen. Elk domein wordt 
uitgewerkt aan de hand van casus-overstijgende inzichten en samengevat in 
Hoofdstuk 6, waar ook een overzicht met beleidsadviezen te vinden is. 
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zoek naar duurzaamheidsbestuur in steden over de hele wereld. 



xi

met theoriegestuurde evaluatielogica. Ten derde overbrugt het de kloof tussen 
theorie en praktijk door een verfijnd raamwerk aan te reiken voor het evalueren
van het gebruik en de impact van rapportagesystemen.

In praktisch opzicht biedt dit proefschrift concrete handvatten voor beleidsma-
kers en praktijkprofessionals. Er worden vijf onderling verbonden domeinen ge-
identificeerd die bepalend zijn voor de effectiviteit van duurzaamheidsrappor-
tage: (1) inzicht in de lokale context en het diagnosticeren van ‘governance-tekor-
ten’; (2) heldere definiëring van doelen en beoogde effecten; (3) passende be-
stuurlijke en organisatiemodellen; (4) inhoudelijke en communicatieve keuzes;
en (5) de inbedding van evaluatie en aanpassingsvermogen. Elk domein wordt
uitgewerkt aan de hand van casus-overstijgende inzichten en samengevat in
Hoofdstuk 6, waar ook een overzicht met beleidsadviezen te vinden is.

Tot slot kan duurzaamheidsrapportage een waardevol instrument zijn voor lokaal
bestuur—maar alleen indien dit zorgvuldig ontworpen, contextueel afgestemd en
flexibel uitgevoerd wordt. In plaats van te streven naar een universele aanpak,
moedigt dit promotieonderzoek beleidsmakers en onderzoekers aan om de com-
plexiteit van lokale contexten serieus te nemen en rapportage-initiatieven zoda-
nig vorm te geven dat ze reële en blijvende meerwaarde opleveren. Zo biedt deze
studie een fundament voor toekomstig vergelijkend en theoriegestuurd onder-
zoek naar duurzaamheidsbestuur in steden over de hele wereld.

xii 

Table of contents 
Preface and acknowledgements ..................................................................... iv 

Summary in English ......................................................................................... vi 

Nederlandstalige samenvatting ............................................................... ....... ix 

Table of contents ............................................................................................. xii 

List of abbreviations ........................................................................................ xv 

List of Tables ................................................................................................... xvi 

List of Figures ............................................................................................... xviii 

1. Introduction: The challenge of making sustainability reporting
useful for cities in diverse contexts ................................................................ 1 

1.1 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Empirical and policy 
perspectives ........................................................................................................... 4 

1.1.1 Operational criteria: What are reporting initiatives? ................................. 4
1.1.2 Prevalence: How common are such reports? .............................................. 8
1.1.3 Policy drivers: Who promotes such initiatives? .......................................... 9

1.2 Urban sustainability and governance: Theoretical perspectives ........ 11 
1.2.1 Sustainability and urban development ....................................................... 12
1.2.2 Local governments and governance ........................................................... 15
1.2.3 Sustainability monitoring and indicators ................................................... 19
1.2.4 Evaluating performance, accountability and participation ...................... 25
1.2.5 Private sector accounting and reporting.................................................... 30
1.2.6 Comparative politics and adaptive policymaking ..................................... 33

1.3 Knowledge gaps, research questions, and methods ........................... 35 
1.3.1 Gaps in knowledge and extant research .................................................... 36
1.3.2 Research purpose and rationale................................................................. 39
1.3.3 Research questions ...................................................................................... 41
1.3.4 Commonality one: Longitudinal case studies ............................................ 41
1.3.5 Commonality two: A basic conceptual framework .................................... 42
1.3.6 Commonality three: Mixed methods ......................................................... 44

1.4 Dissertation structure .......................................................................... 46 

2. Sustainability reporting for European cities: Lessons from six
local government frontrunners in four countries ......................................... 49 

2.1 Introduction ......................................................................................... 50 



xiii 

2.2 Sustainability reporting by local governments ................................... 51 
2.3 A framework to study reporting practices and outcomes .................. 55 
2.4 Research methods ................................................................................ 59 
2.5 Results from six cities ........................................................................... 61 
2.6 Discussion and conclusion .................................................................. 67 

3. Sustainability reporting for Latin American cities: Lessons from
49 civil society initiatives in 10 countries ..................................................... 75 

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................... 76 
3.2 Community Indicators in the Context of Transparency and 
Accountability Initiatives ................................................................................... 79 
3.3 Population and methods ..................................................................... 83 
3.4 Results .................................................................................................. 86 
3.5 Discussion and conclusions................................................................. 92 

4. Linking sustainability reporting to local government performance
in Europe: Lessons from a Dutch voluntary policy benchmark based on 
policy indicators .............................................................................................. 97 

4.1 Introduction ......................................................................................... 98 
4.2 Process-oriented local sustainability monitoring .............................. 99 

4.2.1 Outcome, process and policy indicators .................................................. 100
4.2.2 Performance management through self-assessments and rankings ....... 101
4.2.3 Effects of Sustainability Monitoring Initiatives .......................................102

4.3 Towards an analytical framework ..................................................... 103 
4.4 Research methodology ...................................................................... 104 
4.5 Results ................................................................................................. 107 

4.5.1 The evolution of the Local Sustainability Meter (LSM) ........................... 107
4.5.2 Tool characteristics ................................................................................... 109

4.6 Discussion ........................................................................................... 115 
4.7 Conclusion ........................................................................................... 117 

5. Linking sustainability reporting to local government performance
in Latin America: Lessons from mayoral accountability obligations ...... 121 

5.1 Introduction ........................................................................................ 122 
5.2 Assessment framework ....................................................................... 124 
5.3 Methodology and selection of cases ...................................................126 
5.4 Results .................................................................................................129 

5.4.1 Formal characteristics of the performance accountability mechanisms .130
5.4.2 Positive and negative effects of the mechanisms ..................................... 135

5.5 Discussion ........................................................................................... 141 
5.6 Conclusion ........................................................................................... 143 



xiii

2.2 Sustainability reporting by local governments ...................................51
2.3 A framework to study reporting practices and outcomes.................. 55
2.4 Research methods................................................................................ 59
2.5 Results from six cities ...........................................................................61
2.6 Discussion and conclusion .................................................................. 67

3. Sustainability reporting for Latin American cities: Lessons from
49 civil society initiatives in 10 countries ..................................................... 75

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................... 76
3.2 Community Indicators in the Context of Transparency and
Accountability Initiatives................................................................................... 79
3.3 Population and methods ..................................................................... 83
3.4 Results .................................................................................................. 86
3.5 Discussion and conclusions................................................................. 92

4. Linking sustainability reporting to local government performance
in Europe: Lessons from a Dutch voluntary policy benchmark based on
policy indicators .............................................................................................. 97

4.1 Introduction ......................................................................................... 98
4.2 Process-oriented local sustainability monitoring .............................. 99

4.2.1 Outcome, process and policy indicators .................................................. 100
4.2.2 Performance management through self-assessments and rankings....... 101
4.2.3 Effects of Sustainability Monitoring Initiatives .......................................102

4.3 Towards an analytical framework..................................................... 103
4.4 Research methodology ...................................................................... 104
4.5 Results .................................................................................................107

4.5.1 The evolution of the Local Sustainability Meter (LSM)...........................107
4.5.2 Tool characteristics................................................................................... 109

4.6 Discussion ........................................................................................... 115
4.7 Conclusion........................................................................................... 117

5. Linking sustainability reporting to local government performance
in Latin America: Lessons from mayoral accountability obligations ...... 121

5.1 Introduction ........................................................................................122
5.2 Assessment framework.......................................................................124
5.3 Methodology and selection of cases...................................................126
5.4 Results .................................................................................................129

5.4.1 Formal characteristics of the performance accountability mechanisms.130
5.4.2 Positive and negative effects of the mechanisms .....................................135

5.5 Discussion ........................................................................................... 141
5.6 Conclusion...........................................................................................143

xiv 

6. Synthesis, discussion and conclusions ........................................ 147
6.1 Answers to the research sub-questions ............................................. 150 
6.2 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Design choices and 
ecological fit ...................................................................................................... 159 

6.2.1 Internal organisation and governance of initiatives ................................ 162
6.2.2 Content and dissemination strategies of reports ..................................... 163
6.2.3 Theoretical synthesis: Configuration, temporality, and ecological fit ..... 165

6.3 Contributions, limitations, and research recommendations ........... 166 
6.3.1 Contributions to the body of knowledge ................................................... 167
6.3.2 Limitations ................................................................................................. 168
6.3.3 Recommendations for further work ......................................................... 169

6.4 Implications for policy and practice .................................................. 172 

7. References ........................................................................................ 177

8. List of publications ........................................................................... 203

9. Short curriculum vitae ..................................................................... 205



xv 

List of abbreviations 

CSR Corporate social responsibility 

CSRD Corporate Social Responsibility Directive (European Union) 

EU European Union 

ESG Environmental, Social and Governance 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

GRI Global Reporting Initiative 

IR Integrated Reporting 

ISO International Standardisation Organisation 

LSM Local Sustainability Meter (Dutch: Lokale Duurzaam-
heidsmeter) 

NPM New Public Management 

NUA New Urban Agenda (United Nations) 

PDP Participatory and Deliberative Processes 

RCT Randomised Controlled Trial 

SDG Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations) 

SDSN Sustainable Development Solutions Network 

WEIRD Western, educated, industrialised, rich, and democratic 

WHO World Health Organisation 



xv

List of abbreviations

CSR Corporate social responsibility

CSRD Corporate Social Responsibility Directive (European Union)

EU European Union

ESG Environmental, Social and Governance

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GRI Global Reporting Initiative

IR Integrated Reporting

ISO International Standardisation Organisation

LSM Local Sustainability Meter (Dutch: Lokale Duurzaam-
heidsmeter)

NPM New Public Management

NUA New Urban Agenda (United Nations)

PDP Participatory and Deliberative Processes

RCT Randomised Controlled Trial

SDG Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations)

SDSN Sustainable Development Solutions Network

WEIRD Western, educated, industrialised, rich, and democratic

WHO World Health Organisation

xvi 

List of Tables 
Caption  Page 

1.1 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Criteria 6 

1.2 Origins of urban sustainability theories  14 

1.3 Typology of indicators  21 

1.4 Taxonomy of indicator and information uses 28 

1.5 Typology of organisations according to Wilson 29 

2.1 Recent studies concerning sustainability reporting by local 
governments 

52 

2.2 Outcomes associated with sustainability reporting 57 

2.3 Case study cities 59 

2.4 Operationalisation of research constructs 60 

2.5 Comparative assessment of reporting features and perceived 
outcomes 

62 

2.6 Positive local government reporting practices  70 

2.7 Hypotheses for further research 71 

3.1 Operationalisation and data sources. 84 

3.2 Number of initiatives per country in terms of characteristics and 
staying rate. 

86 

3.3 Survival rate of community indicators in relation to country con-
text. 

91 

3.4 Hypotheses for further research 94 

4.1 Key features of four policy-based monitoring tools 106 

4.2 Main data sources 107 

4.3 Main activities and costs of the LSM 108 

4.4 Number of questionnaire items per theme 110 

5.1 Potential effects of the accountability mechanisms 126 

5.2 Prevalence of sub-national performance accountability mecha-
nisms in Latin America 

127 



xvii 

5.3 Case study cities and countries 129 

5.4 History and main features of performance accountability 
mechanisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara 

131 

5.5 Summary of effects of mayoral performance accountability 
mechanisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara 

139 

5.6 Hypotheses for further research 143 

6.1 Summary findings from research about sustainability reporting 
initiatives in six European cities 

151 

6.2 Summary findings from empirical research about sustainability 
reporting initiatives in 49 Latin American cities 

152 

6.3 Summary findings from research about voluntary benchmark-
ing in Dutch cities 

155 

6.4 Summary findings from research about accountability-focused 
reporting in Latin American cities 

157 

6.5 Widely applicable, purpose-dependent and context-dependent 
strategies 

159 

6.6 City-oriented sustainability reporting systems in Europe and 
Latin America 

169 

8.1 Details of academic articles 203 



xvii

5.3 Case study cities and countries 129

5.4 History and main features of performance accountability
mechanisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara

131

5.5 Summary of effects of mayoral performance accountability
mechanisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara

139

5.6 Hypotheses for further research 143

6.1 Summary findings from research about sustainability reporting 
initiatives in six European cities

151

6.2 Summary findings from empirical research about sustainability
reporting initiatives in 49 Latin American cities

152

6.3 Summary findings from research about voluntary benchmark-
ing in Dutch cities

155

6.4 Summary findings from research about accountability-focused
reporting in Latin American cities

157

6.5 Widely applicable, purpose-dependent and context-dependent
strategies

159

6.6 City-oriented sustainability reporting systems in Europe and 
Latin America

169

8.1 Details of academic articles 203

xviii 

List of Figures 
Caption  Page 

1.1 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Real-world examples 5 

1.2 Spectrum of tools associated with urban sustainability reporting 7 

1.3 Academic fields offering relevant insights 12 

1.4 Spatial scale for sustainability transitions  18 

1.5 Attribution gap associated with indicator types 22 

1.6 Scope and policy focus options for firms 32 

1.7 Evaluation framework linking context, reporting strategies and ef-
fects 

44 

1.8 Hourglass structure of this dissertation 47 

2.1 Information types in public sector reports according to GRI (2005) 55 

2.2 Assessment framework linking reporting factors and effects 59 

3.1 Outline of research issues, approach, and objectives. 79 

3.2 Sample activities of community indicator projects or urban ob-
servatories 

81 

3.3 Conceptual framework based on the literature review 82 

4.1 Summary of issues, chosen approach and research objectives 99 

4.2 Analytical framework for the evaluation of voluntary monitoring 
tools 

104 

4.3 Online presentation of the City of Arnhem’s responses (2013) 112 

4.4 Percentage of Dutch municipalities participating in LSM edi-
tions 

113 

5.1 Main phases and components of novel performance accountability 
for mayors 

123 

6.1 Diverging effects and target audiences of sustainability reporting 148 

6.2 Evaluation framework on the effects of sustainability reporting in 
divergent contexts 

171 



1



Introduction: 
The challenge of 
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reporting useful 
for cities in diverse 
contexts
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As cities navigate the complexities of climate change, social inequality, and grow-
ing urbanisation, they face increasing pressure to demonstrate progress toward 
sustainability goals. Across sustainability policy, public management, modern 
business administration, and fields like philanthropy, there is a frequent call for 
data-driven and evidence-based approaches, as well as for reporting to communi-
cate trends and actions. This trend increasingly affects, and is influenced by, pol-
icymakers, activists, and researchers at the city level, where sustainability report-
ing has emerged as a key tool for promoting transparency and accountability. 

What is sustainability reporting? According to technical definitions, it refers to 
the disclosure—whether voluntary, solicited, or required—of financial and non-
financial information on sustainability performance to external stakeholders 
(Bebbington & Larrinaga, 2014; Mol et al., 2024). Broadly defined, sustainability 
reporting concerns information about environmental, social, economic, and gov-
ernance issues. While common in the corporate sector—where large companies 
publish sustainability reports annually—it has also expanded to the public sector 
and civil society, giving rise to diverse practices. 

Beyond the technical definition, it is worth noting that in English, the term ‘re-
porting’ has several closely related meanings (‘Reporting’, 2024). In one sense, 
reporting refers simply to the act of sharing data—such as when a municipality 
publishes sustainability indicators online. In a narrower sense, it involves the 
preparation of formal documents. This dissertation focuses primarily on the lat-
ter: structured ‘urban sustainability reports’ produced by local governments or 
other actors at regular intervals. 

The proliferation of such reporting naturally raises the question whether—and 
how—the presumed benefits of transparency and accountability are actually real-
ised in diverse urban contexts. This requires evaluative and comparative re-
search. 

Some overviews and case studies suggest that many initiatives bring about posi-
tive changes whereas others struggle to achieve their intended effects. Some sus-
tainability reports never leave a mark; others generate initial interest but gradu-
ally lose relevance. Understanding both intangible effects (such as transparency) 
and more tangible benefits for producers and users requires systematic research 
and suitable analytical models. Likewise, the potential downsides—including 
strategic behaviour, information overload, or superficiality—warrant careful in-
vestigation. 

In academic literature, much attention has been paid to the content of sustaina-
bility reports, especially since their rise in the 1990s in industrialised countries. 
Effects have been addressed to only a limited extent—some studies assess in-
tended benefits, while others focus on risks such as ‘greenwashing’, where sus-
tainability is exaggerated for strategic gain. The question of who is best placed to 
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monitor and report on urban sustainability is also underexplored. Should this 
task fall to governments, civil society, or collaborative partnerships? Presumably, 
different arrangements lead to different outcomes. 

Additionally, the variables of time and place constitute important research gaps. 
Many studies take a snapshot approach, overlooking longitudinal dynamics that 
influence long-term effectiveness. Further, few studies have asked why similar 
reporting arrangements succeed in one city but fail in another, especially across 
countries or continents. The existing literature on sustainability reporting is geo-
graphically imbalanced. Most empirical studies focus on practices in high-in-
come, industrialised countries—particularly in Europe, North America, and parts 
of East Asia. In contrast, there is a marked scarcity of comparative or longitudinal 
research on reporting practices in cities across the Global South, including Latin 
America, Africa, and much of Asia. This publication bias limits theoretical devel-
opment and policy relevance by excluding diverse political, socio-economic, and 
institutional contexts where sustainability reporting is also taking root. Address-
ing this gap is essential to broadening the global evidence base and understanding 
how different reporting models function beyond the Global North. 

Thus, essential knowledge gaps remain in three key areas: production processes, 
contextual variation across space and time, and effects. Addressing these requires 
systematic, theory-informed, longitudinal, and comparative research—still scarce 
in current literature. This dissertation seeks to understand how sustainability re-
porting in cities can generate lasting positive effects in diverse socio-political con-
texts. The question acknowledges that many reports fall short, that some lose rel-
evance over time, and that design, context, and implementation matter deeply. 
The goal of this dissertation is to generate theoretical insights based on empirical 
case studies. Its core contribution lies in evaluating the characteristics, design, 
and effects of city-level sustainability reporting, with a focus on Europe and Latin 
America. Capturing these dynamics requires the development of frameworks and 
methods capable of linking design and context to outcomes over time. 

One final point deserves mention: Why does this research matter? What is at 
stake if an urban sustainability report succeeds or fails? While such reports may 
seem innocuous—mere pages of text, indicators, or dashboards—they can shape 
public debates and policymaking. Poorly designed reports not only waste finan-
cial resources—often tens of thousands of euros or dollars—but may also mislead 
the public or fail to support sound policy decisions. In this sense, knowledge on 
when and why reporting works is essential. This study therefore speaks to ongo-
ing policy discussions. As reporting obligations and frameworks—linked, for in-
stance, to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)—continue to evolve, many 
policymakers wonder how to scale urban reporting from frontrunners and what 
types of frameworks to promote or mandate. 
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The remainder of this introduction is structured as follows. Section 1.2 presents 
operational criteria and information on prevalence. Section 1.3 reviews relevant 
theoretical domains. Section 1.4 identifies key knowledge gaps, research ques-
tions, and shared analytical dimensions. Section 1.5 explains the structure and 
'red thread' of the dissertation, including four empirical studies (Chapters 2–5) 
and the final synthesis, discussion, and conclusion (Chapter 6). 

1.1 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Empirical and 
policy perspectives 

What is meant by city-oriented sustainability reporting tools? To delineate the 
research matter, Sections 1.1.1 and 1.1.2 present an overview of initiatives with 
selection criteria and real-world examples, empirical data about their prevalence, 
and insights on key  policy drivers. 

1.1.1 Operational criteria: What are reporting initiatives? 
The concept of sustainability reporting has its origins in the corporate sector of 
the 1970s (Rimmel et al., 2024a). In the late 1980s, chemical companies with rep-
utation problems and some environmental frontrunners started to issue environ-
mental reports; many then broadened the scope and integrated environmental 
and social issues to what became ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR) reports 
and eventually ‘sustainability reports’ (Larrinaga & Bebbington, 2021). This prac-
tice is now commonplace among publicly listed corporations. More recent is the 
trend of merging (annual) sustainability reports with (annual) financial reports 
into so-called ‘integrated reports’; if this trend persists, ‘sustainability reporting’ 
as a distinct activity may diminish or even disappear. In the European Union, the 
Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) came into force in 2024 and 
obliges all large companies to issue annual sustainability reports (as annex to fi-
nancial reports). Through reporting, business companies and industries can in-
crease their reputation but may conversely be accused of producing sustainability 
reports for window-dressing or ‘greenwashing’ when organisational activities 
that superficially improve sustainability are highlighted while the core business 
is not addressed (Gray, 2010). For some scholars, the link with the corporate sec-
tor is so dominant that some publications do not even mention the notion of sus-
tainability reporting applying to the public sector, let alone cities. Examples in-
clude recent articles (e.g., Baumüller et al., 2024; Runesson & Samani, 2024) and 
even an entire edited book on sustainability reporting (Rimmel et al., 2024b) that 
exclusively address the corporate sector.   

Compared with private sector organisations that tend to have clearly defined re-
porting obligations (typically, audited annual reports), the picture is more diffuse 
in the public sector. In democracies, elected governments, including municipali-
ties, tend to take stock of their finances (and have these audited) once a year, yet 
usually they are not obliged to issue narrative annual reports. Instead, local 
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governments have larger planning and reporting cycles tied to electoral terms, as 
well as numerous shorter term and ad hoc reports. An example would, again, be 
the act of a mayor blogging about her or his administration’s latest actions under 
the title ‘sustainability report’. Furthermore, in the case of cities, the governance 
situation is complex for several reasons. One is that some public services (such as 
spatial planning or policing) are usually provided by local governments yet others 
(e.g., in education or health) by other layers such as national authorities. At the 
same time, numerous nongovernmental actors are also involved and ‘make the 
city’. Consequently, local governments are never in charge of everything occur-
ring in a city, nor are they necessarily the only organisations to legitimately issue 
city-oriented sustainability reports. In several world regions, local civil society 
organisations have started to compile and disclose data and issue ‘sustainability 
reports’ based on a city’s indicators and trends and the actions of the city govern-
ment as well as other governmental and nongovernmental actors.  

‘Sustainability reporting’ thus appears to be an umbrella term used for diverse 
activities of disclosure. To illustrate this spectrum, real-world examples may be 
useful. Figure 1 presents the cover page of a sustainability report issued by the US 
city of Baltimore. This particular edition (2013) depicts Baltimore’s mayor at the 
time and thus indicates the potential for a report to be used for political marketing 
purposes. The right panel of Figure 1.1 exhibits parts of a website (2024) run by a 
French non-profit, civil society organisation that compares and reports on the 
sustainability policies of various French municipalities. In this case, the organi-
sation addressed by the report is thus different from the one issuing the report. 

  
www.baltimoresustainability.org www.barometredudeveloppementdurable.org 

Figure 1.1 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Real-world examples 

The example of the French, multi-city ‘barometer’ (which incidentally was mod-
elled after a Dutch initiative; see Chapter 5) overlaps with benchmarking projects 
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and so-called ‘urban observatories’. Sometimes, essentially similar activities use 
different labels. The opposite phenomenon involves different activities using a 
similar label. Both lead to blurred terminology. In their recent overview, Spada 
and Paulson (2023) suggested that one cannot compile coherent global maps or 
inventories of participatory and deliberative processes due to the ‘tower of Babel’ 
of overlapping labels. 

Thus far, one can conclude that under the umbrella term of sustainability report-
ing, there exists a wide spectrum of practices and related activities. In light of 
much conceptual fluidity and no straightforward categorisation of ‘sustainability 
reporting systems’ as an empirical phenomenon, certain operational criteria that 
build on existing typologies are necessary to begin with (Grönholm & Berrini, 
2014). This dissertation sets out to examine city-oriented sustainability reporting 
initiatives that meet the criteria summarised in Table 1.1. Initiatives meeting the 
five inclusion criteria in the left-hand column are considered examples of ‘city-
oriented sustainability reporting’ whereas those in the right-hand column are not.  

Table 1.1  City-oriented sustainability reporting: Criteria 

City-oriented sustainability reporting 

Inclusion criteria Not included in this research project 

Sustainability is addressed in multiple 
domains 

Reporting on specific domains such as 
solely environmental or social issues 

The reporting addresses relevant trends 
and actions taken (and planned) by local 
government authorities and possibly 
other relevant actors 

Initiatives that only release sustainability in-
dicators or just focus on planned strategies 
or project activities without taking stock of 
the current situation  

The scope encompasses action and out-
comes at the city or metropolitan level 

Initiatives at larger geographical scales 
(i.e., national, provincial level) and smaller 
ones (i.e., neighbourhoods) 

The reporting summarises trends and 
actions at periodic intervals in a docu-
ment 

One-time assessments or city contests or 
certifications that are non-continuous, as 
well as real-time dashboards 

The report is released and actively dis-
seminated to the public 

Planning and reporting systems only used 
by public, governmental organisations 

 

Sustainability reporting lacks a clear-cut definition due to fluid conceptual 
boundaries and the proliferation of monitoring and reporting activities across 
overlapping policy domains. Cases in point are indicator projects relating to 
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specific policy sectors such as the environment as well as more generic tools ad-
dressing social accountability, citizen participation and ‘open data’ / government 
transparency. In terms of domains of tools, city-oriented sustainability reporting 
can arguably be viewed as a type of ‘transparency and accountability initiative’ 
that combines information on actions and achievements regarding sustainability 
(cf., Alcaraz-Quiles et al., 2014). From this perspective, closely related tools in-
clude community indicator projects – especially strong in North America (cf. 
Wray et al., 2017) – and urban observatories. In the spectrum of similar initiatives 
that focus on (governmental) actions, one can place participatory budgeting (cf., 
Manes-Rossi et al., 2023) and civil society projects aimed at tracking government 
expenditure. In the spectrum of similar initiatives that focus on sustainability 
outcomes, one can find many activities, including sustainability assessments, in-
dicator dashboards and well-being surveys. The latter are population or house-
hold surveys on perceptions of well-being and quality of life. Figure 1.2 positions 
these tools along a continuum from participatory action to outcome-focused met-
rics, illustrating the range and hybrid nature of sustainability initiatives. The fig-
ure illustrates a sample of tools to help delineate the subject matter and does not 
claim to represent an exhaustive mapping. 

 

Figure 1.2 Spectrum of tools associated with urban sustainability reporting 

 

To clarify the scope of this dissertation, the following definition of city-oriented 
sustainability reporting is proposed, grounded in the operational criteria dis-
cussed above: 

City-oriented sustainability reporting refers to the periodic, public 
dissemination of multi-domain information on sustainability trends, po-
litical commitments and actions at the city or metropolitan level. It 
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encompasses reports that reflect both current conditions and planned in-
itiatives, are issued by or with the involvement of local government or 
civil society actors, and are intended to inform the public, support ac-
countability, and guide local decision-making. 

1.1.2 Prevalence: How common are such reports?  
Since sustainability reporting remains largely voluntary in the public sector, there 
are no comprehensive or systematic registries of reports (Bell & Morse, 2018a). 
Instead, reporting trends can only be computed by researchers  assessing a sam-
ple of institutional websites or by studying voluntary registries of reports that 
others have compiled. As indicated in the previous section, assessing the preva-
lence of sustainability reports is also complicated by the fact that there are no 
universally accepted definitions of what constitutes a sustainability report. In cit-
ies, sustainability-related information can appear in various documents, and 
those that meet the criteria for clear-cut sustainability reports may carry idiosyn-
cratic titles such as “City X Progress Account”.  

Since the early 1990s, numerous city-focused initiatives have emerged within the 
so-called ‘community indicators’ movement. Community indicator projects typi-
cally select locally relevant sustainability indicators and publicly share data 
trends and sometimes relevant actions by public and private actors on websites 
(e.g., ‘dashboards’), and in (periodic) reports addressing decision-makers and the 
public. Such bottom-up initiatives show considerable variations in scope – many 
urban monitoring and reporting initiatives are broad, considering several policy 
domains; others focus on environmental aspects or subjective wellbeing, often 
framed as ‘quality of life’. Some pioneering initiatives such as ‘Sustainable Seattle; 
changed their focus over time from broad sustainability to ‘happiness’ (Holden, 
2013).  

According to Moreno and Pires (2017), hundreds of such projects were generated 
in the 1990s and 2000s by a variety of actors, including civil society organisations, 
local governments, international philanthropic foundations, and stakeholder al-
liances. A ‘Compendium of Sustainable Development Indicator Initiatives’ 
launched in 2004 included at some stage over 800 initiatives in numerous coun-
tries. Some of these have ceased to exist, while others have been created more 
recently. Bearing in mind the challenge of unreliable registries, there is evidence 
that many urban indicator projects were short-lived (Moreno Pires et al., 2017). 
Despite their proliferation, most community indicator projects do not engage in 
any systematic evaluation of their work (Sirgy, 2022), and few have had discern-
ible effects on decision-making (Hayden & Wilson, 2016). What has also not been 
systematically documented is the internal governance of indicator initiatives – 
one study examining 82 indicator projects concluded that those with a broad and 
cross-cutting alliance of stakeholders had the most ‘staying power’ (Barrington-
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Leigh, 2017, p. 25); however, the sample was not necessarily representative, and 
this study ignored political system differences. 

In addition to community-driven initiatives, a more recent trend among local 
governments has been the explicit use of the United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). Although designed by and for countries, many of the 
framework’s 17 goals and almost 200 indicators can also be related to cities. Since 
2017, local and regional governments from all continents have issued ‘Voluntary 
Local Reviews’ (VLRs) on the SDGs. These are (written) assessments to monitor 
a jurisdiction’s progress towards the SDGs) and can to some extent also be re-
garded as a sustainability reporting effort (Ortiz-Moya & Reggiani, 2023; Wied-
mann & Allen, 2021). In sum, there are no exact numbers but it is safe to conclude 
that hundreds of cities on most continents have  ‘city-oriented sustainability re-
ports’ of some kind and that their numbers are going up. 

1.1.3 Policy drivers: Who promotes such initiatives?  
Having discussed the prevalence and diversity of reporting initiatives, the next 
logical question is: What motivates actors to initiate or maintain them? To date, 
only in one country – France – municipalities (with at least 50,000 inhabitants) 
are legally obliged to produce annual sustainability reports. This raises another 
central question: why do local governments or civil society organisations pursue 
sustainability reporting when it is not mandatory? The drivers and determinants 
of sustainability reporting have been a prevalent question in academic research.  

In contrast to the extensive literature on corporate sustainability reporting, the 
literature on local governments and cities is much smaller and biassed towards 
certain (especially European) countries. A recent review of 190 research articles 
found evidence that higher reporting levels appear to be associated with larger 
city size, economic prosperity, and higher education levels (Mol et al., 2024). Ex-
planations of motivations centre around the implicit objective of legitimacy gains, 
stakeholder management, and the ‘signalling of virtue’ (Low et al., 2023). There 
is also evidence of reporting being initiated simply because of managerial fashion 
(Biondi & Bracci, 2018).  

Furthermore, city officials and local social activists who are concerned with sus-
tainability issues have heeded calls for action from international institutions such 
as the United Nations. Since the 1990s, many institutions, including the UN, 
OECD, and EU, have called for the development of appropriate metrics to help 
guide sustainability policies. At (inter)national level, this included efforts by some 
organisations and commissions to develop and push for new indicators ‘Beyond 
GDP’ that are meant to counter the dominance of purely financial measures of 
prosperity  (Hayden & Wilson, 2016). One much promoted ‘alternative’ indicator 
gaining certain recognition is the measurement of subjective well-being and 
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human ‘happiness’ which has become integrated into national (census) surveys 
in several countries (Krueger & Stone, 2014).  

The pursuit of sustainability as a widely agreed-upon policy aim received a major 
boost through the Rio Earth Summit in 1992. Importantly, for cities, this frame-
work advanced a framework (labelled Agenda 21) of local community dialogue, 
bottom-up planning and community-driven assessment tools aimed at introduc-
ing sustainability considerations into local governance (Moreno Pires et al., 
2017). Although voluntary and often viewed narrowly as an environmental initi-
ative, Local Agenda 21 (LA21) sparked a wave of global experimentation (Fenton 
& Gustafsson, 2017). 

After the Rio+ 20 summit in 2012, the United Nations launched in 2015 the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) along with a specific goal to ‘‘make cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’’ (UN Sustainable 
Development Goal 11; UN, 2015). The SDG framework – also known under the 
label ‘Agenda 2030’ – contains calls for a ‘data revolution’ at the national and 
local levels and accountability-related calls for increased reporting by all types of 
institutions (cf. SDG target 12.6). The SDGs have achieved significant policy trac-
tion at the level of intergovernmental organisations and national governments 
across the world. Contrary to the preceding Millennium Development Goals, cer-
tain SDGs (e.g., those concerning climate change) have universal applicability. As 
already mentioned, a number of cities in rich and poor countries have begun to 
issue ‘Voluntary Local Reviews’ on the SDGs. Policy discussions about this phe-
nomenon are known under the heading of ‘localisation’ (Klopp & Petretta, 2017; 
United Cities and Local Governments, 2014; Zinkernagel et al., 2018).  

A related milestone is the New Urban Agenda (NUA), adopted after extensive ne-
gotiations at the UN Habitat III summit in 2016 that also constitutes a landmark 
commitment to urban sustainability and explicitly recognised the role of subna-
tional entities (i.e., regional and local government organisations) in achieving 
sustainable development (Caprotti et al., 2017; Valencia et al., 2019). As such, the 
SDGs and NUA were perceived as a positive milestone by some yet the policy 
frameworks have also been criticised as insufficiently transformative, legally non-
binding, internally inconsistent, and contradictory (Del Río Castro et al., 2021). 

Whereas earlier frameworks such as LA 21 in the 1990s emphasised bottom-up 
approaches at the local level, more recent approaches such as the SDGs explicitly 
or implicitly favour standardisation (Krantz & Gustafsson, 2021). One milestone 
in this endeavour is the set of city indicators (ISO 37120) for the “sustainable de-
velopment of communities” launched by the International Standardisation Or-
ganisation (ISO, 2014). Another driver for standardisation is the emergence of 
numerous ‘green city’ ratings, rankings, and comparisons (Acuto et al., 2021; 
Elgert, 2018). Some of these are promoted by inter-governmental organisations 
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(e.g., the EU’s “Green Capital Award”), others by national governments as well as 
businesses (Mercer, Siemens, Arcadis) and foundations (Joss et al., 2015). An-
other factor that is associated with standardisation is the practice emerging 
among (world) cities to issue periodic sustainability reports and to integrate sus-
tainability indicators into their general planning and reporting cycles. In less-
wealthy countries, multilateral financial institutions – such as the Interamerican 
Development Bank (IADB) – also exert considerable influence by tying the dis-
bursement of loans and grants to the attainment of specific targets as well as the 
introduction of generalised result-based management and reporting systems 
(Feinstein & Moreno, 2015). 

Contrary to the private sector, however, where certain reporting standards (nota-
bly those of the “Global Reporting Initiative”, GRI) have become the norm, sus-
tainability reports issued by local governments still tend to follow own, locally 
developed formats and methods (Goswami & Lodhia, 2014). The same can be said 
of public sector organisations in general. In the European Union, all large ‘public 
interest entities’ are required since 2014 to disclose ‘non-financial and diversity 
information’ at regular intervals (cf. Directive 2014/95/EU), yet organisations are 
free in the type of formats they use for this purpose.  

In sum, the drivers behind urban sustainability reporting are diverse. They in-
clude both local motivations—such as legitimacy and stakeholder engagement—
and global institutional pressures rooted in international frameworks like the 
SDGs. These developments, while empirically rich, raise further questions that 
require theoretical framing. To explore these, the next section reviews key litera-
tures, not by academic discipline but by topic. 

1.2 Urban sustainability and governance: Theoretical per-
spectives  

What does ‘city-oriented sustainability reporting’ refer to, where does it occur, 
and what do real-world actors, such as local governments and the United Nations, 
do about it? These questions have been addressed in the preceding section (1.1) 
designed to provide an accessible introduction to the topic. After this descriptive 
and largely atheoretical start, it is important to review what other researchers 
have found out about this phenomenon. Sustainability reporting at city level is a 
highly intriguing research topic because it can be – and regularly is – approached 
by scholars heading from various academic backgrounds. Mainstream disciplines 
that regularly publish about it include politics, geography, and public manage-
ment but occasionally, one can also find studies on the matter in peripheral fields 
such as sociology, health, law, business, environmental studies, and data science. 
Some literature reviews have attempted to reflect on this by computing article 
numbers per journal (e.g., Mol et al., 2024) yet a clear-cut review by discipline is 
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neither feasible nor appropriate for interdisciplinary research questions and 
multi-author publications.  

In the current case, structuring the review of the literature by topic rather than 
academic discipline is more appropriate. To provide an overview of essential the-

oretical insights on city-oriented 
sustainability reporting, six topics 
have been chosen as sub-sections 
(cf. Figure 1.3):  

Sustainability and urban develop-
ment (1.2.1); local governments and 
governance (1.2.2); sustainability 
monitoring and indicators (1.2.3); 
evaluating performance manage-
ment, accountability and participa-
tion (1.2.4); private sector reporting 
and accounting (1.2.5) and, com-
parative politics and policy diffu-
sion (1.2.6.). This list is certainly 
not exhaustive yet allows to sum-
marise key insights from various 
disciplines whilst also preparing the 
ground for the subsequent identifi-
cation of knowledge gaps. 

Figure 1.3  Academic fields offering relevant insights 

 

1.2.1 Sustainability and urban development 
To better understand reporting processes, it is useful to first review the broader, 
underlying concepts of sustainability and urban development. As mentioned in 
Section 1.1.3, sustainability has become a mainstream, internationally accepted 
policy objective since the 1990s. Currently, numerous local and national govern-
ments, international organisations, civil society groups and businesses agree on 
its desirability. In policy frameworks as well as political science debates, the terms 
‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are often used interchangeably. 
The latter has been in use with since the 1980s (Moldan et al., 2012). A case in 
point is the ubiquitous, often-cited definition by the Brundtland report (titled 
“Our Common Future”) of sustainability as "development that meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs" (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43).  
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This interchangeable use makes explicit that sustainability is not a static state but 
a dynamic, future-oriented equilibrium between Earth’s carrying capacity and the 
fulfilment of human needs. This creates inherent tensions, as numerous interests 
and constraints must be balanced amid changing circumstances, without cer-
tainty or consensus about the optimal equilibrium. It also deserves mentioning 
that the adoption of the term ‘sustainable development’ is contested by some 
scholars who repudiate it as weakening the environmental discourse or even as a 
case of capture by capitalist lobbies pushing the rhetoric of ‘green’ business 
(Springett & Redclift, 2017). However, it has been argued that ”while scientists 
are endlessly discussing the details, practitioners seem to be finding their way in 
the forest of opinions” (Vermeulen, 2018, p. 60) since there is a broad consensus 
that sustainability is: i) a key international policy objective, and ii) fundamentally 
concerned with the core elements of  “people, planet, and prosperity” (PPP). 

The thinking about sustainability is of course much older than the 1990s. The 
concept’s roots in the literature  can be traced back to 1713, when the German 
mining administrator von Carlowitz published about Nachhaltigkeit (the Ger-
man word for sustainability) in the context of forests affected by mines  (Halla, 
2021). In 1798, English economist Thomas Malthus argued that unabated growth 
would eventually cause all populations to succumb to famine and disease. An-
other publication with wide repercussions was the book Limits to Growth by the 
‘Club of Rome’ in 1972. Based on computer modelling applied to population in-
crease, agricultural production, resource depletion, industrial output, and pollu-
tion, the authors concluded that while populations grow exponentially, technol-
ogy to increase resource efficiency only grows linearly, leading to unsustainable 
scarcity (Roseland et al., 2024).  

Sustainability as a concept is thus not new. However, what changed is that von 
Carlowitz studied it within the localised ecosystems of specific forests, whereas 
people, researchers, and policymakers now discuss sustainability in terms of 
global level ecosystems and threats.  At the same time, the local level and urban 
development issues have come to play a decisive role in any discussion on global 
sustainability. According to the UN Secretary General, “our struggle for global 
sustainability will be won or lost in cities” (United Nations, 2012). This is because 
the world is rapidly urbanising, with over 55 % of the world’s population already 
living in cities, a figure projected to increase to about 70% by 2050 (Sharifi et al., 
2024). City-dwellers also play key roles in economic networks, consumption 
trends, and sociocultural influences. They are connected to the rest of the world 
as cities are hardly ever self-sufficient but rely on their hinterland for the import 
of resources and the discharge of waste; as such, the term ‘urban sustainability’ 
arguably is an oxymoron, i.e., a self-contradiction (Rees, 1997). In the sustaina-
bility literature, the interplay between urban and rural systems is an important 
dimension in terms of so-called ‘spillover effects’ (Liu et al., 2018). 
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Cities also receive attention from (international) policymakers as local govern-
ments are seen as more innovative than national governments, making them 
more likely to spearhead transformative sustainability actions. They are consid-
ered to be in a better position to agree on cooperative solutions because they rely 
to a greater extent on face-to-face communication, which is conducive to building 
trust and reciprocity among stakeholders (Fuhr et al., 2018). Cities are also seen 
as spaces for experimentation (Kampfmann et al., 2024). On the basis of political 
will, behaviour change, experimentation, and technological developments, some 
trends towards environmental sustainability can also be discerned; prime ad-
vancements concern the increased use of renewable energy, ‘water-passive’ build-
ings, and improvements in waste collection (van der Heijden, 2014). 

How to approach urban sustainability? According to Kremer et al. (2019), five 
main lines of thinking have been dominant in recent decades. Table 1.2 summa-
rises the origins and main concepts of these approaches. Historical precedents 
include the ‘Garden Cities’ concept that urban planners promoted a century ago 
(cf. Joss, 2015), the eco-city approach, economic theories, social justice move-
ments, and sustainability management concepts. Sustainability management has 
gained prominence, with some of its principles incorporated into international 
policy frameworks. This is the case of the Brundtland report (“Our Common Fu-
ture”) and the “Triple Bottom Line” concept distinguishing “people, planet, and 
profit” which has had significant influence on private sector reporting (cf. 1.2.5). 

Table 1.2.  Origins of urban sustainability theories  
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Underneath the surface of widespread allegiance to the global ideal of sustaina-
bility, one can thus find substantial differences in terms of concrete visions and 
policies. For the technologically-minded, a ‘sustainable city’ shows stark resem-
blance to a ‘smart city’ (de Jong et al., 2015; Schraven et al., 2021); for an envi-
ronmentalist, urban sustainability is about preserving natural resources and ‘na-
ture-based solutions’ (Tozer et al., 2020); from an anthropocentric perspective, 
urban sustainability refers to a conception of sustainability centred on the funda-
mental needs of individuals and ‘quality of life’ whereas from an “integrated per-
spective, urban sustainability means planning the city’s future development so 
that its environmental impact is low and its offerings in terms of housing, work, 
mobility and public services remain attractive for households and businesses” 
(Tanguay et al., 2023, p. 104608). For some, urban sustainability also equals ur-
ban resilience, whereas others (cf. Elmqvist et al., 2019) argue that sustainability 
is essentially a normative and positive concept that requires “reducing unwanted 
resilience” and lock-ins such as urban poverty.  

In summary, urban sustainability is a contested concept that is even more com-
plex and challenging to ‘implement’ (Krantz & Gustafsson, 2021; Zeemering, 
2018). The complexity derives from the need to coordinate diverse scales ranging 
vertically from the international to the very local whilst working horizontally with 
multiple city actors on numerous issues, including citizen participation, ecosys-
tem services, behaviour change, technology, goals, and measurements (cf. Table 
1.2). In the academic literature, all these factors and arrangements are often re-
ferred to under the heading of (local) ‘sustainability governance’, which the fol-
lowing section addresses. 

1.2.2 Local governments and governance  
Cities are a key unit of analysis in this project, yet they are often more diffuse 
constructs than commonly perceived. In particular, metropolitan areas usually 
have no clear boundaries but are governed by a web of local governments and 
other institutions, with overlapping jurisdictional scales. In the case of Mexico, 
for example, the city proper has about 9 million inhabitants and the metropolitan 
area 22 million. City or ‘community’ boundaries may be defined administratively, 
functionally (e.g., service catchment areas), or psychologically, based on resi-
dents’ perceptions (Sharifi, 2016). In legal and practical terms, cities hardly ever 
correspond neatly to a single ‘local government’ and therefore not be equated in 
comparative studies. Instead, some researchers prefer referring to ‘local authori-
ties’ which include (democratically elected) local governments as well as other 
governmental institutions. Furthermore, cities are generally in complex and con-
tentious relationships with higher levels of government (Klopp & Petretta, 2017), 
depending on the polity or the political system in each country.  

The dominant mode of urban development generates unsustainable sprawl and 
other externalities that city governments—typically responsible for land use and 

1

Introduction



16 
 

spatial planning—must address (Correia & Roseland, 2022). In many countries, 
sustainability entered the city-level policy discourse through governmental plan-
ning departments, as these tend to be in charge of land use and the provision of 
public transport; other local governments recognised threats from global climate 
change and reconsidered their responsibility for carbon emissions, urban ecol-
ogy, and environmental management (Zeemering, 2018). Most city governments 
have legal frameworks and certain policies in place about sectors that are perti-
nent to sustainability, such as water, housing, land use, climate change, transport, 
and economic development (Sharifi et al., 2024).  

Another important aspect for sustainability reporting is that each local govern-
ment faces choices about how to strategise and organise its work internally. De-
pending on legal competencies, institutional capacity, and organisational ‘ma-
turity’, a municipality may adopt a broad systems perspective on sustainability. 
This, however, brings about complexity, which is why less experienced munici-
palities may find it easier to develop sustainability initiatives as separate projects 
running in parallel to overall management (Krantz & Gustafsson, 2021). A study 
of over 600 municipalities in the United States found that most adopted short-
term goals in an ad hoc manner without integrated, long-term goals (Liao et al., 
2020). Lastly, it has been observed that many cities (especially yet not only in 
developing countries) lack information about relevant trends, threats, and oppor-
tunities that would allow them to develop comprehensive sustainability strategies 
for local governments and other actors.  

International institutions, including the UN-affiliated Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN), call for a ‘data revolution’ that leverages technology, 
appropriate indicators, and enhanced data management capacities (Klopp & 
Petretta, 2017; SDSN, 2019). Until this has changed, the transformative potential 
of cities must not be overstated because local governments have limited capacities 
and resources, especially in the Global South. Researchers warn that without 
stronger local government institutions, the SDGs will not be met in most devel-
oping countries (Nunes Silva, 2020).  

How can cities then be supported to work more effectively regarding urban sus-
tainability? Some scholars and activists have derived recommendations from 
studies of frontrunners (cf. Fuhr et al., 2018) and call for decentralisation, capac-
ity building, and empowerment of local governments. Other scholars focused on 
legal innovations, such as new taxes and tradeable land development permissions 
(Correia & Roseland, 2022). However, there are no universal recipes, and local 
contexts need to be considered. As one researcher quipped, “in developing econ-
omies, cities develop too rapidly for new legislation and regulation to be mean-
ingful; in developed economies, cities develop too slowly for new legislation and 
regulation to be meaningful” (van der Heijden, 2014, p. 3). 
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While adequate and effective local government strategies and capacities are es-
sential for sustainable development (as well as technological fixes and behaviour 
change), several researchers argue that “getting governance right” constitutes the 
“missing part of the puzzle”  (van der Heijden, 2014, p. 13). In the context of sus-
tainability reporting, governance is important as it provides a useful lens to study 
the relationship between various urban stakeholders.  

What is governance? Governance, like sustainability, has gained prominence in 
political science and policymaking since the 1990s, with varied meanings. It can 
simply refer to the activity of governing (‘Governance,’ n.d.)—in principle even 
for criminal organisations. However, in policy sciences, the term is not just de-
scriptive but also has normative connotations alluding to ‘good governance’. One 
oft-cited definition explains governance “as a process of – more or less institu-
tionalised – interaction between public and/or private entities aiming at the re-
alisation of collective goals” (Lange et al., 2013, p. 406). In this definition, the 
allusion to a ‘collective goal’ makes governance a value-laden affair. For the cur-
rent research project, this definition is useful since sustainability represents a col-
lective goal and requires cooperation between i) geographical layers and levels 
and ii) governmental and nongovernmental actors.  

Concerning geographical levels, one must bear in mind that sustainability transi-
tions necessarily require concerted action countries, cities, neighbourhoods and 
citizens. Much sustainability research legitimately focuses on a particular scale, 
such as international policy objectives or perhaps behaviour changes and aware-
ness among citizens or businesses. Interestingly, some scholars argue that neigh-
bourhoods – rather than cities – constitute the most ‘efficient’ spatial scale for 
urban sustainability transitions.  

Figure 1.4, adapted from Rey, Laprise and Lufkin (2022) visualises the spatial 
scales relevant for sustainability transitions, emphasizing the efficiency of the 
neighbourhood scale. For buildings and neighbourhoods, professional bodies 
have also developed several technically-minded sustainability frameworks (e.g., 
BREEAM and LEED), leading to ratings and certifications (Joss & Rydin, 2018). 
As the review of sustainability indicators (cf. Section 1.2.3) will show, many mon-
itoring systems are also designed to allow for the (georeferenced) aggregation and 
disaggregation of data in order to visualise the interplay between scales and the 
contribution of, say, certain neighbourhoods to city-level trends.  
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Figure 1.4.  Spatial scale for sustainability transitions as proposed by Rey et al. 
(2022) 

Concerning the second major aspect of urban governance –  multi-stakeholder 
cooperation – one large research project comparing several world cities con-
cluded that “in many local authorities, there is no shortage of ambitions in sus-
tainability work” and that “political will, coherent governance, and strong formal 
partnerships between public sector, private sector and civil society actors are key 
ingredients” (Valencia et al., 2019, p. 20). In a similar vein, a group of researchers 
studying the implementation of the SDGs in world cities found that three central 
governance challenges are: “(i) cultivating collective action by creating inclusive 
decision spaces for stakeholder interaction across multiple sectors and scales; (ii) 
making difficult trade-offs, focusing on equity, justice and fairness; and (iii) en-
suring mechanisms exist to hold societal actors to account regarding decision-
making, investment, action, and outcomes” (Bowen et al., 2017, p. 91)1. Several 
dimensions in this list – in particular, stakeholder interaction, accountability, ac-
tion, and outcomes – are directly relevant for the topic of city-oriented sustaina-
bility reporting.  

 
1 On the question of why some cities are recognised as leaders for environmental innova-
tions, researchers identified five key drivers: i) high capacities combined with high prob-
lem pressure, ii) a well-functioning local democracy, iii) an enabling policy framework 
such as substantial legal competencies for the municipality, iv) socioeconomic conditions 
(e.g., a concerned civil-society), and v) local leadership such as a mayor with political au-
thority (Fuhr et al., 2018). 
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How to pursue effective governance arrangements? As key architects of local sus-
tainability governance, local governments or authorities can pursue various strat-
egies at the city level. One approach to distinguish modes of action concerns ‘gov-
ernance styles’ (i.e., hierarchical, market-based, network-based, etc.), which each 
have both strengths and weaknesses regarding sustainability transitions 
(Meuleman & Niestroy, 2015). Van der Heijden (2014) proposes three govern-
ance approaches available to local governments: (i) direct regulatory interven-
tions (e.g., statutory regulations, taxes, subsidies); (ii) collaborative governance 
(networks, partnerships, covenants); and (iii) voluntary programmes and mar-
ket-driven governance (benchmarking, certification, contests, sustainable pro-
curement). The latter, market-based approach has been pushed significantly in 
many countries by the New Public Management paradigm of the 1990s (cf. Sec-
tion 1.2.4).  

According to other authors, “the classic mix of instruments in sustainability gov-
ernance” (Ekardt, 2024) refers to regulations, subsidies, planning law, and infor-
mational approaches leading to “a mix of compulsion and voluntarism” (Fenton 
& Gustafsson, 2017, p. 129). In terms of these two mixes, sustainability reporting 
belongs to the category of informational governance instruments. In most coun-
tries it is still voluntary (cf. Section 1.1.3.) yet municipalities and other public sec-
tor institutions are under increasing pressure and sometimes legally obliged to be 
more forthcoming in disclosing indicator data and accountability-relevant infor-
mation.  

To sum up, for sustainable development at city level, local governments are im-
portant actors yet by far from omnipotent; depending on many contextual varia-
bles, they have some direct policy influence and a role to play in organizing local 
sustainability governance vertically, horizontally, and internally within the public 
administration. Sustainability reporting can be considered as a tool of informa-
tional governance.  

1.2.3 Sustainability monitoring and indicators  
As explained in the previous sections, sustainability reporting is essentially about 
describing and disclosing goals, actions, and outcomes. Furthermore, various ur-
ban sustainability theories rely on the continuous use of measurements (cf. Table 
1.2 and Kremer et al. 2019), and policymakers call for a ‘data revolution’ (SDSN, 
2019) to help cities. Therefore, a closer examination of theories and concepts of 
sustainability assessment is warranted. 

For goal-setting and reporting, indicators are recurring and key components. In 
the field of urban sustainability assessment, indicator-based frameworks have 
been found to be much more prevalent than, for example, rating systems, or prin-
ciple-based frameworks  (Cohen, 2017). So, what exactly are indicators? A tech-
nical definition (Halla & Merino-Saum, 2022, p. 14) explains indicators as: 
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multifaceted constructs ideally composed of: (1) a label; (2) a unit of 
measurement; (3) a definition; (4) accessible data; (5) a reference point; 
and (6) its anchoring in a particular conceptual framework (i.e. the cate-
gories and the concept with which it is associated). This last element dif-
ferentiates an indicator from a metric, which can be seen as a ‘generic’ or 
‘raw’ indicator without any concrete meaning.  

In practice, however, indicators are defined in a myriad of ways. For some, an 
indicator is merely a source of data; for others, the term is almost equivalent to 
‘goal’, for example when practitioners talk about “bringing some city’s inequality 
indicators down to the national average”. What most people tend to agree upon 
is that indicators are metrics that allow quantifying and simplifying complex so-
cial phenomena (Thomas et al., 2020), and as such they are very common tools 
employed to assess the performance of institutions including local governments.  

According to Ramos (2019), despite the diversity of methods and tools to assess 
sustainability, indicator-based approaches are most commonly used since they: 
(i) can be selected for specific situations and needs; (ii) can be identified by stake-
holders using a set of criteria; (iii) can enable a simplified representation of sus-
tainability; and (iv) can support policy and  management  decisions  by  providing  
relevant  performance information. Indicators are multi-use and can help in “as-
sessing and benchmarking conditions and trends across space and time, moni-
toring progress toward goals and targets, informing planning and decision-mak-
ing, raising awareness, encouraging political and behavioural changes, promoting 
public participation, and improving communication” (Klopp & Petretta, 2017, p. 
94). Their appeal to decision-makers and managers stems from the rise of ‘new 
managerialism’ and ‘dashboard governance’ in recent decades (Thomas et al., 
2020). Adherents also make the case that the current plague of ‘fake news’ and 
‘post-truth realities’ can be countered by data: According to Bell and Morse, 
(2018b, p. 1),  “we have never been so much in need of indicators to assess, in an 
impartial and confirmable manner, the outlines of our changing, developing, re-
silient, and threatened world”. Naturally, the popularity of data-based ap-
proaches has historical roots too; in American cities, so-called community indi-
cator systems based on social surveys emerged around 1910, and ‘Gross Domestic 
Product’ (GDP) as a measure of economic performance famously became popular 
after the Great Depression (Phillips, 2003). 

In the context of performance evaluation, one frequently encounters indicator ty-
pologies. Most popular is the distinction between inputs, outputs, outcomes, and 
impacts, which is also known as ‘results chain’ or ‘pipeline logic model’ and rep-
resents a key tool in ‘results-based management’ (Lewis, 2015). Consider the case 
of a local government setting up and then measuring the progress of a set of ac-
tivities aimed at improving local air quality. As visualised in Table 1.3 (adapted 
from Huovila et al. 2019), the local government in question can conceptualise and 
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measure its activities – such as the procurement of tree seedlings – as ‘inputs’, 
then count the number of effectively planted trees as ‘outputs’, and measure the 
(increased) amount of urban tree coverage as ‘outcomes’, before hopefully being 
able to observe improvements in air quality as ‘impact’. As also explained in Table 
1.3, input and process indicators are used for planning and monitoring purposes, 
whereas outputs can only be assessed post-implementation (i.e. after trees have 
been planted); the assessment of outcomes and impacts requires yet larger 
timespans. However, with increasing temporal and causal distance from the in-
tervention, the challenge of establishing attribution becomes more pronounced. 

Table 1.3  Typology of indicators  

Type of indi-
cator 

What is measured? Type of assessment When to use? 

Input Resources Planning  Planning of re-
sources 

Process Implementation of ac-
tivities 

Quality assessment Monitoring of imple-
mentation  

Output Effectiveness of im-
plementation  

Short-term monitor-
ing 

Reporting on imme-
diate progress 

Outcome To which extent did 
the activities reach 
their objectives? 

Mid-term evaluation  Reporting on inter-
mediate results 

Impact What was achieved 
by the intervention? 

Long-term evaluation  Reporting on real 
impacts or perfor-
mance 

 

There is a general consensus that impact indicators are most relevant for the final 
assessment of success. On the other hand, the combined use of indicators ad-
dressing inputs, process, outputs and outcomes helps to capture progress at dif-
ferent time scales (Huovila et al., 2019). Further, the action of discussing indica-
tors, distinguishing short-term and long-term goals, and subsequent monitoring 
is in itself a societal activity serving (collaborative) policy formulation, planning 
and implementation (Vermeulen, 2018).  

What many practitioners as well as some researchers ignore or underestimate, 
however, is the growing ‘attribution gap’ that is inherent in this simplistic, linear 
input-impact typology. In the case of the tree planting example, the counting of 
seedlings and monitoring of ‘input indicators’ is relatively straightforward. How-
ever, how can a city know whether long-term changes in air quality have anything 
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to do with the planting of trees? Perhaps the observed air quality improvements 
are actually due to other factors (such as national car emission regulations or the 
closing of a polluting factory in a neighbouring town); it is equally conceivable 
that air quality has deteriorated yet that the municipal tree planting project actu-
ally had positive impacts nonetheless since air quality would even be worse with-
out the additional trees. As shown in Figure 1.5, the complexity of assessment 
(due to time lags and lower sphere of control) is generally much higher for impact 
than for input indicators. In terms of language use, it is generally appropriate to 
talk about the ‘measuring’ of input indicators if these can easily be counted. This 
does not apply to impact, however, which can hardly ever be ‘measured’ in isola-
tion. Instead, impact can only be ‘assessed’ via a careful analysis of long-term data 
trends and the study of various contributions including well-intended activities 
yet also many other confounding factors.  

 

Figure 1.5  Attribution gap associated with indicator types 

 

In addition to the input-impact typology – which is highly popular but often mis-
used and underestimated in terms of its complexity – one can of course also dis-
tinguish indicators by sustainability-relevant sector (e.g., health, environment, 
economy)2. Furthermore, there is some debate among researchers and practi-
tioners about whether indicators are necessarily quantitative. The SDGs also con-
tain some qualitative indicators, for example about the presence and absence (or 
degree of implementation) of governmental policies. According to several 

 
2 In environmental management, the DPSIR model (distinguishing problems and rele-
vant indicators in terms of “drivers, pressures, state, impact, and response”) is contested 
but highly influential (Carnohan et al., 2023).  
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used and underestimated in terms of its complexity – one can of course also dis-
tinguish indicators by sustainability-relevant sector (e.g., health, environment, 
economy)2. Furthermore, there is some debate among researchers and practi-
tioners about whether indicators are necessarily quantitative. The SDGs also con-
tain some qualitative indicators, for example about the presence and absence (or 
degree of implementation) of governmental policies. According to several 

 
2 In environmental management, the DPSIR model (distinguishing problems and rele-
vant indicators in terms of “drivers, pressures, state, impact, and response”) is contested 
but highly influential (Carnohan et al., 2023).  
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researchers, policy-based indicators, in general, are underused and under-re-
searched (Dhakal & Imura, 2003; Huovila et al., 2019).  

A further point of contention is the role of subjective data sources. The OECD’s 
Better Life Index, for example, contains a combination of objective and subjective 
indicators, for example, homicide rates, and survey data on the question “Do you 
feel safe walking alone at night in the city or area where you live?” (Zinkernagel 
et al., 2018). What the OECD also does in its ranking of countries is to integrate 
both indicators into an aggregate, composite indicator or index called ‘safety’. But 
is such aggregation appropriate? In the logic of all indicators being metrics that 
simplify complex social phenomena, one can argue that such aggregation is a nec-
essary next step. According to a review article, ”there has been a gradual shift in 
emphasis in the development of the various environmental and sustainable de-
velopment indicators — from descriptive through performance to composite in-
dicators” (Lehtonen et al., 2016, p. 3). The price, however, is increasing opacity, 
which some researchers explicitly warn against: “Aggregation is evil when it gives 
mediatic power to numbers that do not deserve it” (cf. Bell & Morse, 2018b, p. 7).  

For the selection of appropriate indicators, another important debate concerns 
the question of whether indicators should be standardised, and as such defined 
‘top-down’, or developed ‘bottom-up’, according to local needs and stakeholder 
input. Researchers observe that in response to the emergence of numerous ‘green 
city’ assessments there currently is a “a data standardisation revolution in cities”, 
where ‘‘invasive technification’’ has “tempted many cities to set aside pre-existing 
participatory and locally tailored data systems to take advantage of Big Data and 
standardised measures” (Moreno Pires et al., 2017, p. 3). One key advantage of 
standardisation is that it allows for comparisons and benchmarking; its down-
side, however, is: i) the risk of being inappropriate for local conditions and ii) the 
missed opportunity of indicator discussions as a tool for stakeholder engagement 
and local empowerment (Estevez et al., 2021; Reed et al., 2006). Each city is 
unique in its context, yet local authorities generally lack resources to develop and 
maintain tailor-made indicator systems; possible ways to deal with this issue are 
to apply adjustment weights to standardised indicators or to add bespoke indica-
tors to universal sets if needed (Sharifi, 2019). For the time being, “the literature 
on standardised frameworks of city indicators is surprisingly scarce” (Huovila et 
al., 2019, p. 89) and “what constitutes an appropriate balance between the stand-
ard aspects of urban sustainability frameworks and the local variation of particu-
lar applications remains an open discussion (Bell & Morse, 2018b, p. 7).  

It is evident, then, that selecting indicators involves navigating multiple para-
doxes, dilemmas, and trade-offs that Lehtonen (2015, p. 92) describes in terms of 
the following tensions:  

• deductive  versus  inductive  approaches;   
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• use of indicators as inputs for the design and implementation of public 
policies versus as tools for monitoring and evaluation; 

• international comparability versus national/regional/local relevance; 
• description versus prescription; 
• academic  versus  practitioner emphasis,  i.e. whether an indicator 

should be defined by its scientific quality or practical usefulness.   

For sustainability monitoring (as the ongoing tracking of trends) and reporting 
(as a one-off or periodic activity), selecting appropriate indicators is a quintes-
sential design step yet arguably overrated. The entire debate is “creator-led” with 
far too little input from consumers of sustainability indicators (Bell & Morse, 
2018b). Too much emphasis goes to the final product, despite growing evidence 
of the importance of indicator production processes (Lehtonen, 2015). The ques-
tions of reporting frequency and authorship – mentioned as key issues of interest 
in the Introduction (cf. Section 1) – are hardly ever addressed in extant research. 
However, these issues are important to explore since indicator initiatives are of-
ten short-lived. As mentioned above (cf. Section 1.1.2), many urban indicator pro-
jects were created in the – probably naive – hope of immediate policy relevance 
and discontinued when this did not materialise. Many scholars therefore call for 
other researchers and practitioners to pay much more attention to the question 
of information usage. According to long-term observers, gradual shifts can be ob-
served in the field of sustainability indicators. Lehtonen (2015) discerned three 
camps of “true believers, critics and doubters, and pragmatic sceptics”. In a sim-
ilar vein, Holman (2009, p. 370) lamented two main types of research articles 
that “either engage with a technocratic discourse on indicator development and 
therefore provide a rather formulaic ‘recipe-book’ of how to ‘do’ sustainable de-
velopment or they emphasise the ‘soft’, intangible outcomes of indicator pro-
grammes without ever coming to terms with how SIs affect policy or alter govern-
ance”. 

To conclude, some critics argue on the grounds of principle that ”sustainability 
indicators are not a convincing alternative to an ethical-legal normativity” 
(Ekardt, 2024, p. 1); others have begun exploring risks and downsides of indica-
tors (Lyytimäki et al., 2020). At the same time, sustainability indicator systems 
continue to proliferate. Pragmatists acknowledge that indicators are inherently 
rigid and partial representations of complex realities (Klopp & Petretta, 2017) but 
see value in continued experimentation. Experimentation and research is needed 
concerning productive governance arrangements including multi-stakeholder 
participation, the choice of indicators including policy-based ones, and actual in-
dicator uses by people in (networks of) divergent cities. 
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1.2.4 Evaluating performance, accountability and participation  
The topics covered so far – sustainability, urban development, and indicators – 
have brought to the fore several practical explanations and distinctions of rele-
vance for city-oriented sustainability reporting. On this basis, one might draw the 
lessons that (good) city governance is a complex endeavour and that the mere 
disclosure of sustainability-relevant data (via indicators) is unlikely to be of im-
mediate and long-term, sustainable, benefit for a city. After reading the preceding 
sections one might also walk away with the notion that well designed sustainabil-
ity reports constitute at best a worthwhile initiative, and at worst a harmless 
waste of effort. After all, reporting potentially contributes to performance, ac-
countability, and transparency, which are generally considered positive for soci-
ety. However, as a review of public management insights will show, there are 
many more dilemmas. 

The performance of public sector organisations including local governments, has 
been a major concern for various decades (Bouckaert & van Dooren, 2015). 
Across Western Europe, North America, and elsewhere, the topic regularly fea-
tures in public debates and has been at the origin of many institutional reforms 
since the 1990s. A central component of such reforms (including those known 
under the label of ‘New Public Management’) has been the introduction of ‘man-
agement-by-objectives’ or ‘results-based management’. This requires the formu-
lation of ‘smart’ objectives (where the acronym stands for specific, measurable, 
achievable, relevant, time-bound), the identification of suitable indicators, and, 
subsequently continuous measurements. This approach is meant to allow organ-
isations achieve three functions (Van Dooren et al., 2015), namely to: i) steer and 
control (management), (ii) improve (learning), and (iii) justify actions (account-
ability). This logic has been copied from the private sector and is now embodied 
in public sector organisations and has permeated the public consciousness in 
many countries (Pollitt, 2013). International institutions such as development 
banks (and the UN via frameworks such as the SDGs) also promote it, and the 
concept resonates with the broader, positivist concept of ‘evidence-based policy-
making’ (Boaz & Nutley, 2015; Cairney & Oliver, 2017; Parkhurst, 2017). 

Does it work? According to reviews, the performance management literature is 
divided about whether performance information and performance measurement 
actually lead to better quality of service delivery; one key constraint is again – just 
as in the case of sustainability indicators – the lack of data use by intended users 
including politicians, professionals and citizens (Van de Walle & Cornelissen, 
2014). Well-established, however, is the observation that implementing results-
based management is fraught with complexity and brings certain downsides too. 
At a purely economic level, the costs of data collection and analysis and the pro-
liferation of monitoring and evaluation activities has led to an increase in bureau-
cratisation (De Bruijn, 2002). More importantly, no matter how well intentioned 
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a measurement system is, it will inevitably have unintended consequences or 
‘perverse effects’. In a seminal paper about the “unintended consequences of pub-
lishing performance data in the public sector”, Smith (1995) identified the follow-
ing eight phenomena in British institutions3:  

• Developing a tunnel vision (focusing on measured indicators to the ex-
clusion of other important aspects); 

• Suboptimisation (pursuit of local objectives at the expense of organisa-
tional objectives); 

• Myopia (pursuit of short-term targets at the expense of long-term objec-
tives); 

• Measure fixation (an emphasis on measures/indicators rather than the 
underlying objective); 

• Misrepresentation (manipulation of data); 
• Misinterpretation (the data is interpreted incorrectly); 
• Gaming (manipulation of behaviour); 
• Ossification (loss of flexibility and innovation due to rigid indicators). 

Measuring (and reporting) public sector performance is thus neither straightfor-
ward nor necessarily a benign affair. What about accountability and transpar-
ency? The term accountability –  which has bookkeeping origins and no exact 
equivalent in many world languages – nowadays refers to “a relationship between 
an actor and a forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify 
his or her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgement, and the 
actor may face consequences” (Bovens, 2007, p. 450). Accountability thus ex-
tends beyond performance and concerns all types of ‘conduct’ – both action and 
inaction4. This is highly relevant for (sustainability) reporting because good, sub-
stantial reports address and describe not only data but also institutional strate-
gies and achievements.  

In this way, however, any well-intended strife for accountability also leads to un-
intended consequences. Just as in the case of performance measurement, the pro-
duction of accountability-relevant information (e.g., in reports) has economic 
costs and may lead to ‘accountability overloads’ (Halachmi, 2014). The higher the 
threat of sanctions – an inherent aspect of accountability – the higher the risk 

 
3 Other researchers have clustered unintended consequences under slightly different la-
bels. Concerning the act of target-setting (as opposed to monitoring and publishing per-
formance data), well-documented phenomena include the ratchet effect (a disincentive to 
perform above the set target for fear it will be raised), the threshold effect (those already 
exceeding the target have no incentive to keep over performing), and output distortion 
(people only do what is measured, even if something else is more effective) (Lewis, 2015). 
4 Since performance  measurement is supposed to help organisations render account 
about their efficient use of resources, some scholars also use the term ‘performance ac-
countability’ (Van de Walle & Cornelissen, 2014). 
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that the accountability arrangement stifles flexibility and discourages innovation 
(De Bruijn, 2002).  

Triggered by Anglo-Saxon examples, many countries have witnessed an ‘audit ex-
plosion’ (as coined by Power in 1994) in the previous decades and now have a 
plethora of mechanisms, including teaching audits, clinical audits, forensic au-
dits, environmental audits (Grossi et al., 2020). Ironically, several reforms were 
initiated with the explicit objective of increasing (and regaining) public trust in 
government, yet polls about that matter hardly show long-term improvements. 
Some scholars go as far to suggest that the transition from a ‘representative’ to a 
‘monitory’ democracy (Flinders, 2011, p. 595) – based on, for example, constitu-
tional watchdogs, audit processes, ethical guardians, and freedom of information 
legislation –  has actually contributed to the erosion of public support for political 
processes and institutions. 

As explained earlier (cf. Section 1.1.1), city-oriented sustainability reporting is not 
an exclusive domain of local governments. Instead, it is sometimes initiated and 
run by civil society organisations or public-private joint ventures. Such modern, 
‘network-based governance’ arrangements bring their own accountability chal-
lenges that are underexplored empirically (Mees & Driessen, 2019) but may also 
help counter the perennial problem of lack of use.  

Participation in the design phase is expected to increase feelings of ownership, 
‘data literacy’, and engagement with the emerging results (M. Cohen et al., 2015). 
There are some documented links between community indicator projects and 
governmental performance systems (de Lancer Julnes, 2006) and efforts to have 
citizens participate in performance measurement (Ammons & Madej, 2017; Kroll 
et al., 2019). Such initiatives can be conceptualised as pertaining to the larger 
field of ‘social accountability’ (Joshi & Houtzager, 2012) as well as ‘participatory 
and deliberative processes’ (PDPs), which constitute a burgeoning field of exper-
imentation and research in many countries. Participatory approaches are about 
providing citizens with actual control decisions (e.g., via referenda or participa-
tory budgeting), whereas deliberative methods focus on fostering considered 
judgments (via community assemblies, citizen’s juries, etc.). According to a recent 
review, “the literature provides mixed and limited results with respect to the abil-
ity of PDPs to promote general system-level effects on attitudes and perceptions, 
such as trust in democracy” (Spada & Paulson, 2023, p. 85). This conclusion of 
mixed evidence is arguably not surprising and likely to remain valid given the 
diversity of methods and the heterogeneity of the world’s cities (as main field of 
democratic experimentation), thus precluding grand conclusions.   

How do these insights into the into the benefits and downsides of performance 
measurement, accountability and participation bear on the evaluation of sustain-
ability reporting? In the neighbouring field of citizen initiatives, a systematic 
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literature review found that many published studies lacked methodological rigour 
and in particular a clear, theory-informed conceptualisation of effects (Igalla et 
al., 2019).  

Which effects can one – in theory – expect from sustainability reporting? In re-
cent years, many researchers (and seasoned practitioners) have come to realise 
the complexities of information use. One way to address this issue is to distin-
guish different types of use. Based on a model developed by Weiss (1979) for re-
search and evaluation findings, Hezri (2004) developed a taxonomy of uses. This 
model, summarised in Table 1.4, distinguishes ‘instrumental use’ (rational, posi-
tive, tied to decision-making) from conceptual uses (related to learning) as well 
as three types of less rational uses, including political, symbolic, and tactical.  

Table 1.4  Taxonomy of indicator and information uses 

 Degree of rationality 

Nature of response High Low 

Positive Instrumental use 

• Use for action 
and decision-
making 

Political use 

• Ammunition to support 
pre-determined use 

• Discursive use 
Ordinary Conceptual use 

• Use for enlight-
enment and 
learning 

Symbolic use 

• Ritualistic assurance 

Negative Non-use Tactical use  

• Delaying or substituting 
action 

• Deflecting criticism 
 

The boundaries between types of use and influence are, of course, not clear-cut; 
what one may genuinely regard as ‘instrumental’ may another regard as ‘political’. 
However, the model has become very influential in research on sustainability in-
dicators and monitoring initiatives (Bell & Morse, 2018b, p. 7). Some scholars 
have proposed expanding the notion of ‘use’ by also including the notion of ‘in-
fluence’ (Lehtonen et al., 2016), and clustering  the main (potential) benefits of 
sustainability monitoring in three domains: i) instrumental use and influence 
(decision-making), ii) conceptual use and influence (learning), and iii) political-
symbolic use and influence (discourse, agenda-setting). Based on performance 
management and accountability research, one can expect main drawbacks of re-
porting in the domains of rigidity, loss of flexibility and innovation, and bureau-
cratisation in general.   
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To date, very little sustainability research has explored the actual use of indicators 
in political decision-making. There are some conceptualisations about sustaina-
bility indicators in relation to: i) the ‘policy cycle’ model (Lehtonen, 2015; Sea-
ford, 2013) and ii) municipal management (Krantz & Gustafsson, 2021; Park & 
Krause, 2021; Zeemering, 2018). Hardly studied empirically, however, are the 
benefits and downsides including ‘perverse’ effects of sustainability indicators in 
political decision-making and performance management of local governments.  

In this context, extant research has also made insufficient use of more fine-
grained insights and models emerging from the study of performance manage-
ment in different policy sectors. More than 30 years ago, Wilson (1991) proposed 
a typology of public sector organisations according to the ’observability’ of their 
outputs and outcomes. In this model – visualised in Table 1.5, adapted from van 
Dooren et al. (2015) – tax authorities are examples of organisations with  observ-
able outputs (e.g., the amount of tax filings) and observable outcomes (e.g., over-
all revenues). The work of mental health counsellors can also be related to certain 
outputs (e.g., the number of patients attended), but their desired outcomes (e.g., 
wellbeing) are difficult to observe and attribute. In the case of general practition-
ers offering a range of services, concrete outputs are hard to pin down yet certain 
outcomes (e.g., disease level of patients) are measurable. For diplomats and re-
searchers, neither outputs nor outcomes are generally observable. Another ap-
proach deserving replication is the screening of indicators in terms of ‘under-
standability’ (by lay people) and the susceptibility to gaming and cheating’ (by 
professionals), as applied by Pollitt (2011) in one study on the PISA scores and 
the WHO’s life expectancy rates. These models are – as all models – a simplifica-
tion of reality yet offer valuable insights for different organisations and indica-
tors; the better the observability and understandability of outputs and outcomes, 
the less problematic the application of performance management (and sustaina-
bility reporting) systems.  

Table 1.5  Typology of organisations according to Wilson 

 Outcomes observable? 

 Yes No 

Outputs 
observa-
ble? 

Yes Production organisations  

(e.g., mail services, tax 
collection, sanitation) 

Procedural organisations  

(e.g., military (peacetime), mental 
health counselling, youth penitentiary) 

No  Craft organisations 

(e.g., military (wartime), 
doctors, forest rangers) 

Coping organisations 

(e.g., diplomacy, intelligence, re-
search) 
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To sum up, sustainability reporting as a tool of (public) management and ac-
countability is likely to have numerous positive, intended effects as well as unin-
tended and potentially negative ones. Main potential benefits can be expected in 
the domains of better decision-making, learning, and agenda-setting, and costs 
in the realm of rigidity and ‘accountability overloads’. In evaluation research,  
many variables need to be taken into account such as the observability and ‘lay’ 
understandability of indicators (per sector and policy area) as well as people’s 
‘data literacy’ and degree of participation.  

1.2.5 Private sector accounting and reporting 
Some casual observers of sustainability reporting make the offhand observation 
that the practice is well developed in the private sector and underdeveloped in the 
public sector, implicitly suggesting that the latter should simply emulate the for-
mer. These comparisons are overly simplistic. Private sector, for-profit organisa-
tions have a different raison d’être, and their overarching goal of ‘maximising 
shareholder value’ can always be related to a monetary ‘bottom line’. By contrast, 
the public sector has far more diffuse and complex roles, values, stakeholders, 
responsibilities and criteria for success or performance (Kaur & Lodhia, 2019). 
As already mentioned (cf. Section 1.1.1), public sector organisations also tend to 
emit more information in more diverse ways (via for example, periodic reports, 
projects reports, websites, or dashboards), which raises the question of what ex-
actly counts as a sustainability report and what does not. By comparison, for busi-
ness companies one can operationalise and determine more easily whether they 
do or do not engage in the production of (annual) sustainability reports or ‘inte-
grated reports’ that include sustainability dimensions.   

Despite these systemic differences, reviewing private sector developments in 
terms of accounting practices and standards remains relevant for cities. The pri-
vate sector simply has a longer reporting history, a much larger number (‘n’) of 
organisations studied, and a larger body of research producing insights of rele-
vance for sustainability reporting in general. One recent review examined 1,283 
academic articles published in 54 journals between 2014 and 2020 and found that 
sustainability disclosure is the most frequently researched topic, studied mainly 
via archival (i.e., desk research) methods, with a substantial proportion of publi-
cations analysing listed firms in a national, predominantly European setting 
(Hsiao et al., 2022).  

Other frequent research topics include questions of motivations, i.e., why organ-
isations engage voluntarily in sustainability reporting.  In this context, a common 
critique is that firms’ actions are driven by impression and reputation manage-
ment, aiming to maintain social legitimacy rather, than a genuine commitment 
to  sustainability. For others, this is not a contradiction as practices can be both 
symbolic and substantive (Sheehy & Farneti, 2021).  
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terms of accounting practices and standards remains relevant for cities. The pri-
vate sector simply has a longer reporting history, a much larger number (‘n’) of 
organisations studied, and a larger body of research producing insights of rele-
vance for sustainability reporting in general. One recent review examined 1,283 
academic articles published in 54 journals between 2014 and 2020 and found that 
sustainability disclosure is the most frequently researched topic, studied mainly 
via archival (i.e., desk research) methods, with a substantial proportion of publi-
cations analysing listed firms in a national, predominantly European setting 
(Hsiao et al., 2022).  

Other frequent research topics include questions of motivations, i.e., why organ-
isations engage voluntarily in sustainability reporting.  In this context, a common 
critique is that firms’ actions are driven by impression and reputation manage-
ment, aiming to maintain social legitimacy rather, than a genuine commitment 
to  sustainability. For others, this is not a contradiction as practices can be both 
symbolic and substantive (Sheehy & Farneti, 2021).  
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A further explanation for the spread of reporting practices is ‘institutional iso-
morphism’, which includes normative, coercive and mimetic forms (Pollitt, 
2003). In terms of norms and coercion, external pressure plays a role since sev-
eral investors, banks, and rating agencies have revised criteria for business per-
formance (Cardoni & Kiseleva, 2023). In Europe, the Corporate Sustainability 
Reporting Directive (CSRD) came into force in 2023 (replacing the Non-Financial 
Reporting Directive of 2014) and requires almost 50,000 business companies to 
disclose information on their business model and strategy, policies, risks, targets, 
and due diligence in relation to “environmental, social, and governance” (ESG) 
issues (Cardoni & Kiseleva, 2023).  

Companies use a variety of standards including those of the Global Reporting In-
itiative (GRI), the Integrated Reporting Framework (<IR>), and the Sustainabil-
ity Accounting Standards Board (SASB). However, the evolution of the GRI serves 
as a cautionary tale regarding the role of civil society. Levy, Brown and de Jong 
(2010) analysed its political trajectory and found that while the initiative was 
originally intended to empower civil society, the institutionalisation process was 
largely shaped by corporate power dynamics, ultimately prioritizing financial 
logic over genuine social accountability.  

Numerous firms also relate to the SDGs (Bebbington & Unerman, 2018). For 
some scholars, framework diversity is a strength rather than a weakness (Bose, 
2020). There also is some overlap in terminology inasmuch as the buzzwords 
‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR), ‘corporate sustainability’ and ‘ESG report-
ing’ are often treated as synonyms (Sheehy & Farneti, 2021). However, treating 
these terms as interchangeable is problematic, as neither companies nor cities 
can be ‘sustainable’ in isolation.  

The widespread uptake of sustainability reporting (or, more precisely, of ‘ESG 
disclosure’) by commercial companies has had the practical effects that numerous 
staffers (and their accountants) have gained practical experience with frame-
works, indicators, and the application of abstract formats to real-world organisa-
tions. In this context, formulating one’s organisation’s ‘scope’ is an important step 
and therefore a key object of discussion. This refers to defining an organisation’s 
reach and influence, and connects directly to the challenge of delineating out-
comes in performance-based management (cf. Figure 1.5 on the ‘attribution gap’ 
of the results chain logic).  

For the business sector, Sheehy and Farneti (2021) elaborated a visual model (cf. 
Figure 1.6) showing that firms have some leeway in defining their scope as purely 
organisational (‘weak corporate sustainability’) or looking into the spheres of na-
tional and international influence (‘strong corporate sustainability’). This line of 
thinking may also be helpful for sustainability reporting at the city level, where 
discussions of scope play out in a similar fashion. Another generic technological 
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development that is currently studied in the corporate sector and likely to affect 
sustainability reporting everywhere concerns the benefits and pitfalls of AI text 
generation (de Villiers et al., 2024).  

 

 

Figure 1.6  Scope and policy focus options for firms 

Adapted from “Corporate social responsibility, sustainability, sustainable devel-
opment and corporate sustainability: What is the difference, and does it matter?” 
by Sheehy & Farneti (2021)  

A crucial question concerns, of course, the outcomes and consequences of report-
ing. Research on private sector reporting typically focuses on three effect clusters: 
(i) financial performance, (ii) internal operations and management practices, and 
(iii) external perceptions of accountability/legitimacy. According to a recent re-
view by Hsiao et al. (2022), many studies have documented a positive association 
between sustainability accounting practices and a firm’s monetary value. Con-
cerning internal affairs, research findings typically support the argument that the 
implementation of environmental management systems improves environmental 
performance and environmental capabilities (Velte, 2022); also in firms, how-
ever, some studies found that sustainability information is underused and does 
not result in transformative changes in operations. On the question of the extent 
to which sustainability reporting benefits reputation and legitimacy, the evidence 
is mixed (Velte, 2022). As already observed 15 years ago, the phenomenon of ‘re-
porting fatigue’ can set in when disclosure becomes institutionalised, causing or-
ganisations to view the process as a burden rather than a strategic opportunity 
for change (Brown et al., 2009). 
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Should policymakers and regulators push for mandatory reporting? A major em-
pirical study addressing this question recently produced a warning. The EU’s di-
rective 2014/95/EU on non-financial reporting was introduced with the explicit 
objective of improving corporate social and environmental performance (rather 
than abstract legitimacy) and was studied as a natural experiment. De Villiers et 
al.  (2025) assessed how 358 European companies complying with the EU di-
rective performed over the long term and compared them on the basis of various 
indicators to 470 US American counterparts lacking such reporting obligations; 
the comparison showed no significant increase in social or environmental perfor-
mance in the European sample. 

To conclude, evaluating the practice and in particular the effects of sustainability 
reporting in the private sector is different from city-oriented, public sector sus-
tainability reports that take on much more diffuse forms and may serve more dif-
ferent purposes. Nonetheless, there are opportunities for cross-learning and 
cross-fertilisation, as certain aspects (e.g. the challenge of information use) play 
out in both domains. 

1.2.6 Comparative politics and adaptive policymaking 
Most models discussed thus far focus on entities such as local governments, com-
panies, and civil society organisations, implicitly treating these institutions as sta-
ble, legitimate units of observation and analysis. Much of the literature concen-
trates on what these organisations produce—or fail to produce—in terms of sus-
tainability reports, often with the unspoken assumption that current findings will 
remain valid in the near future. However, two fundamental assumptions under-
pinning this work require closer scrutiny: that institutional categories are univer-
sally applicable, and that findings hold consistently over time. In social science 
research, it is necessary to construct models using abstract variables and con-
cepts. At the same time, generalisations must be approached with caution so as 
not to obscure other critical factors. In the case of city-oriented sustainability re-
porting, two such under-addressed factors are contextual diversity across cities 
and temporal change. 

The challenge of comparative diversity requires recognising that the world's 
countries—and their cities—are too heterogeneous for universally applicable the-
ories or recommendations to be readily extracted. Acknowledging this, and not-
ing the strong publication bias favouring studies in Western, Educated, Indus-
trialised, Rich and Democratic (WEIRD) countries (Kahalon et al., 2022), many 
scholars call for expanded research in underrepresented regions. Meier et al. 
(2015, p. 20), for instance, contend that, “to advance our understanding of the 
different assessments of transparency, the framework needs to be applied differ-
ently in different countries. Previous work suggests that transparency has a dif-
ferent impact in different institutional and cultural settings“. Similarly, Grim-
melijkhuijsen and Kasymova (2015), in their comparison of the Netherlands and 
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the United States, emphasise the importance of regime type—arguing that in ma-
joritarian democracies, transparency serves to empower excluded interests, 
whereas this is less pressing in consensual systems. 

Cultural context also matters. Hood (2012), for example, suggests that perfor-
mance management through target-setting works best in ‘hierarchist’ cultures 
but poorly in those dominated by ‘fatalist’ worldviews. At the macro level, Pollitt 
and Bouckaert’s (2011) typology of politico-administrative systems—grouping 
countries into categories such as Anglo-American, Napoleonic, or Germanic—of-
fers useful, though still partial, frames of comparison. These models are most ap-
plicable to high-income nations, but certain underlying constructs (such as We-
berian notions of bureaucratic autonomy or degrees of managerial discretion) can 
inform broader global research. 

Urban governance in lower-income contexts presents a distinct set of challenges 
often overlooked in wealthier settings. These include unreliable data systems, in-
formal institutions (e.g., unregulated transport systems), and a scarcity of re-
sources to support systematic reporting (Jerven, 2013; Klopp & Petretta, 2017). 
In the literature on smart cities, one can also find pleas for “greater attention to 
reform in lower-income and corruption-riddled contexts” (Grossi et al., 2020, p. 
634). Moreover, transparency and civic space are themselves politically con-
tested. With democratic backsliding in various regions—particularly in the Amer-
icas—the role of the state and public access to information are increasingly 
fraught (Mendonça & Grandé, 2023). 

From a temporal perspective, the presence or absence of sustainability reporting 
(understood here as a periodic and public activity; see operational criteria in Ta-
ble 1.1) is relatively easy to assess. Consequently, many indicator-based studies 
have tracked the disclosure behaviours of local governments (Guerrero-Gómez et 
al., 2021; Navarro Galera et al., 2014; Navarro-Galera et al., 2017). While these 
studies offer a descriptive foundation for international comparisons, they do little 
to illuminate how reporting evolves or what effects it produces over time.  

Longitudinal studies are needed to address such dynamics. Some of this work is 
emerging through institutionalist lenses, such as research on the “institutionali-
sation of evaluation” (Stockmann et al., 2022). However, there is a risk of equat-
ing institutional expansion with improved quality. The same applies to the pro-
liferation of ‘maturity models’ that seek to assess local governments’ progress in 
areas like data governance (Kroll, 2015), open government (Ingrams, 2020; Pi-
rannejad & Ingrams, 2022), and managerial practices (Rosvall et al., 2023). 
While such conceptual frameworks can be analytically useful, they are often dif-
ficult to apply rigorously to complex, normative concepts like governance (Hey-
wood, 2015). Moreover, in international settings, the application of maturity 
scales or governance ratings is hotly contested—as is the broader pursuit of 
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identifying ‘best practices’ (Andrews, 2010; De Vries, 2010; Guinn & Straussman, 
2018). Indeed, the concept of ‘good governance’ that dominated policy debates in 
the 1990s has largely fallen out of academic favour. 

In light of these limitations, adaptation may offer a more fruitful conceptual ap-
proach to understanding sustainability reporting. Defined as “the process of 
changing to suit different conditions” (‘Adaptation’, 2024), the notion shifts at-
tention from static comparisons or normatively loaded benchmarks to context-
sensitive change and responsiveness. Adaptation implies attentiveness to com-
plexity, emergent phenomena, and local specificity. Various adaptive approaches 
have been proposed in recent literature, including adaptive policymaking 
(Walker et al., 2001), adaptive governance (Janssen & van der Voort, 2016), and 
“problem-driven iterative adaptation” (Andrews et al., 2017)—a framework that 
has gained popularity in development studies. Common features of these ap-
proaches include experimental policy implementation, rapid feedback loops, an-
ticipation of uncertainty, and deep sensitivity to contextual variation. 

To summarise, future research on sustainability reporting should prioritise com-
parative, longitudinal, and adaptive approaches. Addressing geographical and 
temporal blind spots is critical for generating more robust, transferable 
knowledge. Rather than pursuing elusive best practices, scholars and policymak-
ers should focus on how reporting practices adapt to local conditions and change 
over time. 

1.3 Knowledge gaps, research questions, and methods 
The preceding sections have introduced ‘city-oriented sustainability reporting’ as 
an empirical, real-world phenomenon (Section 1.1.) and, as a topic of research 
and theoretical interest (Section 1.2). These introductory sections provided an 
overview of the background and what is already known about the subject matter 
and where other scholars see research gaps. On this basis, the current section 
takes stock and synthesises these gaps in order to formulate appropriate research 
questions. Importantly, identifying research questions is not a matter of passive 
observation or ideas simply falling into place. Rather, it requires an active process 
of matching real-world opportunities with identified knowledge gaps. 

In response to the need to consciously carve out the research design, the descrip-
tion of knowledge gaps (Section 1.3.1) is followed by a description of the rationale 
and purpose of this dissertation (Section 1.3.2). This leads to the formulation of 
research questions (Section 1.3.3.). To answer these questions, each of the four 
empirical studies conducted with a tailor-made selection of study material and 
methods for data collection and analysis (cf. Chapters 3-6 containing a ‘methods 
section’ for each study). While each empirical study is unique, there is also a uni-
fying methodological ‘red thread’ running through the dissertation. This is 
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explained in the final sections of this introductory chapter in terms of three com-
monalities: i) All studies are longitudinal, comparative case studies (Section 
1.3.4), they ii) all employ research frameworks with common elements (Section 
1.3.5), and iii) all apply a ‘mixed methods’ research design (Section 1.3.6).  

 

1.3.1 Gaps in knowledge and extant research 
The literature review in Section 1.2 highlighted a number of research gaps and 
open questions as raised by prior scholarship. These gaps can be broadly catego-
rised into two areas: theoretical and empirical. 

• Theoretical gaps 

The literature review showed that ‘urban sustainability’ has a global appeal as 
policy aim yet is difficult to pin down conceptually (Section 1.2.1) and a complex 
matter in terms of policy implementation. Urban governance requires alignment 
in terms of vertical coordination (from citizens to the international level) and hor-
izontal cooperation (between local governments and many non-governmental 
stakeholders). Sustainability reporting is a popular tool of ‘informational govern-
ance’ (Section 1.2.2) and likely to have positive effects as intended by its propo-
nents as well as negative or ‘perverse’ ones (Section 1.2.4). What the current lit-
erature does not contain are answers to the question which design choices in 
terms of reporting content and internal governance arrangement are associated 
with which type of emerging use, benefits and drawbacks in which type of geo-
graphical and temporal context. Put differently, the four key knowledge gaps 
about (city-oriented) sustainability reporting concern the production processes 
(including content and authorship), their contextual embeddedness in time and 
place, and their varied effects—both positive and negative. 

According to a recent review (Sharifi et al., 2024, p. 146), “at the city level, there 
is a need for extensive research, especially on the best planning models that could 
be adopted to facilitate the achievement of the sustainability goals”. As already 
mentioned, questions of governance are also under-researched. Most existing 
studies are silent on the question of who is involved in city indicator and reporting 
initiatives. One study observed that European initiatives tend to be run in coop-
eration with governments and North American ones ‘at arm’s length’ (Holden, 
2013). In this light, attempts to compile ‘best-practice’ recommendations such as 
the prescription that indicator initiatives should “include a balanced mix of gov-
ernment, business and community representation” (Davern et al., 2016) appear 
rather uncritical. According to other literature reviews identifying future research 
directions, “the partnerships between the public sector and other entities (such 
as business groups or even non-governmental organisations) in relation to sus-
tainability issues and the resulting impact on sustainability accounting, reporting 
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and accountability is another worthwhile research endeavour” (Kaur & Lodhia, 
2019, p. 500).  

One major theoretical gap concerns the question of standardisation. Along with 
the mainstreaming of ‘urban sustainability’ as a global policy aim, there are many 
calls for standardisation and upscaling, for example by the United Nations and 
ISO (ISO, 2014). The main (and generally plausible) argument in favour of stand-
ardisation is that shared frameworks and methods stimulate performance and 
facilitate the transfer and diffusion of successful practices (Castellaci et al., 2005). 
Comparisons and benchmarking are important practices in this regard. However, 
what exactly should and can be standardised is contested – most organisations 
and scholars focus on the reporting of sustainability outcomes and assessments 
(i.e., sustainability indicators), suggesting that policy processes should be left lo-
cally determined. This approach fits the paradigm of outcome-oriented perfor-
mance management widely disseminated by New Public Management (NPM). At 
operational level, the link between sustainability monitoring and accountability 
constitutes an important, underexplored design question (cf. Section 1.2.4).   

Others, however, pursue the opposite line, arguing that universal indicators and 
targets are unrealistic in the face of highly divergent historical and socioeconomic 
realities (Joss, 2012). According to this line of reasoning, focusing on sustainabil-
ity-oriented processes is more productive. Adherents contend that, “what is most 
needed to accelerate and scale up innovation – particularly in the context of rapid 
urbanisation in developing global regions – is a process focus, prompting the 
need for generic, replicable protocols and tools for supporting the design, imple-
mentation and assessment of urban sustainability initiatives” (Joss et al., 2015, 
p. 9). In this approach,  an operational issue worth researching are the advantages 
and disadvantages  of making the use of tools  mandatory or voluntary for cities. 
These contradictory assertions underscore a core theoretical gap that merits fur-
ther investigation. The tension between comparability and contextual relevance 
lies at the heart of city-oriented sustainability reporting. Rather than treating 
standardisation and tailoring as mutually exclusive, this dissertation explores 
how hybrid approaches—where local adaptations are built upon broadly compa-
rable frameworks—can provide a workable balance. 

• Empirical gaps 

Two main empirical shortcomings stand out in the literature on city-oriented sus-
tainability reporting. The first concerns the geographical distribution of research. 
Urban governance studies suffer from a significant publication bias; the vast ma-
jority of studies concern developments in a select, over-represented number of 
world regions, notably Europe, North America, and Australia (Ferreira da Cruz et 
al., 2019). In the previous decade, some indicator work has been done on Asian 
cities (Krank et al., 2013; Krank & Wallbaum, 2011), but developments and 
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practices in African and Latin American cities have hardly been studied. This 
poses major problems for the validity of models and policy prescriptions inas-
much as governance is context-dependent. For practitioners designing sustaina-
bility interventions, Meuleman and Niestroy (2015, p. 12314) recommend that 
“on each relevant administrative or geographical level, governance design should 
begin with stock-taking of the governance environment, taking into account the 
specificities of each nation/region/city, i.e., analysing the existing governance ar-
rangements including what has worked historically and where are the gaps and 
obstacles”. A  systematic literature review of democratic innovations (Igalla et al., 
2019, p. 1188) also concludes that, “the field of citizen initiatives could use more 
comparative research (e.g., in different countries, continents, and among sec-
tors)”. 

The second empirical gap relates to the evolving use of sustainability reports. 
Much extant research is limited to cross-sectional snapshots, merely assessing 
disclosure patterns based on the analysis of websites and the manifest content 
(i.e., explicit and surface-level information) of publicly accessible reports. While 
this method is efficient and suitable for certain questions, it fails to capture the 
evolving use of information over time. In their influential book on sustainability 
indicators, Bell and Morse (2018b, p. 12) assert that “interest groups will always 
make selective and distorted use of indicators... Thus, we would like to see a 
greater emphasis in research on the space between production and use”. This ob-
servation aligns with the following critique from a public management perspec-
tive (Zeemering, 2018, p. 6): 

We remain uncertain about the extent to which sustainability perfor-
mance indicators contribute to social learning processes and organisa-
tional change. Often, research assesses the adoption of performance 
measures, and not the management process of performance measure use. 
To state this critique clearly, sustainability strategy and the management 
of organisational processes for the pursuit of sustainability within the or-
ganisation are often neglected. 

Presumably for economic reasons, most studies also examine sustainability re-
porting initiatives by taking a cross-sectional snapshot of disclosure (or possibly 
use and governance arrangements) at one moment in time. Considering evidence 
that indicator initiatives often change and are discontinued, a longer time frame 
exploring the evolution and adaptation of practices is likely to produce valuable 
insights. A study on city planning methods (Giles-Corti et al., 2016, p. 9) con-
cluded that, ”stronger longitudinal evidence is needed across the board, particu-
larly from natural experiment studies of policy interventions that would allow 
policy impacts to be monitored to learn what works in different  contexts, partic-
ularly in LMICs (Low and Middle Income Countries) experiencing rapid changes 
in patterns of urbanisation”. As municipal sustainability reporting is largely 

Chapter 1



38 
 

practices in African and Latin American cities have hardly been studied. This 
poses major problems for the validity of models and policy prescriptions inas-
much as governance is context-dependent. For practitioners designing sustaina-
bility interventions, Meuleman and Niestroy (2015, p. 12314) recommend that 
“on each relevant administrative or geographical level, governance design should 
begin with stock-taking of the governance environment, taking into account the 
specificities of each nation/region/city, i.e., analysing the existing governance ar-
rangements including what has worked historically and where are the gaps and 
obstacles”. A  systematic literature review of democratic innovations (Igalla et al., 
2019, p. 1188) also concludes that, “the field of citizen initiatives could use more 
comparative research (e.g., in different countries, continents, and among sec-
tors)”. 

The second empirical gap relates to the evolving use of sustainability reports. 
Much extant research is limited to cross-sectional snapshots, merely assessing 
disclosure patterns based on the analysis of websites and the manifest content 
(i.e., explicit and surface-level information) of publicly accessible reports. While 
this method is efficient and suitable for certain questions, it fails to capture the 
evolving use of information over time. In their influential book on sustainability 
indicators, Bell and Morse (2018b, p. 12) assert that “interest groups will always 
make selective and distorted use of indicators... Thus, we would like to see a 
greater emphasis in research on the space between production and use”. This ob-
servation aligns with the following critique from a public management perspec-
tive (Zeemering, 2018, p. 6): 

We remain uncertain about the extent to which sustainability perfor-
mance indicators contribute to social learning processes and organisa-
tional change. Often, research assesses the adoption of performance 
measures, and not the management process of performance measure use. 
To state this critique clearly, sustainability strategy and the management 
of organisational processes for the pursuit of sustainability within the or-
ganisation are often neglected. 

Presumably for economic reasons, most studies also examine sustainability re-
porting initiatives by taking a cross-sectional snapshot of disclosure (or possibly 
use and governance arrangements) at one moment in time. Considering evidence 
that indicator initiatives often change and are discontinued, a longer time frame 
exploring the evolution and adaptation of practices is likely to produce valuable 
insights. A study on city planning methods (Giles-Corti et al., 2016, p. 9) con-
cluded that, ”stronger longitudinal evidence is needed across the board, particu-
larly from natural experiment studies of policy interventions that would allow 
policy impacts to be monitored to learn what works in different  contexts, partic-
ularly in LMICs (Low and Middle Income Countries) experiencing rapid changes 
in patterns of urbanisation”. As municipal sustainability reporting is largely 

39 
 

voluntary, it can also be perceived as an innovation to which the following state-
ment applies: “The question whether public sector innovations last, and what de-
termines their chances of survival, remains a gap in the public management lit-
erature” (van Acker & Bouckaert, 2018, p. 1).  

In summary, the literature on city-oriented sustainability reporting remains both 
theoretically underdeveloped and empirically narrow. These shortcomings are in-
terlinked: limited geographical coverage weakens the empirical grounding of ex-
isting theories, while those theories often fail to capture context-specific dynam-
ics in less-studied political settings. How can we remedy this? In his review about 
“challenges and opportunities” for research on sustainability indicators review, 
Ramos (2019, p. 16) identifies ranks the following three approaches as most 
promising: (i) “A richer selection of case studies”, (ii) attention to the “specific 
cultural context”, and (iii) analysis of the most “adequate level of standardisa-
tion”. Bell and Morse (2018b, p. 5) add to this the consideration that, “what we 
need is a meta-analysis of sustainability indicator use experiences, but, to do this, 
we need the case studies to be peer reviewed and placed in the public domain”. In 
line with these suggestions, this dissertation sets out to carry out comparative 
case studies on i) underexplored sustainability reporting practices including is-
sues of internal governance, indicators and accountability and ii) multiple cities 
from underrepresented world regions. 

1.3.2 Research purpose and rationale 
This dissertation pursues a threefold purpose: (i) to contribute to urban sustain-
ability theory, with a particular focus on the use and usefulness of sustainability 
reporting; (ii) to generate empirical knowledge about reporting practices in un-
der-researched world regions; and (iii) to offer practical, actionable insights rel-
evant to international policymakers and urban practitioners. 

The central intellectual puzzle that guides this study concerns the causal factors 
that help explain which types of sustainability reporting systems—defined in 
terms of both content and internal governance—are most effective in specific set-
tings. These ‘settings’ refer not only to broader legal and political systems but also 
to local discourses on sustainability and the degree of stakeholder involvement. 
Insights into what works, under what conditions, and why can inform more de-
liberate design choices and clarify the trade-offs between different reporting ap-
proaches. 

This knowledge is particularly relevant for civil servants and activists engaged in 
reporting initiatives, as well as for policymakers who may consider supporting—
or mandating—specific reporting mechanisms. In this context, identifying design 
strategies that are (i) tailored to diverging purposes, (ii) capable of producing de-
sired outcomes while minimising unintended consequences, and (iii) sustainable 
over time, is of both scholarly and practical significance. 
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However, two important cautions must be acknowledged. First, political systems 
and governance arrangements are dynamic. The effectiveness of any reporting 
approach must be evaluated with awareness of such ongoing evolution; what 
works in one year may not be as effective in the next. Therefore, regular reassess-
ment of design choices is essential for practitioners. Second, in terms of theoret-
ical ambition, this dissertation does not aim to construct a universally applicable 
model. As noted by Merton in his seminal work on middle-range theories, social 
science research often oscillates between narrow case studies and overly general 
“grand theories” (Yang & Hsieh, 2007). This study aims to contribute instead to 
middle-range theorising: generating insights into sustainability reporting as a so-
cial mechanism that are grounded in empirical research, yet conceptually trans-
ferable across similar contexts. 

This approach requires strategic choices about research scope and design. As out-
lined in previous sections, the field is marked by both valuable theoretical contri-
butions (Section 1.2) and persistent knowledge gaps (Section 1.3.1). In line with 
the funnel metaphor of research design (see Figure 1.7), this dissertation narrows 
its focus through two key decisions. 

The first is a comparative case study design focusing on underexplored sustaina-
bility reporting practices across divergent socio-political systems. In response to 
calls for more comparative research, the study deliberately selects cases from two 
world regions—Europe and Latin America—that share certain democratic ideals 
but differ in institutional capacity and developmental trajectories. European cit-
ies are typically embedded in high-capacity bureaucratic systems with established 
sustainability policies, while Latin American cities, despite lower human devel-
opment indicators, display high levels of urbanisation and a notable “experimen-
talist vocation” in democratic innovation (Pogrebinschi & Ross, 2019). Politically, 
Europe is largely characterised by consensual democracies, whereas Latin Amer-
ica tends toward majoritarian regimes (Lijphart, 2012). 

The second strategic decision is to focus on the production, costs, and benefits of 
sustainability reporting, adopting a longitudinal perspective. Since the develop-
ment and use of sustainability indicators is an ongoing and evolving process, a 
snapshot approach would be insufficient. A longer-term lens is particularly ap-
propriate for studying stakeholder involvement—an important but under-re-
searched design dimension. Furthermore, this dissertation goes beyond docu-
menting disclosure patterns by investigating reporting effects in three domains: 
decision-making, learning, and public discourse (cf. Section 1.3.5). While this 
broad ambition introduces methodological complexity (cf. Section 1.3.6), it is jus-
tified by both gaps identified in the literature and calls for more nuanced studies. 

In particular, the dissertation places emphasis on two critical themes:(i) city-wide 
trend monitoring through sustainability indicators, and (ii) the assessment of 
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local government performance via accountability frameworks and policy indica-
tors. Both areas are crucial to understanding the practical value of reporting and 
offer promising ground for empirical and theoretical advancement. 

1.3.3 Research questions  
Sustainability reporting in urban contexts can be understood as a transparency 
and accountability tool. Accountability, by its nature, is a dialogic process—one 
that involves posing and responding to questions. In line with this perspective, 
and following long-standing traditions of inquiry such as the Socratic dialogue, 
this dissertation is structured around a set of explicit research questions that 
guide its empirical and theoretical contributions. The central research question 
is as follows: 

How can sustainability reporting initiatives benefit decision-
making, learning, and public awareness in the divergent con-
texts of European and Latin American cities? 

To operationalise this inquiry, and based on the rationale for a comparative and 
longitudinal case study design (cf. Section 1.3.2), four sub-questions have been 
formulated: 

1. How have sustainability reporting practices evolved in pio-
neering European city governments, and what are their ef-
fects? 

 
2. How have sustainability reporting practices by community in-

dicator initiatives evolved in selected Latin American cities, 
and what are their effects? 
 

3. What are the strengths and limitations of reporting initiatives 
addressing the sustainability policies of selected European lo-
cal governments via voluntary benchmarking? 

 
4. What are the strengths and limitations of reporting initiatives 

addressing the sustainability policies of selected Latin Ameri-
can local governments via accountability obligations? 

These questions structure the empirical investigations across the dissertation and 
enable comparative analysis of how sustainability reporting functions as a tool for 
governance in diverse socio-political environments. 

1.3.4 Commonality one: Longitudinal case studies 
As outlined in Section 1.3, the four empirical studies in this dissertation explore 
different aspects of urban sustainability reporting, yet they share a common 
methodological feature: the use of longitudinal case studies. 

To research how some ‘transparency and accountability tool’ plays out in different 
contexts, one could, in principle, conduct an experiment: Find cities willing to 
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participate, agree on a common approach, implement it, and evaluate it. For de-
veloping countries, such kind of ‘action research' is not entirely uncommon. The 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund often condition support to 
measures of financial openness and push for participatory anticorruption initia-
tives (Ingrams, 2020) and social accountability mechanisms (Fox, 2015; World 
Bank, 2017). To trial and evaluate the effectiveness of social policies, randomised 
controlled trials (RCTs) have also been implemented (Peters et al., 2018). Such 
approaches certainly have their merits but also limitations; after all, participation 
in experiments affects one’s incentives and motivations, and standardised poli-
cies disregard local contexts.  

Instead, this research adopts naturalistic case studies, which allow for in-depth 
understanding of specific practices over time. In research, a case study usually 
concerns a single phenomenon while one still wishes to generalise findings to a 
larger set of similar cases (Yin, 2018). The advantage of this approach is gaining 
in-depth knowledge and doing justice to the peculiarities of the particular case, 
which are described with accuracy; the downside are external validity concerns 
when one tries to extrapolate findings to other cases. Hypothesis testing is also 
not appropriate in general as case studies mainly serve to generate hypotheses. 
In large-N studies covering numerous cases, the pendulum swings the other way 
as generalisations have a larger evidence base whereas the peculiarities of indi-
vidual cases may be underestimated and individual data points may be less relia-
ble. 

To balance these trade-offs, each of the four studies in this dissertation is de-
signed as a cross-case comparative analysis. For two thematic areas—trend re-
porting and local government performance—cases were selected from relevant 
European and Latin American practices, using operational criteria outlined in 
Section 1.1.1 to ensure minimal comparability.  

Urban sustainability reporting remains a relatively recent phenomenon, and this 
study focuses on longitudinal effects rather than snapshot evaluations. As a re-
sult, early adopters are likely overrepresented. According to Bell and Morse 
(2018b, p. 5), studying them via “case studies can provide early examples of ex-
periences which may become general trends, weird results which provoke curios-
ity, even contradictions to the established opus of ‘truth’”. Studying frontrunners 
—sometimes termed "positive deviants" (Herington and Van de Fliert, (2018) is 
a well-established research practice yet needs to be supplemented by other stud-
ies for upscaling (Fuhr et al., 2018).  

1.3.5 Commonality two: A basic conceptual framework 
To adequately assess each case study, the reporting practice must first be ana-
lysed on its own terms. As Joss and Rydin (2018, p. 364) argue, “the application 
of urban sustainability indicators and standards necessarily has to be analysed 
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within particular local settings; at the same time, it requires attention to wider 
governance dynamics.” Accordingly, each empirical study in this dissertation is 
grounded in a custom conceptual framework and methodological approach. De-
spite contextual differences, all four studies investigate three core dimensions: (i) 
the context, (ii) the design of the reporting initiative, and (iii) its effects.  

The context is described in terms of the city’s institutional background, concur-
rent reporting practices, and changes over time5. One important design choice 
concerns the internal governance arrangement—specifically, whether the report-
ing initiative is led by a local government or by a civil society organisation. A sec-
ond key design aspect relates to content, including indicator selection and the 
modes of production and dissemination (i.e., how and through which channels 
the report is made public). The third dimension—effects—is particularly challeng-
ing to evaluate. Presumed benefits, such as accountability, are often intangible, 
and observed changes can rarely be attributed to a single factor. Causal claims are 
thus difficult to sustain. 

Although the research is guided by this explicit theoretical framework, it is im-
portant to note that several key insights—particularly regarding the 'ecological 
niche' of reporting—were refined inductively through longitudinal comparison 
across cases and over time, rather than being fully articulated ex ante. 

The term impact is now widely used—sometimes indiscriminately—by activists 
and researchers alike. North American indicator projects, for example, often at-
tempt to assess their ‘community impacts’ (Sirgy, 2022; Wood, 2016). As noted 
earlier (cf. Section 1.2.3), impact was traditionally reserved for large-scale, sys-
temic change. The term results is somewhat more neutral, but still implies a de-
gree of success or achievement that may not always be warranted. Social innova-
tions often generate unexpected or negative outcomes, frequently referred to as 
perverse effects. For these reasons, this dissertation adopts the more generic 
term effects, which allows for both intended and unintended consequences6. 

 
5 For the study of governance mechanisms, other research frameworks such as Witt-
mayer et al. “analytical lenses” (Wittmayer et al., 2015) also assess the “vision” and 
“aims” of each approach. With regard to sustainability reporting mechanisms, questions 
regarding aims and expectations are certainly worth asking to local stakeholders but are 
not necessarily a variable of analysis. After all, as reported in the literature, sustainability 
reporting is sometimes started as a “fashion” (Biondi & Bracci, 2018) or in response to 
mimicry and external pressure, without any explicit objectives. 
6 The term effect also warrants reflection, as the related concept of effectiveness typically 
refers to the achievement of stated objectives—potentially overlooking unintended conse-
quences. One way to address this limitation is by introducing more generic constructs 
such as performance, which is often conceptualised as a multi-dimensional indicator en-
compassing effectiveness, efficiency, innovation, democratic quality, and other factors 
(Edelenbos et al., 2021). An alternative approach is to frame research questions explicitly 
in terms of both positive and negative effects. This dissertation adopts the latter strategy: 
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What types of effects can be expected? Based on the literature review, three main 
domains are considered: instrumental, conceptual, and political-symbolic use 
and influence of sustainability reporting—as well as non-use (Lyytimäki et al., 
2013, 2020). In terms of users, it is useful to distinguish among (i) individual-
level effects, such as changes in knowledge or skills; (ii) group-level effects, such 
as improved cooperation between organisations; and (iii) societal-level effects, 
such as shifts in public discourse and awareness (cf. Spada & Paulson, 2023). Fig-
ure 1.7 summarises the main elements of the evaluation framework, which in-
cludes two contextual factors (place and time), two design dimensions (internal 
governance and content/dissemination), and three types of use and influence. 
This framework underpins all four empirical studies in the dissertation. 

 

Figure 1.7  Evaluation framework linking context, reporting strategies and effects 

 

1.3.6 Commonality three: Mixed methods   
To answer the research questions, this dissertation combines conceptual con-
structs with multiple methods of data collection and analysis. As described above, 
the empirical studies assess three sets of variables: (i) contextual factors, (ii) 

 
two research questions refer to "strengths and weaknesses," thereby guiding the inquiry 
toward identifying both desirable outcomes and potential drawbacks or inefficiencies, in-
cluding economic ones. 
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design characteristics of the reporting initiative, and (iii) longitudinal effects in 
terms of various forms of use and influence. 

While value-laden concepts such as culture, maturity and governance are difficult 
to ‘operationalise’ for comparison purposes, this is even more challenging for the 
intangible issue of information use and thus the effects of sustainability reporting. 
How can one assess whether municipal employees or citizens, for example, learn 
from a report? Researching how a report is produced and used – or perhaps ig-
nored or misused (Lyytimäki et al., 2013) – by a person, group of people, organi-
sation, or society – is infinitely complex and never traceable with accuracy. In the 
absence of validated frameworks and grand theories, more descriptive research 
based on qualitative methods may be necessary to advance our understanding of 
basic governance mechanisms (Sáez, 2012).  

As explained earlier, in the context of Wilson’s typology of organisations (cf. Table 
1.4), some outcomes or effects are observable while others are not. This also ap-
plies here. When a sustainability report contains a written justification concern-
ing municipal policies in relation to certain indicators, for example, this may con-
stitute formal evidence of ‘instrumental’ use. By contrast, questions of motivation 
and learning can only be assessed indirectly by asking or observing people. When 
direct evidence is not available, using circumstantial or anecdotal evidence or so-
called ‘proxy indicators’ is the only way forward, yet one ought to acknowledge 
their limitations (Browne, 2022). 

One can thus expect different types of evidence for each of the variables: Infor-
mation about the context at the country or city level may, to some extent, be de-
rived from other literature and “governance indicators” that one can refer to; the 
context at institutional level (i.e. a local government or civil society organisation) 
probably requires querying local stakeholders. Since the reporting practice takes 
by definition place in the public domain, it can be partly described on the basis of 
the documents; analysing its production process, however, is again likely to re-
quire querying stakeholders. In a similar vein, one may assess the effects of re-
porting by consulting certain proxy indicators for ‘use’ (for example, a report’s 
download statistics as a measure of readership) yet one will necessarily require 
qualitative methods such as interviews with stakeholders to understand the big-
ger picture, including unintended consequences. Whenever primary data (e.g., 
opinion or user surveys) are not available, researchers commonly resort to asking 
experts on a set of research questions (Spada & Paulson, 2023). Stakeholders in-
volved in the production of reports may, of course, have their own agendas or 
(unknown) biases. Each method and proxy indicator has its limitations. This 
study therefore uses triangulation: combining document analysis, stakeholder in-
terviews, field visits, and secondary data to increase validity and reliability. 
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In the social sciences, this type of research is referred to as ‘mixed methods’. Ac-
cording to reviewers of citizen initiatives, in comparison to qualitative or quanti-
tative studies, a mixed methods approach “provides a better understanding of re-
search problems than either method by itself” yet “a mixed-method evaluation 
will require more effort of researchers, as it is usually time-consuming, expensive 
and researchers will need unprecedented access to information” (Igalla et al., 
2019, p. 1188). These are important constraints to consider. In the case of the 
current research project, another important set of constraints concerns languages 
and locations. The sustainability reporting practices selected as case studies for 
the four empirical studies are from various countries including five in Europe 
(France, Germany, Ireland, Switzerland, The Netherlands) and ten in Latin 
America (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, 
Peru and Uruguay). Data collection therefore required field visits in various coun-
tries,  document reading, and semi-structured interviews with local stakeholders 
in Dutch, English, French, German, Spanish, and Portuguese. 

1.4 Dissertation structure 
As outlined in the research questions, this dissertation adopts a two-by-two com-
parative design, structured around two world regions (Europe and Latin Amer-
ica) and two macro-topics: (i) sustainability reporting as an empirical phenome-
non, and (ii) the relationship between sustainability reporting and local govern-
ment performance, including practices of voluntary benchmarking and formal ac-
countability. To address these four research questions, four empirical studies 
were conducted. In each region, one study investigates the implementation and 
perceived effectiveness of urban sustainability reporting initiatives (focusing on 
trend monitoring), while the other analyses how such reporting mechanisms in-
tersect with local government policies and performance frameworks (focusing on 
accountability). Together, these studies serve to explore a spectrum of infor-
mation-based governance ranging from soft, voluntary disclosure to hard, man-
datory accountability. 

Each empirical study responds to a sub-question that is both descriptive and an-
alytical in nature. Initially, the relevant sustainability reporting practices are 
traced and characterised in terms of their emergence, governance arrangements, 
and content. Subsequently, their effects and long-term relevance are assessed, 
thereby enabling comparative insights into the merit of diverse reporting strate-
gies in distinct socio-political contexts. 

While the four empirical studies each address a specific sub-question of the dis-
sertation, they also contain individually formulated research questions. This re-
flects their original design as stand-alone articles prepared for peer-reviewed 
journals. As a result of this publication-based structure, the phrasing of research 
questions or sub-questions within these chapters does not always correspond 
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exactly to the dissertation-wide sub-questions. Nevertheless, each study contrib-
utes a distinct perspective that aligns with the overarching analytical framework 
and collectively supports the synthesis of insights. 

Following this introductory chapter (Chapter 1), which has been structured ac-
cording to the logic of a research funnel (cf. Section 1.3), Chapters 2 through 5 
present the four empirical studies. Each chapter is self-contained but themati-
cally aligned with the others. The final part of the dissertation, Chapter 6, offers 
a comparative synthesis and discusses the broader implications of the findings. 
This chapter addresses the overarching research question and reflects on the 
methodological and conceptual limitations of the study. It also outlines directions 
for future research and provides policy-relevant recommendations. 

In metaphorical terms, the funnel of the introduction is inverted in the final chap-
ter, thereby giving this dissertation the well-known hourglass structure that is 
visualised in Figure 1.8. 

 

Figure 1.8  Hourglass structure of this dissertation  
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2.1 Introduction  
“It's great to have an absolutely rigorous reporting framework. The only 
problem is they're useless unless somebody uses them”. Civil Servant, 
Dublin City Council (I.16). 

Sustainability reporting is on the rise throughout the public sector. International 
frameworks such as the United Nations ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ (specif-
ically SDG target 12.6) call for increased reporting by all types of institutions. In 
the European Union, a recent directive (2014/95/EU) requires all large ‘public 
interest entities’ to start disclosing ‘non-financial and diversity information’. 
France recently mandated all municipalities with more than 50,000 inhabitants 
to periodically produce sustainability reports (Commissariat Général au Dé-
veloppement Durable, 2012), and similar legislation is mooted elsewhere.  

Proponents of reporting applaud this trend, with the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) as the internationally most influential institution. Media coverage can be 
emphatic too: referring to the positive experience of Amsterdam and other cities, 
one news article claims that ‘a commitment to sustainability reporting is a vital 
step towards creating vibrant cities’ (Ballantine, 2014, p. 4). According to their 
prefaces, sustainability reports generally serve ambitious objectives targeting 
multiple audiences. The mayor of the German city of Freiburg, for example, 
writes that “this sustainability report, presented to the municipal council and the 
public, serves in conjunctions with the municipal budget as an important man-
agement instrument for sustainable urban development” (Stadt Freiburg, 2014, 
p. 3). In analogy to ‘magic concepts’ such as accountability and governance that 
are popular in public management (Pollitt & Hupe, 2011), sustainability reporting 
is thus often portrayed as a magic, ‘jack of all trades’ tool simultaneously fostering 
better policy-making and citizen engagement.  

What is the evidence for reporting being an effective, multi-purpose, universally 
applicable way of promoting sustainability, both inside and outside of local gov-
ernments? There are conjectural statements about various positive effects (e.g. 
Lamprinidi and Kubo 2008) but also warnings: In the private and public sector, 
some critics fear ‘accountingisation’ where sustainability reports are merely ‘an 
outlet for ‘greenwashing’ or a source of ‘managerialist’ information’ (Dumay et 
al., 2010, p. 543) that “may reinforce business-as-usual and greater levels of un-
sustainability” (Milne & Gray, 2013, p. 13). In a less extreme scenario, reporting 
may lack or lose its benefits; as evident from this article, in some cities, sustaina-
bility reporting was started with enthusiasm but later stopped following what 
practitioners describe as ‘reporting fatigue’.  

Surprisingly, academic literature shows little consideration for these real-world 
phenomena. Most studies explore why organisations decide to become reporters 
and what kind of information they typically ‘disclose’, implicitly assuming that 
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2.1 Introduction  
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transparency and thus reporting is worth pursuing. In sustainability reporting 
research, few studies address processes, and too easily the question of ‘how’ gets 
a response in terms of a ‘why’ (Stubbs & Higgins, 2014). Recognising the need for 
reflection, this journal [Public Management Review] published in 2012 the asser-
tion that “research which simply focuses on enhancing public sector reporting 
practices without a broader theoretical engagement in the social and organisa-
tional context of the public sector is likely to be misguided” (Lodhia et al., 2012, 
p. 645). Arguably, sustainability reporting risks “merely exacerbating the already 
overwhelming amount of disclosure provided without adding further insight” (S. 
Adams & Simnett, 2011, p. 294) if negative outcomes such as ‘information over-
load’ (de Villiers et al., 2014) remain ignored. 

This study responds to calls for context-sensitive, process and outcome-oriented 
research by investigating the use of sustainability reporting by local governments 
from a longitudinal perspective. Building on evaluation research (Weiss et al., 
2005), we developed a framework designed to analyse different reporting prac-
tices, and explored those developed by six pioneering cities in Europe since 2004. 
This study thus pursues the following overall research question: How have sus-
tainability reporting practices evolved in pioneering European local govern-
ments, and what are their effects?  

This study is organised as follows: Section 2 contains a review of research on sus-
tainability reporting by local governments. Section 3 introduces a framework de-
signed to assess the use of sustainability reporting by local governments. Section 
4 addresses research methods including case selection criteria. Section 5 presents 
the results of the comparative analysis of six cases studies. Section 6 concludes 
with a discussion of the results and the formulation of hypotheses for future re-
search.  

2.2 Sustainability reporting by local governments 
It has been observed that the concept of sustainability has “saturated the modern 
world” whereas “sustainability practices for public services have been neglected 
by scholars and others as a subject of theoretical research and in-depth investi-
gation” (Guthrie et al., 2010, p. 450). External reporting is one core feature – 
along with the performance measurement and accruals accounting – of many re-
form processes of the recent decades (Marcuccio & Steccolini, 2009). The focus 
on reports has also been fuelled by increased attention (from policymakers and 
researchers) to accountability (Bovens, 2005; Willems & Van Dooren, 2012). In 
fact, external reporting arrangements are likely to feature in any performance 
management or public accountability discussion (Downe et al., 2010).  

Given the popularity of both sustainability and external reporting, it may come as 
no surprise that the conceptual joint venture of ‘sustainability reporting’ has 
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become influential. In the public sector, however, the phenomenon is not easy to 
study. To begin with, the term sustainability reporting has two key meanings: (i) 
producing reports yet also (ii) disclosing information. This dual meaning stands 
at the root of two major lines of research with different conclusions: Firstly, when 
assessing the prevalence of reports, a common observation is that “the uptake, 
forms and practice of sustainability reporting among public agencies is still in its 
infancy compared to the private sector” (Lamprinidi & Kubo, 2008, p. 328); when 
studying mere disclosure, scholars praise increasing compliance rates (Navarro 
Galera et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2011).  

The search for disclosure – detecting the presence of desired indicators in insti-
tutional communications – has become the dominant research paradigm. A re-
cent review of 178 studies concerning private and public sector reporting classi-
fied 58% as applying a form of document analysis (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013). Our 
review of the literature focusing on local governments produced a similar picture 
(See Table 2.1). 

Table 2.1  Recent studies concerning sustainability reporting by local govern-
ments 

Reference  Study object  Data collection  Main results  
Marcuccio 
and Stecco-
lini 2005  

12 Italian local 
authorities  

• Interviews  • Growth in reporting is “manage-
ment fashion” 

• Reporting can be a tool for ap-
pearing innovative and progres-
sive   

Guthrie and 
Farneti 2008  

7 Australian 
public organi-
sations  

• Content analy-
sis of disclo-
sures   

• Reporting practices are diverse; 
the annual report is only one me-
dium for disclosures  

Marcuccio 
and Stecco-
lini 2009  

15 Italian local 
authorities  

• Analysis of So-
cial Reports  
   

• No standard set of factors can ex-
plain differences in disclosure 
practices 

• Major driver: seeking of legiti-
macy  

Plawitzki 
2010  

German mu-
nicipalities  

• Prevalence of 
reports  

• Six case stud-
ies  

• 80 German local governments 
have produced one or more re-
ports 

• Reporting serves management 
functions, sometimes communi-
cation   

Williams, 
Wilmshurst, 
& Clift, 2011  

Australian lo-
cal govern-
ments   

• Mail survey   • Half of the respondents report on 
at least one sustainability domain 

• 40% of non-reporters indicate 
willingness to report in future  

Greco, 
Sciulli, and 
D’onza 2012 

10 Italian and 
Australian city 
councils   

• Interviews with 
managers and 
accountants  

• City councils have a large degree 
of discretion on what to report 
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• Some differences between coun-
tries appear related to cultural dif-
ferences 

Goswami 
and Lodhia 
2014 

4 Australian 
city councils   

• Content analy-
sis of annual re-
ports  

• No city council had stand-alone 
reports, many cover sustainability 
issues in annual reports 

• There is a need for a holistic, con-
textual reporting framework ad-
dressing local issues 

Alcaraz-
Quiles, et. al, 
2014  

55 Spanish 
towns   

• Disclosure of 
GRI indicators 
on websites  

• Regression 
analysis on 13 
factors   

• Disclosure driven by individual in-
terests of managers and policy 
makers 
  

Navarro Ga-
lera et. al, 
2014  

33 European 
local govern-
ments   

• Content analy-
sis of websites   

• Local governments are reasona-
bly transparent 

• No link between disclosure and 
(financial) development   

 

In the private sector, sustainability reporting is often attributed to the objective 
of maintaining a ‘social license to operate’, and public sector sustainability report-
ing research also refers to legitimacy-seeking behaviours. Various studies listed 
in Table 2.1 affirm that local governments generally have institutional and politi-
cal motives to adopt reporting practices, “mimicking managerial manners” (Mar-
cuccio & Steccolini, 2005). Cities are keen to strengthen their credentials as being 
‘green’ and ‘smart’ to gain a “competitive edge in the global knowledge economy” 
(Yigitcanlar & Lönnqvist, 2013).  

In the times of ‘open data’, however, local government disclosure takes place via 
different media (print or electronically), different documents (e.g. plans, reports, 
policy papers), at different intervals, and may be a stand-alone activity or part of 
a larger process. Furthermore, indicators can be used descriptively or with per-
formance-oriented targets and rankings, which has profound management impli-
cations (Behn, 2003). Therefore, studying mere disclosure faces ceiling effects 
and loses analytical power as it eschews the question of organisational use.  

The alternative of researching the production of reports – as opposed to infor-
mation – is challenging too. How many local governments have sustainability re-
ports? This is difficult to answer in the absence of straightforward conceptual 
boundaries on what constitutes sustainability reporting. While some documents 
labelled ‘sustainability reports’ are little more than indicator tables, others are 
extensive accounts of trends, actions, and plans. Putative sustainability reports 
may carry idiosyncratic titles such as ‘City X – Progress Account’. Standardised 
frameworks – e.g. the GRI’s guidelines that are widely used by companies – have 
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failed to catch on among local governments whose reports show considerable di-
versity without recurring to the GRI (Williams et al., 2011). GRI estimates to have 
information on about half of all reports applying its guidelines (personal commu-
nication, 7 April 2015). The GRI’s publicly accessible registry (http://data-
base.globalreporting.org) currently lists 450 ‘public agencies’ – mainly public en-
terprises – and about 50 cities including Melbourne in Australia and Incheon in 
South Korea. With reporting remaining voluntary in most countries, there are no 
reliable registries nor estimates of reporters. Presumably the vast majority of the 
world’s local governments has never (consciously) engaged in sustainability re-
porting yet some ‘early adopters’ have multi-year experience.   

Furthermore, distinguishing ‘reporters’ from ‘non-reporters’ becomes even more 
difficult when organisations forgo distinct reports while rather including sustain-
ability considerations into their general reporting cycle. Advocates of integrated 
reporting – designated <IR> by the International Integrated Reporting Council 
(2008) – herald this approach as an effective way to increase the relevance of 
sustainability information for decision-makers. The aim is to promote ‘integrated 
thinking’ and to overcome duplications and ‘silo thinking’ by integrating infor-
mation systems of internal and external reporting (Stacchezzini, Melloni, and Lai 
2016). Early discussions included the idea for an organisation’s integrated report 
to be a high level overview yet the current IR framework proposes replacing other 
forms of reporting (de Villiers et al., 2014).  

Critics ironically dub IR the “new holy grail” (Milne & Gray, 2013) and talk of 
‘capture’ by the accounting profession (Flower, 2015) yet it is increasingly popular 
among companies and also influencing the public sector (Bartocci and Picciaia 
2013). As with sustainability reporting, most academic studies have explored de-
terminants of IR adoption. Thus focusing on the “icing rather than the cake”, 
“only a few papers attempt to assess the consequences (costs and benefits) of in-
tegrated reporting” – Perego et al. (2016, p. 6) therefore argue that quantitative 
studies based on publicly available data are inadequate and call for more qualita-
tive research. In the words of Mitchell et al. (2008, p. 68), “we must look beyond 
what is presented in reports, and evaluate the impact on those involved in the 
process of reporting”.  

Specifically for local governments, research is required to understand which type 
of sustainability reporting leads to which type of short-term and long-term bene-
fits and constraints. Moreover, research requires context-sensitivity: A recent 
meta-analysis of social accountability mechanisms concluded that ostensibly 
identical tools (e.g. participatory monitoring) can be effective or not depending 
on how they are embedded in local policies, and thus only “the subnational com-
parative method can reveal patterns of variation that otherwise would be hidden 
by homogenizing national averages” (Fox, 2015, p. 356). 
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2.3 A framework to study reporting practices and out-
comes 

Researching the local use and usefulness of sustainability reporting requires ap-
propriate models and methods. Since no single theoretical framework is able to 
cover the range of reporting practices (Marcuccio & Steccolini, 2009), we seek to 
make a contribution by constructing a theoretical framework that facilitates the 
understanding of reporting outcomes. For this purpose, we draw on relevant lit-
erature and guidelines about reporting contexts, features, processes and out-
comes.  

Concerning contexts, a first observation is significant diversity: Local govern-
ments share the fact of governing limited, subnational geographical areas such as 
towns or counties yet this takes place in different economies, cultures, environ-
ments, legal systems, etc. In the sphere of sustainability management there are 
thus important debates about the appropriateness of developing standardised as 
opposed to context-specific approaches and tools (Joss et al., 2015; e.g. Moreno 
Pires et al., 2014). Concerning sustainability disclosures by local governments, 
research points to the influence of administrative cultures and data availability 
(e.g. Alcaraz-Quiles et al., 2014; Krank et al., 2010), making it plausible that re-
porting practices too are influenced by such macro-contextual differences. 

As for reporting features, since 
the 1990s, the notion of the ‘tri-
ple bottom line’ has been popular 
and implies the idea that sustain-
ability reports provide infor-
mation on environmental, social 
and economic matters (de Vil-
liers et al., 2014). In 2005, the 
GRI launched sustainability re-
porting guidelines for the public 
sector that suggest addressing 
three information types, namely 
organisational performance, 
public policies, and contextual is-
sues. Figure 2.1 illustrates these 
with examples.  

Figure 2.1  Information types in public sector reports according to GRI (2005) 

For the GRI, “the focus is to provide reporting guidance on the first and second 
type of information, as the third type of information is often included in other 
types of reports” (Global Reporting Initiative, 2005, p. 5). To report on 
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organisational performance rather than on wider, city-level indicators is plausible 
for many public sector organisations such as utilities or universities. After all, it 
is “unrealistic to hold agencies accountable for achieving outcomes that are 
largely affected by forces outside the organisation’s control” (Pitts & Fernandez, 
2009, p. 403). By the same token, disregarding ‘state of the environment’ moni-
toring is unsatisfactory for governments as they are organised along jurisdictional 
lines and enjoy certain control. 

While the GRI framework is about retrospective reporting, failing to address the 
time dimension beyond comparing a report to the previous one (Lozano & 
Huisingh, 2011), the IR framework also requires forward-looking projections and 
targets (Stacchezzini et al., 2016). This implies another information type, labelled 
‘outlook’, and implicitly addresses the question of periodicity. In the private sec-
tor, both financial and sustainability reports are usually published annually, 
strengthening the case for their integration, yet this is no necessity. Many local 
governments in Germany issue sustainability reports at multi-year intervals (Pla-
witzki, 2010).  

Concerning non-manifest aspects of reporting, practitioners face essential design 
choices. Who should be involved, what should those involved be doing, and what 
process should they follow (Mitchell et al., 2008)? For these process questions, 
normative frameworks offer little guidance. Sustainability reporting as promoted 
by the GRI recommends the participation and targeting of a wide stakeholder au-
dience, while IR has a narrower focus on providers of financial capital (C. A. Ad-
ams, 2015). The latter may be inappropriate for the public sector (Bartocci & Pic-
ciaia, 2013); for local governments, key stakeholders relevant for reporting mini-
mally include civil servants, politicians and the public. Another process feature 
concerns external auditing which according to some authors “should be a perma-
nent element of every sustainability report” (Greiling & Grüb, 2014, p. 220). The 
evidence base for this assertion is, however, scarce. Most extant research eschews 
the ‘black box’ of organisational processes (Perego et al., 2016). 

As for outcomes associated with reporting, normative frameworks extol the pos-
itive – GRI guidelines do not identify costs but list multiple benefits including 
enhanced “intra- and inter-departmental coordination”, “operating efficiency” 
and “participation by various stakeholders in decision making and governance” 
(Global Reporting Initiative, 2005). Integrated Reporting implicitly alludes to po-
tentially negative outcomes when promising to stop “numerous, disconnected 
and static communications” (International Integrated Reporting Council, 2008, 
p. 2). IR thus draws attention to information needs and uses, an issue often ne-
glected in transparency agendas. “The more information there is in a report about 
individual, social, environmental and economic impacts, policies and practices, 
the greater is the likelihood of information overload for readers” (de Villiers et al., 
2014, p. 1045). Evidently, sustainability reporting may have unintended 
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consequences. With the introduction of reporting, some non-profit organisations 
apparently experienced that “morality was replaced by the financial bottom line” 
(Dumay et al., 2010, p. 534).  

Some scholars distinguish informative and transformative reporting impacts; the 
latter is about external, communicative and the former about internal, manage-
rial perspectives (Perego et al., 2016). Since many of the (purported) benefits of 
sustainability reporting concern organisational issues (see Lamprinidi & Kubo, 
2008), it appears expedient to conceptualise these in more detail. In this regard, 
a framework used in evaluation research that distinguishes three types of infor-
mation use produces worthwhile insights. According to its main proponents, “in-
strumental use is presumed to yield decisions of one kind or another. Conceptual 
use yields ideas and understanding. Political use yields support and justification 
for action or no action” (Weiss et al., 2005, p. 14). This typology allows the clus-
tering of manifest impacts whilst also paying attention to the “politics of policy-
making” (Bauler 2012). In their prefaces to sustainability reports, for example, 
mayors commonly express the wish to promote accountability, yet beyond such 
socially valued aims, any publication can also be used as ‘ammunition’ in political 
debates (Lyytimäki et al., 2013). Since ‘use’ connotes intentionality, some re-
searchers suggest also probing for information ‘influence’, noting that use does 
not imply influence, and influence does not require conscious use (Lehtonen et 
al., 2016).  

Table 2.2  Outcomes associated with sustainability reporting 

Perspec-
tive  

Uses and influ-
ence  

Associated outcomes, con-
cepts  
  

Typical stake-
holders or tar-
get groups  

Visibility 
of out-
comes  

Internal  
  

Conceptual   • Organisational change   
• Knowledge, ideas  
• Networks  
• Motivation  
• Efficiency   

• Staff in lo-
cal govern-
ment  
and asso-
ciated or-
ganisa-
tions   

• Low   

Instrumental   
  

• Management  
• Decision-making  
• Evidence-informed policy-

making  

• Elected 
politicians  

• Senior civil 
servants  

• Low   

External   Political-sym-
bolic  

• Communication  
• Agenda-setting  
• Legitimacy, accountability  
• Justification for (non)-ac-

tion   

• Citizens  
• Media  
• Busi-

nesses  
• Civil soci-

ety groups  

• Very 
low   
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Table 2.2 juxtaposes three main uses, influences and outcomes of sustainability 
reporting with associated stakeholders, acknowledging that this is a simplifica-
tion of complex matters. There is evidence of (public sector) sustainability report-
ing leading to organisational learning, facets of improved management, and pos-
itively valued communication with outside audiences (e.g. S. Adams & Simnett, 
2011).  

One might argue that sustainability reports can also foster learning or decision-
making among citizens; after all, some mayoral prefaces profess that wish. Prior 
research on local government reports, however, found negligible citizen uptake 
(Steccolini, 2004). It has been asserted that “as far as the public is concerned, the 
publication of performance data in annual reports and government white papers 
is for the most part equivalent to putting a message in a bottle and throwing it 
into the sea” (Pollitt 2006, 52).  

Concerning external audiences, the agenda-setting influence of reporting is more 
plausible. Table 2 further addresses the observability of outcomes, which we rated 
as generally low for internal ones and very low for external ones. This conjectural 
assessment, informed by the literature (e.g. Sébastien & Bauler, 2013), serves to 
highlight the complexity of researching the effects of sustainability reporting. 
Most organisational changes and learning processes are incremental and influ-
ences on external stakeholders highly ephemeral, necessitating qualitative re-
search methods (Perego et al., 2016).  

In summarising the literature and concepts introduced so far, we posit that three 
main factors (roughly corresponding to independent variables) influence the ef-
fects of sustainability reporting by local governments: (i) context, (ii) reporting 
features, and (iii) process characteristics. Concerning (ii) features, the three in-
formation types proposed by the GRI (context, policies, organisational perfor-
mance) plus outlook derived from IR constitute relevant constructs; for (iii) pro-
cesses, prior literature lends face validity to the distinction of organisational in-
volvement, political efforts, and dissemination strategies. Finally, adding organi-
sational change, management and communication as outcome-oriented research 
categories (dependent variables) leads to the assessment framework presented in 
Figure 2.2. 
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Figure 2.2  Assessment framework linking reporting factors and effects  

2.4 Research methods 
To test the assessment framework, we applied it to real-world practices. In light 
of evidence that the adoption of reporting is influenced by short-lived fashions 
(Marcuccio & Steccolini, 2005), we considered it most instructive to study cases 
where sustainability reporting was developed over longer periods. The purposeful 
selection of ‘early adopters’, ‘frontrunners’ and ‘reporting champions’ as cases is 
a well-established methodological choice (C. A. Adams & Frost, 2008; e.g. 
Bebbington et al., 2009). Our main selection criteria thus were the implementa-
tion of sustainability reporting over several years and positive appraisal from re-
searchers, peers or the awarding of public prizes. To ensure a minimum and com-
parative level of administrative capacities, we chose to focus on European cities 
with at least 100,000 inhabitants. The six Dutch, German, Irish and Swiss cities 
presented in Table 2.3 were identified via the literature (see Table 2.1), report 
registries including the GRI’s, and by consulting experts in international organi-
sations including GRI and ICLEI.  

Table 2.3  Case study cities 

Country   City   Inhabit-
ants  

Justification for case study selection  

Switzer-
land  

Zurich  401,000  Multiple reports since 2004  
Basel  195,000  Multiple reports since 2005  

Nether-
lands  

Amster-
dam  

830,000  Multiple reports since 2005; use of GRI  

Germany  Nurem-
berg  

517,000  Multiple reports since 2009; positive evaluation by 
Plawitzki (2010)  

Ireland  Dublin  1,270,000  Multiple reports since 2010; use of GRI  
Germany  Freiburg  220,000  Innovative reporting methodology; use of GRI  
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To explore the context, history, emergent practices and effects of sustainability 
reporting in accordance with the theoretical framework (Figure 2) required ap-
plying mixed research methods. As virtually all outcome areas including organi-
sational change and agenda-setting are not directly observable (cf. Table 2.2), we 
applied a document analysis and exploited insights retrieved from key inform-
ants. In each city, semi-structured interviews were held with three types of in-
formants: civil servants, elected politicians (mayor or city councillor), and aca-
demics or NGO representatives. Adding the GRI, 19 interviews (each lasting 30 
to 90 minutes) with 21 informants (numbered as I.1 to I.21) were held during vis-
its and by telephone. All interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed and key 
statements translated into English for interviews held in German and Dutch. Data 
were collected and coded according to the assessment framework (Figure 2.2) 
and the additional operationalisation presented in Table 2.4. For each discernible 
reporting practice, the first author qualitatively rated four reporting features, 
namely the comprehensiveness and quality of information concerning context, 
public policies, organisational performance and outlook. Further qualitative rat-
ings were applied to the aggregate intensity of three process features (organisa-
tional involvement, political involvement, and dissemination efforts) and the per-
ceived strength of effects in three outcome clusters (organisational change, man-
agement, communication). The rating was omitted when interviewees lacked 
knowledge, e.g. of processes dating 10 years ago. 

Table 2.4  Operationalisation of research constructs 

Dimen-
sion  

Subdimen-
sion  

Coding and rating of evidence 
for:  

Information source  

Content  Context  • Indicators (e.g.CO2 emis-
sions) concerning the juris-
diction   

• where useful: comparisons, 
benchmarks  

  
  
  
  
• Analysis of pub-
lished report   
  

Public poli-
cies  

• Policies, investments under 
government control  

• desirable: analysis of impact 
of decisions  

Organisa-
tional perfor-
mance  

• Organisational accounts 
(buildings, staff, etc.)   

• Performance indicators, 
e.g.CO2 emissions of govern-
mental buildings   

• where useful: benchmarks  
Outlook   
  

• Upcoming plans and deci-
sions  

• Desirable: Local agenda and 
targets  
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Pro-
cesses  

  

Organisa-
tional involve-
ment  

• Involvement of local govern-
ment staff and other stake-
holders  

• Interviews   

Political in-
volvement  

• Involvement of local govern-
ment (senior) staff and city 
councillors  

• Interviews  
• Documents   

Dissemination 
efforts  

• Launching events, media, in-
ternet  

• Timing   

• Interviews  
• Communica-
tions  

Out-
comes  

Organisa-
tional change  

• Sustainability-related 
knowledge gains  

• Data management capaci-
ties  

• Internal and external collabo-
ration   

• Staff morale  

• Interviews  

Management  • Reference to reports and in-
dicators in government plans  

• Performance monitoring  

• Interviews, com-
munications  

Communica-
tion  

• References in debates, publi-
cations  

• Media response   
• Information requests  
• Emulation of reporting by 

other organisations  

• Interviews, me-
dia statistics (if avail-
able)   

 

This study design has evident limitations: From six, purposefully selected, diverse 
yet well-resourced ‘pioneers’ one cannot generalise findings to hypothetical ‘av-
erage local governments’. While the theoretical framework assumes the im-
portance of context factors, the small case number did not allow exploring these 
in detail. The fact that cities were identified by name may have contributed to 
biased responses from key informants, though this risk was mitigated by triangu-
lation strategies. Experimenting voluntarily with diverse strategies, local govern-
ments had little performance pressure, and interviewees expressed much open-
ness to share shortcomings and critical reflections.  

2.5 Results from six cities 
The six analysed ‘early adopters’ all initiated sustainability reporting voluntarily. 
Over the years, each deliberately made different major design choices. This sec-
tion presents a comparative assessment, starting with observations on features, 
processes and outcomes before identifying potential causal links.  

At the level of reporting features, in four cities we identified one major practice 
such as tri-annual reports in Nuremberg and annual reports in Dublin. For  
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Table 2.5  Comparative assessment of reporting features and perceived out-
comes 

 Zurich Basel Freiburg 

R
eport features 

Type 
Multi-year 

report 
Biannual 

report 
Yearly re-

port 
Multi-year 

report 

Editions 2004, 2008 2014 
2012, 2013, 
2014, 2015 

2005, 
2010, 2013 

Framework, format 
• Own 
• printed 

+ PDF 

• Own      
(GRI 
index) 

• printed 
+ PDF 

• Own 
• web 

only 

• Own 
• printed 

+ PDF 

External audit No  No  No  No  

# of pages               
(last edition) 

58 108 31 67 

C
ontent 

Context  ++ 0 + ++ 

Public Policies + ++ + ++ 

Org. Performance + ++ + + 

Outlook + + 0 + 

Process 

Organisational  in-
volvement 

? ++ + + 

Political involvement ? +         + 
++           

Council de-
bate 

Dissemination efforts  
++          

Events 
0 

   +                
Internet 

+ 

O
utcom

es 

Organisat. change  +                  
(initially) 

++            0 +                  
(initially) 

Management ? ++ 0 0 

Communication +        (ini-
tially) 

0 + 0 

Status 

Current situation Discontinued To be con-
tinued 

To be contin-
ued 

Discontin-
ued; plan: 

IR 
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Amsterdam Nuremberg Dublin 

Multi-year 
report 

Section in an-
nual report 

Multi-year 
“Agenda” 

Multi-year re-
port 

Yearly report 

2005,  2008 Since 2010 2015 2009, 2012 
2010,2011, 
2012, 2013 

• GRI-3 
• printed 

• Own 
• PDF 

• Own 
• printed 

+ PDF 

• Own 
• printed + 

PDF 

• Own        
(GRI in-
dex) 

• PDF only 

No  Yes    No  No  No  

96 20 74 126 35 

0 + + ++ ++ 

+ + + ++ ++ 

0 + ++ + + 

+ 0 ++ + + 

? 0 + + + 

? + 
++           

Council vote 
++                

Council debate 
+ 

? 0 
++           

Events,   
media  

++           
Events, media  

++                       
Internet 

? 0 + ++               ++  

0 + + + + 

? 0 ++ ++ ++   (initially) 

Discontin-
ued 

To be contin-
ued 

To be cont. 
with yearly 

reports 

To be contin-
ued 

Discontinued 
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Zurich, we distinguished two phases, as its local government initially published 
longer, multi-year reports before changing to shorter, annual ones. Amsterdam 
experimented with various strategies including stand-alone sustainability re-
ports, followed by the integration of sustainability indicators into its general (an-
nual, financial) statements, and the launching of a ‘sustainability agenda’. The 
last two instruments do not represent typical sustainability reports; nonetheless, 
analysing them appeared vital to understand the evolving system. According to 
official documents, Amsterdam will relaunch dedicated, annual sustainability re-
ports to “enter into an intensive dialogue with the city” while “the financial state-
ments can then focus on managing on the basis of the results and targets” (City 
of Amsterdam, 2015, p. 60). In the six cities, we thus identified nine sustainability 
reporting practices that are summarised in Table 2.5. Evidently, discerning re-
porting practices is not clear-cut; in every local government, multiple reporting 
instruments exist in parallel and evolve over time.  

Comparing features of stand-alone reports revealed diverse information quanti-
ties (e.g, documents with 31 pages in Zurich, 126 in Nuremberg), the absence of 
external auditing, and the predominance of own, tailor-made formats. Amster-
dam (initially), Dublin and Freiburg made loose references to GRI guidelines yet  
all local governments argued that no existing framework met their needs, 
prompting the development of their own formats. In the view of several key in-
formants, comparisons and benchmarking were desirable but local relevance an 
overriding concern. In the words of one civil servant (I.13), “it’s good that there 
are no standardised indicator sets. At most a menu makes sense where local gov-
ernments can choose which indicators are important for us”.  

The analysis of content quality showed a mixed picture. Most reports addressed 
questions of context, public policies, organisational performance, and outlook to 
some degree. In Zurich, switching from multi-year to annual reports brought re-
duced coverage of context and outlook issues. Freiburg’s report stands out since 
it pays detailed attention to (select) public policies and organisational perfor-
mance while lacking city-level outcome indicators, a context feature common to 
most sustainability reports. From one edition to another, reports usually discuss 
long-term trends through a set of indicators (ranging from 21 in Basel to over 100 
in Nuremberg). In addition to such continuity in monitoring, Nuremberg’s re-
ports contain changing focus themes (e.g. ‘education’).  

The exploration of reporting processes showed that in most cities, report writing 
was led by staff units that engaged other departments in indicator selection and 
the drafting of narratives. In some cities, external stakeholders were also con-
sulted in the design stage (e.g. universities in the case of Zurich, Dublin and Frei-
burg). Generally, draft reports then underwent a screening process by political 
decision-makers such as members of the municipal executive. In some cities, fi-
nalised reports were discussed in the municipal council, evidencing political 
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involvement. In this context, exclusivity plays a role – Freiburg stressed that its 
sustainability report, seemingly a stand-alone document, was actually highly in-
tegrated into the policy cycle because councillors received it as sole annex to the 
(biannual) budget. According to a politician (I.2) from Amsterdam:  

If sustainability reporting is separate, we will discuss it separately in the 
council. When reviewing the annual report, somebody might have a ques-
tion about sustainability but the discussion will be about finances. Thus, 
a separate report gets more attention   

Interestingly, Basel opted for the contrary when its local government recently de-
cided to discontinue sustainability reporting and merge it with general reporting. 
According to a Basel political executive (I.5)  

In our system, we have departmental reports but they remain at the bot-
tom of the drawer […]. This is why we decided […] to join cyclical assess-
ments, planning, general reporting and sustainability reporting in a four 
yearly rhythm. […] Of course, the danger of integration is that the ‘flying 
altitude’ rises, with much more general, noncommittal accounts 

Contrary to practices elsewhere, Nuremberg’s report did not undergo extensive 
internal vetting. In the words of a civil servant (I.13), “these are the environmen-
tal department’s analyses. Neither the mayor nor others ever objected. Our criti-
cal views are backed up by indicators nobody can simply refute”. Interestingly, 
reporting is thus used politically within the collegiate as part of debates between 
the economics and environmental departments.  

For the dissemination of reports, all local governments recently used websites 
and social media. Usually this involves making reports available for download 
(with Dublin’s not existing in print); only Zurich visualises its data on a dedicated 
dashboard. Additional dissemination efforts varied significantly, as a civil servant 
(I.8) from Zurich explained:  

For the first two reports, we did larger events […], a media conference 
with councillors. We phased that out. Now our main motivation is actu-
ally an obligation – we can’t just leave the website unattended. In 2013 
we wanted to do a public event but it was difficult to get attention. Which 
is understandable from the media perspective. The news value is not so 
large. 

Regarding outcomes, it appeared that even though none of the local governments 
explicitly started sustainability reporting with the aim to learn from the writing 
process, such effects were evident in all cities. Key informants frequently men-
tioned more inspiration, motivation, cooperation, and improved data manage-
ment systems triggered by the inter-departmental elaboration of indicator sets 
and narratives. According to one civil servant  (I.13), “it has been a lot of work to 
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bring all indicators together but when we produced Nuremberg’s first sustaina-
bility report it had a resounding effect in Germany. We printed 1000 copies which 
were gone in no time”.  

Unsurprisingly, there is tentative evidence for a link between organisational in-
volvement and organisational learning. Freiburg officials, for example, men-
tioned improved morale resulting from extensive staff consultations. However, 
such relationships appear to be non-linear. Several organisational benefits,  e.g. 
improved data management capacities and collegial contacts, were associated 
with the elaboration of a first report and not consecutive ones. Concerning out-
comes in the sphere of management, stronger effects were observed in Amster-
dam and Freiburg. In these cities, there is evidence of reports being actively used 
by decision-makers. This appears to relate to the presence of two main content 
factors: targets and politically salient information. In Zurich, for example, politi-
cians showed keen interest in a public perception survey (one of 21 sustainability 
indicators) as this reflects on voter opinions. However, a civil servant (I.8) also 
observed:  

Setting targets is political. That needs to be backed up; we cannot do that 
as municipal administration. Even using a traffic light – we tried to dis-
cuss this in the steering group yet realised that this immediately leads to 
controversial discussions [...]. Our sustainability monitoring system is 
not the central management instrument of our city governments [...]. All 
departments have their own key indicators.  

As for outcomes in the sphere of communication, most local government lacked 
insights and relevant data (e.g. media statistics) about the reception of reports by 
external stakeholders. Only in Amsterdam, Dublin, and Nuremberg, there was 
anecdotal evidence of active resonance among local audiences such as newspa-
pers, businesses, NGOs or universities. In Dublin, Nuremberg and Freiburg, re-
porting triggered contact requests from many other cities, nationally and inter-
nationally. There is no evidence that any reporting methods were directly emu-
lated in other cities or organisations. Some local governments received public 
recognition for their reporting, e.g. Nuremberg in the awarding of the German 
Sustainability Prize.  

Concerning negative outcomes, several cities experienced frictions when civil 
servants perceived report writing as a burden. Critically, in some cities including 
Dublin and Zurich, key informants spoke of “reporting fatigue”; positive effects 
associated with initial reports were perceived to wear out in the face of decreasing 
internal “learning curves” or reduced public interest. In the words of a Dublin 
civil servant (I.16): “One of the first things about the high frequency is that it ends 
up being a lot of work. Unfortunately, you end up repeating a lot of things. There's 
no new data. […] There's definitely the idea of consultation fatigue”. Among the 
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internal “learning curves” or reduced public interest. In the words of a Dublin 
civil servant (I.16): “One of the first things about the high frequency is that it ends 
up being a lot of work. Unfortunately, you end up repeating a lot of things. There's 
no new data. […] There's definitely the idea of consultation fatigue”. Among the 
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six local governments studied, four (Amsterdam, Basel, Dublin and Zurich) dis-
continued or substantially changed their sustainability reporting practices due to 
dissatisfaction with the approach taken hitherto. This suggests that designing a 
reporting system with continued use and usefulness is no easy chore. 

Among early adopters, Nuremberg’s strategy appeared most continuous. Its os-
tensibly successful strategy, within its particular context, is the elaboration of ex-
tensive, low-periodicity reports with a fixed indicator set yet changing focus 
themes. A Nuremberg politician (I.14) remarked:  “I am not a friend of yearly re-
porting because especially the big issues – air quality, education – don’t change 
that quickly”.  

At a macro level, Amsterdam’s experience and decision to develop several sus-
tainability-oriented planning and reporting instruments in parallel suggests that 
learning, management and communication – and associated internal and exter-
nal audiences – require distinct strategies. This interpretation also fits Freiburg’s 
approach: Its highly complex sustainability report – initiated when accruals ac-
counting and performance-oriented budgeting became compulsory for local gov-
ernments in this part of Germany – implicitly targets councillors, not the public. 
In the words of a civil servant (I.10),  

We have excellent sectoral reports that go into detail. Our sustainability 
report can’t emulate this. [Its] contribution is to create an overall context 
[…] to stimulate ideas or to identify trade-offs and goal conflicts. For ex-
ample, we all want to promote public transport and cycling, that’s a de-
clared aim but also requires using space and cutting some trees […]. We 
don’t have a red or green traffic light but want to show the municipal 
council its options for action. 

Evidently, action-orientation helps to increase salience of reports for specific tar-
get groups such as councillors. In this regard, political systems constitute an im-
portant contextual factor. As a politician from Dublin (I.17) remarked, “in Ire-
land, the amount of competencies of local government are fairly small. So one 
could have a fairly incomplete picture if one only looked at the city council's own 
activities”. 

2.6 Discussion and conclusion  
In response to our research question – How have sustainability reporting prac-
tices evolved in pioneering European local governments, and what are their ef-
fects – this study covering six cities in four European countries showed that var-
ious types of reporting can be valuable for local governments as a learning, man-
agement and communication tool. Financial costs can be very limited; some local 
governments do not even print their reports and rely only on electronic dissemi-
nation. There is evidence of organisational benefits, for example concerning 
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increased staff motivation and data management capacities. This is noteworthy 
as internal changes were usually no explicit objective. This finding is in line with 
other studies, e.g. the perception of sustainability reporting as a learning experi-
ence in universities (Ceulemans et al., 2015) and of voluntary yet publicised self-
assessments stimulating sustainability policies among local governments (Nie-
mann et al., 2017). Organisational outcomes, however, tended to be strongest 
during the inception of sustainability reporting and to dissipate over time, while 
(continued) usefulness for management purposes and external communication 
appeared more difficult to achieve. Various local governments experienced ‘re-
porting fatigue’, leading to the discontinuation or radical altering of sustainability 
reporting practices.  

This study’s findings tentatively suggest that meeting different information needs 
of different stakeholders requires smart strategies such as combining extensive, 
multi-year reports with executive annual updates disseminated in various media. 
For some local governments studied, especially those producing stand-alone re-
ports, the pursuit of public legitimacy is an explicit objective, corroborating prior 
studies (Marcuccio and Steccolini 2009). In some cities, this endeavour is rela-
tively successful, with active dissemination efforts producing desired resonance 
(such as the launching of reports in public events). Various local governments, on 
the other hand, struggled to maintain public interest over time. This appears to 
relate to a lack of news value when repeated reports showed unchanged trends on 
descriptive indicators yet also to a lack of politically salient information.  

Most local governments meticulously vet narratives so to accommodate diverging 
opinions. In one deviant case, the published report is more outspoken and used 
for ‘debates’ between executives. The space for such utilisation appears to be in-
fluenced by political systems and cultures (cf. Alcaraz-Quiles et al., 2014), with 
cases in this study showing sub-national diversity in political embeddedness (cf. 
Fox 2015). Local governments tying sustainability to policy and budgetary cycles 
aim to inform management, and there is tentative evidence of this being effective. 
However, targeting internal decision-makers has consequences for the design 
and writing style of relevant documents – as also asserted elsewhere (Cohen and 
Karatzimas 2015), sustainability reports geared towards managers are generally 
not attractive to citizens. 

This suggests that sustainability reporting is no ‘magic tool’ simultaneously ful-
filling communication and management functions; instead, attempts to reach all 
audiences with a single document are doomed to fail, ushering in ‘jack-of-all-
trades – master of none’. Simply calling for integrated, high frequency, high com-
plexity reporting is misguided as there are trade-offs between conciseness and 
completeness (cf. Perego et al., 2016). In the words of one NGO representative 
(I.12) interviewed:  
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If you have the ambition of achieving an integrated approach, you’ll 
quickly face unmanageable amounts of data and thick reports nobody 
reads. Or you’re describing in one chapter what you’re doing against soil 
sealing, and in another […] the shortage of housing, as if the two were not 
related. Then you have some cities that simply decide to zoom in on focus 
areas but are rightly challenged too. The crux is solving this tension be-
tween comprehensive and focussed.  

As a matter of fact, integration can refer to several dimensions including report 
types, contents and internal processes, and sustainability reporting requires mak-
ing choices for each. At the same time, many national statistics offices are mount-
ing sophisticated dashboards that individual local governments need not compete 
with in terms of disclosing macro indicators. The growth of interactive, electron-
ically linked sustainability reporting formats leads to yet more diverse uses by 
wide-ranging audiences. Facing these developments and choices, there is high 
demand for guidance that current frameworks (e.g. GRI, IR) do not provide. The 
GRI’s focus on organisational performance without considering territorial out-
comes is unsatisfactory for (local) governments. For them, the linking of policies 
and actions to territorial outcomes constitutes the ultimate management and ac-
countability demand.  

Against this backdrop, the framework developed in this study – revolving around 
the distinction of main contents (context, policies, performance, and outlook), 
key process considerations (organisational involvement, political involvement, 
dissemination) and three outcome clusters (organisational change, management, 
and communication) – is valuable for multiple audiences.  

For practitioners, the framework is a point of departure to initiate or redesign 
sustainability reporting successfully. While the presence of trade-offs and our 
analysis of a small while diverse set of frontrunners makes searching generaliza-
ble ‘best practices’ inappropriate, this study uncovered many ‘good practices’ that 
practitioners elsewhere will find inspiring.  

Table 2.6 identifies such practices in relation to our research framework and case 
studies. The tentative rating of complexity (low / medium / high) serves to indi-
cate ease of replicability. The selection of context indicators and compilation of 
relevant data, for example, is relatively straightforward and constitutes a recom-
mendable practice for any city initiating sustainably reporting. Political target-
setting and impact assessments of governmental decisions, on the other hand, are 
complex and require more skills and resources.  

 

Sustainability reporting for European cities

2



70 
 

Table 2.6  Positive local government reporting practices   

Dimen-
sion  

Subdimen-
sion  

Positive practices Examples Complex-
ity  

Con-
tent  

Context  • Indicator selection based on local 
priorities, documenting in report an-
nex the relation (“comply or explain”) 
to standardised sets (notably GRI, 
ISO 37120) 

Dublin; Frei-
burg 

low   

• Long time series, discussion of 
trends 

• Comparison of local scores to 
benchmarks (e.g. WHO air quality 
guidelines) and averages (similar 
cities) 

various low  
(provided 
local data 
available) 

Public poli-
cies  

• Identification and discussion of local 
government competences and 
spheres of influence 

Zurich 
(2008): ma-
trix of influ-
ence 

low   

• Clear link (avoiding duplication) be-
tween sustainability reporting and 
other local government planning and 
reporting systems 

various medium  

• Analysis of choices for and impacts 
of decisions taken by local gov. in 
key policy areas 

Freiburg  high  

Org. per-
formance  

• Long time series; trends 
• Targets (short + long-term) 
• Benchmarking with similar cities  

various medium  

Outlook   
  

• Local agenda with short-term and 
long-term targets and commitments 
(by local gov. +other stakeholders) 

Amsterdam high  

Pro-
cess
es  
  

Org. in-
volvement  

• Cross-departmental working groups 
for mutual learning 

• Minimisation of additional workload 
(e.g. through collaboration with uni-
versities) 

• Smart periodicity (e.g. multi-year full 
reports plus shorter annual updates) 
to minimise fatigue 

various low  

Political in-
volvement  

• Discussion, approval of reports in lo-
cal gov. council 

various low  

Dissem.  
efforts  

• Media + internet events for various 
target groups  

• Conscious timing of reporting (re-
lease) to maximise attention 

various 
 

low 

• Changing focus themes (in reports + 
accompanying events) 

Nuremberg medium  
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• Reports, visualisations and raw data 
on website  

Zurich medium  

Out-
come

s  

Org. 
change  

• Self-evaluation (gains, suggestions 
for improvement) among report con-
tributors and sample of staff 

various (incl. 
Basel, Frei-
burg) 

 

medium 

Manage-
ment  

• Self-evaluation (uses, suggestions 
for improvement) among decision-
makers 

 

Communi-
cation  

• Tracking of media references, down-
loads, etc 

• Solicitation of feedback from citizens 
/ report users on website 

• Sharing of experiences with other 
cities  

 

 

Regarding outcomes, Table 2.6 contains the implicit recommendation for sus-
tainability reporters to self-evaluate. Simple satisfaction surveys among report 
contributors and the monitoring of download statistics, for example, produce im-
portant feedback at hardly any cost. Researching the utilisation of reports by var-
ious audiences is more complex yet may interest a local university, as happened 
in Basel. For policy-makers – including those contemplating mandatory munici-
pal sustainability reporting as in France, or subsidised voluntary reporting as in 
parts of Germany (LUBW, 2015) – the framework and evidence produced by this 
study will give guidance about policy objectives and local government needs.   

For researchers, the theoretical framework and major design choices identified in 
this article – such as periodicity, information types, process arrangements – sug-
gest major lines of enquiry. In terms of sustainability reporting, we posit that the 
focus on disclosure as main research paradigm has had its day, and that more 
utilisation- and impact-oriented studies are urgently needed. There is potential 
for increased mutual learning with the adjacent fields of performance manage-
ment (see e.g. Navarro Galera et al., 2008) and city-oriented sustainability mon-
itoring (see e.g. Tanguay et al., 2010). Table 2.7 lists a set of hypotheses derived 
from this explorative study to inform further research.  

Table 2.7  Hypotheses for further research 

Factor  Hypotheses  Relevant case  
Context  
  

• In consensus-oriented political systems, the 
room for sustainability reports to contain politi-
cal analyses and targets is limited. 

Zurich, Ba-
sel compared 
to Nuremberg 

• The longer the term of councils or budgets, the 
lower the advantages of frequent reporting. 

Freiburg  
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• Demands for outcome-oriented budgeting cre-
ate opportunities to use sustainability indicators for 
management purposes. 

Freiburg  

• More limited municipal competences increase 
the demand for distinct sustainability reports ad-
dressing outcomes in the city-at-large. 

Dublin  

Content, 
reporting 
features  
  

• The inclusion of performance indicators and 
targets is associated with increased instrumental / 
management use. 

Amsterdam, 
Freiburg  

• Over time, mere trend reporting based on de-
scriptive indicators leads to decreasing interest from 
internal and external audiences. 

Zurich  

• Frequent, high content reporting with limited 
news value leads to internal “fatigue” and de-
creased external interest. 

Dublin, Zurich  

• Comprehensive, high content reporting inte-
grating financial information is ineffective as exter-
nal communication tool. 

Amsterdam  

Process   
  

• Organisational involvement (e.g. collectively 
defining goals and indicators) increases organisa-
tional learning 

Zurich, Frei-
burg, Nurem-
berg  

• The simultaneous yet exclusive launch of re-
ports with governmental plans and budgets in-
creases management use. 

Freiburg  

 

In light of preliminary evidence that sustainability reporting by local govern-
ments can be beneficial at limited costs and risks, we conclude by calling for per-
severant yet reflective experimentation. As a civil servant from Dublin (I.16) put 
it:  

You have to say on the first day: We're going to do five years of sustaina-
bility reporting and then evaluate. Just to create that expectation. Be-
cause it's very hard to do a good job the first time. You have to learn the 
lesson.  
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This chapter is based on the article entitled “How to Sustain 
Sustainability Monitoring in Cities: Lessons from 49 Community 
Indicator Initiatives across 10 Latin American Countries” that was 
published in Sustainability (https://doi.org/10.3390/su13095133).
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3.1 Introduction  
We made recommendations on adjustments to the city development 
plans, some of which were accepted. However, relations with the munici-
pal administration have been a bit tense due to the poor results they ob-
tained in our citizen perception surveys. This made them very upset. 

(Quote by the representative of an indicator initiative in Colombia; informant 
CO#3). 

To improve a city’s liveability and democratic governance, a strategy with much ap-
peal in this digital, data-driven age involves tracking numbers on issues that many 
citizens and elected officials care about (Kitchin et al., 2015): How is our city or 
neighbourhood doing (and comparing to others) with regard to, say, air quality stand-
ards, quality-of-life, municipal expenditure, and crime rates? Organisations dedicated 
to compiling and publicly reporting on local wellbeing or sustainability indicators at 
regular intervals have been called ‘urban observatories’ or ‘community indicators’; in 
line with other studies (Barrington-Leigh, 2017), we label them ‘community indica-
tor initiatives’ in this study. Pioneers such as Sustainable Seattle were founded in the 
1990s (Holden, 2007) and hundreds of other local projects were active at the turn of 
the millennium (Moreno Pires et al., 2017). 

In Bogotá in 1998, the Colombian capital’s chamber of commerce, a reputed founda-
tion, media firm, and university jointly created Bogotá Cómo Vamos (“Bogota, how 
are we doing” in Spanish). This organisation’s core mandate is to publicly report 
on the city’s quality-of- life and sustainability on the basis of relevant indicator data 
obtained from official sources and supplemented with their citizen perception sur-
veys. Inspired by this Colombian model, dozens of similar initiatives subsequently ap-
peared across Latin America (Hevia, 2016; Pozzebon & Mailhot, 2012). Many chose 
equivalent names (Lima Cómo Vamos, Rio Como Vamos, etc.) or variants often 
combining city names and plural first-person pronouns—in Brazil, Nossa São 
Paulo (“Our São Paulo” in Portuguese) was created in 2007 and emulated by 
namesake initiatives in Argentina such as Nuestra Buenos Aires.  

To exchange experiences and coordinate joint activities, they collectively created the 
Latin American Network of Just and Sustainable Cities in 2011 that comprised, 
in its heyday, some 60 like-minded initiatives from 10 countries (Hernández Qui-
ñones & Flórez Herrera, 2013). 

Across Latin America, ‘community indicators’ evidently proliferated in the previ-
ous decade, fuelled by substantial investments in time and money by civil society 
volunteers, private foundations, universities, journalists, and entrepreneurs. In 
several cities, inter- national donors, such as the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB), co-financed the creation of a “civil society monitoring system” (Inter-
American Development Bank, 2016). A quick internet search for key actors 
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reveals that Bogotá Cómo Vamos (cf. www.bogotacomovamos.org (accessed on 1 
April 2021)) and Colombian sister organisations continue to be active, just as 
Nossa São Paulo (www.nossasaopaulo.org.br (accessed on 1 April 2021)) and fel-
low initiatives in Brazil. However, Rio Como Vamos and Nuestra Buenos Aires 
no longer exist, the Latin American network became inactive in 2016, and in some 
countries, none of the original community indicator initiatives survived. 

The rise (and fall) of community indicators in different countries triggers two fun-
damental questions: What do they achieve? Which contextual factors influence 
their achievements and survival? Various academic studies address the first ques-
tion and point to several positive impacts, including gains in public awareness and 
sustainability-oriented decision-making (Moreno Pires et al., 2017). In the litera-
ture on sustainability indicators at large (thus including their application at a na-
tional level, in industries, etc.), scholars have also identified the possibility of mis-
use (e.g., disinformation campaigns) but non-use appears to be the more prevalent 
risk (Lyytimäki et al., 2013). Indeed, failure to achieve long-term usage seems to be 
a common ailment. According to a recent review by Wray, Stevens, and Holden 
(Wray et al., 2017, p. 10),  

not unlike the story in other realms of voluntary and community work, 
efforts in community indicators have been plagued by the short lifespan 
of many initiatives. All too often, the cycle is one of a burst of investment 
of, enthusiasm, dedication, skill, and resources, a hard slog to establish 
an initial reputation and reporting system, some small triumphs of me-
dia, community, and perhaps even political attention, followed by a series 
of disappointments in efforts to repeat, accelerate, or institutionalise the 
work, and ultimately by the decline or disappearance of the initiative. 

In that view, fizzling out over time seems to be the normal fate of indicator pro-
jects; moreover, unrealistic expectations on the side of practitioners appear to be 
more important than either the local or national context or the specific choices 
each initiative makes about its activities and organisational set-up. With regards 
to internal governance, some researchers offer specific recommendations. Ex-
trapolating from a case study in Australia, Davern et al. (2016, p. 571) posit that “all 
indicator systems should include these best practice principles in their development 
and operation”, which include the prescription to “include a balanced mix of gov-
ernment, business and community representation”. The last point is remarkable 
since, in Latin America, virtually all initiatives operate at an arm’s length from gov-
ernments and have governance arrangements that explicitly exclude elected offi-
cials. 

Therefore, it is fair to state that there are both theoretical and empirical reasons 
to map and evaluate community indicator initiatives in Latin America. Theoretically, 
various assumptions about the effectiveness and ‘best practice’ of community 
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indicators can be put to test, in particular, with regards to prescriptions about organ-
isational governance. As this study shows, community indicator initiatives differ 
widely in the number of stakeholders involved, their degree of cooperation with 
media firms, reliance on volunteers, indicator choices, dissemination methods, 
and other characteristics.  

Empirically, the Global South is under-researched, and a more representative se-
lection of case studies is repeatedly called for by scholars of sustainability indicators 
(Ramos, 2019). Latin American initiatives operate in diverse environments, ranging 
from smaller towns to the world’s largest cities, in countries showing differences in 
terms of public service levels, political violence, and access to information laws. 
This provides unique opportunities to open the “black box of contextual drivers” 
(Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). Responding to calls in the literature for comparative, 
longitudinal approaches, this study, therefore, sought to answer the following re-
search question: 

Which design and context factors are associated with the influence and 
long-term viability of community indicator initiatives in Latin American 
Cities? 

Three research sub-questions help structure this article: How do city-level community 
indicator initiatives function in different Latin American countries? What do they 
perceive as their objectives, barriers, and achievements? Which contextual factors, 
in combination with organisational strategies, are associated with their success 
and failure? 

Through our theoretical and empirical contributions, we aim to strengthen the 
global body of knowledge on indicator initiatives and to provide insights to prac-
titioners; the latter include civil society activists, donors, and decision-makers in-
volved in the design of national transparency and accountability policies. We fur-
ther expect that the research frameworks elaborated for this study, including the 
typology of context and design factors as well as effects, will inform future studies. 
Our approach and objectives are summarised  in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1  Outline of research issues, approach, and objectives 

This study is organised as follows. The next section contains an overview of essen-
tial literature on community indicators, with a view to guiding the elaboration of the 
conceptual model applied in this study. This is followed by a section describing the 
research population and methods and one presenting key results. The final section 
contains a discussion and conclusion. Further details and raw data are available 
as Supplementary Materials [on the journal’s website]. 

 

3.2 Community Indicators in the Context of Transparency 
and Accountability Initiatives 

Community indicators function at the intersection of three issues of high standing 
on the global policy agenda and SDG framework (Klopp & Petretta, 2017) —
namely, urban sustainability, transparency, and civic participation. As such, they 
relate to vast and overlapping academic disciplines, including policy studies, gov-
ernance, communication, and management sciences (Lyytimäki et al., 2013). To 
contextualise our comparative, longitudinal evaluation of Latin American initia-
tives, we reviewed the literature for key findings in three areas: activities of sus-
tain- ability indicator projects, their organisational structure, and their achieve-
ments, including longevity; a transversal concern in each area is the influence of 
contextual factors. 

Context differences are under-researched regarding community indicator initia-
tives yet are likely to play a major role in their success or failure. Informed by sec-
toral reviews, such as the one by Wray et al. (2017), and the transparency and ac-
countability literature, such as Grandvoinnet et al. (2015), contextual factors with 
major relevance for community indicator initiatives include the political–legal 
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regime, data availability and the presence of alternative, competing transpar-
ency and accountability actions at the country and city levels. 

With regards to organisational set-up, a joint venture of governmental and non-
governmental organisations is often taken for granted (Moreno-Pires & Fidélis, 
2012) or even put forward as the “best practice” (Davern et al., 2016). A compara-
tive review of the longevity of 82 indicator initiatives assessed the participation of 
governments and academic institutions and also concluded that “a broad and 
cross-cutting alliance of stakeholders is the most promising, because it can best en-
sure ongoing demand for the product, collective accountability, [...] a robustness of 
funding” (Barrington-Leigh, 2017, p. 25). The same study implicitly describes bar-
riers impairing the long-term functioning of indicator initiatives, namely funding 
and sustained demand for indicator information. An organisation’s legitimacy is 
also mentioned yet rarely studied comparatively; this is no surprise, as it is highly 
contextual and hard to operationalise (Holden, 2013). 

Research on indicator projects has been dominated for years by studies exploring 
how they select which indicators. One main distinction concerns bottom-up, par-
ticipatory, and context-specific versus top-down, expert-led, standardised ap-
proaches, with each having advantages and advocates (Fraser et al., 2006; 
Moreno Pires et al., 2014). While a set of indicators can also be merged into one 
index, most initiatives forgo this option, as aggregation obscures meaning and 
transparency (Barrington-Leigh & Escande, 2016). Sustainability monitoring 
typically involves outcome indicators, often clustered in the environmental, so-
cial, and economic domains (Tanguay et al., 2010).  

According to a recent global analysis of 67 measurement initiatives, a city’s unem-
ployment rate and green urban space are the most widely used indicators (Merino-
Saum et al., 2020). For these two examples, indicator initiatives in rich countries 
can obtain relevant information from official statistics or they may just need to 
convert raw data into more meaningful indicators, such as “green space per cap-
ita”. For subjective wellbeing, however, another indicator that is widely used 
among community initiatives internationally (Barrington-Leigh, 2017; Cox et al., 
2010), and pioneers in Latin America (Lora, 2016; Martinez et al., 2021), all data 
needs to be collected through surveys, representing an expensive undertaking. In 
many indicator systems, political processes only receive marginal attention (Me-
rino-Saum et al., 2020), though exceptions have been documented, such as a 
multi-year, voluntary benchmark among Dutch municipalities exclusively tracking 
sustainability policies (Niemann et al., 2017). Further, in addition to reporting out-
come indicators, many initiatives deal with political processes, either through moni-
toring policy-related indicators—for example, government expenditures—or ac-
tive community engagement, for example, by organizing round-tables, public 
events, and so forth. 
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Figure 3.2 visualises this array through sample activities found in this study and 
the literature (Moreno Pires et al., 2017). The set is non-exhaustive, but it illustrates 
the spectrum of activities involving indicator reporting (concerning outcomes in 
the city and processes or inputs by the local government) and actions for commu-
nity engagement. The latter may also be conceptualised as targeting generic pro-
cesses (e.g., via community events) as well as the outcomes of deliberations, such 
as formalised spatial development plans. This spectrum mirrors that of sustainability 
reporting by local governments; a study by Niemann and Hoppe (2018) concern-
ing the practices of European pioneers found significant divergence in terms of 
content along outcome and process dimensions and various degrees of citizen en-
gagement strategies.  A number of North American community indicator initia-
tives also attempt to monitor government performance at large (de Lancer Jul-
nes et al., 2019). On the other hand, process-focused activities may also be carried 
out by other organisations not working on sustainability. From this perspective, com-
munity indicator projects with their diverging scope of community engagement 
can be conceptualised as belonging to the broad field of transparency and ac-
countability initiatives (Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3.2  Sample activities of community indicator projects or urban observato-
ries 

Assessments of effectiveness conceptually require taking objectives into account 
so one can measure progress against actual goals. Naturally, goals differ between 
indicator projects in different contexts and lifecycles (Joss et al., 2012). Beyond 
the implicit notion of improving local governance and sustainability, however, in-
itiatives often lack explicitly stated objectives (Wood, 2016). To help assess out-
comes in general terms, other studies about sustainability indicators (A. A. Hezri 
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& Dovers, 2006) distinguished three clusters of use and influence: instrumental 
(i.e., bearing on decision and policymaking), conceptual (e.g., learning and capacity 
development among public servants), and political–symbolic (e.g., public dis-
course). These clusters overlap but help identify intended effects—such as instru-
mental influence on local government policies—as well as unintended uses and 
misuses. 

A common challenge for research on the effects of ‘infomediaries’ (Grandvoinnet 
et al., 2015) and multi- stakeholder actions is identifying causality. As all commu-
nity indicator projects operate in networks (of different data providers, users, tar-
get audiences, etc.), their societal impact cannot be studied in isolation but re-
quires a systems perspective. The method of process tracing allows for the gath-
ering of high-quality evidence; a study applying it to three American community 
indicator initiatives found positive impacts regarding agenda-setting and other di-
mensions (Wood, 2016). Process tracing and similar methods, however, require com-
plex methodological rigour, which cannot easily be applied at a large scale. This 
explains why large-N comparative studies typically resort to more superficial 
measures of success, such as organisational survival or “staying power”(Barring-
ton-Leigh, 2017).  

Figure 3.3 summarises the main factors thus identified in this literature review—
various contextual factors (at country and city levels) as well as design choices (in 
particular, about organisational set-up and actions) that have a bearing on what 
community indicator projects achieve in terms of uses and influence. A further 
variable of interest is organisational evolution, which also serves as a reminder 
that none of the other constructs are static but actually co-evolve over time. 

 

 

Figure 3.3  Conceptual framework based on the literature review 
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3.3 Population and methods 
The world’s “battle for sustainability will be won or lost in cities”, the United Na-
tions  (2012) proclaimed. According to this metaphor, Latin America is an im-
portant battleground inasmuch as it is the world’s most urbanised region, where 
about 80% of the population lives in cities. In 2011, the Latin American Network 
for Fair, Democratic, and Sustainable  Cities (In Spanish: Red Latinoamericana 
por Ciudades y Territorios Justos, Democráticas y Sus tentables) was created by 
community indicator organisations from across the region. Some, for example, Bo-
gotá Como Vamos, had already been working for years with salaried staff. In other 
countries (e.g., Ecuador), all initiatives were run by volunteers, without funding 
or legal status, and with just a Facebook page to begin with. In conferences and dis-
cussions, a shared purpose was agreed—namely, promoting equitable develop-
ment and democracy by reporting on sustainability indicators and the local gov-
ernment’s management—as well as the stipulation that members are civil society 
organisations. In terms of joint activities, priority was given to communication 
(websites, newsletters, etc.) and developing an indicator database for bench-
marking.  

In the absence of their own financial resources, grants from philanthropic founda-
tions (notably, AVINA) allowed the funding of a part-time communication officer in 
Lima, a secretary in Mexico, and consultants in Brazil developing a collective in-
dicator database (For joint communication, the network used to run the website 
www.redciudades.net (accessed on 1 April 2021) that following the end of project 
funding, has been offline since 2016). Network representatives also decided to 
support this longitudinal research by sharing the (contact) details of member initia-
tives and volunteering to be interviewed. Importantly, key informants concurred 
that the network included virtually all relevant, city-based Latin American initiatives 
and that no alternative institutional model (such as sustainability reporting by local 
governments) were prevalent in any country. Therefore, membership, as assessed 
in 2014, can be considered representative of the population of Latin American 
community indicator initiatives at the time. The network counted 65 initiatives on 
its own website, but verification of individual internet sites showed 8 as actually 
inactive in 2014. As documented in the online Supplementary File, these initiatives 
were discarded from this longitudinal study, just as 8 fledgling initiatives only 
started in 2013 (As also documented in the Supplementary File, at least 9 initia-
tives have been founded since 2014, including one in Guatemala, as an additional 
country). Therefore, the main sample consisted of 49 city-based community indicator 
initiatives started by 2012 and active in 2014. 

For research on the practices, experiences, and long-term viability of these Latin 
American community indicator initiatives, the conceptual model derived from 
previous studies (cf. Figure 3.3) served as a starting point. For each of its main 
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dimensions (context, set-up, actions, use and influence, evolution), we identified the 
key parameters and data collection methods, as presented in Table 3.1. To assess 
an initiative’s context, we relied on ‘hard data’, such as city population numbers 
and the UN’s Human Development Index at the country level. To explore the polit-
ical–legal landscape, we further mapped country ratings from four international in-
dices (by the World Bank, Transparency International, Reporters Without Borders, 
RTI). Such governance indicators are methodologically contested (Høyland et al., 
2012; Michener, 2015), unsuited to reliably capture all discontinuities, such as 
those arising from radically different presidencies in Brazil and Mexico, and not 
necessarily valid sub-nationally. However, country differences plausibly have re-
percussions at the city level and comparative indices may be meaningful to show 
overall trends and country clusters. For further validation and information at the 
city level, we interviewed and surveyed representatives of indicator initiatives in 
Spanish (and in Portuguese for Brazil). 

Table 3.1  Operationalisation and data sources 

Construct Factor Parameters Data Source 

Context 

Country characteristics 
• Indices on human development, 

government effectiveness, corrup-
tion, press freedom, right of access 
to information. 

• United Na-
tions, World 
Bank, Trans-
parency In-
ternational, 
etc. 

• Interviews 

City characteristics 
• Population size. 
• Availability/quality of sustainability 

data. 
• Prevalence of political pressure 

• Gov. statis-
tics 

• Survey; in-
terviews 

Organisational 
set-up 

Formal structure • Type of formal registration. 
• Internet 

query; sur-
vey 

Stakeholders • Categories of formal stakeholders; 
in particular, (local) governments. 

• Internet 
query; sur-
vey 

Human resources • Number of staff/volunteers. • Survey 

Actions 

Focus of monitoring/indica-
tors 

• Broad set of (sustainability and 
quality-of-life) indicators and/or gov-
ernment policies. 

• Internet 
query; sur-
vey 

Dissemination methods • Internet channels (website, blog, so-
cial media). 

• Internet 
query; sur-
vey 

Engagement activities • Type of activities mentioned. • Survey 
Use and influ-

ence 
Conceptual  

( capacity development) 
• Knowledge, ideas, “data literacy” in 

public institutions and civil society. 
• Survey; in-

terviews 
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• Name recognition: among civil serv-
ants/technical staff. 

Instrumental  

( Policy influence) 

• Reference to reports and indicators 
in government plans. 

• Name recognition among decision-
makers. 

• Evidence of policy changes. 

• Survey; in-
terviews 

Political and symbolic  

( public awareness) 

• References in debates, publications. 
• Name recognition among media and 

the general public. 

• Survey; in-
terviews 

Evolution Organisational continuity • Evidence of activity in the last 6 
months (2021). 

• Internet 
query 

 
The main survey contained open and closed questions about each initiative’s set-
up, objectives, activities, and experiences (including political interference and quality 
of public data). It was sent electronically in 2014 and responded to by 44 initia-
tives, a 90% response rate. Most answers were given by a person with high 
knowledge of internal processes, such as the initiative’s director, and included frank 
statements about sensitive topics, such as relations with local governments. In re-
sponse to requests for confidentiality, the survey and interview data were anonymised 
and summarised at the country level without identifying individual cities. Additional 
interviews were held with 11 representatives of indicator initiatives in 2014, 2019, 
and 2020. 

To assess current activities, the websites of all initiatives were screened in 2021. 
This allowed for reliably mapping whether an initiative publishes indicators (on 
sustainability, quality-of-life, or government performance) but not their inherently 
diffuse and less visible community engagement activities; the majority of initia-
tives lack annual reports. Uses and influences were assessed qualitatively, with 
estimations (in 2014) of name recognition among various target groups serving as 
one quantifiable proxy indicator. 

An initiative’s level of continuity in 2021 was assessed through the visibility of ac-
tivities on the internet. If an initiative’s main website no longer existed, alterna-
tives were explored via search engines and social media sites. If the initiative 
showed substantial activity in any channel (beyond a simple ‘like’ or retweet) in 
the last six months, it was classified as ‘active’. If no sign of life was found in more 
than 12 months, the initiative was classified as ‘discontinued’, and cases in between 
as ‘unclear’ (see Supplementary File for details). Average continuity or ‘survival 
rates’ were subsequently compared to other factors, such as city size and country 
context. Comparisons based on country averages, however, are only explorative 
in nature due to the small number of cases involved. 
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3.4 Results  
To structure this section, we present our findings as responses to three research 
sub- questions. These are descriptive (about the functioning of community indicator 
initiatives), analytic (about their experiences), and tentatively predictive (explor-
ing the relationship between continuity and context). 

Sub-Question (1): How Do City-Level Community Indicator In-
itiatives Function in Different Latin American Countries? 

The Latin American community indicator initiatives studied hail from a geograph-
ically vast area, as they work in 49 cities located in 10 countries between Mexico 
and Argentina. See the Supplementary Files for details on names, city population, 
year of establishment, main activities, and website. Table 3.2, below, summarises, 
at the country level, the number of initiatives that existed in 2014, with certain 
characteristics in terms of organisational set-up and actions, and that continue to 
exist in 2021.  

Table 3.2  Number of initiatives per country in terms of characteristics and staying 
rate 

 
Organisational Set-Up Actions Evolution 

Stakeholders (beyond civil society): Monitoring/Reporting on: Continuity 

Country 

Total # 
of Initi-
atives 
(2014) 

Aca-
demia 

Media 
firms 

Busi-
ness/Pri-

vate 
Founda-

tions 

Local 
govern-

ment 

Various 
sustain-

ability indi-
cators 

Quality-
of-

life/per-
ception 
surveys 

Local gov-
ernment 
policy 

Evidence of 
activity in the 
past 6 months 

(2021) 

Argen-
tina 

6 2 2 4 1 6 2 4 2 

Bolivia 3 2 2 3 / 3 2 / 1 

Brazil 15 9 7 9 1 11 5 5 8 

Chile 2 1 ? ? / 2 2 / 0 

Colom-
bia 

10 10 10 10 / 10 10 1 9 

Ecuador 2 / / / / 1 2 / 1 

Mexico 5 3 1 4 1 5 5 3 4 

Para-
guay 

1 ? ? ? / ? 1 / 1 
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Peru 3 3 2 3 / 3 3 1 1 

Uruguay 2 1 / 1 / 1 1 1 0 

SUM: 49 
31 

(63%) 

24 

(50%) 

34 

(69%) 

3 

(6%) 

42 

(86%) 

33 

(67%) 

15 

(31%) 

27 

(55%) 

 

As evident from this table and the Supplementary File, Brazil (15) and Colombia 
(10) have had the largest number of initiatives. Some were started in small munici-
palities of just 20,000 inhabitants but the majority in large cities. The average pop-
ulation size is close to 2 million, and from among the 10 largest Latin American cities, 
all except for Caracas were at some moment represented in the Latin American 
Network for Fair, Democratic and Sustainable Cities.  

In terms of organisational set-up, a large majority of initiatives are distinct civil 
society organisations. Exceptions include those where the community indicator 
work is run as another NGO’s project, or entirely by volunteers, or as a public–
private partnership led by a local government. In fact, local governments are only 
included as stakeholders in 6% of all initiatives. Significantly more prevalent are 
media firms (stakeholders in 50% of all initiatives), academic institutions such as 
universities (63%) and business institutions (e.g., chamber of commerce), and 
private foundations (69%). Whereas initiatives called Cómo Vamos are usually 
governed by three or four-member institutions, others opted for more fluid inter-
nal governance; Nossa Sao Paolo auto-identifies as a network with hundreds of 
stakeholders. In 2014, the number of salaried staff varied from 0 (in fledgling 
initiatives or those organised purposefully as a ‘citizen collective’) to 13; the me-
dian was 3. 

In terms of activities assessed in the study period, about a third of initiatives ded-
icated explicit attention on their websites to their local government’s policies, 
such as ordinances and compliance with election pledges. Most combined report-
ing about a set of sustainability-related indicators (obtained from official sources) 
with those of quality-of-life surveys implemented by the initiatives themselves. In 
Colombian cities, such subjective perception surveys are a trademark activity and 
implemented annually via professional pollsters contracted at a high cost. Other 
initiatives only have periodic surveys. One Ecuadorian, volunteer-run initiative 
used sociology students assigned by their university for polling. All initiatives also 
carry out a wide array of outreach activities not amenable to simple quantifica-
tion. A case in point is capacity building; “the personnel of eight municipalities 
have been trained to fill out the files to collect the indicators. It’s a permanent 
job”, explained informant PE#3. Other examples include organizing public de-
bates with mayoral candidates in the run-up to elections (Cabrera Paredes et al., 
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2020) and numerous thematic round-tables with officials and experts about is-
sues such as sustainable transport or child malnutrition. In terms of organisa-
tional continuity, the verification of internet sites showed that 55% of the 49 ini-
tiatives tracked since 2014 were assessed as being active in 2021. 

Sub-Question (2): What Do Such Initiatives as Their 
Objectives, Barriers, and Achievements? 

According to the charter of the Latin American Network for Fair, Democratic 
and Sustainable Cities (agreed upon in 2011), member initiatives have five 
common objectives: (i) to monitor a city’s situation in terms of quality-of-life, 
social justice, democracy, and sustainability; (ii) to promote civic participation; 
(iii) to monitor and influence public policies; (iv) to promote space for dialogue 
between civil society, the private sector, and the state; (v) to disseminate infor-
mation and knowledge for informed civic participation and decision-making pro-
cesses. In terms of target groups and strategies, the sampled initiatives developed 
a range of priorities. Whereas virtually all (95% of survey respondents) considered 
elected officials a main target group, about 60% also targeted researchers and staff in 
public institutions. As a Peruvian respondent (PE#03) explained, “The work is 
in stages. We are giving priority to young people through actions and training. 
The media is getting information and workshops, just as the technical personnel 
of the institutions, the latter primarily on indicator issues. Social leaders are con-
vened; we sign institutional agreements”. 

Since (indicator) data represent the lifeblood of initiatives, their availability and 
reliability are a main concern in some countries. In Bolivia, a respondent (BO#1) ex-
plained that “there’s very little access to information. Normally we gather it from 
sources such as interviews and focal groups”. In neighbouring Chile, “the official 
statistics generally have high fidelity” (CH#2). At an aggregate level, 7% of survey 
respondents in 2014 considered data obtained from national sources as having no 
or little reliability, and even 28% thought so of data from local sources. The former, 
however, are often not usable at the local level; as an Argentine respondent 
(AR#5) explained, “we were unable to access disaggregated data in our locality”. 

To explore barriers and bottlenecks, the survey contained questions about the 
prevalence of difficulties in several areas—out of these, finding suitable staff and me-
dia attention was not considered problematic by most respondents. Over 50% of 
them, however, reported significant difficulties in accessing indicator data and 
finding funding (for running costs and specific projects). Further, on a survey ques-
tion about political pressure or interference (in relation to areas of work, research, 
positive and negative news, and involved personnel), 38% of initiatives indicated 
suffering from them ‘frequently’ or ‘very frequently’; only a third did not experience 
pressures. Sometimes this was experienced as a matter of evolving trust—in the 
words of one Peruvian informant (PE#3), “At the beginning of our activities, there 
was mistrust of our institution and it was accused of having a political overtone— 
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this on the part of the municipal authorities and also in some cases of civil soci-
ety”. In other instances, however, maturing initiatives felt increasing heat. A Bra-
zilian informant (BR#5) stated, “We are going through a period of great political 
pressure from the current municipal public administration”. 

Achievements are largely intangible and hard to measure. To quantitatively assess to 
what extent initiatives were effective in achieving name recognition, the 2014 survey 
asked respondents to estimate which percentages of three target groups knew the 
initiative’s work; the reported averages were 26% for the city’s general popula-
tion, 49% for relevant technical staff of public institutions, and 72% for decision-
makers such as the mayor and councillors. Regarding the latter, individual re-
sponses ranged from 1% to 100% between fledging and mature organisations. It 
is worth mentioning that some indicator initiatives assess their name recognition 
via surveys, and also have reliable ways to monitor their interaction with office-
bearers if they are invited to present quality-of-life survey results in, say, a mu-
nicipal council meeting. As a Colombian informant (CO#3) explained, “The per-
centage of the population was measured in our citizen perception survey [...]. 
Among decision-makers, everyone knows us because we constantly interact with 
them, either requesting information or at different round-tables”. 

Regarding other outcomes, key informants reported evidence of effects (in some cases 
backed up by detailed explanations in annual reports) in various dimensions. In 
terms of conceptual use and influence, 77% of survey respondents indicated hav-
ing contributed to the development of capacities among public institutions. As a 
Peruvian respondent (PE#03) stated, “We have achieved that information-gen-
erating institutions, as well as public institutions, disseminate their information and 
try to update it [as] municipal public servants are finally understanding the im-
portance of data”. Regarding instrumental use and influence, 72% of initiatives (ac-
cording to the survey) reported having had some—and 30%, even ‘very large’—
achievements in influencing the design of public policies. According to a Colom-
bian respondent (CO#8), “We made recommendations on the elaboration of the 
municipal development plans [and] 20% of our recommendations were ac-
cepted”.  

A major achievement for many initiatives—especially in Brazil and Argentina—
was also the successful lobby for new bylaws introducing a legal obligation for 
mayoral candidates to create action plans with targets for various sustainability 
indicators, about which the elected mayor then has to report back in public 
accountability meetings; such bylaws are known as plan(o) de metas in Spanish 
and Portuguese (Romanutti & Cáceres, 2020). By nature, the cluster of political–
symbolic uses and influences is the most intangible; one economic way to assess 
them is through subjective perceptions of key informants and proxy indicators 
such as media coverage. Over 90% of survey respondents reported that their ini-
tiative had contributed to the city’s agenda, public discourse, and knowledge. As 
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an Argentine informant (AR#3) observed, “if by impact we understand that the 
issues are debated or published, we have had important achievements since in 
general, the information that we produce is published by the main media outlets”. 

Sub-Question (3): Which Contextual Factors in Combination 
with Organisational Strategies Are Associated with the Success 
and Failure of These Initiatives? 

The analysis of activity levels showed that 27 of 49 (i.e., 55%) of city initiatives sam-
pled in 2014 were confirmed as active in 2021, but 13 were classified as ‘discon-
tinued’ and 10 as ‘unclear’; the latter category applies to initiatives with a func-
tioning website but no evidence of recent activities (cf. Supplementary File). This 
leads to a conservative estimate of continuity since some of the initiatives classi-
fied as ‘unclear’ continue to work as a less formalised citizen movement with ru-
dimentary social media activity. Interestingly, the cities hosting each of these 
three groups (active, unclear, and discontinued) showed similar average popula-
tion numbers. Therefore, city size does not appear to be a predictor of long-term 
viability. It deserves mentioning, though, that small, rural communities were 
overrepresented among the initiatives that had stopped by 2014 (cf. Section 3). 
Chile, Ecuador, Paraguay, and Uruguay each had only one or two initiatives 
in the initial sample, which implies a limited base for generalisations. In these 
cases, the average ‘survival rates’ thus need to be interpreted with much caution. 
Nonetheless, the number of initial initiatives per country appears to matter. As 
shown in Table 3.2, Brazil (53%), Colombia (90%), and Mexico (80%) showed the 
highest continuity rates. The first two also have active networks at the national 
level (www.redcomovamos.org (accessed on 1 April 2021) and www.cidadessus-
tentaveis.org.br (accessed on 1 April 2021). (The Colombian network also regis-
tered Cómo Vamos as a national trademark; elsewhere, the brand is not protected 
and has been adopted by other actors such as a newspaper in Mexico City). With its 
90% survival rate, the Colombian model, including its established brand and tight 
internal governance (centred around a small set of stakeholders including a me-
dia firm, university, and chamber of commerce), is ostensibly successful. Ac-
cording to the network’s website, it now boasts 16 initiatives covering 60% of Co-
lombia’s urban population. A similar institutional Cómo Vamos model was suc-
cessfully emulated in Lima but abandoned in Rio de Janeiro. In several countries, 
network-oriented models prevailed. As a radical example of a community indicator 
initiative of the non-institutionalised type, a ‘citizen collective’ in the Ecuadorian 
city of Cuenca has now run successfully for 10 years with neither legal personality 
nor salaried staff. Both tight and loose, network-oriented models of internal gov-
ernance have thus been shown to thrive. This is also evident from diverging ad-
vice given by key informants about institutional strategies: “Make sure to estab-
lish an organisational structure very early in order to receive resources and have 
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professionals working full time” (BR#9) versus “be an inclusive movement and 
look for less institutionalised operating models” (BR#2). 

To explore the relevance of contextual factors, Table 3.3 shows the number and 
percentage of surviving initiatives per country juxtaposed to the selected sample 
of socio- economical and governance indices.  

Table 3.3  Survival rate of community indicators in relation to country context 

  Country Statistics 
Active 
(2021)  
(% com-
pared to  
2014) 

Human 
Develop-

ment Index 
(0–1) 

United Na-
tions, 2018 

Govern-
ment  Effec-
tiveness (1–
100%) World 
Bank (WGI), 

2019 

Corruption 
Perception In-
dex (0–100)  

Transparency 
International, 

2020 

Press Freedom 
Index (1–100)  

 
Reporters With-

out Borders, 
2020 

Legal Right to 
information (1–

150)  
RTI-Rating.org, 

2020 

Argen-
tina 

2 (33%) 0.83 49 45 29 92 

Bolivia 1 (33%) 0.70 25 31 35 70 

Bra-
zil 

8 (53%) 0.76 44 37 34 108 

Chile 0 (0%) 0.85 82 67 27 94 

Colom-
bia 

9 (90%) 0.76 56 37 43 102 

Ecua-
dor 

1 (50%) 0.76 37 38 33 74 

Mexico 4 (80%) 0.77 46 29 46 136 

Para-
guay 

1 (100%) 0.72 33 28 33 62 

Peru 1 (33%) 0.76 50 37 31 93 

Uru-
guay 

0 (0%) 0.81 75 71 16 92 

 

Due to methodological limitations, including the small number of cases and un-
tested validity of country governance assessments, statistical analyses are not mean-
ingful. However, the data suggest the presence of country clusters. Chile and Uru-
guay are, according to international comparisons (with Table 3.3 showing most recent 
data available), the region’s top performers in terms of government effectiveness, 
press freedom, and low levels of perceived corruption. Bolivia, Paraguay, and Peru 
represent the other end of the spectrum, while Argentina holds a middle ground. In 
five of these six countries, the observed continuity rate is below 50%, whereas it 
is higher in the four countries occupying average positions in regional compari-
sons of human development (as measured by the HDI) and governance. 
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(Paraguay had seen the emergence of five initiatives since 2013 that did not at-
tain organisational continuity. The one established in its capital in 2010 and in-
cluded in this study remains active.)  

At the city level, these observations match the prevalence of obstacles reported by 
key informants. In Chile and Uruguay, the quality of public data sources and po-
litical interference was no major concern. In Bolivia, Peru, and Paraguay, how-
ever, access to data was a frequently mentioned problem. Another dimension on 
which key informants reported diverging experiences is political interference and 
intimidation at the city level—these were high in Mexico and Brazil but virtually 
absent in other countries (According to the RTI, Paraguay, Bolivia, and Ecuador 
have poorly developed access to information laws, whereas Mexico belongs to the 
world’s top performers. At the city level, key informants reported that progressive 
laws can be helpful yet miss immediate relevance for their work if public institu-
tions do not collect sustainability data). 

3.5 Discussion and conclusions  
In response to the research question “Which design and context factors are associ-
ated with the influence and long-term viability of community indicator initia-
tives in Latin American cities?”, this study showed that 49 initiatives located 
in 10 countries had an average continuity or survival rate of 55% after seven years. 
This is a conservative estimate since some of the remaining 45% may be active in a 
different or less institutionalised form. Our finding that many initiatives fizzled 
out over time complements evidence from other continents (e.g., Moreno Pires 
et al., 2017).  

Underneath the regional averages, we found significant differences at the country 
level. Some countries studied for this article—notably, Colombia— evidenced 
high continuity rates of 90%, with further institutional growth in recent years. 
Importantly, community indicator initiatives struggle in different contexts for dif-
ferent rea- sons. Our data suggest that in higher income and more democratic 
countries, maintaining institutional funding and sustained (media) attention are 
common difficulties, while the absence of immediate policy impacts constitutes a 
main reason for disillusionment among practitioners. In poorer or more violent 
contexts, however, scarce availability of reliable public data and political intimi-
dation often represent additional existential threats for com- munity indicator pro-
jects. This finding aligns with the growing body of literature about the fate of 
transparency and accountability initiatives (Fox, 2015) and makes a new contribution 
to community indicator research, which has hitherto been biased in favour of 
high-income countries, while ignoring developments in the Global South. 

Regarding their organisational set-up, virtually all Latin American community 
indicator initiatives are civil society alliances excluding governmental 
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stakeholders. This differs from other world regions and challenges ’best practice’ 
recommendations about the inclusion of governments (Davern et al., 2016). 
Moreover, successful Latin American initiatives show diversity in their organisa-
tional set-up; whereas some are governed by a small set of founding members 
(notably, philanthropic foundations, media firms, and universities), others func-
tion as looser networks. 

The implementation of citizen perception surveys proved an expensive yet effec-
tive way of gaining wide (media) attention. This mirrors similar trends found by 
scholars elsewhere (Barrington-Leigh, 2017; Rinne et al., 2012). Many Latin 
American initiatives also offer training in data literacy and indicator use to diverse 
target groups, such as public servants, journalists, and community leaders. Ac-
cording to key informants, and corroborated by evidence including representative 
household surveys, several initiatives also gained significant name recognition in 
their cities among the general public, technical staff of local governments, and 
political decision-makers, such as the mayor and councillors. Using their standing, 
some initiatives successfully influenced public policies such as municipal develop-
ment plans; another achievement in several cities concerned the approval of new 
legal requirements for local governments to incorporate sustainability consider-
ations and citizen-led accountability fora into their planning and reporting sys-
tems. For relatively small organisations with usually less than 10 staff members, 
these are significant achievements in megacities such as Bogotá, São Paulo, Lima, 
and La Paz, where numerous pressure groups vie for attention. 

This study is exploratory in nature, which implies methodological limitations. 
Tracking dozens of initiatives over time required selecting a limited set of re-
search constructs, and thereby disregarding the complex nature, evolution, and 
interaction between a country’s and city’s context and a networked community in-
dicator initiative. However, to avoid blind spots, we supplemented the deductive 
analysis of constructs derived from previous research with qualitative, inductive 
feedback from key informants. 

More research is needed. Our findings and the conceptual models developed (cf. 
Figure 3.3, Table 3.1) contain leads for further investigations. To facilitate follow-
up research, a number of hypotheses (and the countries serving as relevant cases) 
were identified for each of the main dimensions of the conceptual model, as listed 
in Table 3.4. In terms of context, for example, we surmise that the demise of civil 
society-run community indicator initiatives in Chile and Uruguay may partially be 
attributable to the relatively better quality of government-run indicator systems in 
these countries (cf. Orellana & Vicuña, 2019). In terms of organisational set-up, 
partnerships with media firms perceived as unbiased (where available) are hy-
pothesised to foster organisational continuity. Further research on internal lead-
ership and the choice of working as broad networks or via a small group of stakehold-
ers will help elucidate the relative advantages of each strategy and how these play 
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out over time. Such studies may be informed by findings in the literature that any 
(performance) indicator system requires continual reconsideration (Pollitt, 
2018), and that citizen participation tools should be aligned to a local population’s 
evolving ‘sustainability literacy’ (M. Cohen et al., 2015). 

Table 3.4  Hypotheses for further research 

Main  

Dimension 
Hypotheses for Future Studies 

Relevant 
case/country in 

this study 

Context 

The higher a country’s development level and public provision of sus-
tainability indicators, the smaller the niche and perceived added value 
of community indicator initiatives. 

Chile, Uruguay 

In countries with too limited availability of reliable public data, commu-
nity indicator projects are hard to be maintained. 

Bolivia, Paraguay, 
Peru 

Progressive laws on access to information foster the functioning of 
community indicator projects. 

Mexico, Brazil 

The local presence of philanthropic foundations (and supportive gov-
ernment policies), as well as universities, fosters the successful foun-
dation of community indicator projects. 

Various 

Organisational 
set-up 

Partnership with media organisations perceived as unbiased help com-
munity indicator projects thrive. 

Colombia, Argen-
tina 

When relations between governments, NGOs, and media firms are 
highly politicised, creating joint associations is not viable and work in 
looser networks more effective. 

Ecuador 

Establishing community indicator initiatives in multiple cities (using a 
joint brand) fosters media attention (also via benchmarking of city data) 
and institutional stability. 

Colombia 

Actions 

Implementing household surveys on quality-of-life perceptions is ex-
pensive yet effective for gaining political and media attention. 

Colombia, Brazil, 
Mexico 

Monitoring citizen satisfaction with mayors via surveys ensures sali-
ence but increases the risk of being perceived as partisan. 

Colombia, Peru 

Monitoring government performance and compliance with election 
pledges increases the effectiveness of government work. 

Brazil 

 

Regarding activities, we hypothesise (based on findings in various countries) that 
the implementation of surveys that tap citizens’ satisfaction with mayors may bring 
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attention but also accusations of partisan meddling. Beyond these hypotheses, fur-
ther research is needed for several other issues, such as the precise nature of com-
munity engagement strategies, including cooperation with other urban move-
ments (Friendly, 2017), and various ways of using indicators and indices, as well 
as relating local monitoring efforts to international frameworks such as the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (Thomas et al., 2020). 

We conclude by positing that 20 years of sustainability indicator projects in Latin 
America offers a wealth of lessons for this and other world regions. Arguably, the 
‘socio- ecological niche’ and potential positive contribution of community indica-
tor projects is globally increasing due to three major trends: (i) continued urban-
isation, (ii) increased data availability due to public investments, technological 
developments, and open data laws and (iii) many increases in socio-economic in-
equalities, recently exacerbated by the viral pandemic. Sadly, the more unequal a 
city, the more informative and newsworthy a localised comparison of relevant in-
dicators. In this endeavour, collaboration involving re- searchers, practitioners, and 
policymakers is key, as is stamina. As an Argentine informant (AR#3) recommended 
to others wanting to start a community indicator project: 

It is very important to have and guarantee the continuity of the work long-
term. Keep in mind that we work with people and that the generation of 
trust is a central point for the success of the initiative. It is very important to 
achieve the most heterogeneous participation possible so that different sec-
tors feel identified and represented. 
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This chapter is based on the article entitled “On the Benefits of 
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4.1 Introduction  
Local governments are high on the international sustainability agenda; the re-
cently adopted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) contain a specific goal (No 
11) concerning “inclusive, safe, resilient and sustain able cities”. Virtually all con-
temporary policy frameworks comprise targets and indicators, and ever more 
ratings and rankings appear with the declared purpose of informing governmen-
tal policies and decision-making. The common focus is so-called ‘impacts’ or 
‘outcomes’, which – in the parlance of performance management – are widely 
shared, top level desiderata such as clean environments, public safety, and more 
employment. The implicit assumption is that corresponding indicators (e.g. on 
air quality, crimes, unemployment rates) help governments make the right deci-
sions and investments (‘inputs’) to obtain appropriate ‘outputs’ such as more trees, 
police officers, and trainings for the jobless. 

Crucially, while high-level, outcome information is certainly important for ac-
countability and the modelling of causal ‘results chains’ an effective planning heu-
ristic, the practical use of impact or outcome indicators is fraught with difficulties, 
especially at local level. In the non-profit sector, the ‘impact mantra’ has been 
criticised as counterproductive, as it draws precious resources away from services 
and puts undue emphasis on outcomes for which the causal links are unclear 
(Ebrahim, 2005). Acknowledging the challenge of relating outcome indicators to 
day-to-day management, guidance about the SDGs contains the rather general advice 
that “the distinction between outcomes, outputs, and inputs needs to be handled 
pragmatically, and the design of goals, targets, and indicators should be guided 
by approaches that are best suited to mobilise action and ensure accountability” 
(Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2015, p. 147). 

Intriguingly, most academic overviews of local sustainability indicators (e.g., Ness et 
al., 2007; Tanguay et al., 2010) are remarkably silent about indicator types. One 
exception is Dahl’s seminal review of Achievements and gaps of indicators for 
sustainability, in which he argues that “environmental, economic and social 
states are the result of complex processes of development. Policy and manage-
ment interventions will be more effective if aimed at the process rather than the 
result, but process indicators have been harder to define” (Dahl, 2012, p. 16). 

In existing monitoring initiatives, process aspects receive some consideration 
since a few international ‘city rankings’ feature a select number of process-oriented, 
qualitative indicators. As part of Siemens’ Green City Index, for example, a jury of 
experts rates a city’s climate change policies (Meijering et al., 2014). However, 
tools that emphasise process-oriented indicators are a rarity, and many such ini-
tiatives have struggled. ICLEI’s Local Evaluation 21 self-assessment tool and the Ref-
erence Framework for European Sustainable Cities (RFSC), for example, have failed to 
reach envisioned user numbers. It thus appears that process indicators are not 
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only “hard to define” (Dahl, 2012) but especially “hard to maintain”. In this 
context, one Dutch ranking system stands out inasmuch as it has a 15-year history. 
Since 1999, the Local Sustainability Meter (henceforth abbreviated as LSM) has called 
nine times, at 1–4 year intervals, on all Dutch municipalities to assess their sustaina-
bility efforts and policies rather than outcomes. In some years, up to 90% of all 
Dutch municipalities responded by voluntarily filling a questionnaire. This is es-
pecially remarkable since in the ensuing, publicly communicated ranking, the 
winner receives an award and some municipalities can praise themselves as top per-
formers, whilst just as many knowingly end up at the bottom of the league table. In 
this study, we thus use the LSM case to explore the merits and limitations of local 
sustainability measurement tools that emphasise processes and policies. The main re-
search question is ‘Under what conditions can local sustainability monitoring initiatives fo-
cusing on processes viably function, and what are their benefits and limitations?’. 

 

Figure 4.1  Summary of issues, chosen approach and research objectives 

Our approach and objectives are summarised in Figure 4.1. We set out by reviewing 
academic literature on process and policy indicators in sustainability ratings and 
rankings. This is followed by the presentation of an assessment framework. We then 
describe the research design and methods and subsequently the main results. We dis-
cuss their implications and end with a conclusion and suggestions for further re-
search. 

 

4.2 Process-oriented local sustainability monitoring 
Since its emergence, the international sustainability agenda has also been a meas-
urement agenda – the Local Agenda 21 (LA 21) movement initiated by the United 
Nations after the Rio conference (1992) explicitly stressed the need for local 
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monitoring work. This section summarises key concepts and literature on the fo-
cus of such monitoring, on the relation to performance and on their observed 
effects. 

 

4.2.1 Outcome, process and policy indicators 
Monitoring is about identifying trends, threats and progress, and generally built 
around the tracking of indicators. Outcome indicators have an important role to 
play in any sustainability assessment, as they allow study of the evolution of key 
social and environmental concerns across time; many lend themselves to cross-city 
comparisons (Joss, 2012). 

Defining the essence of sustainability and thus choosing sustainability indicators, 
however, necessarily entails simplification of very complex matters (Turnhout et al., 
2007). Even with the advent of ever more automatised data collection, ‘big data’ 
analyses and ‘open data’ gateways, the number of indicators directly informing 
policies is bound to remain small, especially at the local level. This is because for 
most sustainability issues, particularly in the socio-economic sphere, goals and 
norms are relative and contested, and causal mechanisms extremely complex – a 
case in point is poverty, an issue for continuous discussion among policy-makers 
and researchers about causes, solutions and appropriate measurements. In most 
policy fields, the ambition of using outcome indicators to steer a city towards sus-
tainable development is hampered by unclear causal attribution, a mismatch between 
geographical scales (Mori & Yamashita, 2015), time lags and limited data availability 
(Lyytimäki & Rosenström, 2008). 

In light of these challenges, some scholars propose focusing on processes instead. 
A recent conference report stated that “what is most needed to accelerate and 
scale up innovation is a process focus, prompting the need for generic, replicable 
protocols and tools for supporting the design, implementation and assessment of 
(urban) sustainability initiatives” (Joss et al., 2015, p. 9). 

One way of generically assessing process aspects is through policy indicators that 
probe whether governments have a certain type of favoured policy, plan, budget, 
project or programme. Policy indicators typically use binary scales, e.g. when as-
sessing whether a certain formal policy is present or absent. In the field of human 
rights, for example, monitoring frameworks commonly track the ratification of 
international treaties or adoption of laws (OHCHR, 2015). To increase informa-
tional value, processes can be decomposed (e.g. formulation of a plan, approval, 
implementation) or described with explicit demands on the characteristics of 
components (e.g. the incorporation of certain standards, budgets, approval pro-
cesses etc.). Another option is to rate policy efforts as ‘very strong’, ‘strong’, ‘weak’ 
or ‘very weak’, thus producing cardinal or Likert scales. 
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However, the more detailed the requirements, the higher the indicator’s transaction 
costs, the less accessible the results become for general audiences, and the less 
transferable the assessment is across contexts. This explains why early efforts at 
the times of Agenda 21 to spread the use of standardised ‘institutional indicators’ 
failed to gain acceptance. The “share of population that takes part in local Agenda 21 
processes” proposed by Spangenberg (2002), for example, defies any simple oper-
ationalisation and dodges the question of who should make such measurements. 
In support of Agenda 21, various European governments issued manuals on how to 
initiate local sustainability processes and how to assess their quality (e.g. Swiss Fed-
eral Office for Spatial Development, 2005) yet these are relatively generic tools 
relying on the management and research capacities of local governments. 

The comparability of processes remains a fundamental challenge. As Dhakal and 
Imura put it (2003, p. 117), “process indicators are said to help to transfer the 
knowledge or know-how from one place to another in the form of a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative indicators. Such process indicators should typically be 
derived from successful experiences (and best practices) and henceforth should be 
implemented elsewhere with the necessary modification to suit the local condi-
tions”. This suggests that there is a trade-off, with competing demands for stand-
ardisation and replicability on the one hand and adaptation for context-sensitiv-
ity on the other. 

4.2.2 Performance management through self-assessments and rankings 
Process indicators can be valuable inasmuch as they inform policy choices and ef-
forts and make the policy process more transparent. Their use in managing per-
formance, however, is not straightforward. In the field of public management, it 
is well established that indicators can incentivise desired behaviour but also lead 
to ‘perverse effects’ (Hood, 2012). According to Pollitt, tying incentives and sanc-
tions to indicators requires a careful balancing act: “If there is no coupling, or only 
a very faint connection, then performance targets may not have much  effect on be-
haviour. If, on the other hand, the connection is drawn very tight, so that every-
body knows that heads will fall in the event of a missed target, then gaming and 
cheating behaviours are likely to flourish” (Pollitt, 2013, p. 358). Rankings as one 
popular performance management tool facilitate comparisons by visualizing rel-
ative performance but can also be problematic; frequently criticised are arbitrary 
weightings of performance indicators, the failure to differentiate inputs and out-
puts, and comparisons of dissimilar organisations (Tillema, 2010). 

Concerning stakeholders external (expert-led) and internal (self-) assessments are 
the main source of performance information in public governance fields. Accord-
ing to Bovaird and Löffler (2003, p. 326),  

self-assessment is usually more knowledgeable and allows those people to 
learn the necessary lessons who must later play a key role in improvement 
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processes. However, self-assessment is also potentially myopic and self-
deluding – and it is less likely to be trusted by “outsiders”. Conversely, 
external assessment by ‘auditors” or ‘inspectors’ is more likely to be inde-
pendent but in turn is often not trusted by the agency” subjected to assess-
ment. It is believed to exhibit “limited understanding of the context, a ten-
dency to be simplistic or superficial. Moreover it can be a very expensive 
process” .  

To validate process and policy indicators, expert panels are often used, yet this 
may increase opacity. Some authors thus assert that if “policy indicators are used, 
binary indicators (determining whether particular types of policies exist in a city) 
are more transparent than expert-evaluation based policy metrics” (Zhou & Wil-
liams, 2013, p. 34). Furthermore, if data are neither derived from statistical, ad-
ministrative sources (which is the case for most outcome indicators) nor from 
expert assessments but provided by local stakeholders themselves, one key target 
audience is directly involved. This may imply biases yet also increase the potential 
for effective policy learning. In the field of local public service delivery, the use of 
award schemes with voluntary candidatures is commonplace (Hartley & Downe, 
2007). Among Asian cities, winning a sustainability prize has been identified as a 
powerful motivator (Krank & Wallbaum, 2011). By participating in contests and thus 
voluntarily undergoing scrutiny, local governments ‘signal virtue’ (Gugerty, 2009). 
Competitive awards, however, have evident limitations, in particular their inherent 
exclusivity. An alternative route designed to reach larger user numbers are cer-
tification schemes, e.g. for ‘eco-cities’ (Joss et al., 2015). 

4.2.3 Effects of Sustainability Monitoring Initiatives 
Sustainability monitoring in cities generally serves one or more of the following 
four purposes: Decision-making and management, advocacy, participation and 
consensus building, and research and analysis (Parris & Kates, 2003). An Amer-
ican review of ‘key indicator systems’ concludes that a fully operational set of 
measures takes time to develop and requires broad involvement of society and 
substantial resource commitments, while benefits can include (1) more informed 
policy choices, (2) a better educated citizenry and (3) greater civic engagement 
(United States Government Accountability Office, 2011).  

Case studies have produced some evidence of positive ‘soft’ impacts on capacity 
building, social learning and improved communication between stakeholders 
(Reed et al., 2006); effects on advocacy, learning and consensus-building are no-
toriously hard to measure. In recent years, the governance and politics of policy 
indicators has received more attention (Sébastien & Bauler, 2013). Some apparent 
disappointment felt by practitioners regarding a lack of ‘impacts’ is arguably due to 
naïve expectations: “In policymaking environments, a linear thinking of direct, instru-
mental policy use of indicators is simply not acknowledging the complexity of deci-
sion-making, and the inherent discursiveness of policy-making. Not acknowledging 
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the rich- ness of indicator uses leads to much of the unnecessary frustration at the 
level of indicator developers, who might desperately seek for direct signs of policy 
impacts of their work” (Bauler, 2012, p. 40).  

Self-assessments and process-oriented tools may promote learning and own-
ership at reduced costs (Joas et al., 2014) but raise questions of potential bias 
and generally face an uphill battle against low participation among the target 
group (Garzillo et al., 2014). The rank growth and ‘explosion of indicators’ (Tan-
guay et al., 2010) has given rise to many flash-in-the-pan initiatives that vie for 
attention before fizzling out. For the designers and users of monitoring tools, bet-
ter knowledge of their functioning and effects is therefore highly relevant. 

4.3 Towards an analytical framework 
How can we distinguish and evaluate local sustainability monitoring tools? Most 
common are initiatives that periodically monitor quantitative, outcome-oriented 
indicators obtained from official sources (e.g. national statistical offices), as these 
are relatively cheap to run. In this process, any local initiative makes various 
choices in the selection of indicators, their use and interpretation, the frequency 
of assessment, or the involvement of stakeholders. There are thus no neat 
classifications, but potentially uncountable configurations. Nonetheless, certain 
combinations are more prevalent and are thus captured in classifications of mon-
itoring systems and related tools such as process guides (Jensen & Elle, 2007). 
One framework recently proposed by Grönholm and Berrini (2014) categorises 
sustainability assessment systems based on the following six criteria: (1) type of 
evaluation, (2) target population, (3) reach, (4) evaluation area, (5) required ef-
forts and (6) outcome. The first criterion explicitly refers to the distinction be-
tween outcome- and process-oriented tools, which tends to be overlooked by 
other inventories (e.g., Ness et al., 2007; Shen et al., 2011; Waas et al., 2014). 

For quantitative, outcome-oriented indicator projects, certain quality standards 
such as the BellagioSTAMP principles (Pintér et al., 2012) provide guidance that 
can also be used as starting point for an analytical framework; the same applies 
for the normative evaluation model proposed by Ramos and Caeiro (2010). For 
studies on the effects of sustainability monitoring systems, frameworks devel-
oped to analyse the utilisation of evaluation and research findings prove useful. 
The basic distinction of instrumental, conceptual and political or symbolic uses 
advocated by Weiss is frequently applied (Hezri & Dovers, 2006). These three 
types of use are inter-related: “Instrumental use is presumed to yield decisions of 
one kind or another. Conceptual use yields ideas and understanding. Political use 
yields support and justification for action or no action. Process use tells how eval-
uation’s influence arose” (Weiss et al., 2005, p. 14). Unlike typical outcome-ori-
ented indicator systems, for policy- oriented monitoring that relies on voluntary 
self-assessments, uptake by the target group constitutes an essential first 
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criterion of success. Figure 4.2 visualises the analytical framework thus devel-
oped for this study. Based on previous research (Grönholm & Berrini, 2014), we 
hypothesised that various factors including tool and context characteristics ex-
plain participation or non-participation. Participation is expected to lead to vari-
ous instrumental, conceptual and political uses and influences and to strengthen 
the case for the tool’s continuity by influencing the willingness of stakeholders to 
cover running costs. These causal mechanisms are not clear-cut, however; con-
ceivably a local government can also learn from a tool by using it anonymously, 
and conversely it might participate without benefitting in any substantial way. 

 

 

Figure 4.2  Analytical framework for the evaluation of voluntary monitoring tools 

 

4.4 Research methodology  
This section outlines the empirical methodology of this study, detailing the selec-
tion of cases and subsequently of research methods. 

Case Selection: When searching for local sustainability monitoring tools based on 
process indicators, four European tools attract attention – Local Sustainability Meter, 
Local Evaluation 21, Baromètre du Developpement Durable and the Reference Frame-
work for European Sustainable Cities –presented in chronological order of their first 
appearance. 
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The Local Sustainability Meter (LSM) was launched in the Netherlands in 1999. Dur-
ing specific assessment periods – at multi-year intervals – it invites all Dutch munic-
ipalities to self-assess their sustainability policies and efforts, producing a ranking 
and giving an award to highest scorers. In the course of the past 15 years, over 
90% of all Dutch municipalities have used this tool at some point. 

Local Evaluation 21 (LE21) was designed as “a fully automated self-evaluation tool, simple 
for the end-user to use, designed for widespread use and offering a fast quantitative 
evaluation of local governments’ engagement in local sustainable development pro-
cesses” (Grönholm, 2014, p. 58). The organisation ICLEI launched LE21 in 2004, 
offering it free of charge to all European local governments. Available in 20 Euro-
pean languages, LE21 reportedly received positive appraisal from those who used 
it. However, in the course of several years only some 150 local governments from 
across Europe made use of the tool (Grönholm & Berrini, 2014), and it was dis-
continued. 

In France, the LSM’s basic methodology was emulated and developed as Baromètre du 
Developpement Durable. BDD employs the same approach of inviting local govern-
ments (free of charge in certain regions) to self-assess their sustainability efforts, 
disclosing responses in public. In contrast to the LSM, it neither has specific as-
sessment periods nor awards, but is open for continuous use. According to its 
website, the BDD has been used by 314 (about 1%) of French communes so far. 

The Reference Framework for European Sustainable Cities (RFSC) has been described as 
“a process-oriented attempt at applying EU sustainability policies” (Grönholm & 
Berrini, 2014). Released in early 2013, it is a free web-based tool, also available in 
various languages, offering methodological support by providing an overview of pos-
sible actions towards organizing sustainable urban development. Local governments, 
with small and medium-sized cities being the main target group, are enabled to 
enter data and link up with peers. However, the European Commission’s financial 
support for the tool was suspended in late 2014 due to the low uptake, which had 
remained less than 100 European cities. Observers argue that “the RFSC, deliber-
ately conceived as a non-binding and open web-based tool, lacked legitimizing pow-
ers that, in return, has had impact on its capacity to persuade and motivate decision-
makers to make full use of it” (Becker, 2015, p. 106). 

Table 4.1 summarises key features of LSM, LE21, BDD and RFSC. A quick com-
parison indicates that each of these process-oriented sustainability tools is differ-
ent in some regard; for example, the LSM is the only one working discontinuously 
and offering rankings and awards at multi-year intervals. Further, amongst these 
four tools, the LSM is ‘positively deviant’ – it is the only instrument reaching 
significant participation rates whilst remaining in use for several years, and thus 
a unique case to assess the viability of process-oriented monitoring. This warrants 
exploring it in more detail through an evaluative case study. 
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Table 4.1  Key features of four policy-based monitoring tools   

Tool Assessment 
method, timing  

Products for 
participants / 
public 

Costs and 
incentives  

Coverage / 
Usage 

Local Sus-
tainability 
Meter 
(LSM) 

Questionnaire with 
approx. 100 items 

Data entry by local 
gov.: for specific 
calls (every 1-4 
years) 

Rankings, award 
ceremonies 

Scores and rank-
ings disclosed 
on www.duur-
zaam-
heidsmeter.nl   

No charges 

Winners: 
Awards (en-
dorsed by 
Ministry of 
Env.) 

Launched in 
1999 

Uptake: up to 
90% of Dutch 
municipalities 

Local 
Evaluation 
21 (LE21) 

Questionnaire with 
approx. 50 items 

Data entry by local 
gov.: Any time   

Optional: input from 
local  stakeholders 

Automatised  
evaluation  re-
port (www.lo-
calevalua-
tion21.org now 
defunct) 

No public disclo-
sure of any data  

No charges  

No incen-
tives 

Launched in 
2004, limited 
uptake among 
European lo-
cal govern-
ments (>1%), 
discontinued  

Barométre 
du Deve-
lop-pe-
ment Du-
rable 
(BDD) 
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Table 4.1  Key features of four policy-based monitoring tools   
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The case study research draws on data compiled from available documents, websites, 
datasets of LSM editions, and interviews. Table 4.2 lists main data sources. Using 
semi-structured questionnaires, six key informants involved in the design and man-
agement of the LSM were interviewed (two initiators of the LSM, three consecutive 
coordinators of the LSM office and one expert involved in the re-design process of 
the monitoring tool). Interviews addressed the design process of LSM, data collec-
tion, usability issues, effects of LSM participation, and strengths and weaknesses 
of the tool. Interviews lasting between 30 and 90 min were conducted face to face or 
by telephone. In addition, between 2009 and 2015 multiple LSM advisory group 
meetings were visited by the researchers. Transcripts and collected text docu-
ments were used to construct a case history. The analytical framework presented 
in Figure 2 was used to analyse data. Data were coded in order to address information 
needs arising from the analytical frame- work. Based on transcripts, key interview 
statements were translated from Dutch to English. This article contains illustrative 
statements from three informants designated Respondent 1 (a former LSM coor-
dinator), Respondent 2 (a technical expert) and Respondent 3 (another former 
LSM coordinator). 

Table 4.2  Main data sources 

Stakeholders Main data sources  

LSM project 
organisation 

• Website with database covering all LSM editions 
(www.duurzaamheidsmeter.nl)  

• Interviews with key informants 
Internal stake-
holders 

• Minutes of meetings of advisory group (containing repre-
sentatives from Ministries, universities, etc.) 

• Interviews with key informants  
• Municipal websites (e.g. www.nijmegen.nl) 

External audi-
ences 

• Websites of sustainability platforms (e.g. www.duur-
zamegemeente.nl) 

• News reports (e.g. www.rijksoverheid.nl/ac-
tueel/nieuws/2009/12/24/resultaten-lokale-duurzaam-
heidsmeter-2009) 

 

4.5 Results 
4.5.1 The evolution of the Local Sustainability Meter (LSM) 

Following the Rio Conference in 1992, the Netherlands was seen as an environ-
mental pioneer in Europe (Coenen, 2008), eager to adopt the principles of Local 
Agenda 21. In 1999, the National Committee for International Collab oration and 
Sustainable Development (in Dutch, NCDO) and the network of Centres for Inter-
national Cooperation (COS) developed a tool called the Local Sustainability Mir-
ror with the purpose of raising awareness on how local governments could formu-
late policies related to international development. In 2002, COS took sole charge, 
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changed the name of the tool to Local Sustainability Meter, and shifted the tool’s 
conceptual focus – against the wish of NCDO – to sustainable development in 
Dutch municipalities. COS later dissolved and FairBusiness, a spin-off company, 
took charge of the LSM. 

Since its inception, running the LSM has been carried out with project-based 
funding in the range of 30 000–50 000 Euro per LSM edition. The Ministry of 
Environment provided financial support for the initial design and data collection 
until 2010; for the last edition, main contributions came from other governmen-
tal programmes. Each ‘edition’ of the LSM can be visualised as taking place in a 
cycle with various steps: developing a questionnaire, inviting all municipalities to 
participate, evaluating responses, disseminating results and deciding on a future 
edition. These activities incur the types of cost listed in Table 4.3.  

Table 4.3  Main activities and costs of the LSM 

 Phase  Main activity, input Budget 
share 

❶ Development Fundraising, conceptual work, stake-
holder consultations 

Medium 

❷ Self-Assess-
ment, basic 
communication 

Creating website,  disseminating standard 
invitations (letters, press, social media) 

Low 

❷.❶ Active market-
ing 

Time to make personal phone calls Medium – 
high 

❸ Evaluation Calculations, evaluation of requests for 
additional scores 

Medium 

❹ Dissemination, 
awards 

Results on website, media reports, cere-
mony 

Low  

❺ Decision on fu-
ture 

Conceptual work, consultations with 
stakeholders 

Low  

 Average cost (funding received) per edition: 30-50,000 € 

 

Some of the running costs were constant, such as the services of a helpdesk and 
maintenance of a dedicated website. The amount of effort invested into actively 
marketing the LSM fluctuated per edition: with more project funds, more staff 
time was invested in active marketing. In the words of Respondent 1:  
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An important lesson is that ‘measurability’– even with regards to quality, 
policy intentions, and implementation – is easier than I had thought. 
That personal contact, artisanal and painstaking work, is more cost-ef-
fective than glossy folders and broad mailings. I was surprised about the 
impact of simply making intensive phone calls during two weeks. 

According to one interviewee, for the LSM’s longevity is has been vital to pursue 
strategic opportunities and to incorporate trendy topics of current interest, such 
as corporate social responsibility (2004), sustainable procurement (2007), and 
more recently climate change mitigation. In 2013, the National Energy Agree-
ment for Sustainable Growth opened up a window of opportunity as this influen-
tial platform (agreed between the national and local governments and various so-
cietal stakeholders) pledged a continuation of the LSM. However, some parties 
advocate a merger with two other monitoring tools, namely the Climate Monitor 
and Sustainability Balance (Zoeteman et al., 2015), that rely on outcome indica-
tors. In this context, some LSM protagonists fear that the future instrument – 
tentatively labelled ‘governance monitor’ for the LSM component – will become 
predominantly outcome oriented, losing attention to process issues and partici-
patory data collection. 

4.5.2 Tool characteristics 
In this section, main characteristics of the LSM are addressed. This concerns 
items and indicators, data collection, disclosure and rankings. 

Questionnaire design and indicator selection 

For the development of its initial indicators, the LSM drew inspiration from gov-
ernmental and NGO campaigns. The Association of Dutch Municipalities (VNG) 
and NGOs participated actively, and a panel with 20 local governments tested 
draft questionnaires. The LSM clustered indicator items under topics (‘energy’, 
‘water and nature’ etc) before adopting the ‘people, planet and profit’ trichotomy 
in 2010. Questionnaire items relate to potential, generally desirable policy actions 
– for example, the creation of sustainability-related staff positions in the municipality, 
the request of certain national subsidies, the adoption of climate policies or sustaina-
ble procurement plans, or the application of emerging environmental standards 
in housing projects. 

Questionnaire items have varied over the years to maintain relevance – Table 4.4 
illustrates the distribution of items per theme and edition. The LSM also fea-
tured some one-off topics such as ‘sustainable construction’ (2000 and 2001) 
and the ‘sustainable canteen’ (2008). According to Respondent 2, “dynamic, 
changing questions in response to changes in policy options is just necessary in 
order to keep the questionnaire relevant. Being climate-neutral didn’t exist on the 
agenda 10 years ago”. Nonetheless, many items – e.g. on gender or citizen participa-
tion – were maintained for years. All items came with the answer categories ‘yes’ 
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and ‘no’, and were assigned weights (1, 2 or 3) that were used for the multiplica-
tion of scores. Recent versions also allowed municipalities to apply for up to three 
additional points per domain for efforts not directly covered by the questions. LSM 
project staff assessed such ‘reward claims’ for completeness and merit. 

Most LSM items addressed (goal-oriented) policies (e.g. “does your municipality have 
an integrated plan for the reduction of greenhouse gases?”) and not policy outcomes. 
Less than 5% of items referred to measurable targets. The 2013 LSM edition, for in-
stance, contained one item assessing whether the municipality tracks female partici-
pation rates in various projects (policy without threshold) and another one asking 
whether at least 40% of municipal management posts are held by women (an 
actual policy goal). 

Table 4.4  Number of questionnaire items per theme 

Thematic clusters 2002 2003 2004 2006 2008 2009/12 2013 

Social domain, citizen par-
ticipation 

16 16 29 29 29 “People”: 
27 

13 

Global – local cooperation 25 25 17 

Institutional embedding      15 

Climate 27 27 43 43 43 “Planet”: 
30 

20 

Water and nature 14 22 17 

Spatial planning 19 19 
   

 

Waste and pollution      13 

Corporate Social Respon-
sibility 

  
30 30 30 “Profit”: 37 20 

Sustainable Procurement 
   

78 78 20 

Sustainable Procurement – 
canteen 

   
23 23  

Mobility      10 
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Data collection 

The LSM targeted all Dutch municipalities (537 in 2000, 408 in 2013 following 
various mergers). At the inception, NCDO and COS made heavy use of network 
contacts (in particular local environmental NGOs) in order to request the partici-
pation of local governments. Initially, the LSM required municipalities to produce 
responses in interaction with local citizens’ organisations. In later years, LSM turned 
into an online questionnaire to be filled in for each municipality by its civil servants. 
Data origin was not fully transparent. In one municipality responses may have de- 
rived from a civil servant, whereas in another they came from the ‘secretary of the 
responsible public official’, and in a third from a team of multiple actors. Efforts 
needed to respond to LSM questions were considered time consuming the first 
time, as respondents had to retrieve information from various municipal depart-
ments and local companies or citizens’ initiatives. 

There is slight evidence that there were validity issues concerning data collection (as 
reported by technical staff engaged in LSM survey compilation). This concerns forms 
of data manipulation, with respondents eager to answer ‘yes’ on questions allowing 
some scope for interpretation. Moreover, in individual cases a municipal council re-
portedly blocked the publication of data provided by municipal civil servants. On the 
other hand, remarkably and perhaps unexpectedly, some municipalities have partici-
pated continuously despite repeatedly low rankings. Interviewees indicate that this 
relates to the autonomy enjoyed by civil servants in the Dutch political context, where 
local sustainability officers might state their opinions disinterestedly or use low scores 
to obtain political support in favour of their portfolio. 

Disclosure and rankings 

An openly accessible website contained all responses. Scores were summed up per 
domain (‘people’, ‘planet’ and ‘profit’) and in total and used to rank all participating 
municipalities based on domain-specific and overall scores. Winners as well as losers 
were thus pointed out, with information publicly available. Since 1999, each edition 
has been accompanied by an award (the Sustainability Shield) for the municipality 
with the highest score. Awards were given to the mayors of the winning municipalities 
in official ceremonies that were supported by national ministers, attracting media at-
tention. 

The LSM’s questionnaire, website and other tools (e.g. social media) used plain lan-
guage and contained visual information in various formats including maps. Figure 4.3 
shows a sample web presentation from the 2013 edition. The website presents detailed 
results but deliberately did no downloadable data reports, because municipalities 
were anxious that consultancy firms would use these to barrage them with unsolicited 
service proposals. 
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Figure 4.3  Online presentation of the City of Arnhem’s responses (2013) 

 

Participation Rates 

As awareness raising among local governments was considered one of the LSM’s ob-
jectives, response rates were considered a key indicator of the tool’s legitimacy. Figure 
4.4 presents a graph of the participation rate of Dutch local governments in the LSM 
over the period of 1999–2013. 
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Figure 4.4  Percentage of Dutch municipalities participating in LSM editions 

The chart shows that during the first three years under NCDO (1999–2001) par-
ticipation by municipalities was rather low (13%, 15%, 11%). In this period, the 
LSM office was struggling to obtain responses. When concerns grew about con-
sultation fatigue, in 2002 the LSM team – now led by COS, which had taken 
over from NCDO – decided to lower the number of questionnaire items. In addi-
tion, a new marketing strategy was deployed, in which LSM team members would 
personally contact local stakeholders by telephone (especially local environmen-
tal group members) using their professional networks. As a result, response rates 
increased to 58% in 2002, to 88% in 2003 and to 92% in the 2004/5 edition (the 
latter edition however compiled responses over a two-year period and was there-
fore not comparable to others). After 2005 – when FairBusiness took over from 
COS – it was decided to hold bi-annual LSM editions. Response rates, however, 
declined, from the 2002– 2004/5 period: 37% in 2007 and 38% in 2009. By 
2013 the response rate had declined even further to 27%. According to interview-
ees, endorsement by reputed institutions – notably the national association of mu-
nicipalities – legitimised the LSM, while the emergence of competing tools – two 
other instruments besides the LSM have also started to publish rankings of the 
Netherlands’s ‘most sustainable municipality’ – have contributed to lower LSM par-
ticipation rates. An examination of response data reveals that large-sized local 
governments are over-represented; presumably this relates to large local govern-
ments having more capacity available than their smaller counterparts (Hoppe and 
Coenen, 2011). 

Instrumental Use and Influence 

The LSM has triggered the adoption of sustainable development policies among 
municipalities. The public accessibility of LSM results allows local governments 
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to benchmark their own performance against that of others. One interviewee re-
ported that municipalities (at the level of both councillors and public servants) used 
the LSM ‘league tables’ to watch evolving performance of peers and to adopt more 
policy measures before the data collection period was closed formally, thus evidencing 
the competition effect intended by the LSM. Moreover, ‘runners-up’ have reportedly 
also contacted forerunners, asking for advice on what to do to catch up. In the 
words of Respondent 1, “Some municipalities (perhaps 10–20) have applied the LSM 
for policy proofing and have also taken on the competitive aspect in their policies, 
also for reporting instrument to the municipal council. Groningen and a few Fri-
sian municipalities and Tilburg and Breda are examples of this”. Interestingly, the 
LSM questionnaire appears to be used outside the formal assessment period, when 
incentives do not apply (e.g. by Tubbergen and Dinkelland in 2014). Reported mo-
tivations are the wish of a public official, councillor or civil servant to benchmark 
the performance of their municipality. 

Conceptual Use and Influence 

One interviewee called the start of the LSM an “institutional and conceptual phase” 
during which NGO staff learned a lot about municipal practices. According to inter-
viewees, the initial requirement of joint responding by municipalities and local civil 
society organisations was commonly applied and strengthened sustainability-ori-
ented coalitions as intended. The involvement of NGOs decreased during the 
2000s yet throughout the LSM’s history there have been cases (e.g. in the City of 
Wageningen) where local sustainability platforms took the LSM responses of their 
municipalities as starting point to elaborate a local sustainability assessment report. 
Respondent 1 recalls: 

Factually the picture produced is most reliable if the LSM is used as in-
tended: in collaboration, in openness, filling the questionnaire or at least 
going through it together with civil society and stimulating discussions over 
a few questions. We did that a lot. Over time that decreased and made the 
instrument a little bit less reliable because transparency decreased. 

Responding to the LSM implies reading about local policy options – the question-
naire begins per domain (people, planet, profit) with a written introduction of key 
terms and policy frameworks. In particular, the succinct referencing of national 
guidelines has been appreciated by municipalities and helped them in policy-
making. The questions on procurement, for example, contained explanations on 
the extent to which European Union and Dutch laws allow for the inclusion of sus-
tainability criteria, thus bringing practical advice to civil servants. Moreover, the pos-
sibility to access peers responses opens up contacts. According to Respondent 2, 
“There has also been cross- fertilisation between frontrunners. City T. thought that 
sustainable economic policies were not really feasible but saw that city G. had pos-
itively responded to that question. So a phone call was made to find out how they 
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do it. And you see that this sort of questions also appear in council meetings. So 
it does contribute to agenda-setting”. 

Political Use and Influence 

The award ceremony for the municipality with the highest score created positive me-
dia attention, especially in the early years. Top-scoring municipalities have made 
explicit political use of positive rankings in their communications. In the words 
of Respondent 2, “the LSM certainly had influence, and certainly was used as 
frame of reference during election times”. In one case, a municipality reportedly 
stopped participating after winning the award since it concluded that it had nothing 
to gain any longer. 

Political positioning also played a role within institutions – according to Respondent 
3, some civil servants “use the instrument to seek attention for their own role 
within the municipality”. Externally, the LSM has increased the availability of in-
formation on government actions to citizens, and this arguably contributed to creat-
ing a certain transparency of the democratic process. This approach has inspired 
tool-makers in other contexts to establish sustainability monitoring systems of 
their own. For instance, the LSM’s model was emulated by Dutch Water Boards, 
the Dutch provincial authorities and French activists, who initiated the BDD. 

4.6 Discussion  
What can these findings tell us about the viability and effectiveness of process-ori-
ented monitoring tools? This case study suggests that the LSM’s favourable recep-
tion has been due to a combination of factors. Some ‘enabling conditions’ appear 
to be evident, particularly 

• the availability of support (in particular project funding), 
• the creation of a recognised brand (endorsement from network partners 

including respected institutions) and 
• the dissemination of policy information in ways that municipal officials 

consider helpful (e.g. in notes appended to questionnaire items). 

These findings about the LSM match observations made in other studies (e.g. Joas et 
al., 2014) about the importance of institutional support. However, viability over time 
also requires careful ‘balancing acts’ (Pollitt, 2013), where the challenge is not max-
imizing desirable attributes but dealing effectively with competing demands. The 
LSM has had to consider tensions including 

• choosing the ‘right’ incentives for participation and performance (rank-
ing, awards) without triggering non- participation and reasons for par-
ticipants to drop out, 

• the advantage of comparability (demanding frequent assessments on identi-
cal indicators) in evolving contexts (demanding changing indicators), 
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• continuity whilst avoiding ‘consultation fatigue’ of respondents and 
• scientific demands (validity of items, context-specific information) vis-à-vis 

transaction costs and participatory methods (self-assessment, standardi-
sation). 

In dealing with these tensions, LSM managed to create a positively competitive 
atmosphere that incentivises municipalities to participate and to perform while 
avoiding the (complete) dropout of low performers. By relying on self-assessments 
through questionnaires, it created a model with low transaction costs while tapping 
the power of transparency to deter manipulations. This configuration is to some 
extent context dependent. In the Dutch system, all municipalities have identical le-
gal competencies and civil servants enjoy relative autonomy; in more heterogeneous 
systems and adversarial political cultures, the LSM approach may play out differently 
and not necessarily solve the problems of low response experienced by other tools 
(e.g. LE21, BDD and RFSC). To test this hypothesis requires comparative research 
on process-oriented tools in various settings. 

The LSM case suggests various lessons on the advantages and limitations of policy-
based indicators. These tend to come with neat links to appropriate politico-admin-
istrative scales, increasing relevance for target groups (civil servants and councillors). 
This can also increase democratic accountability, even though it does not necessarily 
foster citizen engagement, since policy indicators are inherently abstract. Moreover, 
policy indicators can facilitate relatively holistic assessments. Conventional output 
indicators – e.g. ‘number of trees planted’ that the International Standardisation 
Organisation proposes as a city sustainability indicator (ISO, 2014) – may provide 
wrong incentives, whereas the (hypothetical) query for an ‘integral air quality pro-
gramme’ can trigger the selection of strategies comprising various outputs.  

Entrusting local stakeholders to ensure ‘integral policies’ also helps to account for 
contextual differences between territories. Furthermore, the public dissemination 
of information on peers that affirm having developed such policies was shown to 
stimulate learning. Arguably, knowledge management can be yet more effective if the 
assessment incentivises municipalities to share and connect (e.g. by uploading 
policy documents onto the tool’s website), but this is a balancing act too; the com-
pulsory sharing of supporting documents raises thresholds for voluntary partici-
pation, and virtual networks only thrive with a critical mass of members. This 
mirrors observations made about the STAR rating system offered to North Amer-
ican cities, which skilfully combines outcome and process indicators; it is re-
source intensive and requires cities to pay for certification yet gaining popularity 
as participants benefit from legitimacy and learning (Elgert, 2016). 

A potentially more problematic aspect of policy indicators is their privileging of 
regulatory and standardised approaches to sustainable development that do not 
pay attention to trade-offs, contextual differences and uncertainties. The public 
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management literature (in ’t Veld, 2010) refers in this context to ‘policy accumu-
lation’, i.e. the tendency to respond to policy failure with ever more policies at the 
expense of experimenting with self- governance and local alternatives. Ulti-
mately, policy indicators may incentivise the production of well-phrased policies 
printed on glossy paper. On the other hand, many policy recommendations im-
plicit in LSM items concerned multi-stakeholder participation, thus strengthen-
ing governance beyond municipal competencies. It is plausible that policy-based 
indicators are more effective when a policy area is less mature – in countries 
“where local sustainability processes are still in the early stages, a focus on con-
crete activities is needed in order to capture progress” (Garzillo et al., 2014, p. 
117). Presumably, this is a reason why policy-based tools were more prevalent in 
previous decades and why the response rate of the LSM has declined. Arguably, 
the term ‘Sustainability Meter’ is to some extent a misnomer – the LSM is less 
about measurement than about incentivizing local governments, and as such it is 
not an alternative but a complement to outcome-oriented monitoring. 

4.7 Conclusion  
This article explored as the central research question ‘under what conditions can 
local sustainability monitoring initiatives focusing on processes viably function, 
and what are their benefits and limitations?’. We applied this question to the case 
study of the Local Sustainability Meter (LSM), a monitoring tool offered to mu-
nicipalities in the Netherlands. This study showed that an impressive number of 
municipalities have used the LSM voluntarily. There is evidence that in many 
cases the tool has had an impact in terms of instrumental, conceptual and politi-
cal utilisation. Some participating municipalities reported learning – in a com-
petitive yet collegial spirit – from others and improving their (policy) perfor-
mance; in other cases, civil servants and civil society groups used the LSM for 
self-evaluation and strengthened sustainability-oriented coalitions and local gov-
ernance arrangements. Overall, the combination of voluntary, transparent self-
assessments at multi-year intervals with public awards has proved to be an effec-
tive – and economic – way of disseminating sustainability policies among munic-
ipalities. An apparent limitation of this approach is the inability to reach all mu-
nicipalities, and the lack of context-sensitive policy recommendations. General-
izing from this case, it appears that, under the conditions exploited by the LSM 
(i.e. the political context of Dutch municipalities) and the design choices made by 
this tool (self-assessments on changing questionnaires with disclosure and 
awards), process indicators have been put to effective, long-term use. To advance 
knowledge on the transferability of this approach, however, more research is 
needed. One important research question concerns the link between sustainabil-
ity policies, governance efforts and actual outcomes; to minimise selection biases, 
one could research a random sample of municipalities. Other fruitful research 
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topics include a comparative analysis of different monitoring approaches; in re-
sponse to differing “local socio-political opportunity structures” (Holden, 2013). 
Various authors have speculated about the importance of cultural factors (Hood, 
2012). For the promotion of local sustainability policies, the distinction between 
outcome and process orientation deserves more attention from researchers and 
practitioners. 
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5.1 Introduction  
In international policy discussions, two ideas have become mainstream in recent 
decades: the world needs sustainable urban governance, and sustainable urban 
governance needs goals and indicators (Ferreira da Cruz et al., 2019). Since the 
1990s, then promoted by the UN’s ‘Agenda 21’, many cities in Europe, North 
America, and other world regions have witnessed the emergence of sustainability 
monitoring initiatives run by municipalities or civil society organisations (Sharifi, 
2020; Wray et al., 2017). Initially, a bottom-up approach of selecting indicators 
based on local priorities was more prevalent; in recent years, the ‘top-down’ var-
iant of referring to standardised frameworks (such as the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) or other indicator sets including ISO’s, 2014) has become 
more common.  

In these three decades of goals gaining a central role in urban sustainability gov-
ernance, one constant in most countries has been the reliance on aspirational 
goals, the non-committal monitoring of progress, and voluntary reviews by inter-
ested parties. Some of these voluntary efforts have had positive effects by influ-
encing a city’s and country’s sustainability discourse, data availability, and insti-
tutional capacities (Lehtonen et al., 2016; Ortiz-Moya & Reggiani, 2023). This is 
similar to the SDG framework itself, which is also designed as a non-binding 
agreement (Aust & Plessis, 2018; Biermann et al., 2017) that brought discursive 
benefits (Biermann et al., 2022) but shows bleak prospects in terms of actual goal 
achievement (Wu et al., 2023; Zeng et al., 2020). 

The trend towards voluntary, non-binding goal-setting arrangements in (inter) 
national sustainability governance contrasts with an alternative development 
that also originated in the 1990s and gained prominence in Latin America. In 
1994, Colombia introduced legal obligations for mayors to be held accountable 
for election promises and goal achievement in office; non-compliance or under-
performance may trigger recalls. As depicted in Figure 5.1, this accountability 
mechanism addresses the electoral-administrative cycle by requiring candidates 
to write explicit manifestos, elected mayors to formalise plans with goals, and 
mayors to report on goal achievement. 

Chapter 5



122 
 

5.1 Introduction  
In international policy discussions, two ideas have become mainstream in recent 
decades: the world needs sustainable urban governance, and sustainable urban 
governance needs goals and indicators (Ferreira da Cruz et al., 2019). Since the 
1990s, then promoted by the UN’s ‘Agenda 21’, many cities in Europe, North 
America, and other world regions have witnessed the emergence of sustainability 
monitoring initiatives run by municipalities or civil society organisations (Sharifi, 
2020; Wray et al., 2017). Initially, a bottom-up approach of selecting indicators 
based on local priorities was more prevalent; in recent years, the ‘top-down’ var-
iant of referring to standardised frameworks (such as the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) or other indicator sets including ISO’s, 2014) has become 
more common.  

In these three decades of goals gaining a central role in urban sustainability gov-
ernance, one constant in most countries has been the reliance on aspirational 
goals, the non-committal monitoring of progress, and voluntary reviews by inter-
ested parties. Some of these voluntary efforts have had positive effects by influ-
encing a city’s and country’s sustainability discourse, data availability, and insti-
tutional capacities (Lehtonen et al., 2016; Ortiz-Moya & Reggiani, 2023). This is 
similar to the SDG framework itself, which is also designed as a non-binding 
agreement (Aust & Plessis, 2018; Biermann et al., 2017) that brought discursive 
benefits (Biermann et al., 2022) but shows bleak prospects in terms of actual goal 
achievement (Wu et al., 2023; Zeng et al., 2020). 

The trend towards voluntary, non-binding goal-setting arrangements in (inter) 
national sustainability governance contrasts with an alternative development 
that also originated in the 1990s and gained prominence in Latin America. In 
1994, Colombia introduced legal obligations for mayors to be held accountable 
for election promises and goal achievement in office; non-compliance or under-
performance may trigger recalls. As depicted in Figure 5.1, this accountability 
mechanism addresses the electoral-administrative cycle by requiring candidates 
to write explicit manifestos, elected mayors to formalise plans with goals, and 
mayors to report on goal achievement. 

123 
 

 

Figure 5.1  Main phases and components of novel performance accountability for 
mayors 

According to its proponents (Bravo, 2019; Programa Cidades Sustentáveis, 
2020), these new accountability rules should have two major clusters of benefits: 
One is increased government performance resulting from more programmatic 
policymaking, less corruption, and less clientelist politics; the other is better func-
tioning (local) democracy resulting from more citizen participation and trust. The 
combined effects are expected to lead to a more effective ‘sustainability govern-
ance’ at city level. To what extent does this innovation (belonging to “Latin Amer-
ica’s experimentalist vocation” (Pogrebinschi, 2018) yet hardly known in other 
parts of the world), deliver on these promises? 

The extant literature contains few answers. Internationally, there are studies 
about SDG localisation and urban governance (e.g., Morita et al., 2020; Valencia 
et al., 2019) and some, mainly US-based findings about the relationship between 
community indicators and government performance systems (Ammons & Madej, 
2017; de Lancer Julnes et al., 2019; Greenwood, 2008). Numerous scholars call 
for more case studies about urban sustainability governance, particularly con-
cerning reporting (Bexell & Jönsson, 2019), experiences in the Global South (Bell 
& Morse, 2018b; Meuleman & Niestroy, 2015), and longitudinal research (Giles-
Corti et al., 2016). In the absence of systematic documentation that would allow 
a comprehensive mapping or analysis of practices in various Latin American 
countries, we opted for a comparative, longitudinal case study on the four cities 
of Bogotá, Córdoba, Guadalajara, and São Paulo. To structure our research and 
guide the selection of methods, we developed the following two research ques-
tions:  
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1. What are the formal characteristics of novel performance accountabil-
ity mechanisms that have evolved among pioneering local governments 
in Colombia, Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico?  

2. What are the positive and negative effects of these mechanisms in re-
lation to different design features and contextual factors according to a 
multi-year evaluation? 

Our study’s purpose is threefold: (i) to produce an empirical understanding of 
some performance accountability arrangements for city mayors in Latin America, 
(ii) to help develop a replicable evaluation framework and research agenda, and 
(iii) to contribute lessons for policymakers in the field of urban sustainability gov-
ernance (including the SDGs). 

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: Based on insights from the 
academic literature, we first present an assessment framework designed to study 
the characteristics and effects of the emerging accountability mechanisms. The 
second section details the selection of cases and methods. In the results section, 
we introduce the case study cities and provide evidence on the above research 
questions. In the discussion, we reflect on study’s academic merit and make sug-
gestion for further research. The conclusion contains succinct answers to the 
overall research question. 

5.2 Assessment framework 
In line with good practice recommendations to be transparent about the analyti-
cal choices made in developing one’s assessment tools (Bovens et al., 2008, p. 
234) we developed an assessment framework that aligns with our research ques-
tions. 

Our first research question—addressing the formal characteristics of the new ac-
countability mechanisms—is mainly descriptive and methodologically straight-
forward. It can be explored via data found in documents and factual descriptions 
by local observers who are familiar with the long-term evolution of a city’s system. 
Since the research object concerns accountability rules, a useful conceptual tool 
also applied in this study is the ‘accountability cube’ (Brandsma & Schillemans, 
2012). This model proposes analysing a given accountability mechanism in terms 
of three dimensions: How much accountability-relevant information is provided 
(little vs. much, applicable in our case to mayoral plans and reports), the level of 
discussion triggered (intensive vs. non-intensive, applicable in our case to ex-
changes between mayors and other stakeholders including the public), and the 
amount of consequences (few vs. many, applicable e.g. to the threat of recall). 

Our second, evaluative research question (on the intended and unintended effects 
of an accountability mechanism) is both conceptually and methodologically more 
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challenging. In terms of effects, it is legitimate to assess whether the intended 
benefits such as ‘less clientelist policymaking’ are observed. However, this is con-
ceptually not sufficient as all governance innovations are likely to have intended 
as well as unintended consequences (Dahler-Larsen, 2013; Lehtonen et al., 2016). 
Therefore, assessing the relative value of a new mechanism requires probing for 
diverse effects in various domains. Moreover, research on public accountability 
and performance management has shown that well-intended innovations can 
have effects that most observers would classify as negative, e.g., when the publi-
cation of performance indicators leads to organisational risk aversion, rigidity, 
and strategic behaviour known as the ‘gaming’ of targets (Bovens, 2005; De 
Bruijn, 2002; Pollitt, 2006).  

To capture this variety of potential effects—positive and negative, intended and 
unintended—we build on an assessment framework used elsewhere (e.g., Hezri 
and Dovers 2006; Lehtonen et al. 2016; Niemann and Hoppe 2018) that distin-
guishes three main clusters: instrumental, conceptual, and political-symbolic as-
pects. Instrumental effects would be evident if the accountability mechanism led 
to more efficient, evidence-informed governmental action (intended and posi-
tive) or the gaming of targets (unintended and negative). Typical stakeholders for 
this type of ‘use and influence’ of goals and indicators are politicians and senior 
civil servants. The second cluster concerns conceptual effects as potentially evi-
dent from organisational learning and intra-governmental collaboration (posi-
tive) or the emergence of a blame culture (negative). Typically affected are staff 
of government or civil society organisations. The third cluster concerns political, 
symbolic, and discursive effects such as more attention to sustainability or citizen 
trust (positive) or the loss of trust and alienation between the government and 
citizens. The latter, unintended phenomenon has been described as the “tyranny 
of light” by Tsoukas (1997). Symbolic ‘greenwashing’ (cf., Velte, 2022) also be-
longs to this category. Table 5.1 summarises effects and main stakeholders of the 
accountability mechanisms as expected on the basis of prior research. 

Methodologically, the challenge is that most potential effects are intangible. It is 
thus difficult to observe them empirically and also hard to attribute them causally 
to any given intervention. On the matter of citizen trust, for example, population 
surveys could contain relevant data, yet even if they existed at the city level (which 
is often not the case), one cannot interpret any changes in trust as evidence of the 
accountability mechanism being benign or harmful. Ultimately, numerous con-
founding factors at the national level may have caused the change. One way to 
deal with these methodological challenges is to combine the analysis of docu-
ments with interviews and to select multiple key informants per case to minimise 
biases and ensure triangulation. 
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Table 5.1  Potential effects of the accountability mechanisms 

Use and influ-
ence of goals 
and indica-
tors  

Associated concepts  
  

Typical stake-
holders  

Intended / positive 
effects (declared by 
proponents or plausi-
ble according to litera-
ture) 

Unintended / nega-
tive effects: (plausible 
according to literature) 

Instrumental  • Management  
• Decision-making  
• Policy perfor-

mance 
Policy alignment  

• Elected pol-
iticians  

• Senior civil 
servants  

• Policy ex-
perts 

• Evidence-in-
formed policy-
making 

• More effective-
ness and effi-
ciency 

• Less clientelism, 
less corruption  

• Rigidity 
• Gaming 
• Threshold ef-

fects 
• Costs of report-

ing 
  

Conceptual  • Organisational 
change   

• Knowledge, 
ideas  

• Networks  
•  

• Staff in local 
govern-
ment  

• Civil society 
activists / 
contributors  

• Better informed 
staff, data liter-
acy  

• Better informed 
citizenry 

• Blame culture 
• Aversion to 

learning and ex-
perimentation 

Political, sym-
bolic and dis-
cursive  

• Communica-
tion, participa-
tion, norm-set-
ting 

• Agenda-setting  
• Legitimacy 
•  

• Citizens  
• Media  
• Businesses  
• Civil society 

groups  

• More citizen 
participation and 
trust 

• Public discourse 
geared towards 
sustainability 

• More transpar-
ent political cul-
ture  

• Public discourse 
oriented to 
short-term goal 
achievement 

• “Tyranny of light” 
• Symbolic 

“greenwashing” 

5.3 Methodology and selection of cases  
To investigate how the accountability mechanisms play out over time in different 
contexts, we opted for a longitudinal comparative case analysis using one case 
from each of four countries (cf. Table 5.2). Such a research design is appropriate 
for exploring differences and commonalities in practices and different settings 
and warrants selecting cases on the basis of ‘diverse’ and ‘influential’ sampling 
criteria (Gerring, 2007). Among the countries screened, Colombia is currently the 
only one with constitutional performance accountability rules for all subnational 
governments; in our analysis we included the capital (Bogotá) as case study city 
in the light of its highly influential citizen observatory ‘Bogotá Cómo Vamos’ 
(Scrivens & Iasiello, 2010). In Brazil and later Argentina, performance accounta-
bility rules were introduced via by-laws at the municipal level. From each country, 
we selected the city with the longest track record and some academic documen-
tation, namely São  Paulo (Cáceres, 2014; Marin, 2016) and Córdoba (Romanutti, 
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2012b). In Mexico, mayoral performance accountability is not a legal requirement 
but has been introduced as a voluntary arrangement in two metropolitan areas 
(Monterrey and Guadalajara) by local civil society organisations (Niemann & 
Hoppe, 2021). Guadalajara has been subject to prior research (Soto-González, 
2020), which justified its selection as a case study. In both Paraguay and Peru, at 
least one local government has bylaws on plan de metas yet these are hardly men-
tioned in municipal or local media reports, suggesting little active follow-up and 
limited research opportunities.  

Table 5.2  Prevalence of sub-national performance accountability mechanisms in 
Latin America 

Country  Government level tar-
geted for performance ac-
countability  

Name of the policy   

(local name) 

Level of codification, 
year of origin  

Argentina Mayors in 5 cities (Roma-
nutti & Cáceres, 2020) 

Target Plan 

(Plan de metas) 

Municipal bylaws, 
emerging since 2011 

Brazil Mayors in approx. 60 cities 
(Gaspardo & Ferreira, 
2017) 

Target Plan / Programme 

(Plano / Programa de metas) 

Municipal bylaws, 
emerging since 2008 

Chile Regional governors (Bravo, 
2019) 

Programmatic vote  

(Voto programático) 

National law (2018); 
policy not yet applica-
ble to mayors 

Colombia All subnational govern-
ments including all gover-
nors and mayors (Rey Sal-
amanca, 2015)    

Programmatic vote  

(Voto programático), in Bogotá 
also citizen initiative “Council 
How Are We doing” (Concejo 
¿cómo vamos?)  

Constitutional article 
(1994) 

Mexico Mayors in approx. 8 munic-
ipalities in metropolitan ar-
eas of Monterrey and Gua-
dalajara (Niemann & 
Hoppe, 2021) 

‘Mayor, how are we doing?’  

(Alcalde, ¿cómo vamos?) and 
“Mayor, what have you done?” 
(Alcalde, ¿qué has hecho?) 

Voluntary commit-
ments by mayoral can-
didates, emerging 
since 1999 

Paraguay  Mayor in at least one city 
(San Lorenzo) 

Target Plan 

(Plan de metas) 

Municipal by-law intro-
duced in San Lorenzo 
in 2014; basic reporting 
only 
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Peru Mayor in at least one city 
(Trujillo) 

Target Plan 

(Plan de metas) 

Municipal by-law intro-
duced in Trujillo in 
2014; no recent reports 

Uruguay Rules for mayors lobbied 
for by civil society initiatives 
(Niemann & Hoppe, 2021) 

Target Plan 

(Plan de metas) 

No approved policy in 
any city 

 

Our sample of four cases was researched through various data sources (Yin, 
2018). In the absence of academic literature, this mainly concerned secondary 
material such as government websites, NGO reports and blogs, academic theses, 
media items, YouTube recordings and evaluation studies. In addition, we con-
ducted 16 semi-structured interviews (face to face and via videoconference, last-
ing 45 to 90 min) between 2014 and 2022 with at least two key informants per 
case from different stakeholders, such as government representatives and civil 
society activists. In the case of Colombia, we also interviewed researchers familiar 
with the national law. The topic guides for interviews and the functions of inter-
viewees are listed in Supplementary materials.  

To avoid biases and the emergence of socially desirable answers, the semi-struc-
tured interviews with key informants did not probe for the presence of particular 
benefits. Instead, key informants were interviewed using open-ended questions 
(about positive and negative effects in the realm of elected politicians and deci-
sion-making, local government staff and organisational learning, and citizen trust 
and participation. To explore how positive and negative effects relate to design 
factors as well as the socio-political context of each city, we asked key informants 
about the suitability of mayoral performance mechanisms in different contexts 
and recommendations for change and improvement. In addition, we analysed the 
socio-political setup of each city (making use of certain proxy indicators such as 
country corruption ratings). For national comparisons in other world regions, 
one may use governance indicators (Glass & Newig, 2019), reliable micro-data 
are not available at the subnational level for Latin American countries with fre-
quent political upheavals.  

For each case, we set up a file containing secondary material and interview tran-
scripts that were translated from the original Spanish and Portuguese into Eng-
lish. The resulting research material was coded and analysed in line with the re-
search framework outlined above. The main characteristics covered were the 
mechanism’s impact on the electoral cycle (pre-election, planning and reporting) 
and three dimensions of accountability (information, discussions, conse-
quences). Data and emerging patterns were discussed between the researchers to 
arrive at an indicative rating on the scale high/medium/low on each of the 
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Peru Mayor in at least one city 
(Trujillo) 

Target Plan 

(Plan de metas) 

Municipal by-law intro-
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accountability cube’s three dimensions (information, discussions, and conse-
quences) and to arrive at summary statements about each mechanism’s strengths 
and weaknesses. The mechanism’s potential effects were researched by listing all 
declared objectives as found in preambles to municipal by-laws or explicitly men-
tioned in blogs and policy papers written by advocates. Declared objectives al-
most exclusively had positive connotations (such as “better informed citizenry,” 
“more efficient public management”). Negative or ‘perverse’ side-effects (e.g., ri-
gidity, gaming, blame culture) were not mentioned but constitute a possibility 
according to ample scholarship on performance management. In line with the 
assessment framework (cf., Table 5.1), we clustered potential effects in terms of 
the three main uses and influences of performance information (instrumental, 
conceptual, and political/symbolic/discursive). Results and emerging patterns 
per case were subsequently compared and condensed to show commonalities and 
differences between the cities and to help formulate hypotheses for further re-
search. 

5.4 Results  
To provide essential context information, Table 5.3 presents a summary data of 
the four case studies. Bogotá, Córdoba, Guadalajara and São Paulo are metropo-
lises with more than 1 million inhabitants, and democratically elected mayors 
(holding office for 3-4 years) and city councils. In terms of world rankings, Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico occupy average places on the UN’s Human 
Development Index and Transparency International’s corruption index. Accord-
ing to World Bank assessments, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, and to a lesser extent 
Argentina are relatively advanced in terms of results-based public management 
and monitoring and evaluation capacities (Feinstein & Moreno, 2015). 

Table 5.3  Case study cities and countries  

Case study 
city   

Inhabit-
ants  

Mayoral term  Country   Human Devel-
opment Index 
(2022) 

Corruption Per-
ceptions Index 
(2022) 

Bogotá  8.0 mio 4 years  
(no immediate re-elec-
tion) 

Colombia 0.76 (rank 91) 39/100 (rank 91) 

São Paulo 12.4 mio  4 years Brazil  0.76 (rank 89) 38/100 (rank 94) 
Córdoba  1.6 mio  4 years  Argentina  0.85 (rank 48) 38/100 (rank 94) 
Guadala-
jara  

1.4 mio 3 years  
(with 1 re-election) 

Mexico 0.78 (rank 77) 31/126 (rank 126) 
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5.4.1 Formal characteristics of the performance accountability mecha-
nisms per city 

In this section, we present each case study city and summarise our findings in an 
overview (Table 5.4). For each case, we sketch the country context and how the 
accountability mechanism affects the electoral-administrative cycle (i.e., election, 
planning, reporting), followed by a concise description of how the mechanism has 
been implemented over time. We added an indicative rating of the mechanism in 
terms of the Accountability Cube’s three dimensions.  

• Case 1: Bogotá (Colombia): Evolution of Programmatic Voting since 
1994 

At a time when Colombia was internationally known for internal strife and crime, 
Colombia’s 1991 constitution ushered in greater levels of decentralisation, a re-
vamped planning system, and various direct democracy mechanisms, including 
referenda. In 1994, the Programmatic Voting Law came into force, introducing 
performance accountability to the (sub-national) elections, government plans, 
and reports. In the election phase, the law requires all candidates for mayor (and 
governor) to submit their manifestos to a national registry. The National Planning 
Authority issued guidelines for candidates on how to elaborate such plans (in-
cluding goals and indicators) but as yet there are no formal content requirements 
(Muñoz Ocampo & Álvarez Méndez, 2023). After an election, the elected mayor 
must elaborate a ‘development plan’ aligning to the manifesto as well as multi-
year (provincial, national) master plans and submit this within four months to 
the municipal council, which has the right to revise, request corrections, and ap-
prove the plan. A local and national planning council monitors coherence with 
existing (master) plans and subsequently of goal achievement (Romanutti, 
2012a), for which the mayor must elaborate yearly progress reports.  

Amendments to the development plan are possible through the municipal coun-
cil. Citizen oversight committees are legally mandated to exercise vigilance over 
all sorts of public management activities (Pogrebinschi, 2023). In recent decades, 
Bogotá’s various mayors have all complied with the Programmatic Voting laws 
planning and reporting requirements. Importantly, the law foresees the possibil-
ity of a recall referendum if, after 12 months of tenure, a mayor is accused of fall-
ing to achieve stated goals (Uribe Mendoza, 2016). Recalls are rarely successful 
(as they require support by 40% of voters) but are frequently attempted. Colom-
bia’s capital is home to the highly influential, award-winning civil society initia-
tive Bogotá Cómo Vamos (Scrivens and Iasiello, 2010). In addition to compiling 
and publishing data on sustainability indicators, it organises thematic discus-
sions with mayoral candidates, issues multiple policy recommendations for the 
development plan, and runs the initiative “Council, How are we doing” that pub-
licly monitors the voting behaviour (including task fulfilment) of municipal coun-
cillors. In terms of the three dimensions of accountability (Brandsma and 
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Schillemans, 2012), the substantial amount of planning and reporting and close 
scrutiny by civil society and governmental bodies leads to Bogotá’s mechanism 
being rated as ‘much’ for the information phase and ‘intensive’ for the discussions 
phase. The constant threat of a recall or destitution, which came into play when 
Bogotá’s former mayor and later president was temporarily removed from power 
in 2014, warrants qualifying the sanctions phase as ‘many’. 

Table 5.4  History and main features of performance accountability 
mechanisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara 

 Bogotá (CO): 
Programmatic 

Vote 

São  Paulo (BR): 
Target Plan 

Córdoba (AR): 
Target Plan 

Guadalajara 
(MX): 

What Have You 
Done, Mayor 

Year of initiation 1994 2008 2011 2015 
Legal framework Constitution and 

national law City-level bylaw City-level bylaw Voluntary com-
mitments 

Pre-Election Promises:    
Content require-

ments 
Alignment with 

multi-year (provin-
cial) master plans; 
no detailed con-

tent requirements 

No formal require-
ment 

No formal require-
ment 

No formal re-
quirement 

Submission modal-
ity  

Registration of all 
manifestos by na-

tional agency 

No formal require-
ments; 

voluntary public 
debates 

No formal require-
ments; 

public debates 

NGO collects 
manifestos and 
organises pub-

lic debates 
Post-election Plans:     

Content require-
ments 

Must align to  
• multi-year 

(provincial, 
national) 
master plans  

• manifesto / 
election 
promises 

Must  
• align to elec-

tion prom-
ises, Strate-
gic Plan, 
Budget  

• contain indi-
cators about 
sustainable 
develop-
ment + pro-
motion of eq-
uity, etc 

• No refer-
ence to elec-
tion prom-
ises 

• must contain 
quantified 
indicators 
for areas of 
gov. action 
(e.g. public 
works, cul-
ture) 

• Must by 
law align 
to multi-
year (pro-
vincial, na-
tional) 
master 
plans  

• Voluntary 
commit-
ment to 
civil soc.: 
plans for 5 
dimen-
sions  

Dissemination / de-
liberation  

Submission to and 
approval by mu-
nicipal council 

Wide dissemina-
tion via media and 
public hearings at 
district level 

Submission to 
municipal council 
that organises a 
public hearing 

To public, me-
dia 

Timing  Within 4 months Within 90 days  Within 120 days Not addressed 
explicitly 

Potential adjust-
ments 

Via amendment in 
council 

By public dissemi-
nation  

By informing 
council and public 

dissemination  

Not addressed 
explicitly 

Post-governing Reports: 
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Content require-
ments 

Progress  Indicators and 
goal achievement 

Goal achievement Goal achieve-
ment 

Submission modal-
ity  

To municipal 
council 

Public dissemina-
tion  

To municipal 
council 

To public, me-
dia 

Timing / periodicity • Annual 
pro-
gress 
reports 

• Semi-annual 
indicator re-

ports 
• Annual pro-

gress re-
ports 

• Annual pro-
gress re-

ports 

• Annual 
progress 
reports 

Accountability Cube:      
Information phase  Much 

(embedded in na-
tionwide govern-

ment system) 

Medium 
(quantity of data 
subject to willing-

ness of politi-
cians) 

Medium 
(quantity of data 
subject to willing-

ness of politi-
cians) 

Little 
(quantity of data 
subject to will-
ingness of poli-

ticians) 
Discussion phase Intensive 

(close scrutiny by 
civil society and 

gov. bodies) 

Intensive: 
(close scrutiny by 
large civil society 

platform) 

Intensive 
(close scrutiny by 
civil society plat-

form) 

Medium 
(scrutiny by and 

cooperation 
with civil society 

platform) 
Conse-

quences/Sanc-
tions  

Many 
(risk of recall) 

Medium  
(risk of municipal 

censure) 

Medium  
(risk of municipal 

censure) 

Few 
(no formal 
sanctions) 

 

• Case 2: São Paulo (Brazil): Evolution of Target Plan since 2008 

After the end of the dictatorship and with the introduction of its 1988 constitu-
tion, Brazil became “the world’s largest laboratory of democratic innovations” 
(Pogrebinschi, 2021). Against the backdrop of widespread practices of clientelism 
and patrimonialism (Gaspardo & Ferreira, 2017), the country obtained an insti-
tutional architecture of citizen participation and deliberation and newly empow-
ered municipalities developed instruments such as ‘participatory budgeting’ that 
spread internationally (Porto de Oliveira, 2017). In São  Paulo, a set of business 
and civil society leaders founded in 2007 the Nossa São Paulo network that, in-
spired by Bogotá Cómo Vamos, started to conduct educational campaigns, pub-
lish sustainability indicators, establish work groups about public policies, and 
monitor the city council actions. The running costs exceeded $1 million annually 
(Fiabane et al., 2014). Further, the network drafted and successfully lobbied for 
the ‘Target Plan’ bylaw approved in 2008. This bylaw does not address the elec-
tion phase, during which civil society organisations organise debates with candi-
dates willing to participate, but obliges elected mayors to complete a governmen-
tal plan within 90 days of assuming power.  

Content-wise, the plan must contain the main goals presented in the mayor’s elec-
toral campaign, be geared towards “the promotion of environmentally, socially, 
and economically sustainable development”, and have quantified “performance 
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and civil society leaders founded in 2007 the Nossa São Paulo network that, in-
spired by Bogotá Cómo Vamos, started to conduct educational campaigns, pub-
lish sustainability indicators, establish work groups about public policies, and 
monitor the city council actions. The running costs exceeded $1 million annually 
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the ‘Target Plan’ bylaw approved in 2008. This bylaw does not address the elec-
tion phase, during which civil society organisations organise debates with candi-
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Content-wise, the plan must contain the main goals presented in the mayor’s elec-
toral campaign, be geared towards “the promotion of environmentally, socially, 
and economically sustainable development”, and have quantified “performance 
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indicators”; process-wise, the bylaw stipulates: i) wide dissemination in district-
level public hearings; ii) the possibility of amendments if changes are required; 
and iii) semi-annual indicator reports plus yearly progress reports. Non-compli-
ance with these formal rules is punishable by impeachment, yet there are no sanc-
tions for non-achievement of targets. Since the bylaw came into force, all mayors 
have complied with formal requirements. The first administration (2009-2012) 
produced a plan with 223 targets, and the next one (2013-2016) built a dedicated 
website for a plan with 123 targets and links to the budget that was discussed in 
35 public hearings, reaching cumulatively more than 10,000 participants (Baliña, 
2017). The third administration (2017-2020) received more than 20,000 pro-
posals during the public consultation phase of its plan (Cidade de Sao Paulo, 
2022) yet it deactivated the previous website and faced several implementation 
difficulties due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Following São Paulo’s leadership, similar bylaws with minor adjustments were 
established in over 60 other Brazilian municipalities (Gaspardo & Ferreira, 2017). 
Attempts by supporters to turn the Target Plan into a national law were thus far 
unsuccessful (Programa Cidades Sustentáveis, 2020), just as lawsuits by oppo-
nents who had argued that Target Plans interfere with the executive’s constitu-
tional independence (Villela & Souza, 2021). Compared to Bogotá, the ‘infor-
mation phase’ (Brandsma & Schillemans, 2012) of São  Paulo’s accountability 
mechanisms is considered more limited (rating: medium) yet the ‘discussion 
phase’ is considered equally intensive. The ‘consequences’ are rated as ‘few’ as 
there are hardly any sanctions – neither legally nor politically – for non-compli-
ance.  

• Case 3: Córdoba (Argentina): Evolution of Target Plan since 
2011 

In contrast to Brazil, Argentina transitioned to democracy in the 1980s without a 
substantial constitutional reform. The 1994 amendment increased some ele-
ments of citizen participation that have since evolved unevenly across the coun-
try, with two-thirds of participatory innovations observed in some large cities 
(Pogrebinschi, 2021). In Córdoba, Argentina’s second largest city, a coalition of 
universities, business leaders, media firms, and civil society representatives es-
tablished the network Nuestra Córdoba (“Our Córdoba”) in 2009. Inspired by its 
namesake in São Paulo yet institutionally independent, Nuestra Córdoba begun 
collecting and publishing quality-of-life indicators, mobilising citizens, and lob-
bying for sustainable development policies. Furthermore, the network managed 
to gain approval in the municipal council of a Target Plan modelled after São 
Paulo’s. Córdoba’s 2011 bylaw, too, does not address the election phase, yet Ar-
gentina’s national laws mandate the diffusion and public debate of election man-
ifestos (Cruz Pérez, 2024).  
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In Córdoba, the elected mayor must elaborate and submit a Target Plan to the 
municipal council within 120 days. The municipal council, and not the mayor 
himself or herself, is also tasked with the plan’s diffusion. Contrary to São  Paulo, 
the bylaw in Córdoba does not explicitly reference election promises or to the pro-
motion of ‘sustainable development’. Instead, the target plan is required to cover 
main lines of action (short and long-term) for at least “public works and services, 
public administration, health, social action, environment, culture, education, 
tourism, neighbourhood participation and economic development”, in each do-
main with “quantified indicators”. The plan can be adjusted by informing the 
council and the public, and the mayor must submit yearly progress reports. A lack 
of goal achievement is not sanctioned. However, the lack of reporting constitutes 
a “serious irregularity”.  

Since the bylaw entered into force, all mayors formally complied with it. The first 
administration presented a plan with  513 targets (for 214 objectives in 16 the-
matic areas). According to civil-society observers, 42% of these targets could not 
be monitored due to the lack of suitable indicators and baseline values (Roma-
nutti & Cáceres, 2020). The next administration produced a plan with 397 targets 
for 22 objectives and easier access to information thanks to the use of an open 
data platform. Public hearings were merely of an informational nature and had 
no deliberative character yet they still achieved higher levels of public interest 
than other hearings (Romanutti & Cáceres, 2020). The network Nuestra Córdoba 
computed overall goal achievement levels that were significantly lower than the 
percentage communicated by the mayor (Baliña, 2017). Following the lead of Cór-
doba, similar target law bylaws with minor adjustments were established in sev-
eral other Argentine municipalities (Gaspardo & Ferreira, 2017). In terms of the 
‘accountability cube’ dimensions, Córdoba’s mechanism fares the same as São  
Paulo’s, with ‘few consequences’ yet ‘medium-level information’ and ‘intensive 
discussions’ due to the continuous engagement by the civil society network that 
had conceived it. 

• Case 4: Guadalajara (Mexico): Evolution of What Have You 
Done, Mayor since 2016 

Although Mexico’s constitution had not undergone major changes since 1917, the 
country initiated decentralisation reforms in the 1980s and transitioned from a 
de facto one-party regime to multi-party democracy in 2000. In terms of na-
tional-subnational coordination, Mexico has a multi-layered system resembling 
that of Colombia, with local governments crafting ‘development programmes’ 
that need to be aligned with higher-level, national plans. In recent decades, Mex-
ico has also seen the emergence of numerous consultative bodies, giving it the 
most participatory institutions in the region (Pogrebinschi, 2021).  
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Several citizen-run transparency initiatives concern the country’s deteriorating 
levels of organised crime and impunity. In Guadalajara—the country’s third-larg-
est metropolitan area and capital of Jalisco state—a group of business leaders, 
nonprofit organisations, and universities took inspiration from the example of 
Bogotá Cómo Vamos and founded Jalisco Cómo Vamos in 2010. This organisa-
tion, primarily a citizen observatory, monitors and disseminates local indicators 
and public policy proposals through its website and media contacts.  

In 2015, Jalisco Cómo Vamos started the “What have you done, Mayor” pro-
gramme as a voluntary arrangement: In the run-up to municipal elections, 
mayoral candidates were invited to debates, to make explicit manifestos, and to 
commit to participating in the programme if elected. Once elected, the mayor 
elaborated—in collaboration with a technical team from Jalisco Cómo Vamos—a 
plan with goals and indicators (currently in five domains “economy, education, 
environment, security, urban development, and public services”). During a 
mayor’s tenure, Jalisco Cómo Vamos tracks goal achievement and disseminates 
this once or twice per year via a dedicated website and public events. When first 
run in 2015, the mayors of two municipalities, including Guadalajara City, partic-
ipated. In subsequent electoral cycles, four other municipalities from the metro-
politan area joined. Compared to the other case studies, the ‘information’ phase 
of this entirely voluntary accountability mechanism is rated as relatively ‘little’ 
and the consequences as ‘few’. The discussion component is rated as ‘medium’ 
considering the active deliberations between the citizen observatory and mayors. 

5.4.2 Positive and negative effects of the mechanisms  
In response to the second research question, we present evidence of instrumental, 
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quote, there is a code pointing to the key informant (cf., List of Interviewees). 
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According to the law’s first article, programmatic voting is “the participation 
mechanism through which citizens […] impose as a mandate on the elected per-
son in compliance” with their election promises. Key informants agreed that the 
law generally has the desired effect of contributing to transparency and to pro-
grammatic election debates and evidence-informed policies. These benefits are 
contingent on the law’s integration into a nationwide planning system that is 
equipped with better quality data (on social, environmental and economic indi-
cators) than that of other Latin-American countries. Local stakeholders consider 
data availability as a key ingredient that allows the political discourse and moni-
toring of goal achievement to focus on sustainability outcomes (e.g., air quality) 
rather than about outputs (e.g., number of trees planted). In Bogotá, the active 
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work of civil society organisations (such as Bogotá Cómo Vamos) in producing 
quality-of-life data, mobilising stakeholders and proposing public policies was 
credited as contributing to citizen participation and sustainability-oriented poli-
cymaking by successive city governments. Some informants were critical of the 
set-up: “Bogotá Cómo Vamos has lost some of its legitimacy. It is an oversight 
association of business origin, not a citizen initiative” (CO3). Furthermore, rela-
tive improvement over time can lead to a decrease in consensus. In the words of 
a senior municipal employee (CO3): “When in the 1990s Bogotá was in a serious 
crisis it was easy to agree about acute issues we had to resolve together. As we 
improve, there begins to be a divergence of opinion on the city’s priorities.” 

The programmatic voting law’s harsh sanctions are also viewed as problematic. 
As the interviewee (CO3) commented:  

Programmatic voting is theoretically nice but doesn’t work well in prac-
tice. That candidates have to guarantee something is good. If they are 
very committed to an issue, they make it explicit in the manifesto and 
later in the development plan. However, if they do not want to take risks, 
they set general goals that no one can charge them for.  

To remedy this situation, there are calls for legal guidelines on the content of 
manifestos (Muñoz Ocampo & Álvarez Méndez, 2023). Other critical design fac-
tors concern the limited terms of office without re-election (“when the mayor ar-
rives, the first six months are spent preparing the development plan”; CO4) and 
the fact that the burden of accountability is placed exclusively on mayors. As put 
by informant CO3: 

People are politically uneducated and don’t realise that the mayor cannot 
govern without councillors.  The citizens' logic for electing councillors is 
one and for mayors another. In fact, the elections are on different days! 
In large cities, part of the council vote is a vote of opinion but the bulk is 
a clientelist vote. […]. One would need a political reform guaranteeing 
that mayors will govern with a majority. 

In this context, key informants interviewed saw the civil society project of moni-
toring the councillors’ work as a positive contribution yet also an expensive un-
dertaking that relies on the continuous investment of resources by Bogotá Cómo 
Vamos.  

• Case 2: São Paulo (Brazil): Effects of the Target Plan  
São  Paulo’s bylaw does not stipulate objectives, but a recent evaluation compiled 
by the municipality describes the Target Plan as a “big pact of transparency be-
tween the municipal administration and population” designed to “facilitate and 
foster social control” (Cidade de Sao Paulo, 2022). According to various munici-
pal and civil society informants, the law contributed overall to more transparency 
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and programmatic political debates (during elections) and goal-oriented policy-
making during a mayor’s tenure. The bylaw also triggered significant citizen par-
ticipation (as evident from public hearings and the initiative’s name recognition). 
Key informants stressed that both types of benefits would not have been achieved 
without the continuous investment of time and energy on behalf of civil society 
actors (belonging to the Nossa São Paulo network) who were also responsible for 
the bylaw’s initial formulation and spread to other cities. Cooperation in a net-
work of cities lends some stability but did not prevent shocks when one admin-
istration (2017-2020) deactivated the municipality’s Target Plan dashboard. In 
the words of a local interviewee (BR1): “It was a big step back when they took 
down these websites. It was seen as an assault on this idea of the Target Pro-
gramme and government accountability”. Later administrations rebuilt dash-
boards (and additional tools for geo-referenced monitoring), yet the incident 
showed the mechanism’s dependence on politicians’ willingness to engage.  

In terms of conceptual effects, the network and its bylaw are also credited with 
fostering  multi-stakeholder partnerships: In São  Paulo, “one can observe reli-
gious community leaders discussing accountability and transparency, leftist mil-
itants discussing indicators and targets, and businessmen demanding opportuni-
ties for participation” (Fiabane et al., 2014, p. 834). Similarly, the municipal staff 
interviewed explained that the drafting of a plan – after the election – led to more 
intra-departmental coordination, policy coherence, and data literacy among gov-
ernment staff. Negative conceptual effects such as organisational competition or 
blaming were not observed. However, a study of decision-making practices in the 
municipality found evidence of three types of negative effects typically associated 
with performance management: “external gaming, myopia and lock-in” (Marin, 
2016). In one instance, São  Paulo’s mayor decided to stick to the target of con-
structing waste collection points (against better judgement available a year after 
planning) because he feared the political costs of amending the target. As com-
mented by a municipal employee (BR1): “If you have to change your targets, then 
you are seen as someone who is not a good mayor.” According to some inform-
ants, the fact that most targets in the plans of successive administrations con-
cerned tangible municipal outputs can also be interpreted as a negative byproduct 
of the entire accountability mechanism that puts the focus on short-term goal 
achievement (expressed in percentages) rather than city-level sustainability out-
comes in the long term. 

• Case 3: Córdoba (Argentina): Effects of Target Plan  
The preamble to Córdoba’s bylaw refers to it as an “instrument of planning and 
citizen communication”. According to key informants, the implicit objectives of 
better-planned municipal actions and better-informed citizens are generally 
achieved. There is evidence of high levels of citizen engagement (also due to the 
communication work done by civil society working in a network with like-minded 
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groups in other Argentine cities). In terms of instrumental and conceptual effects, 
municipal employees reported that Córdoba’s bylaw triggered better intra-de-
partmental coordination and capacities: 

We had to do trainings on methodological aspects because civil servants 
were not prepared to formulate indicators. At the beginning it was more 
of an obligation and now those responsible sit down and plan together. 
[..]. There are many secretaries who really take it as a basis for measure-
ment and update themselves annually, and check whether their goals are 
being met (AR3). 

In Córdoba’s case, the choice of goals was initially the subject of many discus-
sions. One debate concerned the scope of the municipality’s influence and ac-
countability. In the words of another municipal employee (AR4): 

We are very focused on product indicators and not outcomes [..]. The di-
lemma comes as to how far you influence. For example, birth or death 
rates: You don't know which part was affected by you and which part 
affected by the province or nation. 

In addition, there have been repeated debates about who is mandated to formu-
late policies when the Target Plan is elaborated after an election. Some municipal 
administrations have publicly rejected proposals made by civil society actors. As 
one senior municipal official explained (AR5):  

We did have some interference with Nuestra Córdoba where they con-
fused that their goals should be ours . […] We strongly insisted that the 
social contract is the election manifesto, and from there, the goals must 
emerge  

At the same time, the official (AR5) acknowledged that “in the manifesto, the 
choices should be much more explicit. Because manifestos often describe abstract 
wishes”. Civil society representatives concurred by stating that both manifestos 
and plans often lack specificity (“They make Target Plans for compliance. Modest 
ones. And then in the course of their mandate they make strategic decisions”, 
AR1) yet that the entire accountability mechanism led, nonetheless, to a more 
programmatic electoral cycle:  

These are informal social processes of control and the Target Plans have 
improved the pre-electoral process in the sense that not just anything is 
promised any longer. (AR1) 
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Table 5.5  Summary of effects of mayoral performance accountability mecha-
nisms in Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara 

 Bogotá (CO): 
Programmatic 
Vote (since 1994) 

São  Paulo (BR): 
Target Plan (since 
2008) 

Córdoba (AR): 
Target Plan (since 
2011) 

Guadalajara 
(MX): What Have 
You Done, Mayor 
(since 2015) 

Declared pur-
pose 

“participation 
mechanism to im-
pose compliance” 
with manifesto 

“big pact of trans-
parency between 
the administration 
and citizens” 

“instrument of 
planning and citi-
zen communica-
tion” 

Tool for “account-
ability and govern-
ment-citizen com-
munication” 

Instrumental effects 

Intended  / posi-
tive 

• Better in-
formed poli-
cies 

• More trans-
parency 

• Better in-
formed poli-
cies 

• More trans-
parency 

• Better in-
formed poli-
cies 

• More trans-
parency 

• Better in-
formed poli-
cies 

• More trans-
parency 

Unintended / 
negative 

• High trans-
action costs 
of multiple 
layers of 
oversight 

• Rigidity, loss 
of flexibility 
to adjust poli-
cies to 
changing cir-
cumstances 

• High transac-
tion costs as-
sociated with 
complex re-
ports 

 

Conceptual effects 

Intended  / posi-
tive 

• Increased 
awareness 
among politi-
cians and 
other stake-
holders of 
need to co-
operate for 
long-term 
sustainability 
outcomes 

• Increased 
data literacy 
among mu-
nicipal staff 

• Increased 
policy coher-
ence among 
municipal de-
partments 

• Multi-stake-
holder col-
laboration 

• Increased 
data literacy 
among mu-
nicipal staff 

• Increased 
policy coher-
ence among 
municipal de-
partments 

 

Increased data lit-
eracy among mu-
nicipal staff 

Unintended / 
negative 

    

Political, symbolic, discursive effects 

Intended  / posi-
tive 

Increased citizen 
engagement  

Increased citizen 
engagement  

Increased citizen 
engagement 

Politicians ac-
knowledging im-
portance of ac-
countability  

Unintended / 
negative 

Recall threat fos-
ters timid, unspe-
cific election 
promises 

Focus on short-
term and tangible 
outputs 

Focus on short-
term and tangible 
outputs 

Citizens daunted 
by complexity of 
indicator data 
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Design and context considerations:  

Strengths  • City-level 
mechanism 
part of na-
tion-wide 
planning and 
data system 

• City-level 
mechanism 
part of  city 
network and 
support pro-
gramme   

• City-level 
mechanism 
part of  multi-
city network   

• Economical 
and flexible 
set-up 

Weaknesses • Lack of 
guidelines 
on content of 
manifestos 

• Threat of re-
call unrea-
sonable vis-
à-vis veto 
power of mu-
nicipal coun-
cil   

• Use of by-
law’s de-
pends on 
mayor’s dis-
position  

• Lack of 
guidelines on 
(outcome-ori-
ented) con-
tent of plans 
and reports 

• Use of bylaw 
depends on 
mayor’s dis-
position  

• Lack of 
guidelines on 
(outcome-ori-
ented) con-
tent of plans 
and reports 

• Initiative en-
tirely de-
pendent on 
candidates’ 
willingness 
and civil so-
ciety re-
sources 

 

• Case 4: Guadalajara (Mexico): Effects of What Have You 
Done, Mayor  

According to the project’s website, “This accountability and governance tool seeks 
to evaluate the achievement of government actions and to establish a communi-
cation channel between citizens and the government”. Increased uptake of the 
mechanism by candidates and elected mayors (of multiple municipalities), along 
with substantial citizen interest in the reports produced, are evidence of the 
mechanism’s having political and discursive effects. In this case, in particular, the 
investment and prior standing of the civil society organisation was a prerequisite 
for this achievement. As representative of Jalisco Cómo Vamos (MX1) explained:   

What we were doing in terms of monitoring was already completely me-
diatised so to speak. Among academics and authorities, we had a voice 
that mattered to the media. 

The continued willingness by politicians to participate, however, cannot be taken 
for granted. Reportedly, local mayors stopped cooperating with another, similarly 
designed initiative in northern Mexico that was overtly critical:   

They pressed too much. The thing is that if you press too hard it doesn't 
work. It has worked better for us to sit at the table, teach them, and tell 
them why investing is important (MX1). 

In terms of conceptual effects, the mechanism also benefitted municipal capaci-
ties and attitudes. In the words of one key informant (MX1): “They still have to 
work a lot and find it very difficult to differentiate between impact and process 
indicators” yet “at least we see progress in that they have fewer and better indica-
tors”; municipal staff  “now give meaning to being accountable and see it as a need 
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to respond”. According to politicians, collaboration with civil-society observato-
ries has also led to better policies as an instrumental effect of this mechanism. A 
mayor commented publicly (Jalisco Cómo Vamos, 2022):  

What you have done, Mayor, is a programme that challenges and con-
fronts governments. But above all, it helps us be better, set better goals, 
and achieve better results”. “One great idea of Jalisco Cómo Vamos was 
to conduct a survey to find out what [the children] think. […] Through 
this study, what we are doing is making all our policies cross-cutting and 
centred around girls and boys. 

In terms of potentially negative effects at the discursive level, another informant 
(MX2) mentioned the risk of technical (sustainability) information having ad-
verse effects on civic empowerment: 

If we get too much into the technicalities and talk about ‘indicators’ sud-
denly it is more complex to reach citizens. 

5.5 Discussion  
This study set out to investigate the evolution of performance accountability 
mechanisms in Latin American cities, which have been under-researched yet of-
fer valuable insights for academic debate about effective urban sustainability gov-
ernance. In the four cities studied, the legal obligations for goal-setting and re-
porting were associated with an increase in programmatic policies, intra-munic-
ipal cooperation, civil society involvement, and citizen participation. An im-
portant contingency factor emerging from our research is that in all four case 
study cities, many benefits were dependent on the investment of civil-society net-
works (e.g., for data collection, reporting, websites, pro bono consultancies). Ap-
proving the legal framework alone may be merely symbolic: In one Brazilian city, 
the Target Plan bylaw reportedly fell into disuse when the civil society network 
that had promoted it ceased its operational activity. Overall, the institutional sus-
tainability of the accountability mechanisms was found to be the lowest in Gua-
dalajara and the highest in Bogotá.  

Our findings support the assertion that the thriving of citizen observatories re-
quires the existence of favourable legislation as well as the presence of a civil so-
ciety with a critical mass and stable resources (Díaz Jiménez & Natal, 2014). It is 
also in line with large-scale evaluations from the sub-continent. One recent study 
of 3,744 democratic innovations across Latin America found almost 500 targeting 
the evaluation of policies, which likely indicates dissatisfaction with democracy, 
feeding both civil society and government attempts to increase legitimacy 
(Pogrebinschi, 2023). However, many civil society monitoring initiatives are 
short-lived (Niemann & Hoppe, 2021). 
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Unintended, negative, or ‘perverse’ effects of the accountability mechanisms were 
not observed on a large scale, but some were identified. One example concerned 
a municipality rigidly sticking to an outdated output target that was perceived as 
delivering on promises. This indicates a trade-off between accountability and 
flexibility, which is well-documented in the public management literature (e.g., 
De Bruijn 2002). In light of this, the observation that Bogotá has relatively more 
outcome-based goals deserves further attention. After all, outcome indicators are 
essential for sustainability-oriented monitoring and policymaking (Hák et al., 
2016) and less amenable to gaming; on the other hand, publicly reporting on 
shorter-term output data can improve government performance and citizen trust, 
which may be vital in underprivileged neighbourhoods and jurisdictions with 
lower levels of state capacities. This suggests further trade-offs concerning the 
relative benefits and constraints of outcome and output indicators in different 
policy sectors and local contexts. 

This study enriches international debates (e.g., Valencia et al., 2019) about SDG 
localisation inasmuch as existing policy recommendations tend to be vague on 
the matter; one UN-affiliated guidance document (Sustainable Development So-
lutions Network, 2015, p. 19) states elusively that “as with SDG targets, it is gen-
erally preferable […] to track outcomes (or the ends) rather than means. Yet the 
choice between input and outcome measures must be handled pragmatically.” 
Too many practitioners are still unaware of the potential downsides (in terms of 
perverse effects) of performance management. For practitioners, an important 
recommendation is probing for trade-offs concerning accountability and flexibil-
ity and dilemmas in the choice of indicators; outcome-based targets foster long-
term, holistic policymaking yet output targets align more easily to local govern-
ment competencies and citizen demands.. 

Studying ‘frontrunners’ is a well-established approach (Gerring, 2007) yet has 
limitations. In this study, selecting the case of Guadalajara implies a survivorship 
bias because other voluntary arrangements started in other Mexican cities may 
no longer exist. Furthermore, a city’s targets in terms of policy sector and type 
was also not assessed systematically in this study. Overall, formal characteristics 
were relatively easier to code than the effects of each accountability mechanism, 
which emerge over time and are subject to competing perspectives from different 
stakeholders (Bovens et al., 2008). We contend that our assessment framework 
provides a useful starting point for further conceptual work (on additional assess-
ment criteria and context indicators) and more empirical studies. 

More research is needed, notably on the relative advantages and disadvantages 
of directing (city-level, urban) performance accountability and communication 
towards outcomes or outputs in divergent political contexts. After all, it is known 
that “good measurement systems and well-functioning performance accountabil-
ity systems only operate in stable environments with a great deal of 
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standardisation” (Van de Walle & Cornelissen, 2014, p. 453), yet these are not 
typical characteristics of cities in Latin America (and elsewhere). Further, in 
terms of citizen communication, it has been argued that to instil trust in institu-
tions, storytelling may be more effective than “scientific evidence” (Pollitt & 
Bouckaert, 2011). This too requires further research. We recommend studying a 
larger sample of cases/cities, with attention to government competencies and re-
sources (cf., Fuhr, Hickmann, and Kern 2018), cities’ governance settings (Morita 
et al., 2020), and the role of indicators in different sectors (environment, health, 
education) since these bring different dynamics in terms of politics and lay un-
derstanding (Batley & Mcloughlin, 2015). To facilitate further research, Table 5.6 
lists a set of hypotheses derived from this explorative study and the city from our 
sample that gave rise to the formulation of each hypothesis. 

Table 5.6  Hypotheses for further research 

Factor  Hypotheses  Relevant case(s)  
Design features of 
accountability 
mechanism  

Use of outcome indicators over output indicators in mayoral 
plans reduces risks of short-term gaming  

Bogotá / Colombia 

High threat of sanctions for non-compliance discourages the 
elaboration of ambitious manifestos 

Bogotá / Colombia 

Reporting on high content indicator data is unsuitable to en-
gage citizens 

Córdoba, Guadalajara 

Local context and 
process 
  

The engagement of strong local civil society organisations facil-
itates the effective implementation of mayoral accountability 
mechanisms  

multiple  

Civil society engagement in performance monitoring by a small 
set of organisations increases the risk of them being perceived 
as partisan 

Bogotá, Guadalajara  

Country-level con-
text   

The availability of reliable (national) datasets is a precondition 
to effectively use outcome-level goals at city level 

Bogotá / Colombia 

Broad legal competencies (covering health, education, environ-
ment, etc) as well as longer mayoral terms (>4 years) facilitate 
outcome-oriented performance accountability 

multiple 

Strong performance accountability has relatively more benefits 
in countries with low government effectiveness  

multiple 

5.6 Conclusion  
This study explored the characteristics and effects of novel performance account-
ability mechanisms that have evolved among pioneering local governments in Co-
lombia, Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico. In response to our first, descriptive re-
search question on the mechanisms’ characteristics, we can conclude that the 
comparative analysis of Bogotá, São Paulo, Córdoba and Guadalajara showed 
three main types of legal approaches: a constitutional obligation in Colombia, 
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city-level bylaws in Brazil and Argentina and, voluntary submission to external 
scrutiny by Mexican mayors.  

The mechanisms differ greatly in terms of scope. The Colombian system and Mex-
ican project cover the entire electoral-administrative cycle, from election prom-
ises by candidates to a mayor’s reports on goal achievement. By contrast, the Bra-
zilian and Argentine bylaws leave out the election phase. The latter approach pre-
empts one difficulty inherent in the Colombian model: the mismatch between 
candidates making promises as individuals (or parties) and elected mayors need-
ing to govern with competitive, multiparty councils. Another finding—which is 
not imposed by legal rules—is that many goals and the associated reporting sys-
tem in Bogotá concern long-term sustainability outcomes (such as quality-of-
life). In the other cities, relatively more goals and reports are about the delivery 
of tangible, short-term outputs such as public works. 

Compared with the description of formal features, analysing the effects of an ac-
countability mechanism is highly complex. As such, findings from this compara-
tive case study do not provide comprehensive evidence that would allow us to 
answer our second, evaluative research question conclusively. However, several 
noteworthy patterns emerged. In all four cases, the mechanisms showed effec-
tiveness in reaching the attention of citizens and politicians and informing spe-
cific (sustainability) policies. Furthermore, there are indications of the mecha-
nisms contributing to transparency and a more programmatic, policy-oriented 
election cycle with a more participatory process of political deliberation. Positive 
effects were also reported—at least in the first years after the mechanism’s intro-
duction—in the realm of data and indicator literacy, as well as in institutional co-
operation among local governments and civil society actors. 

What is the current verdict on the dichotomous question in this paper’s title: 
Should mayors be made accountable for their electoral promises? In answering 
this question, there appear to be trade-offs between accountability mechanisms 
bringing benefits in government performance and citizen participation, yet costs 
in terms of inflexibility and ‘perverse effects’. Forced to choose an answer, this 
research suggests a tentative ‘yes’ for cities with low-performing municipal ad-
ministrations—some degree of accountability is associated with more program-
matic, less clientelist policymaking. In high-performing institutional contexts, 
rigid performance accountability seems less appropriate. In both types of context, 
effective sustainability governance requires (i) working towards long-term objec-
tives and outcomes rather than short-term election promises and (ii) exploring 
alternatives to the currently dominant model of voluntary goal-setting. 
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In today’s political context, where calls for ‘evidence-based’, ‘data-driven’ and 
‘sustainable’ public management and accountability are commonplace, sustaina-
bility reporting is on the rise. In the geographical context of cities, it can take var-
ious forms. As explained in the introduction (Chapter 1), real-life examples in-
clude formal sustainability reports that some municipalities issue annually as 
well as less formalised reviews published by nongovernmental ‘urban observato-
ries’. The common denominator of these approaches is the disclosure and public 
dissemination of sustainability-relevant urban trends, political commitments, 
and actions, with the – more or less explicit – goal of promoting evidence-in-
formed policymaking, accountability, and, citizen engagement. As operationally 
defined in Chapter 1, city-oriented sustainability reporting refers to periodic, pub-
lic dissemination of multi-domain information on sustainability performance at 
the city level, produced by or in collaboration with local authorities or civic actors. 
However, as the empirical chapters demonstrate, this definition encompasses a 
broad spectrum of "information-based governance": ranging from collaborative 
trend monitoring (the "State of the City" focus of Chapters 2 and 3) to adversarial 
performance accountability (the "State of the Government" focus of Chapters 4 
and 5).Previous studies have demonstrated that sustainability reporting and re-
lated information-based urban governance initiatives such as community indica-
tor projects, can yield certain desirable benefits. One can conceptually and em-
pirically distinguish three clusters: i) ‘instrumental use and influence’, such as 
effects of reporting on the decision-making processes of policymakers, ii) ‘con-
ceptual use and influence’, such as organisational learning by government staff 
and other stakeholders, and iii) ‘political-symbolic use and influence’ such as 
changes in the discourse and awareness among citizens, media outlets, and polit-
ical parties that shape opinions and legitimise actions or inaction. Figure 6.1 sum-
marises these three type of uses and influence, along with their most common 
stakeholders.  

 

Figure 6.1  Diverging effects and target audiences of sustainability reporting 
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Notably, sustainability reporting is often presented as capable of simultaneously 
fostering all these positive attributes, regardless of place and time. Are these 
claims about sustainability reporting as a ‘jack-of-all-trades’ tool warranted? Are 
the benefits sustainable over time, and what are potential downsides? What do 
different forms achieve in different socio-political contexts? These questions have 
been hitherto under-researched, yet they have high practical relevance, since re-
porting is a cornerstone of modern governance and promoted by numerous in-
ternational frameworks including the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

In response to calls for further research, particularly longitudinal case studies, 
this dissertation investigated the factors leading to the types of success (and fail-
ure) of reporting initiatives in diverse contexts. As detailed in the introduction 
(Section 1.3.2), Europe and Latin America were strategically chosen to enhance 
the theoretical understanding of city-oriented sustainability reporting and to ad-
dress significant empirical gaps in some under-researched regions. In each world 
region, one study assessed initiatives in terms of city-wide indicators, while an-
other focused on the link between reporting and local government performance. 
Together, these studies illustrate a spectrum of information-based governance 
ranging from voluntary disclosure to mandatory accountability. The following re-
search question guided this inquiry:  

How can sustainability reporting initiatives benefit decision-
making, learning, and public awareness in the divergent con-
texts of European and Latin American cities? 

This chapter presents answers to this overall research question about design, con-
textual factors, and effects. To achieve this, Section 6.1 first provides answers to 
the sub-questions that guided the four empirical studies presented in Chapters 2-
5. These findings are then used in Section 6.2 to address the main research ques-
tion by identifying ‘design strategies’ and theoretical mechanisms that help ex-
plain the success of reporting initiatives for divergent purposes and contexts. Sec-
tion 6.3 discusses the main contributions and limitations of this dissertation and 
offers suggestions for further research. By reflecting on the broader theoretical 
and practical contributions of the dissertation, a refined framework for evaluating 
city-oriented sustainability reporting initiatives is presented with the aim of help-
ing future studies. Section 6.4 then presents a summary of practical policy impli-
cations derived from this dissertation.  

While the introduction (Chapter 1) situated this research within the broader con-
text of existing literature (cf. the research funnel metaphor in Section 1.3.2), this 
chapter aims to create an ‘inverted funnel’ (cf. bottom part of Figure 1.8) by ex-
panding the discussion again and reviewing broader implications.  
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6.1 Answers to the research sub-questions 
The four empirical studies of this dissertation share a methodological ‘red thread’ 
– as described in introduction (cf. Sections 1.3.4.-1.3.6), they all rely on longitu-
dinal, mixed methods designs with a similar conceptual framework7. The subse-
quent sections are dedicated to synthesizing the findings from these individual 
studies8. In line with the overall framework (cf. Section 1.3.5), this synthesis is 
based on three factors: (i) contextual considerations, (ii) the design factors of "in-
ternal organisation" and "content-related activities," and (iii) evolving effects in 
terms of "uses and influence" and organisational continuity. 

• Sub-question 1: How have sustainability reporting practices 
evolved in pioneering European city governments, and what 
are their effects? 

The research on selected European cities (Amsterdam, Basel, Dublin, Freiburg, 
Nuremberg, Zurich; described in detail in Chapter 2) shows that sustainability 
reporting is a growing trend, generally initiated voluntarily.  

This voluntary emergence allowed for diverse experimentation with scope, fre-
quency, and design. City authorities crafted reporting systems using a mix of fixed 
and rotating indicators, aligned with administrative and electoral cycles, and em-
bedded them within strategic planning and budgeting processes. This diversity 
was shaped by each city’s specific governance model and policy objectives, with 
some, like Freiburg, using reporting primarily as a tool for strategic decision-
making by the municipal council, while others, like Amsterdam, adopted more 
fragmented approaches targeting different audiences through multiple formats. 

In terms of context, the studied cities shared certain favourable characteristics: 
stable institutional settings, relatively high trust in government, and experienced 
civil servants with capacity for long-term coordination. At the same time, differ-
ences in mayoral term lengths and local political mandates influenced the rhythm 
and continuity of reporting efforts. Although all cities shared a common commit-
ment to sustainability, the motivations behind reporting varied—from internal 
management to civic engagement. 

Most initiatives initially benefited from novelty effects. They gained political at-
tention, media coverage, and stimulated interdepartmental cooperation. 

 
7 Note on Terminology: This dissertation spans several years of research. The terms 
'Monitoring' (used in Chapter 4, 2017) and 'Accountability Mechanisms' (used in Chapter 
5, 2025) reflect the evolution of the field from technical measurement to political gov-
ernance. In this final synthesis, 'Sustainability Reporting' is used as the umbrella term 
encompassing both. 
8 In order to gain insights into social mechanisms that transcend individual cases (cf. Sec-
tion 1.3.2 on ‘middle range theories’), it is necessary to make certain deductions and infer-
ences. Concurrently, methodological rigour requires remaining faithful to the empirical 
data from the heterogeneous case studies and acknowledging the limits to generalisations.  
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However, these positive effects often proved difficult to sustain. Reporting fatigue 
set in as the novelty wore off, and both public interest and media visibility de-
clined. In some cities, stakeholder involvement dropped significantly in later 
stages, raising concerns about long-term relevance and use. 

Regarding effects, the reporting initiatives showed a range of outcomes. Instru-
mental uses were observed in internal management and planning processes. Con-
ceptual effects included increased awareness and interdepartmental learning. In 
some cases, political and symbolic uses of reporting were evident, with local pol-
iticians highlighting selected indicators to signal achievements or justify policy 
directions. Yet, the durability of these effects was mixed, and their magnitude de-
clined over time. Moreover, the tension between reporting for managerial control 
and reporting for public accountability became apparent. Cities struggled to de-
sign reports that were both technically rigorous and engaging for wider audi-
ences. This trade-off between comprehensiveness and accessibility remains un-
resolved. 

Since the selected cases represent frontrunners with relatively successful and en-
during reporting systems, the findings may be subject to survivorship bias and 
cannot be directly extrapolated to less mature or short-lived initiatives. Table 6.1 
provides a comparative overview of these cases, summarising key features of the 
reporting systems, their institutional context, and the observed effects. 

Table 6.1  Summary findings from research about sustainability reporting initia-
tives in six European cities 

Factor Main findings from sample of 6 European cities 

Context • Stable political context; relatively slow urban change; generally high-quality 
data availability.  

• Mostly consensual democracies with established bureaucracies and high in-
stitutional trust.  

• Differences across countries in local government mandates, length of 
mayoral terms, and fiscal autonomy.  

• Stable context enabled long-term planning and coordination across munici-
pal departments. 

Internal or-
ganisation  

• Reporting developed and maintained voluntarily by city governments. 
• Often inspired by international or national frameworks (e.g., GRI, Local 

Agenda 21), even when implementation was locally tailored.  
• Some cooperation & knowledge sharing between cities (e.g., Zurich + Basel) 

Content-re-
lated activi-
ties 

• Annual or multi-annual reports, often with thematic rotations or fixed indica-
tor sets. 

• Limited use of standardised frameworks; cities adapted global indicators to 
local conditions.  

• Focus on outcome indicators and reporting on municipal actions.  
• In some cases, integration with long-term planning and budgeting (e.g., Frei-

burg, Nuremberg).  
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• Tension between technical depth and public accessibility: reports were often 
detailed but less engaging for wider audiences. 

Organisa-
tional conti-
nuity 

• Multi-year continuity of reporting efforts across all cases, reflecting sample 
selection bias toward durable initiatives.  

• However, signs of ‘reporting fatigue’ emerged over time, including reduced 
stakeholder interest, declining media coverage, and limited novelty in later 
reporting cycles 

Evolving          
effects 

• Evidence of instrumental (internal planning), conceptual (learning and 
awareness), and political (symbolic or strategic) effects in varying degrees.  

• Effects were typically strongest in early stages of reporting initiatives and 
tended to diminish over time without innovation or renewed engagement 
strategies 

 

• Sub-question 2: How have sustainability reporting practices by 
community indicator initiatives evolved in selected Latin 
American cities, and what are their effects? 

The research on Latin American cities – described in Chapter 3 – showed that 
city-oriented sustainability reporting systems experienced rapid growth in the 
previous decade, reaching 70 cities in ten Latin American countries compared to 
half that number five years earlier. This growth was driven not only by policy dif-
fusion efforts among civil society groups but also by inter-governmental donors, 
particularly the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB). The 10 Latin Ameri-
can countries that are home to the 49 reporting initiatives studied differ in terms 
of population size and socio-economic development. Compared to Europe, how-
ever, the political context is more majoritarian and adversarial, with several coun-
tries suffering from high levels of violence, corruption, and weak state capaci-
ties—including limited data availability. 

As summarised in Table 6.2, most of the successful reporting initiatives in Latin 
America were driven by local coalitions of civil society organisations, universities, 
media, and philanthropic foundations. These alliances—either close-knit or net-
work-based—typically excluded government actors, which distinguishes them 
from similar initiatives in other world regions. These organisational forms varied 
in their structure and durability: close-knit models tended to feature clearer man-
dates and branding, while networks were more adaptable but potentially less in-
stitutionalised. In countries like Colombia, recognisable umbrella networks such 
as Cómo Vamos enabled both resilience and visibility. 

Table 6.2  Summary findings from research about sustainability reporting initia-
tives in 49 Latin American cities 

Factor Main findings from sample of 49 Latin American initiatives in 10 countries 

Context • Unstable political context; fast urban growth and high inequalities, coupled 
with poor data availability.  
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• Mostly majoritarian and clientelist politics; civil society and transparency initi-
atives often face adversarial relations with local authorities.  

• Cross-country variation in local government mandates, mayoral term lengths, 
and the institutionalisation of data systems. 

Internal or-
ganisation 

• Reporting typically led by civil society coalitions involving NGOs, universities, 
media outlets, and philanthropic foundations. 

• Organisational forms range from close-knit institutional setups to looser city 
networks. 

• Recognisable branded initiatives in some countries (e.g. Cómo Vamos in Co-
lombia) helped sustain visibility and credibility. 

Content-re-
lated activi-
ties 

• Annual reports and online dashboards 
• Limited use of standardised indicator frameworks 
• Focus on multi-year outcome indicators and local government actions; collec-

tion of subjective well-being data via population surveys 
• Training activities on ‘data literacy’ for government and civil society 
• In some cities, attempt to link to long-term planning / budget 
• Use of annual reports and online dashboards.  
• Limited reliance on standardised indicator frameworks; strong emphasis on 

outcome indicators and perceived performance.  
• Extensive use of citizen perception surveys for public engagement and media 

visibility.  
• Use of proxy indicators and FOIA-based data acquisition to address unreliable 

or inaccessible official data.  
• Training activities for public servants, journalists, and civil society on data lit-

eracy and sustainability indicators. 
• In some cities, partial links to long-term planning or budgeting processes. 

Organisa-
tional conti-
nuity 

• Multi-year continuity in approximately 55% of initiatives after seven years.  
• Discontinuation more frequent in very high- and very low-income countries; 

greater continuity in upper-middle-income contexts with stronger civil society 
infrastructure. 

Evolving                 
effects 

• Evidence of instrumental, conceptual, and political influence across initiatives.  
• Effects were strongest in early years and tended to diminish over time due to 

‘reporting fatigue’, reduced stakeholder engagement, and funding instability.  
• Notable cases achieved media visibility, policy influence, and agenda-setting 

power, especially in large cities such as Bogotá and São Paulo. 

 

Several initiatives (notably in Brazil) faced political pressure, particularly when 
their findings or recommendations conflicted with the interests of local authori-
ties. In some cities, this reduced government cooperation or even led to efforts to 
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discredit the initiatives. Political interference remains a significant challenge, es-
pecially in countries with volatile political environments. Continuity was more 
likely in politically stable countries with stronger civil society infrastructure and 
medium income levels, while initiatives in highly unequal or extremely low-in-
come settings were more prone to discontinuation. 

Faced with unreliable or absent official data, initiatives often relied on proxy in-
dicators or estimates. In response, some civil society organisations made use of 
freedom of information requests to improve data access. Another important strat-
egy was to provide stakeholders—including public servants, journalists, and com-
munity leaders—with training on data literacy to build promote informed partic-
ipation. 

In terms of content, a prominent strategy for many initiatives in Latin America 
was the use of citizen perception surveys. Although expensive to implement, these 
surveys proved effective in garnering media attention and engaging local popula-
tions. By assessing public opinion on various sustainability-related topics and 
disseminating results with media partners, these initiatives raised awareness and 
held local governments accountable for issues such as child mortality in under-
served neighbourhoods. 

Several reporting initiatives contributed to organisational learning within civil 
society organisations and, in some cases, local governments. These conceptual 
effects, however, tended to be most pronounced in the early years of an initiative’s 
operations and diminished as the initiative matured. Many Latin American initi-
atives experienced ‘reporting fatigue,’ especially when the perceived impact of re-
ports waned or funding was insecure. This was particularly evident in countries 
like Chile, where disengagement followed an initial burst of enthusiasm. Finan-
cial instability, often tied to reliance on external philanthropic grants, posed a 
recurring threat to long-term viability. 

Despite these challenges, several initiatives achieved high name recognition and 
tangible policy influence. This was notable in megacities such as Bogotá and São 
Paulo, where sustained advocacy contributed to changes in urban planning pol-
icy. In some cases, reporting led to the adoption of bylaws, while in others, it 
helped place issues such as air quality and sustainable mobility on the political 
agenda. These effects can be understood as contributing to social accountability 
and organisational learning—both of which underpin the potential of commu-
nity-driven reporting to strengthen democratic governance. 

• Sub-question 3: What are the strengths and limitations of report-
ing initiatives addressing the sustainability policies of Euro-
pean local governments via voluntary benchmarking? 
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served neighbourhoods. 
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operations and diminished as the initiative matured. Many Latin American initi-
atives experienced ‘reporting fatigue,’ especially when the perceived impact of re-
ports waned or funding was insecure. This was particularly evident in countries 
like Chile, where disengagement followed an initial burst of enthusiasm. Finan-
cial instability, often tied to reliance on external philanthropic grants, posed a 
recurring threat to long-term viability. 

Despite these challenges, several initiatives achieved high name recognition and 
tangible policy influence. This was notable in megacities such as Bogotá and São 
Paulo, where sustained advocacy contributed to changes in urban planning pol-
icy. In some cases, reporting led to the adoption of bylaws, while in others, it 
helped place issues such as air quality and sustainable mobility on the political 
agenda. These effects can be understood as contributing to social accountability 
and organisational learning—both of which underpin the potential of commu-
nity-driven reporting to strengthen democratic governance. 

• Sub-question 3: What are the strengths and limitations of report-
ing initiatives addressing the sustainability policies of Euro-
pean local governments via voluntary benchmarking? 
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As described in Chapter 4, only a few sustainability reporting initiatives in Europe 
have focused on benchmarking the implementation of sustainability policies by 
local governments. Many tools were initially developed for this purpose, but most 
failed to attract sufficient participation and were eventually abandoned. One no-
table exception is the Dutch “Local Sustainability Meter” (LSM), which achieved 
an unusually high degree of staying power. 

As summarised in Table 6.3, the LSM’s design strategy relied on voluntary self-
assessments by municipalities, resulting in benchmarking through publicly visi-
ble rankings and awards. Municipalities would rise or fall in the rankings based 
on how many of approximately 100 prescribed sustainability policies they self-
reported having implemented. Launched in 1999, the LSM achieved peak partic-
ipation from around 90% of all Dutch municipalities in some of its multi-year 
editions. This case provided valuable insights into how a policy-focused reporting 
initiative can function over the long term. 

Table 6.3  Summary findings from research about voluntary benchmarking in 
Dutch cities 

Factor Main findings from evaluation of Dutch “LSM” 

Context • Stable political context; relatively slow urban change 
• Netherlands: consensual democracy with high professional discretion for mu-

nicipal staff and a culture of transparency and self-criticism. 
• Identical mandates and election cycles across municipalities enabled mean-

ingful benchmarking.  
• Institutional environment fostered voluntary participation, even by low-per-

forming municipalities  
 

Internal or-
ganisation 

• Reporting designed and managed by an NGO with arm’s-length public fund-
ing (1999–2014).  

• Government support was financial but not directive, enhancing perceived neu-
trality and legitimacy. 

Content-re-
lated activi-
ties 

• Voluntary self-assessment of implementation of ~100 municipal sustainability 
policies.  

• Annual and multi-annual rankings, awards for top performers, and rotating 
thematic focuses.  

• Emphasis on policy adoption rather than outcome indicators.  
• Public dissemination through media, events, and municipal reports. 

Organisa-
tional conti-
nuity 

• High early uptake: around 90% participation during peak periods.  
• Declining engagement over time due to reporting fatigue, growing administra-

tive burden, and reduced media interest.  
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• Funding and political attention diminished in later years. 

Evolving    
effects 

• Instrumental effects: adoption of new policies to improve rank.  
• Conceptual effects: internal learning, agenda-setting, and inter-municipal col-

laboration.  
• Symbolic/political effects via public rankings.  
• Risk of “greenwashing” due to focus on reportable actions rather than actual 

sustainability outcomes. 

 

The Dutch context was conducive to the LSM’s adoption: municipalities operate 
under uniform legal mandates, and civil servants enjoy a high degree of profes-
sional discretion. The political culture also values transparency and self-reflec-
tion. This enabled effective benchmarking and explained the rare phenomenon 
of low-scoring municipalities voluntarily disclosing their performance. 

The LSM encouraged municipalities to review and update their policy portfolios, 
compare themselves to peers, and identify areas for improvement. The public 
rankings and accompanying awards ceremonies generated media attention and 
civic interest, especially during the early years. The tool also encouraged collabo-
ration and learning among municipalities, including the formation of inter-mu-
nicipal networks on topics such as energy efficiency and waste management. 

In terms of influence, the LSM produced both instrumental effects (e.g., policy 
adoption) and conceptual effects (e.g., increased awareness among municipal 
staff). However, its design also had limitations. The LSM measured the presence 
of policies rather than their effectiveness or outcomes. This focus increased the 
risk of ‘greenwashing’, where municipalities might emphasise visible, easily re-
portable actions over substantive environmental performance. 

As sustainability reporting became more institutionalised and expectations grew, 
municipalities faced increased administrative burdens to meet the reporting re-
quirements. Over time, the novelty of the rankings faded, public engagement de-
clined, and some municipalities reduced their involvement. Participant fatigue 
and rising data demands led to a reduction in support from the Dutch govern-
ment, which had provided long-standing financial backing. The LSM’s success 
during its early years was partly due to a lack of competing tools and the specific 
institutional characteristics of Dutch local governance, making it a unique case 
within the broader European context. 

• Sub-question 4: What are the strengths and limitations of report-
ing initiatives addressing the sustainability policies of selected 
Latin American local governments via accountability obliga-
tions? 
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As described in Chapter 5, several Latin American countries experimented with 
performance-oriented reporting mechanisms amid conditions of weak state ca-
pacity, low public trust, and fragmented governance. Colombia is a frontrunner, 
where since the 1990s, all mayors have been constitutionally required to align 
their governing plans with election promises and report on progress during their 
term. Similar frameworks, often influenced by civil society advocacy, have been 
adopted in more than 60 cities across the region. 

Results of the longitudinal comparison of Bogotá (Colombia), Córdoba (Argen-
tina), Guadalajara (Mexico), and São Paulo (Brazil) are summarised in Table 6.4. 
Many systems required mayors or municipal departments to produce regular re-
ports detailing goal achievement on the basis of tailor-made formats or legally 
defined indicators. These reports were subject to public scrutiny by civil society 
watchdogs or participatory institutions. In some cities, written reports were com-
plemented by public forums or hearings that enabled citizen feedback and 
strengthened civic participation.  

Table 6.4  Summary findings from research about accountability-focused report-
ing in Latin American cities 

Factor Main findings from sample of 6 Latin American initiatives 

Context • Unstable political environments with adversarial or clientelist dynamics.  
• In several countries, weak state capacity and high corruption levels. 
• Variability in local mandates, election cycles, and civic oversight institutions 

across countries.  
• Civil society filled oversight gaps where formal institutions lacked capacity 

Internal or-
ganisation 

• Reporting conducted by local governments on progress toward election 
promises and annual targets.  

• Degree of obligation varied: some mechanisms were constitutionally man-
dated (e.g., Colombia), others driven by civil society pressure. 

• Civic watchdogs or participatory bodies scrutinised content and demanded 
greater accountability. 

Content-re-
lated activi-
ties 

• Reporting formats from legally binding plans to locally negotiated goals.  
• Indicators often focused on short-term outputs; in some cities (e.g., Bogotá), 

complemented by longer-term sustainability outcomes.  
• Public engagement mechanisms included hearings, forums, and media cov-

erage to increase transparency. 

Organisa-
tional conti-
nuity 

• Formal compliance with reporting requirements was common, but quality and 
depth of reports varied.  

• Tensions between elected officials and civil society were frequent, especially 
in cities with vocal watchdog institutions.  
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• Sustainability of these mechanisms depended on institutionalised civic over-
sight and administrative continuity 

Evolving -   
effects 

• Instrumental and conceptual effects included better planning, learning, and 
civic engagement.  

• Political effects varied, sometimes enabling reputational incentives or back-
lash.  

• Risks included “gaming” of indicators, selection of low-effort targets, and rigid 
adherence to outdated plans.  

• Overall effectiveness hinged on the balance between external pressure, data 
quality, and adaptive use of reporting tools 

 

By linking political commitments to measurable targets, these initiatives encour-
aged greater transparency and made it easier for citizens and civil society to as-
sess whether local governments delivered on their promises. Several mechanisms 
promoted the integration of sustainability objectives into local planning docu-
ments, enhancing programmatic governance and helping shift focus away from 
clientelist or short-term policymaking. In their early phases, these systems often 
supported capacity-building in local administrations, especially in data collec-
tion, indicator use, and results monitoring. 

However, as the reporting systems matured, their limitations became increas-
ingly visible. Monitoring requirements created administrative burdens, particu-
larly in cities with weak data systems or high staff turnover. In many cases, the 
availability and reliability of sustainability-related data posed significant chal-
lenges. When accountability mechanisms focused heavily on measurable outputs, 
they risked incentivizing narrow compliance or the selection of vague, easily 
achievable targets—a dynamic akin to ‘greenwashing’. Furthermore, strict adher-
ence to pre-set targets could reduce adaptive flexibility, discouraging course cor-
rections even when conditions changed. This tension reflects what Chapter 5 
characterises as the trade-off between productive and perverse accountability: 
systems may foster learning and reform, but can also create rigidity, symbolic 
compliance, or superficial success narratives. 

The effectiveness of these systems, therefore, depends not only on legal mandates 
but also on the institutional strength of civil society, the quality of data infrastruc-
tures, and the political willingness of municipal leaders to engage in open and 
adaptive accountability practices. 
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6.2 City-oriented sustainability reporting: Design choices 
and ecological fit  

The key theoretical interest centres on the question of whether and how sustain-
ability reporting can become and remain useful for cities in divergent contexts. 
As mentioned before, ‘useful’ refers to various positive effects, while negative or 
‘perverse’ effects and costs are minimised. Indirectly, the organisational continu-
ity and ‘staying power’ of a reporting initiative itself can be regarded as a precon-
dition for sustained success. The scoping exercises conducted as part of the four 
empirical studies showed that in European and Latin American cities, most sus-
tainability reporting initiatives in both world regions were initiated as voluntary 
commitments by local governments or civil society organisations. Many were dis-
continued after a few years, presumably sooner than their instigators had initially 
hoped for. Some, however, achieved staying power and led, to various degrees, to 
effects that can be considered positive, as the empirical studies have shown. Ex-
amples of positive effects include instrumental use and influence (when sustain-
ability reporting contributed to evidence-informed decision-making), conceptual 
use and influence (via contributions to ‘enlightenment’ and learning), and politi-
cal use and influence (such as the promotion of awareness, legitimacy and multi-
stakeholder support for urban sustainability). 

The empirical studies presented in Chapters 2–5 and summarised in Section 6.1 
thus contain partial answers to the overall research question. Most reporting ini-
tiatives can be regarded as real-life demonstrations of ‘how city-oriented sustain-
ability reporting can be successful’. After all, the various reporting initiatives that 
were researched and presented–ranging from annual reports by European mu-
nicipalities to indicator frameworks run by Latin American urban observatories 
–each produced some positive effects with a limited set of costs and risks. How-
ever, such benefits did not persist without adaptation and strategic renewal. 

As evident from the four studies, there are several differences among reporting 
initiatives in European and Latin American cities (cf. especially ‘internal organi-
sation’ in Tables 6.1-6.4). This precludes a systematic analysis of how similarly 
constructed reporting initiatives play out in different contexts. Nonetheless, the 
various characteristics of reporting initiatives can be linked to patterns of effects 
in relation to contextual variables. In the overall evaluation framework presented 
in the introduction (cf. Figure 1.7), an initiative’s ‘design’ constitutes the linking 
pin between the external context (at country and city level) and various types of 
instrumental, conceptual and political effects. Conceptually and methodologi-
cally, it is therefore appropriate to answer the overall research question with an 
analysis of major ‘design strategies’. As also visualised in the evaluation frame-
work (Figure 1.7), one can conceptually distinguish two main clusters of design 
choices that each reporting initiative needs to make:  
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i. Internal organisational and governance arrangements  
ii. Content and dissemination activities of reports.  

The four empirical studies produced insights about design strategies in each clus-
ter. Importantly, some of these strategies appear to be ‘timeless’ and generaliza-
ble whereas others are contingent on the particular purpose and context of the 
reporting initiative. In response to these differences, the synthesis of findings ob-
served across Europe and Latin America proceeds by distinguishing:  

i. Widely applicable strategies; 
ii. Purpose-dependent strategies (usually involving trade-offs); 

iii. Context-specific insights and contingencies.  

Based on this distinction, various design strategies were identified that are 
summarised in Table 6.5 and further described in Sections 6.2.1 and 6.2.2. How-
ever, these strategies do not operate in isolation. To counter the risk of oversim-
plification, the theoretical synthesis regarding the configuration and ecological fit 
of these strategies is discussed in Section 6.2.3.   

Table 6.5  Widely applicable, purpose-dependent and context-dependent strate-
gies 

Design factor Assessment of strategies 

Internal organisation and governance 

Stakeholders of the 
reporting initiative 

Widely applicable: 

• Cooperation with universities and other reputed (media) organisations  
Purpose-dependent: 

• Governmental participation fosters learning yet impairs impartiality   
• Voluntary participation increases ownership yet risks discontinuity 

Context-specific: 

• Potential for cooperation with local government depends on politisation, 
corruption, capacities, and need for impartiality 

• Availability of civil society actors / NGO funding and media independ-
ence differs by country 

• Presence of competing “transparency and accountability” tools influ-
ences viability  

Benchmarking and 
networking with 
other cities 

Widely applicable: 

• Networking / branding with other cities helps name recognition  
• Benchmarking can provide insights & serve as the essence of rankings 

Purpose-dependent: 

• Benchmarking requires standardised ways of working which may impair 
bottom-up, tailor-made approaches  

Context- specific: 
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• Benchmarking requires participation by other, comparable cities (e.g., 
in terms of sustainability challenges and government competencies) 

Monitoring and 
evaluation  

Widely applicable: 

• Monitoring of media uptake; periodic self-evaluation with stakeholders 
Content and dissemination strategies 

Choice of indicators 
and data sources 

Widely applicable: 

• Standardised indicator frameworks can save resources and enhance 
legitimacy  

• Balance between too few (simplistic) and too many (complex) indicators  
• Use of open data laws for data acquisition 
• Citizen wellbeing surveys have political salience and accessibility 

Purpose-dependent: 

• Instrumental use benefits from alignment with local government compe-
tencies and cycles 

• Outcome indicators reflect long-term trends but may misalign with local 
government competencies 

• Output indicators align with local actions but risk short-termism 
• Process indicators foster innovation but may emphasise effort over re-

sults 
Context-specific: 

• Government competencies differ per country, with local governments 
having limited influence in some domains (e.g., climate change) 

• The availability of reliable data differs by country 
• Understanding of sustainability by general public differs by region 

Accountability for 
government action 
and goal achieve-
ment 

Widely applicable: 

• Performance accountability can drive performance and enhance trust  
Purpose-dependent: 

• High accountability pressure risks producing rigidity and strategic be-
haviour (gaming) and is difficult to align with multi-stakeholder work 

Context-specific: 

• In politicised environments, meaningful commitments may be avoided; 
civic oversight strength varies  

Focus, periodicity, 
timing of reports  

Widely applicable: 

• Combining trend monitoring with thematic foci enhances interest 
• Timing with electoral cycles and events increases salience 

Context-specific: 

• High-frequency reporting more effective in fast-changing urban contexts 
(e.g., Latin America) 

Outreach and dis-
semination  

Widely applicable: 

• Round-tables and inclusion of political parties, journalists, etc. 
• Rotating focus themes maintain engagement 
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Context-specific: 

• Effective channels differ by country (e.g., digital media, literacy, public 
meeting traditions) 

 

6.2.1 Internal organisation and governance of initiatives 
In the cluster of ‘internal organisation’, one widely applicable strategy is cooper-
ation with multiple stakeholders, especially those perceived as reputable and le-
gitimate (e.g., universities). However, the depth of this cooperation must be cali-
brated to the local level of trust. A key context-specific variable is the local avail-
ability of non-governmental stakeholders willing to cooperate, such as universi-
ties, NGOs, and foundations, as well as the degree of media independence. While 
municipal participation can promote organisational learning between govern-
mental and non-governmental actors, it may also compromise impartiality (a 
critical asset in polarised environments). This presents a trade-off and thus rep-
resents a purpose-dependent strategy, as summarised in Table 6.5. The relative 
merit of this strategy also depends on contextual factors, including a country’s 
degree of politicisation, corruption levels, and the capacities of governmental and 
non-governmental institutions. Further contextual contingencies of importance 
include data availability (relatively higher in Europe and lower in Latin America) 
and the presence of other competing transparency and accountability tools that 
may draw the attention of city governments and the public. 

Another key design choice concerns the mode of institutional participation. Com-
pulsory performance accountability, as seen in several Latin American cities 
(Chapter 5), can increase the instrumental use of indicators but may lead to low 
commitment and the ‘gaming’ of targets. As noted in Table 6.5, strong accounta-
bility pressure can, in some settings, lead to strategic behaviour rather than gen-
uine progress. Voluntary participation, by contrast, is more likely to foster organ-
isational learning and can encourage critical self-assessments (cf. Chapter 4 on 
experiences with the Dutch LSM). However, the effectiveness of a voluntary ap-
proach is context-specific, requiring a political-administrative culture that sup-
ports openness and critical self-reflection. A related risk of voluntary participa-
tion is discontinuity, especially when novelty fades or when reported performance 
is unfavourable. 

Cooperation between cities is a further widely applicable strategy—for example, 
in promoting name recognition and benchmarking, as demonstrated in Colombia 
(Chapter 3) and the Netherlands (Chapter 4). However, it also requires the active 
participation of comparable cities with similar characteristics. As highlighted in 
Table 6.5, benchmarking is often dependent on standardised procedures, which 
may limit bottom-up, tailor-made approaches. Furthermore, transnational 
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networks formed in Latin America and Europe (Chapters 3 and 5) were ultimately 
unsuccessful, likely due to a lack of common ground among participants. 

In this cluster, another widely applicable strategy was found to be the monitoring 
of effects by reporting initiatives—such as tracking the reach of communication 
products among local stakeholders—and undertaking periodic self-evaluations. 
These practices support internal learning, credibility, and adaptation over time, 
and can help maintain engagement in the face of changing political or institu-
tional circumstances. 

6.2.2 Content and dissemination strategies of reports 
The second cluster of design strategies concerns the manifest content of sustain-
ability reporting and the modes of reporting—namely, what the reports cover, 
how frequently they are issued, and how they are disseminated. Overall, the ap-
plication of standardised reporting frameworks (e.g., derived from the GRI, 
SDGs, or ISO) was found to be widely applicable across various contexts. These 
frameworks help save resources, enhance legitimacy, and enable comparability. 
However, they also carry the risk that certain indicators may not be fully relevant 
to local conditions. As summarised in Table 6.5, a robust strategy combines the 
use of standardised indicators where appropriate with the addition of tailor-made 
indicators where necessary. 

Regarding the number of indicators—and thus the complexity of reporting—a 
middle ground proves generally effective. This avoids the extremes of too few in-
dicators, which may oversimplify, or too many, which can overwhelm or obscure 
key findings. For data acquisition, leveraging open data laws (where available) is 
another widely applicable strategy. Citizen wellbeing surveys likewise serve as po-
litically salient outcome indicators that resonate with both decision-makers and 
the public, particularly in contexts where technical data lacks emotional reso-
nance. 

When it comes to the choice of indicators and reporting content, several strategies 
are purpose-dependent or context-specific. For maximum instrumental use—
such as guiding municipal decision-making—aligning reports with local govern-
ment competencies, budget cycles, and election calendars is especially important. 
A central design dilemma concerns the tension between sustainability as a long-
term, global goal and the need for reports to reflect short-term, local achieve-
ments that maintain public and political attention. On one hand, outcome indi-
cators are essential to monitor a city’s long-term social and environmental trajec-
tory. On the other hand, output and policy indicators—as promoted by the Dutch 
LSM and Latin American performance accountability systems (cf. Chapters 4 and 
5)—are more easily aligned with local government responsibilities but risk foster-
ing a narrow, short-term orientation. Meanwhile, process indicators can promote 
the spread of novel sustainability policies but may shift focus from actual results 
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to effort alone, potentially undercutting substantive progress. This trade-off can 
be particularly problematic when output indicators dominate and obscure stag-
nation or decline in sustainability outcomes. 

Several contextual factors influence the relevance and viability of these ap-
proaches. These include whether municipalities are legally responsible for key 
policy areas, the length of mayoral terms, and the availability of reliable and dis-
aggregated data. Additionally, data literacy levels and public understanding of 
sustainability vary widely by region, influencing both indicator selection and re-
port accessibility. 

Regarding accountability for government action and goal achievement, perfor-
mance pressure can indeed help drive results and enhance citizen trust (cf. Chap-
ter 4), particularly in administrative cultures prone to inertia. However, as noted 
in Table 6.5, such pressure may also produce rigidity or strategic behaviour (gam-
ing), particularly where targets are politically contested or difficult to adapt. 
These dynamics make performance accountability mechanisms purpose-depend-
ent and potentially incompatible with multi-stakeholder collaboration, especially 
in politicised settings, where commitments may be diluted or avoided altogether. 

In terms of political use and agenda-setting, gaining public attention is a prereq-
uisite. Reporting tends to be most impactful where sustainability information is 
scarce (filling an information vacuum) or where reports introduce novel evidence 
(challenging the status quo). As suggested by Chapters 2 and 3, the contribution 
of sustainability reporting to organisational capacity tends to be more pro-
nounced in contexts with weaker baseline governance capacity, whereas in high-
functioning bureaucracies, the added value of reporting may diminish over time. 

With respect to report periodicity and timing, effectiveness depends on the re-
port’s ability to reach and engage its target audiences. In fast-changing urban 
contexts—such as many Latin American cities—annual reporting may carry more 
news value than in more stable European environments. Some cities (cf. Chapter 
2) successfully combined regular indicator updates with rotating thematic foci, 
which helped sustain attention and relevance. Aligning the publication of reports 
with electoral cycles or major public events, and disseminating through multiple 
communication channels, are also generally effective tactics. 

However, the specific outreach formats remain context-dependent. For instance, 
Latin American cities (Chapters 3 and 5) have successfully used a combination of 
press releases, public meetings, and neighbourhood forums to broaden participa-
tion. Outreach activities such as roundtables and workshops involving journal-
ists, civil servants, or activists are generally perceived positively; however, in ini-
tiatives focused primarily on government accountability, clear boundaries and 
role separations may be preferable to safeguard impartiality and legitimacy. 
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6.2.3 Theoretical synthesis: Configuration, temporality, and ecological 
fit 

As emphasised already, the strategies summarised in Table 6.5 do not constitute 
universal prescriptions or a list of ‘best practices’. Moreover, several strategies are 
interlinked and may not function effectively in isolation. Fundamentally, this dis-
sertation reconceptualizes sustainability reporting not merely as a technical 
measurement exercise, but as a distinct mode of urban governance. Reports do 
not passively describe urban realities; they actively structure how sustainability 
is defined and acted upon within specific political contexts. In this view, reporting 
functions simultaneously as a conceptual lens (shaping interpretations), an or-
ganisational mechanism (coordinating routines), and a political symbol (signal-
ling legitimacy). Its effects, therefore, cannot be reduced to merely supplying 
data, but emerge as an evolving governance practice. 

Synthesizing the findings through this lens, it becomes clear that success depends 
on three dimensions: internal configuration, temporal dynamics, and ecological 
fit. First, design choices must work together. A case in point is the Dutch LSM 
(see Chapter 4), which centred around the combination of voluntary self-assess-
ments and public league tables ranking high- and low-performing municipalities. 
In the particular political regime of the Netherlands—characterised by high open-
ness and professional autonomy among public servants—this configuration 
worked well using policy indicators (effort), but would likely not have functioned 
with outcome indicators (results). The corollary of this finding is that, rather than 
designing and evaluating sustainability reporting in terms of isolated strategies, 
it is necessary to consider configurations of interdependent design choices. 

Second, these configurations change over time. The empirical studies have shown 
that although many types of positive effects are achievable in principle, they 
rarely appear concurrently. On the contrary, there is evidence that some effects 
compete with one another—much like ‘rivalrous’ goods in economics. For exam-
ple, as described in Chapters 2, 4, and 5, the more a reporting system is aligned 
with a municipality’s legal competencies and planning cycles, the more likely it is 
to yield instrumental use by councillors. Yet this same alignment often makes the 
report less engaging or comprehensible to citizens, thus diminishing conceptual 
influence. The divergent informational needs of councillors and citizens as target 
audiences differ too much for a single format or strategy to serve both equally 
well. Strategies that work in the initiation phase often lose effectiveness later. For 
instance, voluntary reporting fosters learning early on but risks becoming a rou-
tine exercise without political bite later. Thus, initiatives need planned adaptation 
to avoid ‘reporting fatigue.’ 

Third, and perhaps most importantly, design choices must be aligned with insti-
tutional context.  Viewed through the lens of informational governance, reporting 
initiatives occupy a specific ‘ecological niche’. They succeed not when they copy 
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the existing political culture, but when they provide a resource that is missing. 
This leads to a ‘paradox of context’: effective reporting often acts to counter-bal-
ance the dominant political features of a jurisdiction. 

In the adversarial contexts of Latin America, the main gap is trusted information. 
Here, the context-specific variable of trust dictates the design. Successful initia-
tives (Chapter 3) served as neutral platforms to bridge polarised actors. This helps 
explain the puzzle of why civil society monitoring is less prominent in higher-
income nations like Chile and Uruguay: because the state already provides rela-
tively reliable data, there is no empty niche for an external watchdog to fill. 

In the consensual democracies of Northern Europe, the gap is rarely data relia-
bility, but rather urgency or coordination. Here, the trade-off shifts. In the Neth-
erlands, the Local Sustainability Meter succeeded by introducing artificial com-
petition to speed up decision-making. In cities like Zurich and Freiburg, reporting 
served to break down administrative silos. Thus, the relative merit of a strategy 
depends on its ability to provide the specific type of governance pressure—
whether factual evidence or competitive ranking—that the state currently cannot, 
or will not, provide. 

6.3 Contributions, limitations, and research recommenda-
tions  

As explained in the introduction, city-oriented sustainability reporting can be 
considered a ‘transparency and accountability tool’ within the broader field of 
(urban) sustainability governance. It is therefore appropriate to reflect briefly on 
this dissertation’s contributions to the field, its limitations, and potential direc-
tions for further research. 

In the last two decades, the body of literature on sustainability governance has 
increased substantially. Research on sustainability assessment, indicators, and 
reporting is vast and rapidly growing (Ramos, 2019), covering international 
frameworks, states, cities, neighbourhoods, value chains, and consumers. In the 
footsteps of the ‘audit explosion’ discussed since the 1990s, scholars have also 
written about an ‘indicator explosion’ affecting city practices and urban research 
(Tanguay et al., 2010). However, many publications are either descriptive or pre-
scriptive with limited attention to theory-building and hypothesis testing. In the 
ever-evolving context of countries and cities, substantial knowledge gaps remain 
and continue to emerge. In the words of Ramos (2019, p. 824), “despite important 
progress and the existing vast amount of literature, sustainability indicators are 
still an underexplored field of study” with a need for a “richer selection of case 
studies” addressing under-researched areas. The current research project has 
heeded this call by conducting comparative case studies on underrepresented ge-
ographical regions (of Latin America), under-researched topics (such as the use 
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of policy indicators and accountability mechanisms), and the long-term interplay 
between the context, design choices, and effects of reporting initiatives.  

6.3.1 Contributions to the body of knowledge 
One distinctive contribution of this dissertation is its identification of periodicity 
(e.g., annual vs. biennial reporting) as a key factor shaping the reception and im-
pact of sustainability reports. The research also highlights previously underex-
amined contextual variables, such as the degree of politicisation. The Latin Amer-
ican case studies revealed that in several countries (e.g., Mexico), civil society 
groups compiling sustainability reports cooperate effectively with governments, 
whereas in others—with more contested relations—the local government is pur-
posefully and carefully kept at a distance.  

Beyond these empirical observations, this dissertation contributes to the theory 
of informational governance by identifying the ‘ecological niche’ of reporting. 
Challenging the assumption that reporting systems should mirror the adminis-
trative culture of their host city (isomorphism), the findings suggest a "paradox 
of context": effective reporting often acts to counter-balance rather than reflect 
local political features. As evidenced by the distinction between ‘neutral’ report-
ing in adversarial Latin American contexts and ‘competitive’ benchmarking in the 
consensual Netherlands, reporting initiatives appear to thrive only when they fill 
a specific governance deficit that the state cannot, or will not, address. 

Another contextual factor identified in this research project is the strength of civil 
society organisations and “evidence literacy” (Browne, 2022; Pupphachai & 
Zuidema, 2021) in local communities. This ‘niche’ hypothesis also helps explain 
the finding regarding the relative advantages of strict accountability regimes 
(such as performance reporting for mayors, cf. Chapter 5). These mechanisms 
depend on the government’s baseline effectiveness and trust levels, resonating 
with much earlier research about New Public Management. In relation to the par-
ticular issue of urban sustainability governance, it is in line with the assertion by 
Mees and Driessen (2019, p. 686) that “striking a balance between accountability 
and flexibility cannot be easily fixed and will remain a key challenge for interac-
tive governance arrangements and an interesting topic for further empirical stud-
ies”.  

The key finding that sustainability reporting is not a ‘jack-of-all-trades’ instru-
ment but a niche tool aligns with public management literature that debunks uni-
versal claims about governance tools – as Behn (2003) concluded about perfor-
mance measurement, for example, “different purposes require different 
measures”. Across public management, there is ample evidence of trade-offs and 
dilemmas, with virtually all innovations potentially bringing benefits yet also 
drawbacks (Bartke & Schwarze, 2015; Bond & Morrison-Saunders, 2009; Bowen 
et al., 2017; De Bruijn, 2002). Other scholars generally acknowledge the 
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importance of temporality in governance research (Sáez, 2012) yet few put it into 
practice due to the paucity (and high costs) of longitudinal studies. 

The observation made in this dissertation that, in numerous countries, urban and 
regional sustainability are now accepted as a normative discourse, also aligns 
with extant research. Several researchers refer to bottlenecks in terms of policy 
implementation and label the ensuing situation as ‘paralysis’ (Carr, 2013) or ‘pol-
icy immobility’ (McLean & Borén, 2014). In terms of local government action, one 
important (and underexplored) issue concerns the advantages and drawbacks of 
integrating sustainability into the local government’s strategic planning process 
(De Matteis & Borgonovi, 2021).  

This dissertation has not identified one universal model of ‘integrated sustaina-
bility planning’. Instead, it offers a more nuanced account: integrated policymak-
ing and reporting may use different indicator types (e.g., outcomes, outputs, pol-
icies), invoke distinct accountability mechanisms, and apply differentiated strat-
egies for various stakeholder audiences (e.g., councillors vs. citizens). The latter 
finding is consistent with the observation of other researchers that  “the number 
of indicators matters depending on whether they are used for external reporting 
or for internal management reasons” (Manes-Rossi et al., 2020, p. 660).  

6.3.2 Limitations 
The mapping and case selection (cf. Chapters 2–5) revealed significant variation 
in the design and stakeholder composition of reporting initiatives across world 
regions. As summarised in Table 6.6, in Europe most reporting initiatives are or-
ganised by local governments and focus on outcome-level indicators. There are 
exceptions, such as the Dutch and French ‘sustainability barometers’ (Chapter 4), 
which focus on local government policies and involve civil society organisations 
working with government funding. In Latin America, by contrast, many initia-
tives are run by civil society organisations—typically at arm’s length from govern-
ment involvement. This difference, which can be related to different types of de-
mocracies, with European countries being more consensual and Latin America 
primarily majoritarian (Lijphart, 2012), enriches our understanding of sustaina-
bility reporting as an empirical phenomenon. However, this implies a strict limit 
to generalisability: specific design strategies (e.g., public rankings) are not uni-
versally applicable ‘best practices’ but are contingent on the regime type. A tool 
that functions as a catalyst in a consensual democracy may act as a destabiliser in 
a polarised one. 

Furthermore, the ‘ecological niche’ hypothesis proposed in Section 6.2.3 remains 
an inductive proposition derived from the study of democratic contexts. It is un-
clear whether the logic of ‘counter-balancing’ applies to authoritarian or semi-
authoritarian regimes (e.g., in parts of Asia or Africa), where the governance def-
icit is structurally different. Moreover, the selection of ‘frontrunners’ for the 
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purpose of longitudinal evaluations implies the risk of a ‘survivorship bias’ (Sec-
tion 1.3.4). This means our understanding of the ‘niche’ is based on successful 
adaptations; the study lacks data on the ‘failed mutations’—initiatives that 
emerged but could not find a functional role in a given governance ecosystem. 

Table 6.6  City-oriented sustainability reporting systems in Europe and Latin 
America 

 

Region 

Approach to sustainability reporting 

Most prevalent stakeholders Most prevalent focus  

Europe • Governments • Most initiatives: outcome-level 
sustainability indicators 

• Some initiatives: benchmarking 
of municipal sustainability poli-
cies  

Latin America • Governments 
• Civil society (NGOs, founda-

tions, businesses)  

• Most initiatives: outcome-level 
sustainability indicators 

• Some initiatives: addressing lo-
cal government accountability 
for sustainability policies  

 

As noted in the introductory sections on the conceptual framework (1.3.5) and 
research methods (1.3.6), another limitation stems from the research’s focus on 
intangible concepts, such as accountability and shifts in public awareness and 
discourse, which are inherently challenging to define and assess empirically. 
While the mixed-methods approach and triangulation strategies applied across 
the four studies were methodologically sound, several findings remain tentative 
and exploratory. This is both a limitation and an invitation for future research to 
refine, test, and expand upon the conceptual and empirical insights presented 
here. 

6.3.3 Recommendations for further work 
Elmquist et al. (2019) assert that current urban sustainability discourses are filled 
with misconceptions and vague interpretations that often lead to unintended con-
sequences, hindering progress and concerted action. Others are less scathing in 
their analysis and argue that in emerging fields of study—such as smart or sus-
tainable cities—one can often observe historical patterns in the research litera-
ture, with “prescriptive trends as the first wave, critical papers as the second wave 
and empirical papers as the third wave—in other words, optimism, then pessi-
mism and, finally, realism” (Grossi et al., 2020, p. 637). To further the under-
standing of sustainability reporting, additional ‘realistic’ research is required 
along three key avenues: i) expanding geographical coverage and testing the 
‘niche’ hypothesis in non-democratic contexts; ii) employing more sophisticated 
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conceptual and methodological frameworks; and iii) exploring additional aspects 
of sustainability reporting and urban sustainability governance. 

i. Replication studies with enlarged geographical scope 

In terms of geographical scope, this research project makes novel contributions 
by comparing cases from Europe and Latin America. However, the evidence base 
is limited to democratic settings.It remains an open question whether the ‘eco-
logical niche’ theory—specifically the need to counter-balance local political cul-
ture—holds true in authoritarian or semi-authoritarian regimes. This would be 
particularly worthwhile through additional case studies—as Mendonça and 
Grandé (2023, p. 907) argue, “qualitative, case-based studies are important in 
their own right, as they can detail experiences in the region that could not be con-
veyed in other ways”. Comparative case studies in new regions would also help to 
assess whether observed effects are context-specific or more widely generalisable. 
Future research should test whether the logic of ‘neutrality vs. friction’ applies in 
contexts where the state holds a monopoly on information, such as in parts of 
Asia or Africa. 

ii. Methodological refinement using an enhanced conceptual 
framework 

The conceptual framework and methods developed in this dissertation lend 
themselves well to replication. Drawing on findings from the four empirical stud-
ies, the original evaluation framework (see Figure 1.7 and Figure 2.2) has been 
refined to include additional factors, as illustrated in Figure 6.2. For example, the 
presence of other ‘transparency and accountability tools’—such as high-profile 
sustainability rankings—can shape whether a local reporting initiative gains trac-
tion (cf. Chapter 4). Internal governance features, such as membership in net-
works of like-minded organisations (cf. Chapter 3), also affect continuity and le-
gitimacy. Content-related design choices, including indicator selection, timing 
relative to electoral cycles, and dissemination methods, are equally critical. The 
refined framework offers a transferable model that other researchers can use to 
analyse reporting initiatives in diverse urban contexts. 
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Figure 6.2  Evaluation framework on the effects of sustainability reporting in diver-
gent contexts 

It is important to note that the conceptual framework used in this research as-
sumes the presence of democratic ideals, which, despite global threats, remain 
prevalent; recent estimates indicate that  “almost half of the world’s population 
live in a  democracy of some sort” (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2024).  

While studying frontrunners is a well-established method for identifying enabling 
factors, it introduces limitations—especially when used in longitudinal designs—
due to the risk of ‘survivorship bias.’ To address this, future research could com-
bine longitudinal depth with broader coverage. A promising direction would be a 
long-term evaluation of sustainability reporting practices across a randomly se-
lected sample of cities, assessed through quantitative analysis or Qualitative 
Comparative Analysis (QCA) (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012) for variables such 
as design choices, observed effects, and continuity over time. 

iii. Enlarged scope of reporting and sustainability governance 

A third major avenue for future research involves expanding the conceptual scope 
of sustainability reporting. Several themes that emerged across the empirical 
studies merit deeper investigation. First, the notion of reporting growth—its 
phases, transitions, and ‘maturity’—could be conceptualised more clearly through 
the lens of ‘temporality’ identified in Section 6.2.3, drawing on existing frame-
works (Lyytimäki, 2019; Rosvall et al., 2023). Future research should investigate 
how initiatives can transition from data creation (Phase 1) to management inte-
gration (Phase 2) without succumbing to ‘reporting fatigue’. This would enable 
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more nuanced assessments of when and how reporting systems evolve or plateau 
over time. Second, organisational and leadership capacities deserve more system-
atic study. Findings from this dissertation suggest that municipal leadership, 
managerial capacities (Ferreira & Botero, 2020; Krantz & Gustafsson, 2021) as 
well as human resource management (Bowen et al., 2017) significantly influence 
the design and sustainability reporting initiatives. Similarly, the role of net-
works—among local governments and civil society—warrants attention as both a 
macro-level enabler and constraint (Fenton & Gustafsson, 2017). Third, future 
research should better integrate citizen behaviour and perception, bridging 
macro frameworks with micro-level drivers. As Wiedman and Allen (2021, p. 1) 
argue,  “SDG monitoring and assessment of cities should take advantage of both 
consumption-based (footprint) accounting and benchmarking against planetary 
boundaries and social thresholds in relative and absolute terms”. This is particu-
larly relevant for cities, whose sustainability depends on global flows of resources 
and services. Theoretical models from psychology and behavioural sciences  
(Lewis, 2015) could enrich this line of inquiry. Finally, technology is reshaping 
sustainability governance. Smart city platforms (Grossi et al., 2020) and digital 
democracy tools (Helbing et al., 2023) increasingly influence both data availabil-
ity and civic engagement, making them vital topics for future research. 

6.4 Implications for policy and practice 
For decades, policymaking in the fields of transparency and accountability has 
been dominated by simplistic ideas about information use. There is the “ration-
alist assumption that if you give people data, they will make good use of it” 
(Moreno Pires et al., 2017, p. 11). This belief also underlies some activist-led re-
porting initiatives that expect immediate policy impacts. As a result, sustainabil-
ity reporting is sometimes promoted as a universal solution—capable of simulta-
neously improving decision-making and citizen engagement.  

In a sense, such a ‘sales pitch’ is legitimate as sustainability reporting has the po-
tential of benefits in multiple domains. Furthermore, whenever a new ‘accounta-
bility and transparency tool’ (or any other tool, for that matter) is introduced, 
some excited anticipation of positive results may help bring these about as a self-
fulfilling prophecy. If the general expectation is negative, people and institutions 
will probably not invest time and energy, thus robbing the tool of its potential 
transformative power.  

However, unrealistic expectations are likely to backfire. As this dissertation 
showed, numerous sustainability reporting initiatives were abandoned when they 
did not produce the transformative impacts that some of their creators had–per-
haps naively–hoped for. Therefore, a realistic, evidence-informed understanding 
of the conditions, costs, and benefits of reporting (and its specific ‘ecological 
niche’) is essential for long-term viability. 
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macro-level enabler and constraint (Fenton & Gustafsson, 2017). Third, future 
research should better integrate citizen behaviour and perception, bridging 
macro frameworks with micro-level drivers. As Wiedman and Allen (2021, p. 1) 
argue,  “SDG monitoring and assessment of cities should take advantage of both 
consumption-based (footprint) accounting and benchmarking against planetary 
boundaries and social thresholds in relative and absolute terms”. This is particu-
larly relevant for cities, whose sustainability depends on global flows of resources 
and services. Theoretical models from psychology and behavioural sciences  
(Lewis, 2015) could enrich this line of inquiry. Finally, technology is reshaping 
sustainability governance. Smart city platforms (Grossi et al., 2020) and digital 
democracy tools (Helbing et al., 2023) increasingly influence both data availabil-
ity and civic engagement, making them vital topics for future research. 

6.4 Implications for policy and practice 
For decades, policymaking in the fields of transparency and accountability has 
been dominated by simplistic ideas about information use. There is the “ration-
alist assumption that if you give people data, they will make good use of it” 
(Moreno Pires et al., 2017, p. 11). This belief also underlies some activist-led re-
porting initiatives that expect immediate policy impacts. As a result, sustainabil-
ity reporting is sometimes promoted as a universal solution—capable of simulta-
neously improving decision-making and citizen engagement.  

In a sense, such a ‘sales pitch’ is legitimate as sustainability reporting has the po-
tential of benefits in multiple domains. Furthermore, whenever a new ‘accounta-
bility and transparency tool’ (or any other tool, for that matter) is introduced, 
some excited anticipation of positive results may help bring these about as a self-
fulfilling prophecy. If the general expectation is negative, people and institutions 
will probably not invest time and energy, thus robbing the tool of its potential 
transformative power.  

However, unrealistic expectations are likely to backfire. As this dissertation 
showed, numerous sustainability reporting initiatives were abandoned when they 
did not produce the transformative impacts that some of their creators had–per-
haps naively–hoped for. Therefore, a realistic, evidence-informed understanding 
of the conditions, costs, and benefits of reporting (and its specific ‘ecological 
niche’) is essential for long-term viability. 
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The costs of sustainability reporting vary widely. They depend primarily on (i) the 
availability of reliable data and (ii) key design decisions—such as the number and 
type of indicators, frequency of reporting, and extent of consultation. One im-
portant but underappreciated benefit is institutional learning. Even when initia-
tives lack formally stated objectives, they often spark positive internal and inter-
organisational exchanges. Notably, none of the initiatives analysed—despite pre-
ambles or official aims—explicitly included learning as a goal, yet it consistently 
emerged as a beneficial side effect. Another critical insight is that reporting initi-
atives do not operate in a vacuum: their success can be constrained by the pres-
ence of competing tools, particularly when these involve benchmarking or require 
staff engagement. As demonstrated in several cases, overlapping instruments 
may divide attention and diminish the visibility or legitimacy of any single initia-
tive. 

Based on the synthesis of empirical and conceptual findings presented in this dis-
sertation, five interlinked domains are particularly relevant for practitioners in-
volved in the initiation, design, or support of sustainability reporting systems. 
These domains provide a structured set of considerations to inform evidence-
based policy and practice and are summarised in Box 6.1. 

Box 6.1. Five Key Domains for Designing Effective Sustainability Reporting Initiatives in 
Cities 

1. Understand the Local Context 

Every city operates within a unique constellation of institutional capacities, po-
litical dynamics, civil society engagement, and data infrastructure. Before 
launching a reporting initiative, these conditions should be systematically 
mapped. Key considerations include: 

• The level of politicisation and trust in government: in high-trust, con-
sensual political systems, collaborative reporting efforts between gov-
ernments and civil society actors may strengthen legitimacy and out-
comes Here, reporting can serve to introduce necessary friction (e.g., 
via benchmarking). . In more adversarial or majoritarian settings (e.g., 
parts of Latin America), clear institutional boundaries may be neces-
sary for independence and credibility to provide a "safe harbour" of 
neutral data. 

• The availability of reliable data, and the city’s institutional ability to 
produce and interpret indicators. 

• The presence of competing transparency tools, which may limit the 
public visibility or administrative uptake of any single initiative. 
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2. Clarify Purpose and Anticipated Effects 

Sustainability reporting can serve multiple functions—instrumental, concep-
tual, and political-symbolic—but no single initiative can fulfil all of these 
equally well. Trade-offs between these effects are common. Practitioners 
should be explicit about which form(s) of use are prioritised, recognising that 
benefits may evolve over time. Clarity of purpose is essential: 

• For instrumental use, align indicators and reporting cycles with exist-
ing policy mandates, budget processes, and legal responsibilities. 

• For conceptual use, emphasise organisational learning through stake-
holder dialogue and inter-institutional exchange (typically most effec-
tive in the early phases of an initiative). 

• For political-symbolic effects, select indicators with high salience for 
the public and design communication strategies to foster visibility and 
legitimacy. 

3. Choose Governance and Organisational Design 

The internal governance of a reporting initiative significantly influences its 
continuity and credibility. Arrangements should be context-sensitive and 
adapted to the local political culture and institutional landscape. Key design 
choices include: 

• The degree of centralisation: reporting can be coordinated by a gov-
ernment unit, a civil society network, or a hybrid structure. Each 
model involves trade-offs between control, legitimacy, and stake-
holder buy-in. 

• The participation model: voluntary participation can foster learning 
and innovation but may lead to discontinuity; legal mandates enhance 
consistency but risk strategic behaviour or 'gaming' of indicators. 

• The scope of stakeholder involvement: broader alliances (e.g., involv-
ing media or academia) can enhance credibility and outreach and pro-
vide protection in polarised contexts but may complicate coordination 
and dilute accountability. 

4. Structure Reporting Content and Communication 

Design choices around indicators, timing, formats, and dissemination strate-
gies shape the relevance and impact of the reporting system. Recommenda-
tions include: 

• Use standardised indicator sets for comparability but complement 
them with context-specific indicators relevant to local sustainability 
challenges. 
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• Combine outcome indicators with policy and process indicators to ad-
dress both long-term trends and short-term action. 

• Avoid information overload: a manageable number of meaningful in-
dicators is preferable to large, overly technical sets. 

• Periodicity matters: empirical cases show that annual reporting can 
foster learning and visibility, especially in fast-changing environ-
ments, while biennial or triennial reports may be more feasible in re-
source-constrained contexts. 

• Consider alternating focus themes across reporting cycles (e.g., air 
quality in one year, housing equity in the next), which can sustain in-
terest and and mitigate reporting fatigue.. 

• Time report releases to coincide with electoral cycles, policy events, or 
budget processes, and disseminate findings through multi-channel 
strategies, including dashboards, press events, and local fora. 

5. Embed Evaluation and Adaptability 

Sustainability reporting is not a one-off exercise but a dynamic process that 
must evolve with changing conditions. Reporting systems that are flexible, re-
flexive, and adaptive are more likely to retain legitimacy and effectiveness over 
the long term. To ensure continued relevance and credibility: 

• Implement regular self-evaluation, including stakeholder feedback 
and assessment of effects. 

• Monitor shifts in the external environment, including emerging tools 
or changes in public discourse. 

• Be prepared to adapt design features—such as indicator sets, partner-
ships, or communication strategies—based on lessons learned over 
time to ensure the initiative continues to fill a relevant niche in the 
governance ecosystem. 

 

The key practical takeaway of this dissertation is that sustainability reporting 
should not be treated as a universal solution. Rather than aiming for an all-pur-
pose instrument, designers should develop initiatives that reflect the specific 
trade-offs, capacities, and objectives relevant to their context. Tools designed 
without such clarity risk becoming ‘jack-of-all-trades but master-of-none’—fail-
ing to gain traction or deliver impact. In contrast, initiatives that are consciously 
designed, context-sensitive, and periodically adapted can make significant con-
tributions to urban sustainability at relatively low cost. 
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