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The immeasurably valuable ecosystems of 
the Earth are under threat. Both the source 
of and the potential solution to the global 
ecological decline can be traced to urban 
areas, where population and consumption 
concentrate to become the demand centres 
of the global economy. This dissertation 
casts a critical eye on the success of current 
urban planning policies in creating 
environmentally sustainable communities. 
Urban planning is generally intended to 
support sustainable lifestyles, but the 
targeted environmental improvements are 
limited to ground transportation and 
housing. The simultaneous creation of 
increasingly convenient and concentrated 
centres of consumption produces 
contrasting effects, and current strategies of 
urban regeneration carry a risk of actually 
increasing the environmental burden 
through the effects of increased 
consumption. A broader perspective on 
urban environmental sustainability is 
required in order to provide greater success 
in the promotion of sustainable 
development through urban planning. 
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Both the source of and the potential solution to the global ecological decline can be traced to 

urban areas, where population and consumption concentrate to become the demand centres of 
the global economy. In an ever-increasing number of political visions, urban planning has the 
power to enable better futures through the transformation of urban areas into sustainable 
communities. The purpose of this dissertation is to examine how urban planning is applied to 
promote and facilitate environmental sustainability and to shed light on the extent to which 
current policies and practices are successful in reducing the environmental burden of urban 
communities. The context of the research is sparsely populated regions where, even in the 
major cities, population density is low on a global scale. 

  
The predominantly qualitative, multi-method research approach includes two multiple case 

studies, a literature-based analysis, and a focus group study. Linking the findings of four 
separate publications, the dissertation argues that the full potential of urban planning to 
promote and facilitate environmental sustainability is not being reached. The densification of 
urban structures is found to be the dominant means through which urban planning attempts to 
achieve environmental improvements in sparsely populated urban areas. However, the 
anticipated environmental benefits of urban densification as a generic planning strategy do not  
necessarily materialise in sparsely populated regions, and the eventual environmental impacts 
and outcomes of urban regeneration may in end effect be contradictory to the objectives 
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Even more worrisome is that the environmental considerations made in urban planning 

appear to ignore a significant, varying share of the environmental burden that urban areas are 
responsible for. Professionals of urban planning do not see a connection between urban 
structure and sustainable lifestyles or consumption choices, aside from those related to 
housing and daily journeys. Conversely, this limited scope of urban planning's perceived 
influence carries the risk of actually increasing consumption. A broader perspective on urban 
environmental sustainability is suggested to provide greater success in reducing environmental 
burden through urban planning. 
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1. Introduction 

“The world may well simply stay its present development course 

in the blind hope that things will all work out. 

If so, humans may well become the first species to document 

in exquisite detail the factors leading to its own demise 

without acting to prevent it.” 

- Rees and Wackernagel 1996 

1.1 Background 

The explosive increase of gross global consumption threatens the vitality and 

existence of the Earth’s immeasurably valuable ecosystems (Bithas and 

Christofakis 2006; Grimm et al. 2008; Simms et al. 2010; Bourdic and Salat 

2012). Biodiversity loss, interference with biochemical flows and climate 

change seem to be the most urgent environmental problems of our time 

(Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). The negative environmental 

impact of population growth is somewhat abating but that of consumption is 

still rising, sharply outpacing the development of environmental technologies 

(Dodman 2009; Satterthwaite 2011; Edenhofer et al. 2014). Therefore, it is 

suggested that a decrease in consumption through lifestyle shifts is required 

globally, especially among the most wealthy, to enable environmental 

sustainability through technological improvements (Huppes and Ishikawa 

2009). 

Both the source of and the potential solution to the global ecological decline 

can be traced to urban areas, where population and consumption concentrate 

to become the demand centres of the global economy (Rees and Wackernagel 

1996; Bithas and Christofakis 2006; Grimm et al. 2008; Daffara 2011). 

Modern cities are among the greatest human achievements: they magnify 

humanity’s strengths by allowing for social and economic mobility, attracting 

and developing talent, spurring innovation, and encouraging 

entrepreneurship, to name but a few examples (Glaeser 2011). However, urban 

areas are parasites in the sense that they heavily rely on rural ecosystems, 

their environmental impacts extending far beyond the urban domain (Eaton et 

al. 2007; Dodman 2009; Kissinger and Rees 2010). In terms of urban 

metabolism, natural resources including fuels, materials, water and nutrients 

are drawn into urban areas; whereas waste, greenhouse gases and other 

emissions are excreted to the air, water and soil of the surrounding nature 

(Bithas and Christofakis 2006; Dodman 2009; Kennedy et al. 2011). In the 
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globalised economy, urban consumption causes spatially separated resource 

extraction, pollution, and habitat destruction through trade and a highly 

complex web of supply chains (Ramaswami et al. 2008; Tukker et al. 2009; 

Wiedmann et al. 2011). 

As environmental improvements in urban systems are an urgent priority in 

the global push for sustainability, and are gaining significant rhetorical ground 

in politics around the world, urban planning has become a key means of 

environmental governance (Bulkeley and Betsill 2005; Bithas and Christofakis 

2006; Kenworthy 2006). In an increasing number of political visions, urban 

planning has the power to enable better futures through the transformation of 

urban areas into sustainable communities (Myers and Kitsuse 2000; Shane 

and Graedel 2000; Bulkeley and Betsill 2005; Holden and Norland 2005; 

Gunnarsson-Östling and Höjer 2011; Musakwa and Van Niekerk 2013). Urban 

planning is seen as means to create operational conditions for the achievement 

of environmental sustainability, to facilitate the success of technical solutions 

and to encourage certain human behaviours (Bithas and Christofakis 2006; 

Eaton et al. 2007; Bourdic and Salat 2012; Hoornweg et al. 2011). Therefore, 

understanding how the ongoing regeneration of urban structures affects 

lifestyles and consumption is critical for the success of environmental policies. 

Of all of the intensifying environmental problems facing society today, 

climate change in particular has gained political momentum (Bulkeley 2010; 

Kunchornrat and Phdungsilp 2012). National and international commitments 

to the reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have evoked a 

revolutionary municipal movement, whereby municipalities across the world 

develop localised climate action strategies, receive financial assistance from 

the national level, and mobilize a cluster of private actors to develop urban 

areas in a unified manner (Bulkeley 2010). A myriad of different sustainability 

schemes has emerged for the certification and benchmarking of urban 

developments. 

The environmental benefits of a compact urban form and functional public 

transportation typically form the core of environmentally oriented urban 

development strategies (Kenworthy 2006; Eaton et al. 2007; Glaeser and Kahn 

2010). High population density is an enabler for cost-effective, centralised 

infrastructure and services, and thus for combined heat and power, waste-to-

energy generation, sewage disposal, waste sorting, and recycling of materials 

(Dodman 2009; Satterthwaite 2011). Short distances facilitate walking and 

cycling, and convenient public transportation services further reduce the need 

for private driving (Holden and Norland 200; Grazi et al. 2008; Kennedy et al. 

2009). In addition, within a compact urban structure people inhabit less 

heated or cooled living space, and the urban areas occupy less land (Norman et 

al. 2006; Rickwood 2009; Satterthwaite 2011). 

Given that the environmental impact of housing, waste management and 

daily journeys is thus likely to be smaller within large urban agglomerations 

than in areas of dispersed settlement, urbanisation may actually relieve the 

environmental burden of inhabitants’ necessities (Grimm et al. 2008; Dodman 

2009; Bulkeley 2010; Satterthwaite 2011). In order to fully employ this 
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environmental potential for urban land use, centralist principles are 

fundamentally incorporated into environmentally oriented planning agendas, 

and municipal authorities systematically reject plans for alternative forms of 

development (Valler 1996; Cullingworth and Nadin 2007; Henderson 2011). 

Addressing, for example, climate change through urban planning is a local 

process, which should include such elements as measuring emissions and 

attributing them to the activities of the community, adopting reduction 

targets, preparing action plans, implementing policies, and monitoring and 

verifying results (Dodman 2009; Hoornweg et al. 2011). However, none of the 

international frameworks for sustainable urban development requires the 

precise measurement of emissions or provides detailed guidance for 

conducting urban emissions inventories (Dodman 2009). Therefore, an urban 

development project with a high sustainability rating does not necessarily 

generate lower GHG emissions than one with a low rating (Bourdic and Salat 

2012). 

Even if the GHG emissions were measured, a typical approach is to evaluate 

only the direct emissions from the use of energy and fuels within the urban 

area (Dodman 2009; Baynes et al. 2011). Since primary production is generally 

located outside of cities, and industry and the manufacturing of goods 

commonly too, this narrow focus tends to exclude the indirect emissions of 

urban consumption and thus fails to capture the link between urban 

environmental sustainability and total consumption (Van der Waals 2000; 

Holden and Norland 2005; Neuman 2005). 

An alternative, consumption-based approach to the environmental 

evaluation of urban activities expands the perspective by also taking into 

account the impact of the original production and processing of all the 

products, materials, and food that may be imported to the urban area from 

elsewhere (Ramaswami et al. 2008; Weber and Matthews 2008; Kennedy et 

al. 2010). The consumption-based approach provides urban planners with a 

broader perspective and a conceptual base for planning urban structures that 

can, through reasonable assumptions, adjust the structure of consumption and 

the way different products and services are delivered, potentially leading to a 

reduction in total environmental load (Eaton et al. 2007; Hoornweg et al. 

2011; Heinonen and Junnila 2011). 

Consumption-based modelling shows how complicated the ecological 

footprint of an urban household actually is (Moll et al. 2005). A phenomenon 

called the rebound effect explains why improved material- or energy efficiency, 

or reductions in certain consumption segments do not necessarily have a 

positive environmental impact by reducing the consumption of energy and 

materials overall: what is saved from one place will most likely be re-invested 

elsewhere, resulting in a potentially even worse environmental impact than if 

no improvement was originally made (Jevons 1866; Schipper 2000; Hertwich 

2005; Herring 2006; Turner and Baynes 2010; Galvin 2014). 
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1.2 Motivation 

The current political momentum of environmental issues, in particular climate 

change, provides a strong environmental rationale to justify and influence 

decision-making in urban planning (Bulkeley and Betsill 2005; Bulkeley 2010; 

Book et al. 2010; Bourdic and Salat 2012). The active development of urban 

areas involves a large number of public and private actors who, through 

various means, processes and interactions, define the actions that are taken in 

response to environmental concerns (Bulkeley 2010). An outcome of this 

complex web of influence and interaction are urban planning decisions and 

policies, which not only determine the nature of the structures that are 

developed, but as a consequence also influence the way that society develops 

within the affected urban environment; impacting people’s actions and needs, 

and redefining the general interpretation of welfare (Bithas and Christofakis 

2006; Dodman 2009). 

Motivation for this dissertation arises from the realisation that there is 

significant importance in validating the environmental rationale that is used to 

guide and justify current urban planning decisions. This importance is 

attributed at least for three main reasons. Firstly, urban planning decisions 

that are made today can have long-term and large scale consequences: they 

can systematically steer societal development towards a particular path, and 

choosing one path may preclude the possibility to take another (Holden and 

Norland 2005; Gunnarsson-Östling and Höjer 2011). Secondly, urban 

planning has a significant impact on people: how they live and how healthy, 

pleasant and rewarding their living environment is (Williams 1999; Vallance et 

al. 2005; McGuirk and Argent 2011; Buys and Miller 2012; Kyttä et al. 2013). 

Where negative social impacts of urban development are justified on 

environmental grounds, it should be ensured that the ends that justify the 

means are truly achieved. Thirdly, the processes of building new urban 

structures or modifying existing ones have huge environmental impacts in the 

short-run, and it is therefore critical that any long-run environmental benefits 

that are expected to arise are actually realised (Säynäjoki et al. 2012; Chester 

and Horvath 2012; Chester et al. 2013; Edenhofer et al. 2014). 

The motives behind the research are further strengthened by the indication 

that, despite widespread political commitment to improving environmental 

sustainability, efforts in urban planning are failing to live up to the rhetoric 

(Bulkeley 2010; Jordan and Lenchow 2010). In this light, it seems possible 

that current urban planning policies and practices are unable to provide 

solutions to the environmental challenges we face today. For example, eco-

efficiency is a popular concept in urban planning, providing a logical base for 

highly sought-after ‘win-win’ solutions in urban development: solutions that 

are expected to provide both economic and environmental benefits (Bulkeley 

2010; Lorek and Fuchs 2013). However, many ‘win-win’ situations on the 

micro level can become ‘win-lose’ situations at the macro level, given firstly a 

limited scope of environmental considerations and secondly the 

environmental consequences of the resulting economic activities (Huppes and 

Ishikawa 2009; Bateman et al. 2013; Lorek and Fuchs 2013). 
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This example highlights what appears to be a critical gap in current 

knowledge of the true impact of urban planning policies and initiatives in the 

reduction of total environmental load, in that the outcomes of decisions 

intended to improve environmental sustainability could in reality have the 

opposite effect. Past literature has not adequately evaluated the impact of the 

policies and measures that are being put into place in a growing number of 

cities across the world (Bulkeley 2010; Jordan and Lenchow 2010; Edenhofer 

et al. 2014). The technical challenges of urban sustainability have been studied 

more than the political ones (Hall and Pfeiffer 2000; Whitehead 2003), and a 

focus on the local scale often ignores the multilevel political system through 

which the environmental governance of local economies is conducted (Marvin 

and Guy 1997; Gibbs and Jonas 2000). 

However, within urban planning there still lies potential. Local authorities 

are willing, able and are ideally placed to influence environmental issues: they 

are key actors in leading the processes of urban development, mobilizing 

interest groups, co-ordinating action between different partners and 

facilitating community involvement (Gibbs and Jonas 2000; Bulkeley and 

Betsill 2005; Eaton et al. 2007). Under national guidance, municipalities form 

the urban arena within which environmental goals, agreed upon by national 

governments at an international level, can be reached (Bulkeley and Betsill 

2005; Book et al. 2010). The research within this dissertation therefore aims to 

contribute to the understanding of the true potential of urban planning to 

prevent environmental degradation. 

1.3 Research question and scope 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine how urban planning is applied 

to promote and facilitate environmental sustainability, and to shed light on the 

extent to which current policies and practices are successful in reducing the 

environmental burden of urban communities. The research seeks to 

understand how the procedures through which urban planning attempts to 

facilitate environmental sustainability are constituted and rationalised. In 

addition, the dissertation casts a critical eye on the effectiveness of the 

approach to urban sustainability and, more specifically, aims to identify how 

guidance from national and international standards on the promotion and 

facilitation of environmental sustainability is put into practice at the municipal 

level. Furthermore, it is critically discussed whether the full potential of urban 

planning to reduce the environmental burden of urban communities is 

currently being reached. The research question of the dissertation is 

accordingly: 

 ‘How successfully does urban planning 

facilitate environmental sustainability?’ 

The context of the research is sparsely populated regions where, even in the 

major cities, population density is low on a global scale. In such conditions, 

higher urban density is not necessarily high in the absolute means. 
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Furthermore, urbanisation and urban densification do not necessarily occur 

naturally but may require a political push. The interest of this dissertation thus 

lies in how the anticipated benefits of a generic planning strategy for urban 

development, should one exist, materialise in sparsely populated regions. 

However, the interest of this dissertation does not lie in the success or failure 

of such a strategy’s implementation in different conditions, but on the success 

of the strategy itself when properly implemented. According to Bulkeley and 

Betsill (2005), successful implementation of urban environmental 

sustainability requires firstly that local, national and global environmental 

politics are aligned, and secondly that municipal authorities and other urban 

actors have sufficient knowledge of the environmental issues upon which they 

act. Finland, as the main setting of the research, meets both requirements and 

thus serves the research well. 

Research perspectives 

The dissertation approaches the research question through three parallel 

perspectives: standards for sustainable urban planning; the position of 

environmental sustainability in urban planning decision-making processes; 

and the consumption-based approach to the environmental burden of urban 

communities. The contribution of each perspective is itemised below. 

First, it is investigated where the potential of urban planning to 

environmental improvements is supposed to lie. In other words; how urban 

planning is guided and expected to approach the challenges of environmental 

sustainability. The first research perspective, namely standards for 

sustainable urban planning, takes international certification schemes and 

regional evaluation tools for urban environmental sustainability as a reference 

in the examination of how environmental sustainability is evaluated in the 

context of urban planning. The challenges that certification schemes for urban 

sustainability identify in sparsely populated urban areas are itemised, along 

with the types of planning strategy that they encourage to be conducted. Given 

that environmental issues are not the only interest in sustainable urban 

planning, it is assumed that the requirements set by the certification schemes 

for reducing environmental burden through planning practices are already 

coordinated and compromised with other dimensions of urban sustainability. 

It can therefore be revealed how the prevalent ideas and the best practices of 

sustainable urban development are presumed to promote environmental 

sustainability. 

Second, the methods and means through which urban planning approaches 

environmental sustainability in practice are studied. The second research 

perspective, namely the position of environmental sustainability in urban 

planning decision-making processes, provides insight to the use of urban 

regeneration processes and procedures as a platform for environmental 

improvements, revealing how environmental considerations are integrated 

into the planning process and related decision-making. The varieties of 

planning strategies and spatial solutions through which municipal urban 

planning attempts to create the operational conditions for environmental 
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sustainability are itemised and assessed. The reasons for which urban 

planning has adopted its identified approach to environmental sustainability 

are then investigated, as is the extent to which the role of urban planning in 

environmental sustainability is understood. Additionally, the expectations and 

the achievements of environmental improvements are compared in the context 

of the urban development process. 

Together, the first and the second research perspectives provide evidence of 

how local practices comply with national and international standards. While 

the first perspective addresses the current perception of best practices, the 

second provides insight into the everyday reality. The second perspective also 

sheds light on the political dimension of the research problem, revealing not 

only the stance that urban planning has taken on environmental sustainability 

within the research setting but also how it is a political issue, subject to the 

distribution of political power and conflicts of political interests. 

Third and finally, the dissertation evaluates the extent to which the 

environmental impacts of consumption are taken into account in 

environmentally oriented urban planning. Through the third research 

perspective, namely the consumption-based approach to the environmental 

burden of urban communities, it is assessed how comprehensively urban 

planning takes total urban consumption and the related environmental 

degradation into account. The third perspective evolves from recent research 

that suggests that a consumption-based approach can provide a more holistic 

view of the true environmental impact of an urban area and the inhabitants 

within it. Within some parts of the research, GHG emissions are used as a 

simplified indicator of environmental burden. 

Rather than widening the scope of the dissertation, the third research 

perspective applies more focus to the approach to the research question, with 

the first two research perspectives now being assessed in light of the third 

perspective – that of the consumption-based approach. The outcome provides 

evidence of the extent to which current policies and practices of modifying 

urban structure, with the aim of positively impacting environmental 

sustainability, are actually successful. 

1.4 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation is built upon four appended peer-reviewed research papers, 

all of which have been published in academic journals. The compiling part 

links the research together and discusses the contribution of the whole, 

demonstrating how the individual papers each contribute to the research 

question of the dissertation and lead to a mutual conclusion, which is the 

argument of the dissertation. Accordingly, the introduction for the dissertation 

associates the particular research purpose of each paper with the collective 

research problem and the research question of the dissertation. The 

methodology of the dissertation, in turn, details the research methods and 

data collection techniques that were applied in the individual papers. 
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Furthermore, a summary of the key aspects of each paper is included in the 

compiling part to highlight the contribution of each publication. 

The compiling part of the dissertation is divided into five sections. Section 1 

introduces the research topic, establishes the motivation for the dissertation 

and sets out the research question. Section 2 describes the methodology and 

the overall design of the research. Section 3 presents the argument of the 

dissertation. The argument is built on a selection of findings and conclusions, 

which are referred to in this section and justified in detail in the subsequent 

sections and in the appended papers. Section 4 summarises the individual 

papers for the purposes of describing the implications of each and explicating 

how the mutual conclusion is achieved. Finally, section 5 discusses the 

argument of the dissertation and presents the conclusions. The validity and 

the reliability of the research are evaluated and suggestions for future, related 

research are proposed.  
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2. Methodology 

The roots of the methodological context of this dissertation are in the work of 

Denzin (1970), Yin (1994) and Eisenhardt (1989). Glaser and Strauss (1967), 

whose contribution still shapes methodological thinking, changed the status of 

qualitative research from being a preliminary base for surveys to an equal 

alternative to the quantitative approach (e.g. Locke 2001). Denzin suggested 

that triangulation, referring originally to a combination of merely qualitative 

research methods in the study of the same phenomenon, could be used to 

improve the accuracy of qualitative inquiries. Finally, Yin and Eisenhardt 

brought case study methodology to the core of modernist qualitative research, 

which was a major departure from the earlier methodological tradition of case 

study (Platt 1992; Denzin and Lincoln 1994). 

2.1 Research approach 

Even if different paradigms provide inspiring foundations for qualitative 

research, a choice has not been made between them to inform and guide the 

predominantly qualitative multi-method research approach of this 

dissertation. Instead, good quality of research is achieved through 

methodological fit, careful triangulation and, as Seale (1999) suggests, by 

open-mindedly combining different elements of different research techniques 

for the purpose of accomplishing practical goals in a real world context, and at 

the same time continuously studying methodological writings that focus on 

particular themes that appear to be useful in structuring the current research 

and improving its quality. The dissertation highly respects Seale’s idea of 

qualitative research as a craft skill, which is relatively autonomous from the 

need to resolve philosophical disputes, but the quality of which enormously 

benefits from the researcher’s eagerness to continuously develop skills through 

apprenticeship experiences, leading to the qualities of a good researcher, such 

as methodological awareness among others. 

Given the intent of the dissertation to seek understanding of a phenomenon 

from a novel perspective, the qualitative approach is useful and appropriate for 

such aims of the dissertation as describing a complex phenomenon in rich 

detail and identifying contextual factors as they relate to the phenomenon 

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004; Edmondson and McManus 2007). Most 

importantly, a potential contribution of qualitative research is to refine current 

understanding and thus to facilitate successful policies and practices (Groleau 

et al. 2009; Polit and Beck 2010). 
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2.2 Methodological fit 

For the purpose of answering a single, rather broad research question, the 

dissertation addresses multiple, more focused research questions in four 

separate studies and combines the prior work and the theoretical 

contributions of the four publications into mutual conclusions. To do so in a 

rigorous way, attention is paid first to the formulation of the right research 

questions and only then to the picking of suitable data and methods for 

answering those particular questions, as Bouchard (1976) suggests. 

Even if the key elements of each individual study – namely the research 

question, prior work, research design and theoretical contribution, according 

to Edmondson and McManus (2007) – were congruent and mutually 

reinforcing, this does not necessarily guarantee a perfect fit with the research 

question of the dissertation. The overall methodological fit is created through 

carefully combining four study designs, including research questions to be 

asked and answered, prior work to be done, data to be collected and analysed, 

and research methods to be used. A high degree of internal consistency among 

the key elements is achieved through an iterative process of designing and 

conducting one study after another, where the four key elements of each study 

are reconsidered and revised until they match, both within each study and in 

regard to the research question of the dissertation. 

2.3 Triangulation 

Given the importance of the methodological fit, triangulation of qualitative 

methods is the backbone of the research design. A single phenomenon is 

examined through multiple research methods for the purpose oh both 

collecting divergent data and analysing the data qualitatively. This between 

methods type of triangulation ensures that the findings are not attributable to 

a method artefact and thus enhances confidence in the conclusion (Bouchard 

1976; Denzin 1970). Triangulation adds rigour, breadth, complexity, richness 

and depth to qualitative inquiries (Flick 2007; Denzin 2012). 

The multi-method approach is useful regardless of whether the studies 

corroborate or not (Jick 1979; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). On the one 

hand, it provides stronger evidence for a conclusion if divergent analyses on 

the same issue lead to the same conclusions. On the other hand, divergent 

results from multiple methods can add insights and understanding that might 

be missed should only a single research method have been used, thus leading 

to an enriched explanation of the research problem. Therefore, triangulation 

may allow for more confident interpretations as well as for new or deeper 

dimensions of a phenomenon to emerge (Jick 1979). 

A fundamental principle of triangulation and thus an important guideline for 

the research design of this dissertation is that the combination of research 

methods should result in complementary strengths and not in overlapping 

weaknesses or potential for bias (Rohner 1977; Jick 1979; Johnson and Turner 

2003). The disadvantages of each method are identified and compensated by 

including additional methods that have counterbalancing strengths. 
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2.4 Research design 

The profile of the research design and the main elements of triangulation 

across the four papers of the dissertation are itemised in Table 1. Research 

perspectives 1, 2 and 3 refer to the three perspectives that are introduced 

above in sub-section 1.3 on pages 22-23. Researcher 1 refers to the author of 

the dissertation, Researcher 2 to the second author of Paper I, and Researcher 

3 to the second author of Paper II. 

Table 1. The research design of the dissertation in a nutshell. 

 Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV 

Methods 
triangulation 

Method 1: 
multiple case 
study 

Method 1: 
multiple case 
study 

Method 2: 
literature-based 
analysis 

Method 3:  
focus groups 

Data source 
triangulation 

Data source 1: 
urban planning 
documentation 
(qualitative data) 

Data source 1: 
urban planning 
documentation 
(qualitative data) 

Data source 2: 
past studies 
(qualitative and 
quantitative data) 

Data source 3: 
focus groups 
(qualitative data) 

Perspective 
triangulation 

Research 
perspective 1 

Research 
perspective 2 

Research 
perspectives 1 & 3 

Research 
perspectives 2 & 3 

Investigator 
triangulation 

Researchers 1 & 2 Researchers 1 & 3 Researcher 1 Researcher 1 

The two multiple case studies provide a solid basis for the research design of 

the dissertation by addressing the first and the second research perspectives 

separately through similar study designs. However, even if the two sets of 

cases display some diversity in the type and the phase of urban developments 

that they exhibit, the mutual conclusion relies on only five cases and three 

sustainability frameworks. In addition, given that the fundamental interest of 

case studies does not explicitly lie on the phenomenon of interest itself, but 

also on a wider level whereby the phenomenon and its context are not 

necessarily distinguishable (e.g. Yin 1994), the outcome is somewhat 

unfocused. 

The literature-based analysis and the focus group study each contribute both 

to methods triangulation and to data source triangulation. Furthermore, they 

add a third research perspective to focus the approach to the research 

question, as explained in more detail in sub-section 1.3. In addition, the 

literature-based analysis, which investigates results and data from past 

studies, increases the numbers of case areas and environmental frameworks 

considered, even if they do not provide as deep insight into the case areas and 

frameworks as a dedicated case study. It can therefore be considered that the 

multiple case studies and the literature-based analysis together provide a firm 

depiction of the phenomenon in its real life context, but not of its rationale. 

The use of the focus group method can fill this gap through its ability to 

uncover the attitudes, perceptions and beliefs of study participants, with group 

interaction typically forcing participants to explain the reasoning behind their 

thinking (Kitzinger 1994; Skop 2006). Furthermore, the inclusion of a study 
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with a totally different design has the potential to either strengthen the mutual 

conclusion or reveal new insights, and thus to confirm or to alter the findings. 

Finally, the second authors of both Paper I and Paper II contribute to the 

investigator triangulation. The second author of paper I is responsible for one 

of the three parallel analyses that appear to produce consistent results and 

lead to a mutual conclusion. The second author of Paper II is responsible for 

collecting the data and conducting one of the two consecutive analyses. 

Therefore, the phenomenon of interest is examined not only by the author of 

the dissertation, but partly also by two other researchers, both of whom 

contribute to the evaluation of the chain of evidence presented in the 

dissertation. 

Case study method 

As can be seen in Table 1, case studies have an important role in the research 

design. The qualitative approach selected is appropriate for studying a limited 

number of cases in depth (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). Adhering to the 

fundamental ideas by Yin (1994), the case studies were conducted as 

comprehensive empirical investigations, with the phenomenon of interest 

being observed as it occurs in its real-life context. The strengths of case study 

research culminate in the gaining of empirical evidence and fresh insights 

(Eisenhardt 1989). Accordingly, any empirical regularities identified during 

the studies are likely to be empirically valid, and thus the findings, if achieved 

through good scientific practice, closely mirror reality. 

To achieve such empirically and contextually valid findings, the case 

selection strives for contextual appropriateness. The casework is collective, 

referring to the type of research questions that require cases to be chosen from 

a number of possible alternatives (Stake 1994). The research question specific 

requirements for site features and data availability limited the number of 

suitable cases. The sites chosen for the case studies are therefore 

representative examples of a few alternatives as opposed to a random sample 

of from a vast multitude of options. Given the qualitative approach, the 

samples are small and are studied intensively, with each case study generating 

rich information on the phenomenon. Furthermore, the selection of qualitative 

cases examined within this dissertation is conceptually driven by the 

theoretical framework and the research question, which was designed to allow 

analytic but not statistical generalisations (Miles and Huberman 1994; Curtis 

et al. 2000). 

Case study research creates auspicious circumstances for gaining new 

theoretical vision through the candid examination of evidence across cases and 

data sets, between cases and literature, and through the creative reframing of 

the phenomenon (Eisenhardt 1989). The research design allows the 

dissertation to reach such a theoretical vision. However, even if case studies 

are considered to have the potential to build new theory in the study of the 

built environment, the dissertation does not specifically target the creation of 

new theory but rather targets the uncovering of empirical regularities that may 

or may not lead to a unique theoretical contribution (Amaratunga et al. 2002). 
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Focus group method 

The last study of the dissertation aims to paint a fuller picture of the issue by 

collecting data that reveals the rationale behind the identified phenomenon. 

As such, the focus group method – a method that is devoted to data collection 

(Morgan 1996) – was selected. The groups focus in order to, for example, 

debate a particular set of questions, and the group interaction is explicitly used 

as research data (Kitzinger 1994), with the researcher typically performing an 

active role in creating the conversations amongst participants (Morgan 1996). 

The setting encourages spontaneous responses and provides different insights 

to those gleaned from interviews or survey questionnaires (Skop 2006). Such 

data has the potential to reveal how people denote their opinions, perceptions 

and beliefs in relation to other viewpoints (Kitzinger 1994). 

The recruited participants of focus groups are required to facilitate the 

collection and analysis of rich data through their discussion and conversations, 

hence participant samples are suggested to be purposive as opposed to random 

(MacDougall and Fudge 2001). In order to best utilise the informal networks 

and personal contacts of the target group, the participants of the focus groups 

were first and foremost recruited through an open invitation, which was freely 

distributed within and between organisations. In order to ensure, however, 

that the sample extensively represented the target group, the focus groups 

were arranged as part of an event that appealed nationwide, offering relevant 

additional value to the target group. 

 While the focus group method has a strong status as a data collection 

technique, it does not provide established guidance for data analysis and 

interpretation (Massey 2011). The analysis of focus group data is typically 

based more on a rich investigation of content than on the use of word counts 

and statistics (Massey 2011). Single responses are seen as being expressed in a 

larger social context (Morgan 1997; Hollander 2004). The work of Miles and 

Huberman (1994) in particular has provided an extremely helpful framework 

for designing the structure of all the qualitative analyses included in this 

dissertation, which are itemised in Table 1 and introduced in more detail in the 

appended papers. 

 
 



 

30 



 

31

3. Argument of the dissertation 

Linking the findings of the four papers, the dissertation argues that the power 

of urban planning could be used more successfully to reduce the 

environmental burden of urban communities. The densification of urban 

structures is found to be the dominant means through which urban planning 

attempts to achieve environmental improvements in sparsely populated urban 

areas. International certification schemes for sustainable urban development 

(see Paper I) as well as a variety of other regional evaluation tools for eco-

efficiency or sustainability (see Paper III) indicate higher urban density to be 

the key means through which urban planning can be used to improve 

environmental sustainability in regions where population is sparse. 

Furthermore, densification is included in most political agendas for urban 

regeneration and is often considered as an environmental improvement in 

itself. 

Higher urban density is assumed in particular to reduce the environmental 

impact of private driving and the use of energy for heating buildings. Shorter 

distances between homes, workplaces and facilities within an urban area 

enable walking, cycling and convenient public transportation to be used as 

alternatives to private vehicles and, even if private vehicles were to be used for 

these journeys, the distance travelled would be less. Furthermore, when people 

live in small apartments, close to one another, less heating energy is 

consumed. This also makes it more efficient for district heating to be delivered 

through combined heat and power production. Waste management and 

recycling services are also more cost-effective to run within denser urban 

structures. In addition to these benefits, the use of existing infrastructure by 

more people saves natural resources (as opposed to building additional 

infrastructure to serve newly developed areas), and brownfield development in 

general means saved greenfield elsewhere.  

Given that environmental sustainability is not the only concern of urban 

planning decision-making processes, densification seemingly provides an 

ideal, win-win solution, providing both environmental benefits and monetary 

savings for the municipality. The environmental improvements that it is 

assumed can be achieved through higher urban density can even be used to 

justify urban densification policies, which local inhabitants are not always 

delighted about (see e.g. Vallance et al. 2005; Kyttä et al. 2011; Buys and Miller 

2012). It is found that short-term economic considerations dominate 

municipal decision-making and urban planners struggle with the complexity of 

environmental issues (see Paper IV). Therefore, it is indeed tempting to 
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believe that environmental sustainability can be promoted side by side with 

such values as new construction, improved consumption facilities, shopping 

mall-like spatial design, and self-sufficient development (see Paper II). 

Nevertheless, urban densification does not necessarily lead to any reduction 

of the environmental burden at all, and the eventual environmental impacts 

and outcomes of urban regeneration may in end effect be contradictory to the 

objectives specified at the beginning of the planning and decision-making 

process (see Paper II). Even more worrisome is that the environmental 

considerations made in urban planning appear to ignore a significant, varying 

share of the environmental burden that urban areas are responsible for (see 

Paper III). The professionals of urban planning do not see a connection 

between urban structure and sustainable lifestyles or consumption choices, 

aside from those related to housing and daily journeys (see Paper IV). They 

would like to support sustainable lifestyles (see Paper IV) but it is evidently 

difficult in the increasingly convenient and concentrated centres of 

consumption that they create through urban planning (see Paper II). 

The chosen strategy that sustainable communities are attempted to be built 

based on urban densification, and the scope of the environmental 

considerations being limited to ground transportation and housing, appears to 

be an inefficient means of reducing environmental burden. In addition to the 

inconsistency between the objectives and the outcomes of urban regeneration, 

within the limited scope adopted, such a strategy carries a risk of leading to a 

net increase in consumption. If all the direct and indirect environmental 

impacts of all consumption were taken into account, alternatives to 

densification could potentially be found to be more successful in reducing the 

environmental burden of urban communities. However, for as long as both 

international standards and national practices exclusively promote 

densification policies, the alternatives are unlikely considered. Accordingly, 

the argument of the dissertation is: 

‘The full potential of urban planning 

to promote and facilitate environmental sustainability 

is not being reached due to the limited scope of the anticipated 

influence and the dominance of densification policies.’ 

In the argument the full potential does not refer to what could be achieved if 

environmental sustainability was the only goal of urban planning. Instead, it 

refers to the potential of alternative compromises between economic, social 

and environmental interests and challenges. This dissertation argues that the 

reasoning for the prevalence of densification strategies in urban planning is 

based strongly on an environmental interest to reduce the burden of ground 

transportation and housing operation, but appears to take into account such a 

limited share of the complex issue of environmental sustainability that, 

paradoxically, the net impact of densification on the total environmental 

burden of urban communities may actually be a negative one. However, this 

dissertation does not claim that densification of urban structures could not be 

a successful strategy to promote certain social, economic and even 
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environmental goals and thus improve urban sustainability to some extent. 

What is argued is that the weight that environmental issues carry cannot be 

used to universally justify urban densification policies. The contribution of 

each paper to the argument of the dissertation is itemised briefly in Table 2 

and described in more detail in the following section. 

Table 2. The summary contribution of each paper. 

RESEARCH QUESTION: How successfully does urban planning facilitate environmental sustainability? 

 Paper I Paper II Paper III Paper IV 

Title An assessment of 
the applicability 
of three 
international 
neighbourhood 
sustainability 
rating systems to 
diverse local 
conditions, with 
a focus on Nordic 
case areas 

How central business 
district developments 
facilitate 
environmental 
sustainability – 
A multiple case study 
in Finland 

Role of Urban 
Planning in 
Encouraging More 
Sustainable 
Lifestyles 

The Power of Urban 
Planning on 
Environmental 
Sustainability: A 
Focus Group Study in 
Finland 

Perspectives Standards for 
sustainable 
urban planning 

The position of 
environmental 
sustainability in 
urban planning 
decision-making 
processes 

The consumption-
based approach to 
the environmental 
burden of urban 
communities; 
Standards for 
sustainable urban 
planning 

The position of 
environmental 
sustainability in 
urban planning 
decision-making 
processes; The 
consumption-based 
approach to the 
environmental 
burden of urban 
communities  

Study design Two case studies: 
predominantly 
residential urban 
developments 

Three case studies: 
central business 
district developments 

Literature based 
analysis: GHG 
emissions and 
environmental 
evaluation tools 

Three focus groups: 
professionals of 
urban planning and 
environmental 
sustainability 

Main 
contribution 

According to the 
international 
standards 
insufficient 
density of urban 
structure is the 
key constraint for 
the land use in 
sparsely 
populated urban 
areas to be 
environmentally 
sustainable, 
urban 
densification 
being the obvious 
cure. 

In urban planning 
environmental 
sustainability is 
targeted mainly 
through higher urban 
density. The process is 
rather linear, without 
feedback loops, and 
environmental 
evaluations are not 
integrated into the 
decision-making 
phases. In fact, the 
outcomes may be 
contradictory to the 
anticipated benefits:  
densification may 
actually increase the 
exact environmental 
burden it is expected to 
decrease. 

The extent to which 
the environmental 
impacts of 
consumption are 
factored into the 
evaluation 
practices of urban 
planning ignores a 
remarkable, 
varying share of the 
environmental 
burden that urban 
communities are 
responsible for. 
Density is used as 
an indicator for 
environmental 
sustainability even 
if denser areas host 
more consumption. 

The power of urban 
planning to facilitate 
sustainable lifestyles 
is underestimated by 
disclaiming the 
ability to influence 
consumption. The 
supremacy of urban 
density blocks 
alternative patterns 
of urban land use 
that could potentially 
be more sustainable. 
The complexity of 
environmental issues 
and the dominance of 
short-term economic 
interests explain the 
weak practice. 

ARGUMENT:  The full potential of urban planning to promote and facilitate environmental sustainability 
is not being reached due to the limited scope of the anticipated influence 

and the dominance of densification policies. 
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4. Summaries of the papers 

Each of the four publications approaches the research problem from a specific 

perspective. The papers reinforce one another, providing an encompassing 

response to the research question. Jointly, the findings of the four papers 

provide a firm basis for assessing how successful current urban planning 

policies are in reducing the environmental burden of urban communities. 

4.1 Paper I: An assessment of the applicability of three 
international neighbourhood sustainability rating systems to 
diverse local conditions, with a focus on Nordic case areas 

The first paper investigates international standards for sustainable urban 

planning. A case study approach is adopted to examine the certification 

criteria of three recently launched sustainability schemes, namely American 

LEED for Neighborhood Development (LEED ND), British BREEAM for 

Communities and Japanese CASBEE for Urban Development (CASBEE-UD). 

The research considers two predominantly residential case areas in Southern 

Finland, for which master plans already exist but developments have not yet 

commenced. A comparative analysis determines the extent to which the two 

case areas could meet the minimum mandatory requirements of the three 

certifications and further identifies and analyses problematic criteria. 

The contribution to the dissertation arises from the research setting, which 

provides insight not only to the applicability of the rating systems but also to 

the features of sustainable urban planning. The certification criteria are used 

as a framework to examine how the current planning practices differ from the 

international ideal of environmentally sustainable urban planning. The 

analysis reveals what practices are seen to be ideal and how urban land use in 

the relatively sparsely populated Nordic countries should change to be more 

sustainable if the international rating tools were taken as a reference. 

The results of the two cases concur. Most of the minimum mandatory criteria 

of the certifications can feasibly be met. However, some of the evaluation 

criteria are identified to be unfeasible or irrelevant given the local natural 

conditions. Remarkably, in both the LEED ND and the CASBEE-UD rating 

systems, the criteria that are associated with requirements for urban density 

are found to be among the most problematic for the case areas. Insufficient 

urban density can thus be seen as a key constraint for the development of 

urban areas in sparsely populated countries to be sustainable, according to the 

international standards, with densification being the obvious cure. 
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4.2 Paper II: How central business district developments facilitate 
environmental sustainability – A multiple case study in 
Finland 

The second paper considers the planning process. It is investigated how urban 

regenerations are shaped to carry out sustainable development and how 

sustainability is integrated into the planning process. The documentation of 

the planning process reveals not only the original environmental, social and 

economic aims and objectives, which may sometimes be idealistic or even 

unrealistic, but also the actual expected outcomes of the approved plans, which 

are often achieved through compromises and optimisation. 

The paper examines how central business district (CBD) developments are 

designed to facilitate environmental sustainability in cities that are major 

centres in sparsely populated countries but relatively small on a global scale. A 

multiple case study is conducted first to model the CBD development process 

in Finland and second to examine how the considerations of environmental 

sustainability are integrated into the process. Furthermore, it is briefly 

considered whether the environmental, social and economic aspects are 

considered competently and with impartiality. The three case cities have 

populations ranging from 45,000 to 200,000 inhabitants. 

A common process model is identified for the case developments: the CBD 

development process is divided into two main phases and six sub-phases as 

illustrated in Figure 1. Sub-phases 1 through 4 can typically overlap with one 

another, as can sub-phases 5 and 6, but only within their respective main 

phase. The ratification of the CBD plan clearly separates the two main phases 

from each other. In each case, the duration of the construction phase is fairly 

constant, at 5 to 6 years, but the length of the planning and decision-making 

phase varies greatly, and ranges from 3 to 9 years. 

 

Figure 1. The CBD development process. 

Even though sustainability is found to be mentioned only a few times in the 

official plan reports, the environmental, social and economic aspects 

considered are described in detail. In each case, the same four development 

themes form the core of the CBD development and are expected to facilitate a 

number of the desired social, economic and environmental outcomes, as 

presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3. The central CBD development themes and desired outcomes. 

Development theme Desired social 
outcomes 

Desired economic outcomes Desired environmental 
outcomes 

Enhancement of 
commercial services 

Improved consumption 
facilities 
New jobs 
Pleasant public indoor-
space that facilitates 
spontaneous interaction 

Increased business activity and 
new entrepreneurship 
New jobs 
Improved competitiveness of 
commercial services 
Customer flows and purchase 
power directed to the CBD 
Higher commercial status of 
the CBD 

Reduced travel from the CBD 
to other destinations 

Higher urban 
density, increased 
permitted building 
volume and new 
construction 

Improved housing 
availability 
Increased social 
interaction and social 
control 

More space for business 
activities 
Denser and more attractive 
commercial structures 
Self-sufficient development 
(positive business plan) 
The costs of required 
renovations covered 
New jobs 

Brownfield-based use of 
existing infrastructure 
Brownfield development saves 
greenfield elsewhere 
Aims to reduce private driving 
by encouraging walking, 
cycling and the use of public 
transport  

High quality of the 
built environment 

Lively urban 
atmosphere 
Improved safety of the 
living environment 
Shopping mall-like 
spatial design 

Increased value of the real 
estate within the CBD 

Aims to protect green space 
and urban ecosystem services 

New parking 
arrangements and 
improved 
accessibility by all 
means of transport 

Equal accessibility 
Improved conditions for 
walking and cycling 
Improved parking 
arrangements 

More space for parking 
Customer flows and purchase 
power directed to the CBD 

Aims to reduce private driving 
by encouraging walking, 
cycling and the use of public 
transport  
Costs of parking are allocated 
to the users 

 

The CBD developments are found to strongly promote higher urban density 

and the enhancement of commercial activity. It is found that environmental 

sustainability is attempted to be facilitated through higher urban density, and 

urban densification is highlighted in each case as being an environmental 

improvement in itself, although the anticipated benefits are not explicitly 

stated. The case plans aim to reduce private driving and to protect green 

spaces, urban ecosystem services and ground water quality. 

Quite to the contrary, the outcomes that are actually expected to occur 

following the completion of construction are increased private driving and 

related emissions, major losses of green space and increased risk of ground 

water contamination. The finding that the expected actual outcomes of each 

case development are contradictory to the original environmental objectives 

specified in the plans indicates that environmental evaluations are made only 

in the beginning and at the end of the linear planning process and are thus not 

integrated into the decision-making phases. 

Rather interestingly, all of the expected negative social and environmental 

outcomes could be viewed as being consequences of higher urban density. It is 

also noted that not a single negative economic outcome is mentioned in the 

plan reports. The economic perspective thus appears to dominate decision-

making. The paper concludes that the main driver behind CBD developments 

is to create more convenient and concentrated centres of consumption. 
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4.3 Paper III: Role of Urban Planning in Encouraging More 
Sustainable Lifestyles 

The third paper examines the environmental burden of urban communities 

from a consumption-based, lifecycle-wide perspective. Given that 

environmental awareness within urban planning is traditionally limited to the 

consumption categories of traffic and housing, the interest of the study lies in 

what is left outside of these considerations and if the demarcation is optimal 

for the success of urban planning in reducing the environmental burden of 

urban communities. Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are investigated as a 

simplification of environmental burden. 

The distribution of the consumption-based GHG emissions is examined 

across three consumption categories that are (1) housing, (2) ground 

transportation, and (3) personal consumption. “Housing” refers not only to 

emissions relating to the construction of buildings but also to heating, 

electricity, furniture, appliances, and all maintenance services. Similarly, 

“ground transportation” refers to all means of transport, including the 

construction of infrastructure, the manufacture of vehicles, all the 

maintenance operations, and the use of fuels. The term “personal 

consumption" is taken to exclude any personal expenditure related to housing 

or to ground transportation and includes all other expenditure on goods and 

services. 

The study declares first what proportion of regional GHG emissions is 

attributed to personal consumption and thus potentially ignored in urban 

planning. Second, it is investigated whether the regional environmental 

evaluation tools, which should help urban planners in municipalities to create 

more sustainable urban environments, take into account the indirect 

environmental burden related to personal consumption. 

Past data from the application of a hybrid life cycle assessment model is used 

to estimate how regional GHG emissions are distributed in their attribution to 

housing, ground transportation and personal consumption. The analysis is 

carried out for a variety of Finnish regions, encompassing a city quarter, five 

cities, the capital region, two groups of towns, three groups of municipalities 

(groups comprising of regions all of a certain type) and the whole country. 

Between a quarter and a half of each regional carbon footprint is found to be 

attributed to personal consumption, which rather surprisingly, appears to 

account for a significantly larger share of GHG emissions than ground 

transportation, regardless of the type of the region. Furthermore, the higher 

the level of urbanisation, the larger the share of emissions attributed to 

personal consumption. Within the densest urban area in Finland, the 

downtown core of Helsinki, the share of GHG emissions attributed personal 

consumption is at its largest, surpassing even that of housing. Table 4 

summarises the breakdown of the annual consumption-based per capita GHG 

emissions in different case regions and presents the proportion of the total 

carbon footprint accounted for by each of the three consumption categories, 

expressed as a percentage. The table is organised into the order of highest to 

lowest proportion of personal consumption. 
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Table 4. The distribution of annual consumption-based GHG emissions. 

 
Region Population 

density 
(per km2) 

GHG 
emissions 
(t CO2e) 

Distribution of consumption-based GHG 
emissions 

Housing Ground 
transportation 

Personal 
consumption 

Helsinki downtown core 10,000 14.7  43 % 11 % 46 % 
Helsinki 3,000 12.4  54 % 12 % 34 % 
Helsinki metropolitan area 1,327 12.5  53 % 13 % 34 % 
Espoo 740 14.4  51 % 15 % 34 % 
Tampere 340 10.9  50 % 18 % 32 % 
Porvoo 70 10.3  48 % 21 % 31 % 
Vantaa 780 11.1  55 % 15 % 30 % 
Cities in Finland 87 10.9  54 % 16 % 30 % 
Finland 20 10.2  53 % 18 % 29 % 
Urban towns around Tampere 80 10.1  50 % 23 % 27 % 
Semi-urban areas in Finland 16 9.9  53 % 21 % 26 % 
Rural areas in Finland 5 9.0  52 % 23 % 25 % 
Rural towns around Tampere  20 11.1  59 % 17 % 24 % 
   43… 59 % 11… 23 % 24… 46 % 

 

In addition, 33 regional evaluation tools for environmental sustainability are 

examined to investigate (1) whether the tools are able to measure the 

environmental impacts relating to personal consumption; (2) whether the 

tools intend to promote urban planning that encourages more sustainable 

lifestyles amongst inhabitants, thus diminishing the negative environmental 

impacts of not only traffic and housing but also personal consumption; and (3) 

whether the evaluation tools consider urban density to be a valid indicator of 

environmental sustainability in urban areas. 

The vast majority of the evaluation tools are found not to consider a 

consumption-based, lifecycle-wide scope. It appears that none of the eight 

assessment schemes for eco-efficiency or the thirteen for ecological and social 

sustainability utilises any available methods for calculating consumption-

based environmental burden. It is concluded therefore, that none of them has 

the intention of directing urban planning to diminish the environmental 

impacts of personal consumption and that none of them can be used to 

promote urban planning that encourages more sustainable consumption. 

Remarkably, the idea of high urban density is identified as an environmental 

rationale for the assessment criteria of most of the tools, and six of them are 

found to use urban density as a direct environmental indicator.  

The results of the study show that personal consumption can account for a 

remarkable share of the environmental burden of urban communities but is 

not factored into the management practices of regional environmental 

sustainability. Efforts to make improvements to the environment through 

urban planning seem to concentrate on reducing the environmental impact of 

traffic and housing. However, Paper III demonstrates that “the forgotten 

share”, personal consumption, might offer significant potential for 

environmental improvements. Moreover, it is concluded that the tools 

available for regional environmental assessment do not sufficiently take into 

account this potential. The evaluation tools mainly seem to overlook the issue, 

and therefore so, most probably, do the regional environmental management 

strategies of the areas that utilise them. 
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4.4 Paper IV: The Power of Urban Planning on Environmental 
Sustainability: A Focus Group Study in Finland 

The fourth paper adds the voice of the actors in the field – the professionals of 

urban planning and environmental sustainability at both the municipal and 

state levels. Three focus groups were organised for the purpose of revealing 

how the participating professionals experience the steering effect of increased 

environmental awareness on urban planning and related decision-making. 

Their stances are observed in the context of itemising and explaining urban 

planning policies and analysing the dynamics of the related decision processes. 

The discussion and interaction amongst the professionals provides insights 

into how the role of urban planning in environmental sustainability is 

understood and into the planners’ mandate to attempt to reduce the 

environmental burden of urban societies. The results provide a rationale for 

the phenomenon identified in the previous papers by explaining the stance 

that urban planning has taken with regard to the environmental sustainability 

of urban communities. 

The main finding of the study is that those involved in urban planning 

underestimate the power of their profession to facilitate and support 

sustainable lifestyles in the wider meaning, referring to consideration of the 

environmental impacts of all consumption. Instead, in the context of current 

urban planning, improved environmental sustainability mainly refers to the 

reduction of GHG emissions from daily journeys and from the use of heating 

energy in buildings. The connection between urban structure and sustainable 

lifestyles or consumption choices appears to be unaccounted for, apart from in 

relation to housing and private driving. Even if urban planners have an 

essentially unlimited mandate to devise sustainable solutions, it was 

dominantly stated in all the groups that only limited things can be affected 

through urban planning. 

The roots of this narrow perspective lie in the complexity of environmental 

issues. Short-term economic considerations are found to dominate municipal 

decision-making, and in order to make environmental issues worth the effort 

of being considered in decision processes they are required by the decision-

makers to be simplified and quantified. It was found that the professionals 

from different cities share the ambition to design environmentally sustainable 

urban environments, but they would need co-operation and assistance to 

figure out which urban forms, structures and practices actually are 

sustainable. At the moment they themselves feel responsibility for creating an 

atmosphere in which the issue of environmental sustainability carries weight 

in decision-making processes. 

Furthermore, it is found that, in order to be accepted, the environmental 

manifesto should support or be included in other political agendas, and not 

conflict with them. The idea of achieving environmental benefits through 

urban density perfectly fits these requirements: it enormously simplifies the 

connection between urban planning and environmental sustainability and at 

the same time provides potential win-win solutions in that both environmental 

benefits and monetary savings for the municipality are assumed to be realised. 
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The connection between urban structure and environmental sustainability 

could not be simpler or any easier to quantify than the denser the better. 

Moreover, the expected environmental benefits can be used to justify urban 

densification policies that inhabitants may not always be happy with, with the 

real driving force being the benefit to the municipal economy. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that density is considered by the study’s 

participants as an imperative character of urban structure in the consideration 

of environmental sustainability. The dominant belief is that densification has a 

strong positive impact on environmental sustainability. Notably, the benefits 

of increased environmental knowledge were seen, amongst other things, to be 

an improved ability to examine the environmental benefits of high urban 

density and to justify higher urban density. 

However, the belief that higher urban density brings about improved 

environmental sustainability actually undermines the power of urban planning 

to decrease the environmental burden of urban communities. Given that cities 

are increasingly regarded as the demand and consumption centres of the 

global economy and that recent research suggests a consumption-based 

approach for the environmental analysis of urban areas, such ultimate 

simplifications as that of the environmental role of urban density may lead to 

false assumptions. Due to higher overall consumption volumes, lifestyles in 

dense urban areas may in fact cause more environmental damage than those 

in more dispersed, suburban areas. Nevertheless, it is found that personal 

consumption and leisure related choices in particular are seen by industry 

professionals as impossible to affect through urban planning. 

The key role that density is found to have in urban planning practices and 

decision-making therefore rules out the use of alternative patterns of urban 

structure that could potentially support sustainable lifestyles and reduce the 

overall environmental burden of all consumption. Urban planners would like 

to support sustainable lifestyles but this is evidently difficult in the 

consumption centres that they create. The phenomenon is grounded in 

national density policies, which local authorities interpret at the municipal and 

neighbourhood scales. In Finland, high urban density is included in most 

political agendas of urban regeneration nationwide and is the core of national 

land use guidelines for environmentally sustainable communities. 

Reducing environmental burden at a municipal level is important not only 

because cities are sites of concentrated high consumption and waste 

production but also because local authorities are willing to take on board the 

complex agenda of sustainable development. Indeed, the main concern arising 

from the results of Paper IV is that, if urban planners do not see a connection 

between urban structure and lifestyles related consumption patterns, how are 

they able to limit the urban trend of high consumption and production of 

waste? The study suggests that co-operation, jointly-held environmental 

objectives, criticism of the prioritisation of short-term economic 

considerations over long-term environmental concerns and a consumption-

based approach to the evaluation of environmental burden are all necessary in 

order to create better futures through sustainable urban communities. 
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5. Discussion and conclusions 

This dissertation investigates how urban planning is applied to promote and 

facilitate environmental sustainability, how the procedures are rationalised, 

and how successful current policies and practices are in reducing 

environmental burden. Based on the findings of four studies, applying three 

research perspectives, the dissertation argues that the full potential of urban 

planning to promote and facilitate environmental sustainability is not being 

reached due to the limited scope of anticipated influence and the dominance of 

densification policies. It is suggested that a broader perspective on urban 

environmental sustainability will provide greater success in reducing 

environmental burden through urban planning. The findings of the 

dissertation show that the anticipated environmental benefits of urban 

densification as a generic planning strategy do not necessarily materialise in 

sparsely populated regions. 

Standards for sustainable urban planning 

International certification schemes and regional evaluation tools for urban 

environmental sustainability are taken as a reference to investigate where the 

potential of urban planning to create environmental improvements is assumed 

to lie. The prevalent scope of environmentally sustainable urban planning is 

found to be limited to the consumption categories of ground transportation 

and housing and to the benefits of centralised infrastructure. Furthermore, it 

is found that, according to international standards, insufficient density of 

urban structure is considered to be the key constraining factor for land use in 

sparsely populated urban areas to be environmentally sustainable, with urban 

densification being the obvious cure. 

Urban planning seems to approach the challenge of environmental 

sustainability by tackling only a portion of the issue. However, even within a 

scope limited to the environmental burden of ground transportation and 

housing, the sustainability gains achieved through urban densification may be 

undercut through a phenomenon termed parallel consumption (Heinonen et 

al. 2013). People living in small apartments may extend their living space into 

public and commercial service premises and may also possess summer 

cottages or second homes, equipped completely with modern technology and 

heated all year round. As a result, a person spending an evening for example in 

a restaurant may consume heating energy, furniture, appliances and 

maintenance operations in three places at the same time. In addition to this, 

moving between these extensions of living space may increase traffic (Perrels 
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and Kangas 2007; Strandell and Hall 2015). Furthermore, even if urban 

densification led to decreased net private driving, the environmental benefits 

may be undercut by increased air travel (see Ottelin et al. 2014). 

Another potential bias within the identified, limited scope of sustainable 

urban planning stems from inconsistency in lifecycle thinking and ignorance 

of embodied energy. Mandating, for example, the energy- and emission-

intensive construction of new, eco-efficient urban structures and 

transportation infrastructure, or the replacement of old vehicle stock with 

modern, cleaner vehicles, in pursuit of use phase eco-efficiency, may lead to a 

massive environmental impact in the production phase (Bin and Dowlatabadi 

2005; Rickwood et al. 2008; Säynäjoki et al. 2012). Greenhouse gas emissions 

in particular are at their most harmful when occurring in the production 

phase, at the very beginning of the lifecycle, due to their long atmospheric 

lifetime (Ricke and Caldeira 2014). If the indirect environmental impacts of 

ground transportation and housing – for example those related to their 

inherent materials, manufacturing, construction and maintenance – are either 

ignored in the environmental considerations of urban sustainability or made 

proportional to very long use phases, the outcome of the devised policies may 

be negative within the time frame of the local and national environmental 

goals. Furthermore, the anticipated savings and benefits in the use phase are 

supposed to accrue slowly over time, which contains significant uncertainties 

concerning for example energy production technologies and consumption 

patterns in the future (e.g. Phdungsilp 2010). 

The position of environmental sustainability in urban planning decision-making 
processes 

This dissertation identifies processes by which urban regeneration is used as a 

driver for improvements in environmental sustainability and investigates how 

urban planning approaches environmental sustainability in practice. The 

analysis reveals the types of planning strategy and spatial solutions through 

which municipal urban planning attempts to create the operational conditions 

for environmental sustainability, how environmental considerations are 

integrated into planning process and the related decision-making, and finally 

to what extent the environmental aims of urban regeneration are achieved. 

Furthermore, the reasons behind the adoption of urban planning’s particular 

approach to environmental sustainability are examined, as is the extent to 

which urban planning’s role in achieving environmental sustainability is 

understood. 

Local practices are found to comply well with national and international 

standards. Urban densification is found to be the dominant means of targeting 

environmental improvements through urban planning, and the environmental 

aims of urban regeneration are found to orient around reducing the 

environmental burden of ground transportation, housing and infrastructure. 

However, the findings indicate that the process of considering the 

environmental issues of urban development is rather linear and without 

feedback loops. Furthermore, environmental evaluations do not appear to be 
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fully integrated into the decision-making phases of the urban planning 

process. 

Quite notably, it is found that urban densification does not necessarily lead 

to a reduction of environmental burden at all. In fact, the environmental 

outcomes of current urban regeneration projects may be contradictory to the 

anticipated benefits: densification may actually increase the precise 

environmental burden that it is expected to decrease. Furthermore, the 

limitation of the scope of environmental considerations to ground 

transportation and housing appears to be a rather inefficient means of 

reducing environmental burden, in that it risks promoting a net increase in 

consumption. It is found that professionals of urban planning would like to 

support sustainable lifestyles and consumption choices but that, in their view, 

their sphere of influence in this regard is restricted to housing and daily 

journeys. 

The complexity of environmental issues and the dominance of short-term 

economic interests in decision-making are found to explain the weak practice. 

In urban regeneration, improvements in environmental sustainability are 

typically made in such a way that they primarily serve other interests (Bulkeley 

and Betsill 2005; Krueger and Buckingham 2012). Urban densification 

seemingly provides ideally simple, win-win solutions to the challenges of 

urban planning, the result being both environmental and economic benefits 

for the municipality. However, the overwhelming prevalence of urban density 

in policies and guidelines may preclude the consideration and development of 

alternative patterns of urban land use that could potentially be more 

sustainable. If the full impact of all consumption – both direct and indirect – 

were taken into account, it is likely that an alternative to density could be 

identified as a better indicator for the environmental sustainability of urban 

areas. However, as long as the superiority of densification policies stays 

unquestioned in both international and national standards, alternatives will 

not be seriously considered in local planning and decision-making. 

The consumption-based approach to the environmental burden of urban 
communities 

Recent research suggests the use of a consumption-based approach to urban 

environmental sustainability. This dissertation investigates how urban 

planning approaches urban consumption and assesses the extent to which the 

environmental impacts of consumption are taken into consideration. The 

power of urban planning to facilitate sustainable lifestyles seems to be 

underestimated in that the ability to influence consumption is disclaimed by 

urban planning professionals. Furthermore, an assessment of the extent to 

which the environmental impacts of consumption are factored into the 

evaluation practices of urban planning finds that a remarkable, varying share 

of the environmental burden that urban communities are responsible for is 

ignored. The complexity of environmental sustainability seems to hinder its 

position in decision-making, and urban density is found to be used as an 
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indicator for environmental sustainability even if in sparsely populated regions 

denser areas may host more consumption. 

The dissertation suggests that even if the causalities may be extremely 

complex, efforts to investigate how the living environment affects the patterns 

of how people spend their time and money are worthwhile. For example, a 

study by Holden and Norland (2005) has shown that when relevant socio-

economic and attitudinal factors are controlled, residents who have access to a 

private garden spend, on average, 1000 kWh less energy annually for leisure-

time air and private car travel than residents who do not have access to such 

amenities. Baiocchi et al. (2010) point out that physical urban infrastructure 

on a neighbourhood level can be one of the key determinants for lifestyle-

related consumption and related environmental impacts, and thus a potential 

barrier against environmentally undesirable lifestyle shifts. 

Finally, expanding the perspective to the environmental burden of total 

consumption brings the discussion to the rebound effect, also known as 

Jevons’ paradox (Jevons 1866; Schipper 2000; Hertwich 2005; Herring 2006; 

Turner and Baynes 2010). Because savings of money or time tend to be re-

invested in other activities, environmental improvements in the consumption 

categories of ground transportation and housing may be partly or fully offset, 

or even outpaced, by increased consumption in other categories, such as 

goods, services and air travel (Holden and Norland 2005; Ornetzeder et al. 

2008; Dodman 2009; Gray et al. 2010; Shammin et al. 2010). The rebound 

effect is a complex phenomenon, the direction of which can differ over time, 

and is dependent at least on the structure of the economy and on which 

production sectors are directly affected by the eco-efficiency improvement 

(Turner and Hanley 2011). A rebound effect of over 100% refers to a rather 

worrisome, paradoxical situation whereby an improvement in energy 

efficiency leads to an increase, rather than a decrease, in energy consumption. 

As an extreme example, in Hungary an annual energy efficiency improvement 

of 0.7% is met by a rebound effect of 550%, while in Finland the respective 

numbers are also quite severe, with an efficiency improvement of 0.6% leading 

to a rebound effect of 210% (Galvin 2014). 

5.1 Contribution of the dissertation 

The physical form of urban communities is a widely discussed factor of 

environmental sustainability (e.g. Williams et al. 2000; Gray et al. 2010; Grazi 

and van den Bergh 2008). Previous research has concluded that urban 

planning can facilitate environmental sustainability through the development 

of the urban structure (Bithas and Christofakis 2006; Eaton et al. 2007; 

Bourdic and Salat 2012; Hoornweg et al. 2011). However, the impact of 

policies and measures that are being put into place in a growing number of 

cities across the world to reduce environmental burden through urban 

planning has not been adequately evaluated (Bulkeley 2010; Edenhofer et al. 

2014). 
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The final conclusion and the main contribution of this dissertation is the 

assertion that planning policies that aim to improve urban environmental 

sustainability should strive to acknowledge and influence the bigger picture, 

and should not target individual, disconnected elements. Furthermore, the 

weight carried by environmental issues should not be used to justify a 

universal approach to urban planning when the environmental outcomes of 

the approach are not fully understood or even fully considered. This 

dissertation provides sufficient evidence to argue that current policies and 

practices are based on a short-sighted rationale and do not necessarily serve 

their objectives. 

The dissertation provides refined understanding of the potential of urban 

planning to promote and facilitate environmental sustainability. By 

questioning the effectiveness of current practices, more successful, targeted 

policies and practices, and thus more successful environmental outcomes, can 

be achieved. It is concluded that common simplifications of environmentally-

oriented planning practices, such as a belief that modifications to urban form 

can improve the eco-efficiency of housing and daily journeys without having 

significant side effects on other aspects of urban environmental sustainability, 

are unlikely to achieve the intended aims. The dissertation identifies a 

generically applied planning strategy for sustainable urban development and 

empirically demonstrates how its anticipated environmental benefits do not 

necessarily materialise when applied to sparsely populated urban areas. The 

results of the dissertation add evidence to the claim that the density of urban 

structure is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for achieving 

environmentally sustainable urban living, and that such a concept seems to be 

a belief in a simplicity that does not exist (de Roo 2000; van der Waals 2000; 

Neuman 2005). 

On the one hand, the findings of the dissertation support the suggestion by 

Jones and Kammen (2014) to locally adopt a highly tailored, community-scale 

approach to environmental sustainability. Such an approach does not 

necessarily entail increasing urban density but, rather, an awareness of the 

broader issues of urban planning (Dodman 2009). Many different urban forms 

may be more environmentally beneficial, or do less harm, depending on the 

local context and existing structure (Guy and Marvin 2000). Private driving in 

the countryside may, for example, contribute less environmental burden than 

the construction of new housing and infrastructure, should the same people 

move to the city and use public transport instead. Particle emissions are also 

known to be more harmful to people’s health within an area of relatively 

higher urban density, even to the extent that a decreased amount of emissions 

within densified urban structure may be more harmful than the original 

amount within the original urban structure (Schweitzer and Zhou 2010; Apte 

et al. 2012). 

The dissertation also suggests that urban planning policies, referring to the 

multilevel political system through which the governance is conducted, should 

collectively apply a more holistic, consumption-based approach to 

environmental improvements and sustainability. The dissertation provides 
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integrated understanding for the evaluation of a complex phenomenon in a 

complex context. In the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (Seto et al. 2014), the benefits of urban densification 

as a generic planning strategy and the risks of short-sighted planning are 

presented side by side. Even if densification dominates guidance for urban 

planning, indirect emissions are also addressed, and the long life cycles of the 

built environment are stated to place urban planning into a position where it 

may lock in development pathways, lifestyles and consumption patterns that 

are difficult to change. The dissertation contrasts these two considerations and 

suggests that alternatives to densification policies be considered in sparsely 

populated regions. As Myers and Kitsuse (2000) conclude, it is the duty of 

academics to help planning practitioners develop a more intellectually 

sophisticated and defensible approach to shaping the future. 

Finally, the dominance of short-term economic interests in municipal 

decision-making is argued to be a threat to urban environmental 

sustainability. If any improvements in environmental sustainability are to be 

achieved, it is not possible to grow first and to deal with environmental issues 

later (Gibbs and Jonas 2000; Turner and Baynes 2010; Lorek and Fuchs 2013; 

Steinberger et al. 2013). This dissertation contributes to a topical discourse on 

this matter, which seems to be gaining ground given that the current growth-

bound economic system and the necessity of economic growth for the 

development of human wellbeing is being increasingly challenged (Berg and 

Hukkinen 2011; Steinberger et al. 2102). 

5.2 Evaluation of the research 

The applied triangulation of various qualitative research methods, data 

sources, research perspectives and investigators appears to produce largely 

consistent and convergent results. However, the consistency and the 

convergence of the results do not ensure the rigour of the research. Given that 

rigour in the form of plausibility and credibility is central to all research, the 

broad and abstract concepts of validity and reliability work universally to 

achieve this (Eisenhardt 1989; Hammersley 1992; Yin 1994; Kuzel and Engel 

2001). 

Validity is defined by the extent to which research manages to address and 

answer a given research question or problem, in other words whether the 

conclusions describe the reality of the phenomenon that is supposed to be 

examined (Amaratunga et al. 2002). The concept of validity is often divided 

into internal and external validity. Reliability refers to repeatability, defined 

by the extent to which the same research procedures would produce the same 

results under constant conditions on all occasions (Yin 1994). 

While reliability focuses mainly on results and how rigorously they are 

produced through data collection and analysis, internal validity addresses the 

consistency of the identified causalities, focusing more on how the conclusions 

are drawn from the results (Amaratunga et al. 2002). External validity refers 

to the generalisation of results and conclusions. 
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Verification strategies 

Reliability and validity of the results of this dissertation are actively attained 

through investigator responsiveness, methodological fit, sampling adequacy 

and analytic stance. These verification strategies are built into the research 

process, as Morse et al. (2002) suggest, for the purpose of identifying and 

correcting errors before they are built in to the developing research and before 

they subvert the analyses. Nevertheless, the chosen research approach entails 

several uncertainties and limitations, which are discussed in this section. 

Investigator responsiveness, referring to the qualities and actions of 

remaining open, using sensitivity, creativity and insight, and being willing to 

relinquish poorly supported ideas regardless of their potential to lead to 

interesting findings, is crucial to reliability and validity in qualitative research 

(Morse et al. 2002). The research process of the dissertation is documented in 

sufficient detail to demonstrate the management of openness, sensitivity and 

creativity in conducting this piece of scientific work. The level of insight 

achieved in this regard is best revealed in this compiling part: The cumulative 

knowledge and understanding gathered during the dissertation work has 

improved the level of responsiveness from its level at the very beginning of the 

research process. 

However, data availability and quality often limited what could be 

researched and the kind of analysis that could be conducted. Because the focus 

of the analyses was mainly what is not understood, or what may be understood 

but is perhaps neglected or ignored, many questions could not be directly 

asked and answered and instead relied on the interpretation of the available 

data. This aspect of the analyses therefore, to some extent, depended on 

imperfect documentation, some ambiguous information and unpredictable 

interaction in the focus groups. 

Methodological fit refers to the congruence between the research question, 

the methods, the data and the analytic procedures (Morse et al. 2002; 

Edmondson and McManus 2007). As explained in more detail in section 2, the 

core of this dissertation consists of key elements from four individual studies, 

which, through an iterative process, are reconsidered and revised until 

consistency is achieved both within each study and in regard to the research 

question of the dissertation. Given a particular research question, a myriad of 

different combinations of suitable data, research methods and analytic 

procedures can be picked. Therefore, it would be unrealistic to claim that the 

methodological fit of the dissertation is the optimum. Rigour is achieved 

instead through considering the issue of methodological coherence throughout 

the process of designing, questioning and modifying the elements of the 

research. 

The data and the selected analysis methods do however support the 

particular approach to the research problem, which prioritises insightful 

investigation of the big picture over precise numerical inspection. For this very 

reason though, it should also be considered that what is gained in the breadth, 

complexity, richness and depth of the analyses is somewhat lost in the 

exactness and absoluteness of the results. 
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Sampling adequacy refers to the quantity and the qualities of the data being 

sufficient and appropriate to account for all aspects of the phenomenon of 

interest, and is ideally evidenced by saturation and replication (Morse et al. 

2002). In the work of this dissertation, attention is paid especially to the 

contextual appropriateness of the sampling, both with regard to the site 

selection for the case studies and to the recruitment of the participants of the 

focus group study. The samples are carefully composed in order to both serve 

the specific research purposes of each individual study and to compile 

sufficient and appropriate data to draw and evidence the mutual conclusion of 

the dissertation. Consequently, the cases studied together form a good 

representation of the phenomenon of interest in its real-life context and the 

focus groups extensively represent the targeted group of participants. 

The samples are, however, small. Because of the qualitative approach and the 

related intention to conduct in-depth analyses in rich detail, evidence of data 

saturation is limited, as is verification of completeness through replication. 

The sampling used therefore allows analytic but not statistical generalisations 

(Miles and Huberman 1994; Curtis et al. 2000) to be made, which the reported 

results and conclusions, as well as the argument of the dissertation, support. 

Analytic stance refers to a scientifically sophisticated approach to the actions 

of collecting and analysing data concurrently, thinking theoretically, and 

drawing well developed and informed conclusions, which is essential for 

attaining reliability and validity (Morse et al. 2002). The structure of the 

dissertation, comprising multiple individual research papers, supports an 

iterative interaction between data collection and analysis, with constant 

assessment of what is already known and what is still missing. Furthermore, 

the fundamental approach taken to the data is to carefully listen to it, moving 

beyond the mechanical approach of encoding words and phrases in order to 

abstract and synthesise identified themes and patterns. A solid foundation for 

comprehensive, logical, and consistent conclusions is built through deliberate 

theoretical thinking. Conclusions are drawn as an outcome of the research 

process through the development of macro level conceptual understanding, 

firmly based on the micro level content of the data. This is simultaneously a 

great strength and an unsettling uncertainty of the qualitative research 

approach. The analyses, although systematically conducted, still depend on the 

capability and, to an extent, the idiosyncratic perception of the investigator. 

Furthermore, the outcome of such analyses is rarely definitively correct, but 

rather highlights a logically and methodically drawn conclusion. 

This dissertation addresses validity and reliability by implementing 

verification strategies that are integral and self-correcting in nature. 

Verification strategies that are applied proactively throughout the research 

process, built into each phase of each individual study to manage identified 

threats to reliability and validity, act as a self-correcting mechanism to ensure 

the quality of the research (Morse et al. 2002). The chosen approach is based 

on Kvale’s (1989) idea that the very nature of validation is to investigate, 

check, question and theorize as integral components of research, however it 

should be noted that alternative concepts for the evaluation and verification of 
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qualitative analyses exist (see e.g. Lincoln and Guba 1985; Sandelowski 1986; 

Howe and Eisenhardt 1990; Lincoln 1995; Thorne 1997; Popay et al. 1998; 

Frankel 1999; Whittemore et al. 2001). 

Analytic generalisation 

Because of the rich, detailed and insightful nature of their findings, in-depth 

qualitative studies are particularly able to reveal concepts that can be 

generalised (Glaser 2002; Misco 2007; Polit and Beck 2010). The argument of 

this dissertation is generalised from the findings and conclusions of the four 

papers, which cannot be fully justified as research results are always 

embedded within a context. However, making an inference about the 

unobserved based on the observed is the only way to use academic work in 

evidence-based practice (Polit and Beck 2010). Firestone (1993) has 

conceptualised three models of generalisability that are: statistical 

generalisation, analytic generalisation, and transferability. The generalisation 

of results and conclusions within this dissertation follows Firestone’s concept 

of analytic generalisation, which allows researchers to deal with the paradox of 

qualitative research, in that it addresses the particular in pursuit of the general 

(Schwandt 1997). 

Due to the limited scope of the research, however, its context-specific results 

can only be generalised to sparsely populated regions where, even in the major 

cities, population density is low on a global scale. Considering the share of 

consumption-based GHG emissions that categories other than ground 

transportation and housing are shown to be responsible for, the data from 

Finland provides results that are rather moderate: a recent comparison 

between a Finnish study and previous international studies indicates that 

housing represents a more significant share of consumption-based GHG 

emissions in Finland than in Europe on average (Seppälä et al. 2011). The 

share of other consumption categories is therefore not likely to be substantially 

smaller in other European countries. 

5.3 Future research needs and final remarks 

Drastic change is required to seriously address environmentally unsustainable 

consumption patterns and the related global environmental decline. To cast a 

critical eye on the role and the assumed potential of urban planning in the 

reduction of the environmental burden of urban communities, this 

dissertation applies a novel variation of triangulated qualitative research 

methods. Even if this approach is shown to be appropriate to the research 

problem, it is by no means superior to alternative research designs, including 

innumerable variations of triangulation that may involve both qualitative and 

quantitative methods. Within the context of critically evaluating the prevailing 

ideas of urban sustainability, this dissertation has opened rather than closed 

the case of combining various elements of different research techniques for the 

accomplishment of practical goals in a real world context. Alternative 
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methodological approaches to the same research problem would undoubtedly 

add to the understanding of the phenomenon. 

Through the three research perspectives and several case analyses, the 

dissertation sheds light on the extent to which current policies and practices 

are successful in reducing the environmental burden of urban communities. 

However, the results cover only a limited portion of relevant aspects and do 

not allow wide generalisation. Therefore, new research perspectives and 

comparable case studies in other countries could enable both more universal 

interpretations and new dimensions of the phenomenon to emerge. However, 

theoretical implications of the dissertation indicate that further studies, rather 

than building a universal conclusion about the success of the current urban 

development strategies, have the potential to verify the extent of the success of 

the same planning policies in different regions and to identify imperative 

conditions. 

The findings of this dissertation give the indication that urban planning may 

have hidden potential and underestimated power to affect lifestyles through 

the reshaping of living environments, and thus to enable and encourage 

consumption patterns that cause lower collective environmental degradation. 

It is suggested that the estimated potential be studied further in order to 

enable the use of urban planning to better enhance urban environmental 

sustainability. Important areas of future research are to investigate which 

elements of different living environments and urban infrastructure have 

potential to support environmentally sustainable consumption and lifestyles, 

and, if used to its full potential, to what extent urban planning can address the 

challenges of environmental sustainability (Bulkeley and Betsill 2005; 

Baiocchi et al. 2010). 

Consumption-based studies have found that denser urban structures tend to 

host more consumption-intensive lifestyles, which in turn are responsible for 

more environmental degradation (Lenzen et al. 2004; Gray et al. 2010; 

Heinonen et al. 2011; Wiedenhofer et al. 2013). Although socio-economic 

drivers, such as income, education and household size, appear to be the 

predominant factors that define and influence lifestyles and consumption 

patterns (Lenzen et al. 2004; Minx et al. 2013; Jones and Kammen 2014), 

some studies have shown variation between individual households at similar 

expenditure levels, which indicates that there is potential to make 

environmental improvements by changing the ways in which people consume, 

if not the overall volume (Ornetzeder et al. 2008; Weber and Matthews 2008). 

The systematic changing of urban structure does not only modify the 

physical surroundings but also affects the deeper constitution of society and its 

functions. According to Myers and Kitsuse (2000), planning practices address 

the future in ways that are "superficial, short-sighted or hollow”. Huge 

potential for urban planning to improve environmental sustainability lies in its 

ability to modify the preconditions for lifestyles, use of time, expenditure and 

total consumption. This can at the same time, however, be a threat, as while 

certain urban forms may, for example, decrease the direct environmental 

impacts of ground transportation and housing, they may simultaneously 
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promote and facilitate more consumption-centred lifestyles, such as through 

the higher availability of a multitude of goods and services (Lenzen et al. 2008; 

Wiedenhofer et al. 2013). In addition, the unavailability of high quality 

ecosystem services, such as fresh air, clean water, natural green areas and 

biodiversity; and of amenities for environmentally harmless activities, such as 

hiking, fishing or reading a book under a tree, to name but a few; may further 

shift urban lifestyles to a more unsustainable path. Recent results indicate, for 

example, that in a less urbanised environment people tend to spend more time 

at home (Heinonen et al. 2013) and therefore perhaps less time consuming 

goods and services. 

Phdungsilp (2011) defines sustainable development as a constraint on 

present consumption to ensure that future generations will inherit 

opportunities that are no less than the inheritance of previous generations. 

This definition is one huge leap in the direction that this dissertation suggests 

future research should lead urban planning and its related decision-making. 

Better scientific knowledge is a prerequisite for successful long-term strategic 

planning and associated knowledge-based policies, which address 

environmental sustainability in an integrated manner (Phdungsilp 2009). As 

this dissertation argues, a generic planning strategy, such as that of urban 

densification, does not necessarily provide the best avenue for 

environmentally sustainable urban development in widely varying local 

conditions. Case studies are therefore needed in order to better understand the 

patchwork of urban forms and to explore alternative paths for urban 

development. 

Perhaps one of the most important factors of environmental sustainability is 

the involvement of people, which does not necessarily result from a feeling of 

concern. In Australia, for example, a study has shown that less than half of 

those who reported to be concerned about environmental issues were actually 

involved in doing something to reduce environmental burden (Miller and 

Bentley 2012). Literature that explores different factors of sustainable 

behaviour (e.g. Schultz and Zelezny 1998; Stern 2000; Kollmuss and Agyeman 

2002; Miller et al. 2009) can provide a solid foundation for investigating 

firstly how urban planning can successfully facilitate sustainable behaviour 

and secondly what else is needed to encourage people to commit to 

sustainability and to adopt more sustainable lifestyles. Miller and Bentley 

(2012) have already started by studying the motivations, viewpoints and 

experiences of Australian sustainability leaders, living in eco-villages and 

traditional suburban communities. Their results indicate that a locally suitable 

combination of supportive technological infrastructure and social networks 

may enhance the transition to more sustainable consumption through lifestyle 

shifts. 

However, consumption-based thinking should not draw attention away from 

the need for environmental improvements in production (Seppälä et al. 2005; 

Whiteman et al. 2011; Ramaswami and Chavez 2013). Future research can 

contribute to the drive for sustainability by delivering understanding about 

environmental issues at both the production and consumption ends of the 
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supply chain. Finally, even if climate change has gained strong political 

momentum and has inspired an increasingly fast-growing body of research, 

too little is known about other important environmental issues, such as the 

question of how to preserve biodiversity and the nitrogen and phosphorus 

cycles. Rachel Carson’s (1962) Silent Spring is a marvellous example of how 

scientific research can spur positive environmental change on a global scale. 

Something similar is needed again for the sake of the Earth’s immeasurably 

valuable ecosystems. 

 

“As our ecological footprint expands, so should our perception of 

issues of the greater scales beyond us, and of the broader impacts 

of our individual and collective life-styles, choices, and actions.” 

- Grimm et al. 2008 
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