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ABSTRACT 

Assessing city performance through measurements such as place satisfaction (e.g. Zenker et al., 2013; Insch 
and Florek, 2010; Van Ryzin et al., 2004), the capability to effectively deliver livability (e.g. Leach et al., 
2017; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2013) and place sustainability (e.g. Bramley et al., 2009; Mayer, 2008), is a 
constantly up-to-date and debated topic, and many forms of audit and indicator systems are used with the 
purpose to evaluate urban development. However, their utility is questioned due to conflicting 
understandings of the indicators and frameworks (Holden, 2006) and indicator projects are often 
problematic (Kitchin et al., 2015). The purpose of the research reported here is to analyze the difficulties in 
choosing relevant indicators for evaluating place attractiveness and positive development in a region, and 
to capture dilemmas. The paper is exploratory and builds on qualitative focus group research. The empirical 
context is a municipal collaboration, Skåne Nordost, consisting of six municipalities in the northeast part of 
Skåne in south Sweden. By analyzing how municipal officials and politicians from the six different 
municipalities view city performance measures and how they evaluate, select and rank key indicators, three 
main dilemmas in choosing relevant indicators are revealed. 
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Introduction 

Assessing city performance through measurements such as place satisfaction (e.g. Zenker et al., 2013; Insch 
and Florek, 2010; Van Ryzin et al., 2004), the capability to effectively deliver livability (e.g. Leach et al., 
2017; Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2013) and place sustainability (e.g. Bramley et al., 2009; Mayer, 2008), is a 
constantly up-to-date and debated topic. There exist a wide variety of urban measurements and assessment 
methods. Indicators are typically used to measure a phenomenon in order to follow the state of society 
(Godin, 2003), and are important tools for decision makers and governments. The choice of which city 
performance measure to use is important, since different methods of assessment look at different 
performance aspects (Leach et al., 2017; Mayer, 2008). In other words, what constitutes “good performance” 
can differ depending on the assessment and indicators used, which in its turn can give very different images 
of the performance of the city or region and affect policy direction. One of the most important aspects of a 
valid and useful city performance measurement and assessment method is that it is fit for purpose, e.g. 
specific geographic or thematic context (Leach et al., 2017), which makes it common for cities and regions 
to adapt existing assessments tools and to create their own set of indicators to use. As an assessment does 
not merely reflect cities, but also contribute to actively framing and producing them (Kitchin et al., 2015), 
what is measured is crucial.  

Today it is very common to measure and assess place attractiveness, and many forms of audit and indicator 
systems are used with the purpose to evaluate urban development. However, their utility is questioned due 
to conflicting understandings of the indicators and frameworks (Holden, 2006). The purpose of the research 
reported here is to analyze the difficulties in choosing relevant indicators for evaluating place attractiveness 
and positive development in a region, and to capture dilemmas. Skåne Nordost, a municipal collaboration 
in the south part of Sweden consisting of six municipalities, is used as a case study. Skåne Nordost runs a 
large regional planning project connected to structural plans, where one sub-project is an urban and regional 
indicators project. The municipal collaboration wants to use digital maps to portray and follow the 
intraregional development and growth. By analyzing how municipal officials and politicians from the six 
different municipalities view city performance measures and how they evaluate, select and rank key 
indicators, dilemmas and intraregional dynamics in choosing relevant indicators are revealed. 

In this paper we review urban measurements, assessments and indicators. The case Skåne and Skåne Nordost 
is then introduced. Next, we describe the research approach and methodology, and then present the results 
in form of indicators highlighted as important in the regional planning project. Also, we provide a critical 
reflection on urban and regional indicators by introducing three critical dilemmas in choosing performance 
indicators. 

 

City performance measurement 

To measure the performance and success of cities, municipalities, regions, and countries is not a new 
phenomenon, rather social and economic indicators have been used since the early 20th century (Kitchin et 
al., 2015). Economic indicators were introduced in the 1930s and were typically focused on growth, 
productivity, employment and inflation. The first social indicators were developed during the same period, 
but became widespread first in the 1960s (Godin, 2003). The use of indicators has grown since then and is 
today used to monitor and asses various aspects of cities such as sustainability, quality of life, 
competitiveness and a variety of urban services (Kitchin et al., 2015). The result of the assessment is then 
used to inform decision-making and to influence governance practices (Leach et al., 2017; Holden, 2006).  
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Indicators are measures that are recurrent and quantified and that can be tracked over time to show change 
with respect to a specific phenomenon (Godin, 2003). There are different types of urban indicators, e.g. 
single indicators and composite indicators. Single indicators is typically a statistic that relate to a single 
phenomenon, e.g. unemployment rate. A single indicator ought to be a direct measure that is unambiguous, 
quantitative and have strong representativeness, i.e. it measures what it declares to measure (Kitchin et al., 
2015). Furthermore they should be objective, independent of external influence, traceable over time, 
verifiable and replicable, easy to interpret, timely and preferably quick and cost-effective to collect, process 
and update. If the underlying phenomenon of interest is intangible or not possible to directly observe, 
indirect indicators can be used (Kitchin et al., 2015). Composite indicators consists of several single 
measures that is combined to create a new derived measure (Maclaren, 1996). Single indicators can also be 
presented in form of a framework. Frameworks do not involve any quantitative aggregation of data, but 
rather indicators is grouped into different types and can be described as a qualitative way to present large 
numbers of indicators. An advantage with frameworks, compared with composite indicators and indices, is 
that the values of all of the indicators are easily observed and not concealed behind an aggregated index 
(Mayer, 2008). In other words, there is no loss of information. Selecting and designing a performance 
assessment framework of course requires careful consideration. According to Leach, Lee, Hunt and Rogers 
(2017) a good framework needs to be holistic with minimal overlap, simple, include subjective and objective 
perspectives as well as quantitative and qualitative data, and be relevant to decision-making. However, most 
important is that the city performance measurement is fit for purpose, which requires a clearly defined area 
of focus, that it is designed for the context in which the measurements are to be taken and a strong 
understanding of the intended use of the outcomes (Leach et al., 2017). 

In order for performance data to be relevant and useful, it has to be determined what constitutes “good” 
performance. How this is done, and by whom, strongly influences the conclusions drawn, and transparency 
is therefore crucial (Leach et al., 2017). Visualizations are sometimes used to summarize, communicate and 
identify patterns in indicators (Kitchin et al., 2015; Mayer, 2008). It can for example be dashboards, 
statistical charts, diagrams or maps. The visual approach facilitates that a quick scan can yield an overall 
image, and for example colors can be used to indicate positive or negative development (Mayer, 2008). 

 

Examples of city performance measurements and place indices 

A multitude of different measurements, indices and frameworks have been developed in order to assess and 
measure city performance (Kitchin et al., 2015). Some are objective in nature, i.e. actual place attributes are 
measured such as infrastructure, and some are subjective and based on perceptions of for example quality 
of live and satisfaction with city (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2013). A detailed review of existing frameworks and 
indices is beyond the purpose and scope of this paper. However, a few examples are provided. 

One stream of research within place branding deals with place satisfaction and place attractiveness and the 
assessment of a place. Place branding focuses on creating a place in which actors can create value. 
According to Braun (2008), place branding is ‘…the coordinated use of marketing tools supported by a 
shared customer-oriented philosophy, for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging urban 
offerings that have value for the city’s customers and the city’s community at large.’ (p. 43). According to 
this definition of place branding, the place must be regarded as valuable urban offerings. The offerings, 
partially, depend upon the natural conditions in the geographic area, but also, to a great degree, consists of 
offerings that are possible to influence and develop. The offerings can, for example, be a place’s community 
assets such as parks and gardens (Insch and Florek 2010; Zenker et al., 2013) and availability of apartments 
and houses (Zenker et al., 2013). To see the place as urban offerings also implies that a place is not a single 
product, but instead constituted of different services and products. The composition of services together 
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with the quality of the individual components are under scrutiny when a place is discussed in place branding. 
It is considered vital that residents be satisfied with the place they live, and the social function of the place 
constitutes an important field of study (Zenker and Martin, 2011). The social function of the place is 
commonly measured in terms of satisfaction, e.g. residents’ satisfaction with the place in which they live. 
How place satisfaction is measured vary somewhat from study to study, and there is no common set of 
dimensions researched in these types of studies (Gilboa et al., 2015). However, one of the most recognized 
frameworks is The Citizen Satisfaction Index (CSI) which measures resident place satisfaction with the help 
of four dimensions; Urbanity and diversity, Job opportunities, Cost efficiency and Nature and recreation 
(Zenker et al., 2013). The dimensions with connected items can be found in table 1.  
 
Table 1. The Citizen Satisfaction Index (Zenker et al., 2013) 
 
Dimensions in CSI  Items 
Urbanity and diversity -A wide range of cultural activities (theatre, clubs etc)  

-A variety of shopping opportunities 
-Many different cultures and subcultures 
-The energy ad atmosphere of the city 
-Availability of different services 
-The urban image of the city 
-Openness and tolerance of the city 

Nature and recreation -A lot of nature and public green area 
-Environmental quality (low pollution) 
-A number of parks and open spaces 
-A wide range of outdoor-activities 
-Tranquility of the place 
-Cleanness of the city 
-Access to water 

Job opportunities -The general level of wages 
-God job and promotion opportunities 
-General economic growth of the particular region 
-Professional networks in the city 

Cost-efficiency -Housing market/cost of hiring 
-The general price level in the city/cost of living 
-Availability of apartments and houses 

 

Richard Florida’s writings about the creative class has received attention across the globe since the 
publication of the book The Rise of the Creative Class in 2002, and his framework has influenced how 
municipalities think about place attractiveness and positive development. Florida introduced the concept 
‘creative class’ and argued that creative people are the main drivers of economic growth in a society (Florida, 
2002). The creative class consist of people that engage in work with the purpose to “create meaningful new 
forms”. The creative people can for example be engineers, artists, architects or analysts. The creative capital 
theory rests on that creative people drive regional economic growth. With this as a starting point it becomes 
important for regions to attract creative people. Creative people prefer places that are innovative, diverse 
and tolerant and Florida claims that regional economic growth depends on three specific factors: technology, 
talent and tolerance (Florida, 2003). Thus, Florida’s creative capital theory has influenced how regional 
development is assessed and made attractive lifestyle an important indicator for positive development 
(Donegan et al., 2008). 
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The evolving world of international standards has also begun to show an interest for standardization in cities. 
Cities need indicators to measure their performance in delivering services and improving quality of life, and 
it is claimed that there is a need to be able to globally compare city data (McCarney, 2015). Standardized 
indicators allow city leaders to measure their performance and compare it with other cities. The International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) published a new international standard in 2014, ISO 37120 
Sustainable Development of Communities –Indicators for City Services and Quality of life, which became 
the first international standard on city indicators (ISO, 2014). The new international standard includes a 
comprehensive set of 100 indicators divided into 17 themes, which measures a city’s social economic and 
environmental performance. The themes are: Economy, Education, Energy, Environment, Finance, Fire and 
emergency response, Governance, Health, Recreation, Safety, Shelter, Solid waste, Telecommunication and 
innovation, Transportation, Urban planning, Wastewater and Water and sanitation (McCarney, 2015).  

Fokus is an independent newspaper in Sweden, which every year conduct a ranking of the Swedish 
municipalities in terms of which municipality is the best municipality to live in. Charlotta Mellander, 
professor in Economics at Jönköping University, is responsible for the study and every year when the 
ranking is published it receives great media attention. The ranking is based on over 40 variables and the 
municipalities are divided into four categories: large cities, cities, countryside and rural areas (Fokus, 2017).  

Many more rankings, measurements, indices and indicators exist and are used to assess regional 
development and growth. The purpose here is simply to show some examples of how indicators can be used 
and how single indicators can be put together to frameworks. These examples may portray indicator projects 
and data as straightforward and simple affairs, but the great variety of existing indices and indicator 
initiatives indicates the opposite. According to Kitchin, Lauriauly and McArdle (2015) indicator data is 
messy, dirty and most often inconsistent. Indicator projects are often problematic, and a complex process of 
negotiation and decision-making is behind selecting indicators (Kitchin et al., 2015). 

 

The case: Skåne and the municipal collaboration Skåne Nordost  

There are 20 county councils in Sweden, whereof 13 have an extended responsibility for regional 
development, and therefor are called regions (SKL, 2017). Skåne is one of these regions, in the very south 
of Sweden. The region has experienced population growth and development the last decades, partly due to 
its geographical location with good connections to Copenhagen and the rest of Europe. Still, Region Skåne 
experience a lower growth than the average region in Sweden, in terms of that the population growth exceed 
the growth in employment opportunities, which has resulted in relatively low employment rates and low tax 
income (Region Skåne, 2013) 

Skåne is a conurbation with a multi-core urban structure. Out of the around 250 urban areas in Skåne, seven 
have been identified as regional hubs: Malmö, Lund, Helsingborg, Landskrona, Ystad, Hässleholm and 
Kristianstad, and there is a strong belief that the larger cities can take the lead in development and growth. 
To meet the needs for growth and development, Region Skåne's politicians have therefore decided on a 
structure image, ‘The polycentric Skåne’, which will guide all municipal development efforts for increased 
growth. To create sustainable physical structures at a regional level, by coordinating settlement structures, 
infrastructure and green structures in order to create attractive living environments is seen as important for 
Skåne’s attractiveness and competitiveness. It involves considering different development opportunities and 
being aware of the choices that are made and their consequences for growth, quality of life, land use, climate 
impact, and accessibility and so on. The structures that Region Skåne and its municipalities plan for today 
will affect social development long into the future and it is crucial to prioritize and plan wisely. ‘The 
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polycentric Skåne’ aims to highlight the opportunities in Skåne. The vision for the year 2030 is formulated 
as below. 

“In 2030, Skåne is an attractive region with several strong growth engines and a multitude of living 
environments. Skåne has developed based on and with the aid of the strengths that the polycentric urban 
structure entails, with different localities complementing one another and with all of Skåne vibrant and 
alive. We find ourselves in The Polycentric Skåne, a vibrant region with sustainable physical structures with 
a focus on people…” (Region Skåne, 2013, p. 8) 

The strategic objective of ‘The Polycentric Skåne’ is concretized in five strategy areas that aim to create a 
vibrant, sustainable and attractive region with global competitiveness offering high quality of life for 
inhabitants, businesses and visitors alike (Region Skåne, 2013). The five strategies covers the following 
topics: 

1. Invest in Skåne´s growth engines and regional hubs and develop the polycentric urban structure  
2. Enhance accessibility and bind Skåne together  
3. Grow efficiently with a balanced and sustainable use of land 
4. Create socially sustainable, attractive localities and environments that offer high quality of life 
5. Strengthen Skåne´s relations within the Öresund region, southern Sweden and the southern Baltic 

sea 
In many contexts Skåne is divided into its four corners; north-western, north-eastern, south-western and 
south-eastern areas (Region Skåne and Helsingsborgs stad, 2017). The southwest corner, with the cities 
Malmö-Lund and the direct link to Copenhagen, is the part of Skåne, which stands for the greatest growth 
based on population growth and job growth. The north-eastern corner of Skåne, with Hässleholm and 
Kristianstad as regional hubs, has not experienced the same growth and Region Skåne emphasizes the need 
to strengthen the northeast part of Skåne. 

A collaboration, Skåne Nordost, between six municipalities in the northeast part of Skåne: Bromölla, 
Hässleholm, Hörby, Kristianstad, Osby and Östra Göinge, has been established in order to stimulate and 
facilitate cooperation and growth in the sub region. The main focus for the collaboration is growth and that 
more residents should have employment (Skåne Nordost, 2016). The cooperation is organized around four 
strategic fields; business, employment market and competence development, community planning and 
infrastructure and the growth engine focused on the cities Kristianstad and Hässleholm.  

The four focus areas are working together in the development of a new structural plan for the sub region in 
the north-eastern part of Skåne. The structural plan will act as a unified base for planning, to increase the 
expansion and growth in the six municipalities. Different aspects have been identified in the common work. 
A key issue is infrastructure, where there is a need for a common policy. The six municipals needs to be 
better connected, both with each other and with the economic expansion areas in the surroundings. Jörnmark 
(2017) highlights the importance of infrastructure development for a more open society and for being able 
to live up to the requirement of being self-sufficient, as well as to for being able to compete and develop in 
relation to the surrounding world. 

As a part of the regional planning project, Skåne Nordost wants to select indicators for positive development 
and growth in the region, which should be used to follow the development in the sub region. Population 
growth and employment growth are seen as key indicators by Region Skåne, but Skåne Nordost wants to 
complement these indicators with more context relevant indicators. The indicators will be visualized with 
the help of a digital map, with the purpose to portray and follow the intraregional development and growth 
in the different parts of the sub region (Skåne Nordost, 2016). 

http://sv.bab.la/lexikon/engelsk-svensk/surrounding-world
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Research approach and methodology 

To fulfil our purpose of exploring local governments’ perceptions of performance measurements and to 
capture dilemmas in choosing relevant indicators for evaluating place attractiveness and positive 
development in a region, we used a qualitative case study. The empirical context is a municipal 
collaboration, Skåne Nordost in the northeast part of Skåne in South Sweden.  

Participant observations were made possible by a collaborative research project and the observations took 
place over the period of eight months. The observations helped to increase the understanding for the 
planning project and the challenges connected to the indicator project. Focus group interviews 
complemented the observations. Focus groups are a valuable approach in exploratory research, because they 
provide opportunities to interact with a small number of people in a semi-structured and purposeful 
discussion, where dialogue between participants is encouraged (Hair et al., 2011). The sampling procedure 
was strategic and purposive, and participants were chosen based on a quota case selection (Miles et al., 
2014). The local governments were represented by three main subgroups; municipal directors, politicians 
and municipal official responsible for spatial planning. Furthermore, two more subgroups were represented, 
namely the regional government Region Skåne and the collaboration Skåne Nordost. Table 2 shows the 
composition of the three focus groups. To maximize diversity within our focus groups, we aimed to balance 
the professional role of the participants, the municipalities they represented as well as gender. The three 
focus groups, with in total 26 participants, were held simultaneously, during a counsel hosted by the 
municipal collaboration Skåne Nordost. 

Table 2: The composition of the focus groups  

Focus group: 1 2 3 

Date of the focus 
group interview: 

28 September, 2017 28 September, 2017 28 September, 2017 

Total number of 
participants: 

9 9 8 

Professional roles: Skåne Nordost (1) 
Municipal director (2) 
Politician (3) 
Spatial planning (3) 

Skåne Nordost (1) 
Region Skåne (1) 
Municipal director (2) 
Politicians (4) 
Spatial planning (1) 

Region Skåne (1) 
Municipal director (1) 
Politicians (3) 
Spatial planning (3) 

Municipalities 
represented: 

All  All All, but Osby 

Gender: Male: 5 
Female: 4 

Male: 4 
Female: 5 

Male: 5 
Female: 3 
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A semi-structured focus group guide was designed to ensure that the focus groups covered the same topics 
and to create a basis for development of a reliable and meaningful analysis. The questions were open ended 
and designed to inspire conversation and revolved around three assignments. First, they were asked to list 
strengths and weaknesses of the region, when it comes to its living conditions. Second, the groups were 
given the assignment to brainstorm ideas about possible indicators for progress and growth in the region. 
Finally, the groups were asked to agree on three indicators that could complement the given indicators 
‘population growth’ and ‘employment rate’ as key indicators for progress and growth. The discussions 
around these three tasks were used as a mean to capture intraregional dynamics and dilemmas connected to 
regional performance indicators. Each focus group interview lasted around 45-60 minutes. In order to ensure 
and enhance the quality of the data analysis, the focus group interviews were recorded and transcribed.  

The empirical material comprised 36 pages of transcribed materials and was analysed with inspiration from 
grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014). The material was coded twice. During the first coding, the transcribed 
material was read through and coded for topics (Charmaz, 2014, p.120). Because our aim was to increase 
our understanding of how the participants perceived performance indicators, we actively searched for 
indicators for evaluating the development and growth in the region. This coding resulted in 153 codes. The 
next step was focused coding where the aim was to group codes with the same meaning, which resulted in 
a total of 82 unique codes spread over all three focus groups. Some of the codes were found in all focus 
groups, while others were unique to one group. The reduction, from the transcribed material to the 82 codes, 
was furthermore repeated to ensure that the codes represented the empirical data. The reduced data were 
then scrutinized one more time, the purpose being to identify higher levels of categories of place 
attractiveness. Finally, the codes were grouped together under a higher order (Ryan and Bernard, 2003) and 
further reduced. This reduction can be seen as a kind of theorizing process, as the empirical data were 
labelled with our own categories, which meant we defined what the empirical data were about. In the end, 
the material consisted of 40 unique codes, grouped into 9 dimensions.  

During the participant observations it had become evident that selecting indicators to use for assessing 
positive development and growth within the region was a difficult task. Memo-writing (Charmaz, 2014) 
was used throughout the process, as a way to analyse the material early in the research process and to 
facilitate a conversation about the data, codes, ideas and hunches. The focus group discussions confirmed 
many of the initial ideas. It became evident that dilemmas arose in selecting indicators, and a picture of a 
complicated dynamic within the region began to emerge. We went back to the empirical material and coded 
the material a second time. Now the focus was on dilemmas and difficulties in selecting indicators. 
Paragraphs were marked and coded using in vivo coding (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74), i.e. short phrases from 
the participant’s own language were used in the codes. The second round of coding resulted in that 55 
paragraphs that stood out were marked and constituted the material for further analysis. We continued to 
use memos to help us think about the data, and to discover ideas and themes within these 55 paragraphs. 
Memo-writing encourages the researcher to focus and to compare codes and data and define links between 
them (Charmaz, 2014). We brought raw data into the memo, and started to sort and order codes and clustered 
the data into categories, which in the end resulted in the presentation of three main dilemmas in selecting 
performance indicators. 

The findings are presented below. First, the indicators that the local governments’ highlighted as important 
measures for positive development and growth is introduced. Second, an analysis of dilemmas found in 
measuring positive development is presented, with quotes from the transcribed focus groups interviews in 
order to be transparent and show how the findings are grounded in empirical material.  
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Indicators for positive development and growth  

The participants in the focus groups were asked to choose relevant indicators for evaluating growth and 
positive development in their region, as input to the urban and regional indicator project. Two performance 
indicators were given, ‘population growth’ and ‘employment rate’, as key indicators for progress and 
growth, and the task was to complement these factors with more relevant indicators. Table 3 shows 40 key 
indicators which were highlighted during the discussions. As we can see, the indicators are widespread over 
a variety of areas and captures both traditional growth indicators such as educational level as well as more 
innovative assessments such as vicinity and happiness.  

Table 3: Indicators of growth and positive development 

Education: Educational level of the population 
 High quality schools and preschools 
 Good school environments 
 Local schools  
Infrastructure: Infrastructure including cycle paths 
 Commuting: distance to work and time spent commuting 
 Transportation (in and out) 
 Public transportation 
 Distance (in time) to nearest larger city 
 Car dependence 
 Digitalization and broadband 
Business: New enterprises and establishments 
 Business growth/number of businesses and headquarters 
 Industry width 
 Profitability  
 Trade sales 
 Event visitors 
Housing: New housing 
 A wide variety of housing, in different environments 
 Housing prices 
 Housing turnover  
 Tobins q 
Land: Available land, for housing and industry 
 Attractive land 
 Sparsely populated / not crowded 
Happiness & Health: Public health 
 Happiness 
 Safety  
 Pride of the place and place image 
 Sustainable life 
 Meeting places 
 Culture 
Nature: Nature conservation 
 Outdoor activities and recuperation 
 Beeches, woods and nature 
Vicinity: Close to higher education 
 Close to airports, train stations and bus stations 
 Close to larger cities (e.g. Malmö and Copenhagen) 
 Close to service 
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Multifaceted range: A wide variety of environments and offers  
 

The participants were also asked to prioritize among the indicators, and select only three indicators that 
should complement ‘population growth’ and ‘employment rate’. All three focus groups stated the education 
ought to be a key indicator for growth and positive development. Two of the groups stated that infrastructure 
and mobility should be an indicator. Closeness to service, a wide variety of housing in different 
environments, business growth, housing and happiness/health were also put forwarded as crucial indicators. 

 

Dilemmas in selecting indicators for regional performance 

By analyzing how municipal officials and politicians from the six different municipalities view city 
performance measures and how they evaluate, select and rank key indicators, intraregional dynamics and 
dilemmas in choosing relevant indicators are revealed. Next, three fundamental dilemmas, grounded in the 
empirical material, are introduced. 

 

The chicken or the egg dilemma 

But how do you regard that to be an indicator? Because I see it as a tool, for sure. But as an indicator? 
Kilometers of asphalt, does it show if it is good or bad here? (Public official) 

Indicators are used to monitor and assess various aspects of the city, for example growth and positive 
development. It is important that the indicators are unambiguous and have strong representativeness, i.e. it 
measures what it declares to measure (Kitchin et al., 2015). Furthermore, the performance measurement 
must be fit for purpose and be designed for the context in which the measurements are to be taken (Leach 
et al., 2017). The purpose for selecting indicators in the present case is that the local governments’ want to 
follow the growth and positive development in the region. One dilemma that arose in the discussion about 
which indicators to select and use in the framework, was that interventions and efforts to promote growth 
were sometimes seen as actual indicators for growth. Thus, factors that positively contribute to development 
and growth, and actual growth, seemed interconnected and it appeared difficult to separate the two. One 
reason for this seemed to be that a factor was so elemental and important for the region, that it was regarded 
by many as a key indicator for actual growth. For example, infrastructure is seen as key factor for positive 
development and growth. Two of the three focus groups chose infrastructure as one of the three most 
important indicators. A public official, responsible for trade and industry in a municipality, argued: 

Yes, I am thinking of our infrastructure, which is extremely important for us and the function. Both 
the roads, the road network, busses and trains. The whole structural part with the possibility to both 
inwards and outwards commuting. And as we have talked about before, this is a tremendously 
important part for the projects and the interactive map, to be able to function.  

Infrastructure is considered to be so important, and so elemental, for the region and for a positive 
development that it is considered by many to be an indicator for success on its own. The difference between 
a necessity for growth and an indicator for growth seemed blurred in the focus group discussion. Another 
example concerned accommodations and housing. Population growth is a common indicator for growth. 
However, for population growth to be possible, housing is essential. So essential that it can be regarded as 
an indicator for growth itself? And what comes first; population growth and then housing, or housing and 
then population growth? A public official from one of the smaller municipalities reflects on this issue: 
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I am thinking about housing. I mean it is pretty interesting to be able to facilitate the construction 
of housing. I mean it is easy to say: we need housing, let’s build housing. But maybe it goes the 
other way as well? We can create the housing needs, by actually facilitate and encourage the 
construction of housing?  

Housing is a necessity for population growth, but it is often also a response to population growth. Just as 
with the chicken or the egg, it can be difficult to decide what comes first and what is an effect and what is a 
cause. Construction and housing projects can be an evidence of positive development and growth, but it can 
also be an evidence for an attempt to drive and encourage positive development. The representativeness of 
using housing as an indicator for growth can therefore be questioned. A dilemma to reflect upon is if the 
indicators used are actual indicators for growth, or indicators of efforts to promote growth.  

 

A blessing or a curse 

A key elements of a relevant performance indicator is that it should be traceable over time and easy to 
interpret (Kitchin et al., 2015), i.e. there should only be one way to read and understand the indicator. 
However, our study show that many of the indicators that the representatives from the municipalities lifted 
as significant indicators, could be interpreted as both a strength and a weakness. An example is ‘value for 
money’, which was highlighted by a politician from one of the smaller municipalities in the region: 

I would like to comment on the picture you showed about Kristianstad, which told us that you get 
more value for your money here, I mean you get the best housing for your money. And I guess this 
is in general true for this region. It is very affordable. You can find really nice places to live, a great 
variety, and it does not cost at all the same money as it costs in Malmö, Lund and Stockholm.  

Affordable house prices is an important benefit connected to the region, but as an indicator for growth and 
positive development it constitutes a dilemma. It is a benefit which effects the place attractiveness in a 
positive way, but at the same time it is an indicator for the lack of positive development in the region. As 
the region experience positive growth, the house prices are likely to go up and, thus, the region will lose an 
important competitive advantage. The same goes for available land. For the moment, it is an important 
competitive advantage to be able to offer attractive and relatively affordable land for housing projects and 
business establishments. However, this competitive advantage is not sustainable. A municipal politician 
highlights the importance of available land as a source of positive development:  

A strength is that we have available land, if you compare with other parts of Skåne. Look at Malmö 
and Lund, this region is overdeveloped, or will be in the near future. It is difficult to get access to 
land, and if the rules are not changes so that you are allowed to build on farmland, the growth will 
decrease. And we can absorb it. The growth can come here instead.  

Other strengths that are highlighted as possible indicators for positive development and growth in the region 
is that we are sparsely populated, which is an competitive advantage for this region since it is believed to 
increase the quality of life and the residents’ convenience. At the same time, to be sparsely populated can 
be negative for tax incomes and limit service offers. A politician put forward the benefits of being a sparsely 
populated region: 

Here is plenty of space, which I find good. I often say that you get more life for your money here. 
And this relates to what you were saying; you can find an accommodation quite easily, you can be 
close to most things… 
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Thus, some indicators are not easy to interpret and can be considered to be both a blessing and a curse, 
depending on how you look at it. This constitutes a critical dilemma when you want to use these indicators 
to assess long-term positive development and growth. 

 

No man is an island 

That we have vicinity to nature, vicinity to big cities. Closeness to the continent and Europe. 
Vicinity to larger work places, to a university… (Public official within spatial planning) 

To measure performance and success of cities, municipalities, regions and countries is not a new 
phenomenon and today most municipalities and regions use indicators as a tool to monitor and asses various 
aspects of the region, within a specific geographic context (Leach et al., 2017). However, our study shows 
that to measure the performance within a specific geographic context can be problematic. A constant theme 
throughout the focus group discussions is vicinity and the importance of being close to things, such as public 
service and nature. 

Studies on place satisfaction show that a resident need a lot of different things to be satisfied with their 
place. The Citizen Satisfaction Index (Zenker et al., 2013) for example, shows that 21 variables affects our 
place satisfaction. In other words, we need a lot of different things in order to be satisfied with the place 
where we live. However, not everything can exist in our own neighborhood. A wide range of cultural 
activities, a variety of shopping opportunities and a lot of nature and public green areas are for example 
important (Zenker et al., 2013), but not everything can be right where we live. This leads to that vicinity 
becomes very central in the discussion about what makes a place attractive, but also in how positive 
development best is measured.  

Small municipalities cannot offer everything on their own and there seem to be an understanding for that 
the municipality need to supplement their offers with what other municipalities and regions can offer. 
Through cooperation and geographical proximity residents in small municipalities can still enjoy a wide 
variety of offers, within reasonable vicinity. A politician elaborated on the importance of being close: 

I am thinking of [excluded for anonymity] municipality. We have a civil vision that focuses on that 
we are the close municipality in the middle of Skåne. With close we of course mean that we are 
close to the large industries, the business areas south and west of us, but also to a high degree that 
we are close to the nature.. 

It is important to have vicinity both within the municipality and the region and a closeness to things outside 
the region. The current region is close to Copenhagen, the city is 1.5 hours away by train. This is highlighted 
as a benefit for the region, which is a concrete example of that the geographic context can become a 
dilemma. Vicinity to key elements of place satisfaction is regarded as an indicator for positive development, 
but these elements can exist both within the municipality or region as well as outside the geographic context 
of the performance assessment. In the current case, the sub region is lacking a big city. This is regarded to 
be a weaknesses. But at the same time, the participants in the study talks about the closeness to larger cities, 
such as Malmö and Copenhagen, as a positive factor for the region. Even if these cities are not within the 
current region, they still affect the development and the attractiveness by being accessible for the residents. 

Another challenge in selecting performance indicators for a specific geographical context is that places in 
the outer edge of the region tend to be disfavored. The focus is often on what is within region, and often the 
opportunities and circumstances just outside the region tend to be neglected. In this way the places in the 
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outer boarders a portrayed more negatively than is actually the case. As a politician in a municipality that is 
positioned in the corner of the region argued: 

It is also a question about how you are portrayed. Because in these pictures that we just have seen, 
it doesn’t show that just 10 kilometers north of the boarder is one of Sweden’s biggest company’s 
headquarter. It is not included, at all…  

The strong emphasis on vicinity also means that distances become central. It is highlighted, numerous times, 
that the region complements each other. The individual municipalities, cities and villages are not big enough 
to be able to offer everything that the residents need on their own, but infrastructure makes it possible for 
the residents to still reach all the important place attributes. It is important to be close to a lot of different 
services and place attributes, and infrastructure is a mean to increase vicinity and decrease distances. To be 
close to bus stops, main roads and airports are therefore crucial. A politician from a countryside municipality 
highlights airports as an important mean for achieving vicinity: 

…If you live in our parts, which then are outside the city, you often have the mindset that you are 
very far from everything, but in reality you are close. We often market our self by saying that we 
have seven airports within less than 1.5 hours; how many have seven airports within 1.5 hours? No 
one! 

One can be tempted to think in terms of that the closer the better, when it comes to all place attributes 
important for place satisfaction. However, people in the focus groups could also see that the distance could 
be something positive. A municipal director in one of the larger municipalities highlighted: 

It is in what you choose to NOT choose. We have not chosen the big city. But we are close to it! 
We have the vicinity to Malmö and Copenhagen if we want to take part of what they can offer, but 
we have actively turned down something, in order to actively choose something else… We didn’t 
want to live in the city. It was safer, easier, more comfortable here. The proximity to school, sports, 
leisure.. 

Different places are close to different things, and it is highlighted that it is important to take advantage of 
the benefits and uniqueness of the place, at the same time as it is necessary to take advantage of what is 
close to the municipality or region. Just as no man is an island, not place is an island. A part of a place’s 
attractiveness lies outside its own boarders, and thus the geographic context becomes a dilemma when 
growth and positive development is assessed in a municipality or region. 

 

Conclusions 

Performance assessments and urban indicators are common today, and an important tool for policy makers 
and governments (Leach et al., 2017). Indicators does not only show a picture of the current development, 
but also actively help to frame the place and influence priorities and urban strategies. Thus, it is crucial to 
use an assessment framework that is valid, unambiguous and have a strong representativeness (Kitchin et 
al., 2015). However, our study showed that to select indicators for positive development and growth is a 
complicated task. That there are difficulties associated with using indicators as an assessment tool for urban 
development and growth has been highlighted before (Kitchin et al., 2015), and in this paper we have 
captured these difficulties and introduces three main dilemmas grounded in empirical data. It is important 
to be aware of these dilemmas and potential hazards, in order to not risk to misinterpret and, thus, misuse 
indicators.  
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First, it tends to be difficult to separate efforts for supporting development from actual development and 
growth. Just as it can be discussed what came first; the chicken or the egg, it can be discussed if new housing 
projects are a sign of development and growth or if it is a sign of government’s investment for future growth. 
Public officials and policy makers that are using assessments to prioritize and guide investments need to be 
aware of this dilemma, and interpret these kind of indicators with precaution. Second, it can sometimes be 
difficult to determine if an indicator shows a blessing or a curse, and this might also change over time. 
Access to land is a great benefit, but at the same time it is a sign of a lack of development, at least when 
assuming that the norm is urbanity. Urbanity is seen as an important part of place attractiveness today, 
however, this might change in a longer perspective. In the future, when countryside and rural areas becomes 
a scares resource, it might be in great demand. Thus, it becomes a dilemma how to interpret certain 
indicators, which show both a strength and a weakness. 

Finally, just as no man is an island, no place is isolated and on its own. Governments and policymakers 
using indicators ought to give geography, distances and vicinity central roles. Relationships between places 
are central. A place can seldom offer everything on its own. To be aware of what a municipality or region 
can offer and to develop and market its strengths are important, just as it is crucial to be aware of what the 
place is lacking, and where and how residents can get access to it. Residents see no borders and, thus, it is 
difficult and rarely meaningful to assess place attractiveness and positive development within a municipality 
or region, without including a broader perspective and outlook. The perspective must be widened and key 
place attributes that are possible for residents to use and enjoy, but which happen to be found outside the 
border of the municipality or region, ought to be included in analyses and assessments. We are more willing 
to travel to value propositions that we don’t use every day, such as theaters, but we need basic services that 
we use every day, such as preschools and supermarkets, close. Another implication, connected to distances 
and vicinity, is that infrastructure becomes very central for assessing place attractiveness. To be close to bus 
stops, train stations and airports also means that the distance to a whole variety of place offerings shrinks 
and that the residents can enjoy more than what is just offered in their own neighborhood. Furthermore, the 
distance to key place attributes ought to be measured in time, and not in actual distance. The time spent to 
reach the workplace, entertainment or other services is what counts for the residents. The distance in 
kilometer will always be the same, but the distance in time to go from one place to another can be improved 
by better roads, other routes for public transportation and more frequent departures. It is not only 
infrastructure in terms of road networks that influence our vicinity to place offerings, broadband also helps 
to bridge distances and increases the range of offers and possibilities for residents. 
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