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Findings from an EU-project on tools for urban 
sustainability
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• Practical Evaluation Tools for 
Urban Sustainability (PETUS)

• Case-studies of 60 projects 
across EU including use of tools

• Background: Many tools
developed, but very few being
used in practice

• Why is that?



Many different types of tools
Process tools: Tools on how to manage a project or policy on sustainability;
which phases to go through, how to involve stakeholders, types of tools to be used, 
how to analyse the situation, etc. This type includes frameworks, environmental
assessments, policies, strategies, programs and checklists

Calculation tools: Tools for calculating the environmental outcome from
different types of solutions, products or procedures, in different sectors. Calculation 
tools include Life Cycle Analysis, economic and social evaluation tools etc.

Assessment tools: Tools to weight different aspect of sustainability (environmental, 
economic, social), in order to illustrate differences or prioritise between different 
solutions. This group includes multi-criteria assessment tools, evaluation procedures, 
surveys and public discussions.

Monitoring tools: Indicators and benchmarks for monitoring and policy formulation on 
sustainability. This type also includes green accounts.

Modelling tools: Computer modelling that allows prediction of how systems will react 
under different conditions. Used for prediction of consequences from different 
solutions

http://www.p800.dk/anmeldelse/screenshots/lommeregner.jpg
http://www.eirm.net/files/uploads/vaegt_lille.jpg
http://www.avidan.dk/images/billed1.jpg
http://www.m.dk/rutekort452_16.10.03-2.gif


What characterizes the use of tools in practice?

• Limited knowledge about tools amongst planners and decision-
makers

• Uncertainty about outcome
• When existing tools are used: Strong adaptation to the specific case 

and context
• Many locally developed tools: Often used by the ones having

developed the tools, and often used only once or few times 
• Tools often used project-specific and not as a part of a policy
• Tools often used in projects where sustainability goals and means

are prioritised and largely defined already



Examples on locally developed assessment tools

Realdania tool for Sustainable Urban 
Development

Copenhagen Municipality
Urban Sustainability Tool
”Rosetten”

Aalborg Municipality
Sustainability Tool
”Blomsten”
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Increasing number of international standards for Building Certification
and Neighborhood Sustainability Assessment Tools 

Jensen & Birgisdottir (2018) Guide to 
Sustainable Building Certifications
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Sharifi et al (2021) Neighborhood
sustainability assessment tools: A 
review of success factors. Journal 
of Cleaner production 293(2021) 

• 105 Research studies of NSA 
tools published

• 40 NSA tools identified
worldwide



Uptake and location of NSA tools
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Lessons from NSA studies

Benefits: 
• Some evidence (mainly LEED ND) that NSA tools increase the 

environmental performance of the areas (e.g. energy efficiency
improvements, reduced travel, walkability enhancement, more physical
activity amongst children

• Using NSA standards implies co-benefits
• Better project management

Challenges: 
• Little evidence on socio-economic performance, e.g. difficulties in delivering

affordable housing
• Limited market uptake
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NSA tools in action

Sharifi, A.; Murayama, A. (2014) Neighborhood sustainability assessment 
in action: Cross-evaluation of three assessment systems and their cases 
from the US, the UK, and Japan

• Hoyt Yards, Portland (US)
• Media City, Manchester (UK)
• Koshigaya Lake Town (Jap)

“The results show that social, economic, and institutional aspects 
are not adequately accounted for in theory and practice. Practice of 
neighborhood sustainability assessment is, to a large extent, 
market-driven and characterized by the dominance of the 
environmental aspects of sustainability. Also, results indicate that 
assessment tools can co-evolve through learning from their 
successes and failures. Results of this study can be used for 
optimizing the assessment tools”.

http://www.google.dk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCOuZzvaZisgCFUr0cgod_QIBQQ&url=http://www.spinrep.com/projects-hoytstreet.html&psig=AFQjCNE6llLggeEghvxRLF3kQuvLNRh79Q&ust=1442996193570647
http://www.google.dk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCKrF6OmaisgCFSMpcgodT8YAQQ&url=http://www.movehut.co.uk/news/creative-smes-find-space-to-grow-at-mediacityuk-17413/&psig=AFQjCNG63jt7OOI-AZzPnuyl2gnks2Lxcw&ust=1442996443313271
http://www.google.dk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCIbX-sWmisgCFUTwcgodv_8NQg&url=http://osampodc.exblog.jp/m2006-11-01/&psig=AFQjCNGXTzn8D5-AUeSU7ADTSSNmi4rOLw&ust=1442999585999900


Many tools are good in theory – but they need to 
work in practice! Which qualities should a tool
have?

• Local adaptation possible
• Credibility (scientific legitimacy, 3rd party 

assessment)
• Transparency
• User-friendliness
• Give clear message (indicators)
• Involve stakeholders
• Demonstrate alternatives
• Based on accessible data
• Visibility to other actors (profiling and PR)
• Correspondance with overall strategic plans
• Recognisable, i.e. other actors use the tool as well
• Regular updates of the tool



Data-dilemma: Simplicity versus credibility

Simple tools:
Labels, indicators

Complex tools: 
LCA, cost-benefit

Clear guidelines, visible 
message, easy to use => 
many users

Scientific and 
environmental credibility

Little credibility
Many data, little
transparency, difficult to 
use => few usersR
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Example: Method for sustainability assessment of 10 
districts in Copenhagen, following the Dutch DPL- model



Samlede scorer for miljøindikatorer
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1. Varmeforbrug i boliger pr. indbygger 2. Boligforbrug
3. Bilejerskab 4. Delebiler pr. 1000 indbyggere
5. Udpendling til arbejdspladser i Københavns Kommune 6. Andel støjbelastede boliger over 68db
7. Energiforbrug i byggeri til kontor og handel pr. m2 8. Andel Virksomheder i Miljønetværk
9. Andel Klimaborgere

Lessons
• The idea of the tool was that

evailable data should be used for 
regular updates and 
measurements, to enable
monitoring of the districts in the 
city 

• But the tool failed to create
ownership in the municipal
department, and in the municipal
administration, and was not used
as intended

• Competition on political level
between ”broad sustainability” 
and the climate agenda? 



Lessons
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The idea of the tool was that evailable data should be used for regular updates
and measurements by tool, to enable monitoring of the districts in the city. 
But the tool failed to create ownership in the municipal department, and in the 
municipal administration, and was not used as intended. 
Competition on political level between ”broad sustainability” and the climate
agenda? 
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