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RESEARCH ARTICLE

From data to action: knowledge management as institutional work in local 
governments
Harri Laihonen a, Lotta-Maria Sinervo b and Paula Pusenius c

aDepartment of Health and Social Management, University of Eastern Finland, Kuopio, Finland; bSchool of Management, University of 
Vaasa, Vaasa, Finland; cLAB University of Applied Sciences and University of Eastern Finland, Lappeenranta, Finland

ABSTRACT
Public sector organizations are facing increasing pressure to embed sustainability into 
their strategies, processes, and everyday management, yet research has only begun to 
explore how knowledge management supports this institutionalization process. This study 
addresses this gap by examining how senior local government managers understand 
sustainability as a managerial concern and how they access, interpret, and use sustain
ability‑related knowledge. Drawing on 25 semi‑structured interviews with branch and 
financial directors from Finnish municipalities, and informed by the knowledge‑based 
view and institutional work, the study identifies four arenas – strategy, reporting, cap
ability building, and everyday management practices – in which KM supports the techni
cal, political, and cultural work of institutionalizing sustainability. The findings show how 
KM enables public officials to interpret sustainability, adapt it to organizational priorities, 
integrate diverse information streams, and stabilize sustainability through routines, skills, 
and decision‑making practices across administrative domains. The proposed framework 
contributes to public sector KM theory by conceptualizing KM as a governance mechan
ism that supports the technical, political, and cultural work of institutionalizing sustain
ability. Practically, the study highlights how knowledge infrastructures, learning practices, 
and cross‑sectoral collaboration can strengthen the capacity of local governments to 
advance sustainability in adaptive and integrated ways.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability has become a matter of increasing concern 
in public governance, yet knowledge management (KM) 
research has only to a limited extent addressed how 
sustainability is operationalized within public organiza
tions. While KM scholarship in the private sector has 
explored links to innovation, competitive advantage, and 
performance (Inkinen, 2016; Martins et al., 2019), its 
potential to support sustainability transformations in 
the public sector remains comparatively underexplored 
(Fusco & Ricci, 2019). Public sector KM research so far 
has largely focused on service delivery, digitalization, and 
knowledge sharing (Laihonen et al., 2023; Massaro et al.,  
2015), with limited attention to how KM enables orga
nizations to implement complex and comprehensive 
policy goals such as sustainability. This gap reflects not 
only a limited empirical base, but also unresolved ques
tions concerning how KM practices shape the interpre
tation, integration, and use of sustainability information 
in complex public sector settings. These challenges are 
further shaped by fragmented responsibility structures, 
the prevalence of efficiency‑oriented KM approaches, 
and the conceptual ambiguity of sustainability as an 
organizational objective.

Public organizations, particularly local governments, 
operate in institutional environments in which sustain
ability features increasingly in policy frameworks and on 
strategic agendas (Sinervo et al., 2026). Local govern
ments function simultaneously as implementers of 
national and international sustainability initiatives and 
as arenas for locally situated policy innovation (Deslatte 
et al., 2023; Krause et al., 2016). Their proximity to 
citizens and their responsibility for essential public ser
vices situate them as empirically relevant contexts for 
examining how broad sustainability objectives are trans
lated into administrative practices and managerial deci
sion‑making (Ball et al., 2014; Guarini et al., 2021, 2022).

Against this backdrop, this study examines how 
local government managers interpret sustainability as 
a managerial issue and how they engage with sustain
ability‑related information in their everyday work. 
The analysis focuses on how these knowledge practices 
contribute to the institutionalization of sustainability 
within municipal organizations. Drawing on the 
knowledge-based view of the organization (Grant,  
1996) and the institutional work perspective 
(Perkmann & Spicer, 2008; Sinervo et al., 2024), the 
study conceptualizes KM as a strategic organizational 
capability through which sustainability‑related 
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information is acquired, integrated, interpreted, and 
used. From this perspective, the institutionalization of 
sustainability is understood as ongoing political, tech
nical, and cultural work that manifests within manage
rial practices, routines, and decision‑making arenas. 
KM practices constitute part of the infrastructure 
through which such work is carried out across 
domains including strategy, reporting, capability 
building, and everyday management.

Accordingly, we investigate: (1) How sustainability 
is managed in local governments, and (2) What roles 
KM plays in institutionalizing sustainability. By 
addressing these questions, the study contributes to 
theory-building in public sector KM by examining 
how KM operates not only as an information- 
processing capability, but also as a governance 
mechanism through which sustainability is inter
preted, enacted, and institutionalized in organiza
tional practice. In so doing, the study foregrounds 
KM practices – rather than sustainability policies 
per se—as the primary locus through which manage
rial agency and institutional work shape sustainability 
outcomes. Empirically, the study provides insights 
into how sustainability is understood and enacted in 
local government contexts.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. 
Section 2 reviews the existing research on sustainabil
ity in public governance and the KM – sustainability 
nexus. Section 3 outlines the theoretical framework. 
Section 4 describes the methodological approach. 
Section 5 presents the empirical findings. Section 6 
discusses these findings in relation to existing theory, 
and Section 7 concludes with implications for 
research, practice, and policy.

2. Literature review: sustainability in public 
governance

2.1. Sustainability as a managerial and 
organizational domain in the public sector

Public organizations are increasingly expected to 
embed sustainability in everyday managerial and 
administrative routines while balancing ambiguity, 
long-term trade-offs, and competing stakeholder 
interests (Sinervo et al., 2026). These tensions are 
exacerbated by resource constraints and institutional 
complexity (Christensen & Lægreid, 2011; Sinervo & 
Laihonen, 2024; Torfing & Triantafillou, 2013). 
Existing research emphasizes the interpretive and 
enactment-based nature of sustainability, highlighting 
that it requires translation, sensemaking, and active 
implementation through management systems 
embedded in organizational structures, values, and 
capacities (Bebbington & Unerman, 2020; Kaur & 
Lodhia, 2019). These interpretive demands are parti
cularly pronounced with respect to social 

sustainability, concerned with issues like fair income 
distribution, equitable access to services, gender equal
ity, and civic participation (Dempsey et al., 2009; 
Purvis et al., 2019; Reed, 1997). These aspects highlight 
that sustainability management in the public sector 
entails balancing economic, social, and environmental 
dimensions under conditions of uncertainty and insti
tutional plurality.

Local governments are pivotal implementers of 
national and international sustainability strategies 
and policies and often initiators of locally grounded 
sustainability innovations. Their proximity to citi
zens and responsibility for essential service provi
sion position them as key actors in translating broad 
goals into administrative routines (Krause et al.,  
2016; Zeemering, 2018). Prior research highlights 
that local governments operate under conditions of 
institutional complexity, where multiple and some
times competing institutional logics shape how sus
tainability goals are interpreted and pursued 
(Christensen & Lægreid, 2011; Vikstedt et al.,  
2024). Implementing sustainability in such contexts 
requires multi‑actor coordination, knowledge inte
gration, and learning across organizational and sec
toral boundaries (Shiroyama et al., 2012; Sinervo 
et al., 2026). Recent studies further show that dis
parate sustainability rationales influence how local 
governments construct and manage sustainability as 
a performance object (Vikstedt et al., 2024), under
scoring the pivotal role of managerial interpretation 
and knowledge practices in institutionally complex 
settings.

Organizational size, capacity, and resource 
endowment influence the adoption and implementa
tion of sustainability tools, with resource‑based, 
legitimacy, and absorptive capacity perspectives 
explaining why larger organizations may integrate 
sustainability more readily (Hörisch et al., 2015; 
Krause et al., 2016). However, recent research sug
gests that access to resources and tools alone does 
not determine how sustainability is implemented in 
practice (Sinervo et al., 2024; Vikstedt et al., 2024). 
Studies show that the compiling and management of 
local sustainability information can facilitate inte
gration into municipal management processes, but 
only insofar as such information is interpreted, inte
grated, and mobilized within existing managerial 
and governance arrangements (Kunová et al., 2025; 
Vikstedt et al., 2024). Together, this stream of 
research exposes persistent challenges in bridging 
policy intent and operational practice under condi
tions of institutional complexity and competing 
priorities, demonstrating the importance of under
standing the knowledge practices through which 
sustainability is made meaningful and actionable in 
everyday management.
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2.2. The KM – sustainability nexus: what we know 
and where the gaps are

Research at the intersection of KM and sustainability is 
better developed in corporate contexts than in public 
governance, while empirical work focusing on local 
government remains comparatively limited (Fusco & 
Ricci, 2019; Sinervo et al., 2026). KM research has 
typically framed sustainability-related knowledge work 
as a mechanism for information sharing and organiza
tional learning linked to economic, environmental, and 
social sustainability objectives (Fusco & Ricci, 2019; 
Martins et al., 2019). However, despite conceptual 
advances, operational models for implementation are 
insufficiently specified (Martins et al., 2019). Parallel 
discussions in the intellectual capital literature link 
human, structural, and relational capital to long-term 
value creation, but their integration with broader sus
tainability frameworks is incomplete. This reflects 
a persistent tension between performance-oriented 
measurement logics and the societal, normative, and 
long-term aims inherent in sustainable development 
(Alvino et al., 2021; Laihonen & Pusenius, 2025).

Sector-specific studies further confirm that sustain
ability outcomes depend not only on the availability of 
technical tools, metrics, or reporting systems, but also 
on the capacity of organizations to share, interpret, 
and integrate knowledge across professional, organi
zational, and sectoral boundaries. Research in con
struction and infrastructure-intensive domains has 
shown that benchmarking practices, maturity models, 
and best-practice frameworks highlight the role of KM 
in managing complexity and coordinating sustainabil
ity-related action (Robinson et al., 2006; Schröpfer 
et al., 2017). At the same time, KM and sustainability 
research more generally warns against introspective 
and purely technical approaches ignoring accountabil
ity, transparency, and stakeholder engagement – 
dimensions that are central to sustainability in public 
governance (Evangelista & Durst, 2015; Preuss & 
Córdoba-Pachon, 2009).

A recurring critique in critical KM and intellectual 
capital research is that conventional KM solutions 
tend to simplify complex challenges and overlook the 
social, political, and value-laden dimensions of knowl
edge work (Dumay, 2020; Hujala & Laihonen, 2021; 
Laihonen et al., 2023). Such critiques concern espe
cially the public sector, where sustainability challenges 
are characterized by ambiguity, competing values, and 
the need for collaboration across institutional and 
organizational boundaries. In these contexts, sustain
ability cannot be advanced through mere data collec
tion or knowledge codification; deliberation, 
negotiation, and collective sense-making are needed.

In response to these limitations, scholars increas
ingly call for approaches based on collective knowl
edge formation, understood as knowledge emerging 

from dialogue, reflection, and interpretations shared 
among diverse actors. This perspective repositions 
KM as a social and institutional process through 
which public officials interpret sustainability goals, 
evaluate performance, and adapt organizational prac
tices in conditions of uncertainty (Laihonen et al.,  
2023; Zeemering, 2018). In the context of sustainabil
ity, such collective knowledge processes are insepar
able from public value creation, democratic 
legitimacy, and the reconciliation of economic, envir
onmental, and social priorities. However, despite this 
growing body of work, little is known about how such 
collective knowledge processes are enacted by man
agers in everyday practice in local government 
contexts.

Taken together, the research so far claims that 
sustainability in public organizations is both knowl
edge-intensive and institutionally complex. 
Nevertheless, it provides limited insight into how 
managers operating in different functional domains 
interpret sustainability, define and use sustainabil
ity-related information, and mobilize KM practices 
to embed sustainability in everyday management. 
This gap is particularly evident in local govern
ments, where strategic, operational, and professional 
contexts intersect in context-specific ways. To 
address this research gap, the present study exam
ines how knowledge practices contribute to the 
institutionalization of sustainability in municipal 
organizations, thereby linking KM capabilities with 
the political, technical, and cultural work through 
which sustainability becomes meaningful and 
through which it is translated into practice in public 
sector governance.

3. Theoretical framework

3.1. Knowledge‑based view and KM as a strategic 
capability

In the knowledge-based view (KBV), knowledge is 
a strategically significant organizational resource 
(Grant, 1996). Accordingly, KM is not conceptua
lized as a purely technical or administrative func
tion but as a strategic capability for creating, 
sharing, integrating and applying knowledge to 
support performance, adaptability, and innovation 
(Hansen et al., 1999; Zack, 1999). Classic KM fra
meworks – intellectual capital (human, structural, 
relational capital) and business intelligence – 
emphasize the identification of intangible assets 
and the systematic collection and analysis to deci
sions and generate new knowledge (Choo, 1996,  
2002; Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; Petty & 
Guthrie, 2000; Roos et al., 1997). In public sector 
contexts, these capabilities are salient for 
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navigating complex societal challenges such as sus
tainability (Laihonen & Mäntylä, 2018; Laihonen & 
Pusenius, 2025).

The KBV raises two fundamental questions for 
public managers: (1) does the organization possess 
the knowledge resources required to successfully pur
sue its goals, and (2) does it know what it needs to 
know to make informed decisions under conditions of 
uncertainty and change? These are vital issues in sus
tainability decision‑making, which involves long time 
horizons, uncertainty, and competing values (Sinervo 
& Laihonen, 2024). KM research suggests that effective 
sustainability work requires KM practices extending 
beyond narrow, data‑driven rationality toward plura
listic, participatory, and adaptive approaches to 
knowledge integration and interpretation (Bratianu 
& Vasilache, 2009; Bratianu et al., 2021; Laihonen & 
Huhtamäki, 2020). In this study, we therefore adopt an 
expanded view of KM as a set of capabilities enabling 
the integration, interpretation, and institutionalization 
of sustainability‑related knowledge across managerial 
arenas.

3.2. Institutionalizing sustainability as 
institutional work

Sustainability, like knowledge, is not automatic; it 
must be interpreted, translated, and enacted through 
managerial practices embedded in organizational 
structures, values, and capacities. Institutionalization 
is thus understood as the process of making sustain
ability durable in routines, systems, and identities. 
Following the institutional work perspective, we dis
tinguish three interrelated dimensions through which 
this occurs – technical, political, and cultural work 
(Perkmann & Spicer, 2008; Sinervo et al., 2024).

● Technical work involves the development and 
application of tools, such as performance indica
tors, planning frameworks, and reporting sys
tems, that define, measure, and monitor 
sustainability goals.

● Political work embeds these tools in governance 
and management systems, integrating them into 
budgeting, strategy, and accountability mechan
isms while securing stakeholder support and 
organizational mandates.

● Cultural work reshapes values, identities, and 
shared understandings so that sustainability 
becomes a meaningful and legitimate organiza
tional priority, supported by leadership, learning, 
and reflective evaluation.

In public organizations these tasks are complicated by 
stakeholder heterogeneity, bureaucratic rigidities, and 
short political cycles possibly conflicting with the 

long‑term orientation of sustainability (Hofstad et al.,  
2026). Moreover, institutional complexity, understood 
as the coexistence of multiple, sometimes competing 
logics, shapes both the production and the use of 
sustainability-related performance information, 
thereby making contextualization and sensemaking 
prominent KM concerns (Vikstedt et al., 2024). 
Differences in organizational orientations, for exam
ple, treating sustainability as brand, strategy, or 
raison d’être, imply distinct informational needs and 
distinct pathways for institutionalization (Vikstedt 
et al., 2024; see also Sinervo & Laihonen, 2024).

3.3. An integrative analytical framework 
organized around four KM roles

We do not treat the knowledge‑based view (KBV) and 
institutional work as fixed coding schemes but as 
complementary theoretical perspectives for interpret
ing how sustainability becomes meaningful and is 
translated into practice in local governments. KBV 
foregrounds knowledge resources and capabilities, as 
well as processes of acquisition, integration, interpre
tation, and application that enable organizations to 
navigate complexity (Grant, 1996; Choo, 1996, 2002; 
Hansen et al., 1999; Zack, 1999). The institutional 
work perspective, in turn, highlights the technical, 
political, and cultural efforts required to make sustain
ability durable in routines, roles, and identities 
(Perkmann & Spicer, 2008; Sinervo et al., 2024).

Reflecting the managerial realities observed in local 
government, we organize our analysis around four 
KM roles in which these two perspectives intersect in 
practice: (i) KM for sustainability strategy, (ii) KM for 
sustainability reporting, (iii) KM for skills and cap
ability building for sustainability, and (iv) KM for 
sustainability management practices (cf. Sinervo 
et al., 2026). Across these roles, KBV informs how 
sustainability-related knowledge is prioritized, inte
grated, and interpreted, while the institutional work 
perspective explains how these knowledge practices 
are technically operationalized, politically embedded 
(e.g., through budgeting and accountability), and cul
turally legitimized (e.g., through shared meanings and 
leadership).

In the context of sustainability strategy, KM sup
ports agenda‑setting, prioritization, and cross‑func
tional integration, while political and cultural work 
embed sustainability in mandates, strategic narratives, 
and long‑term orientation. In reporting, KM capabil
ities shape information infrastructures and feedback 
loops, and technical work translates sustainability into 
indicators and routines that enable organizational 
learning rather than mere compliance. In skills and 
capability building, KM facilitates collective learning 
and knowledge sharing, while cultural work fosters 
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shared understandings and values, and political work 
secures resources and clarifies responsibilities. Finally, 
in management practices, KM supports sensemaking 
and coordination across services, and political, tech
nical, and cultural work together anchor sustainability 
in everyday decisions and processes.

Conceptually, these four KM roles function as 
mid‑range analytical constructs that connect our the
oretical perspectives with empirical observation. They 
are broad enough to capture variation across manage
rial roles yet specific enough to demonstrate how KM 
practices contribute to the institutionalization of sus
tainability. We therefore use these constructs to struc
ture the analysis in Section 5 and to organize the 
discussion of contributions in Section 6.

4. Methodology

The aim of this study is to examine how public man
agers understand sustainability as a managerial issue 
and how they engage with sustainability‑related infor
mation in their everyday decision‑making. To identify 
these interpretive, context-dependent processes, we 
used a qualitative research design based on semi‑struc
tured interviews. Semi‑structured interviews were 
selected because they enable in‑depth exploration of 
managerial sensemaking and retain sufficient flexibil
ity to follow emerging themes. They also allow respon
dents to describe complex KM practices in their own 
terms; an approach particularly suited to studying 
interpretive phenomena such as KM, sustainability, 
and institutional change (Eisenhardt & Graebner,  
2007; Gioia et al., 2012).

4.1. Research context and sampling

The study focuses on Finnish local governments, 
which underwent a major structural reform in 2023 
that transferred most social and welfare services to 
specifically created regional authorities. Data collec
tion was conducted in October – November 2022, 
during a transitional period when the municipalities 
were actively redefining their roles, responsibilities, 
and sustainability priorities. This timing provided 
a unique opportunity to examine how sustainability 
was being interpreted and operationalized amid insti
tutional restructuring.

We used purposive sampling to select partici
pants bearing managerial responsibilities and posi
tioned to influence sustainability-related decision- 
making. A total of 25 senior municipal managers 
were interviewed. This sample size is appropriate 
for qualitative studies where depth, diversity, and 
saturation of meaning are prioritized over statisti
cal representativeness (Miles et al., 2019; Patton,  
1999). The number also reflects the scale of 

Finnish municipalities, where senior management 
teams are typically small.

Participants were drawn from three key municipal 
domains that remained under local government con
trol after the 2023 reform:

● Infrastructure and development: 6 interviewees 
(sector directors; heads of technical and environ
mental departments)

● Education and culture: 6 interviewees (directors, 
deputy mayors; persons responsible for early 
childhood education, basic and upper secondary 
education, culture, youth services, and sports)

● Finance: 13 interviewees (chief financial officers, 
financial directors)

The asymmetrical numbers of interviewees reflect the 
organizational structure of the municipalities: financial 
management is highly centralized and employs larger 
senior teams, whereas infrastructure and education are 
distributed across several units with fewer top-level 
managers. Because financial information and fiscal 
stewardship are central to municipal decision‑making, 
it was important to capture this domain proportionally. 
Moreover, the ability of municipalities to pursue sus
tainability objectives is fundamentally conditioned by 
their fiscal capacity and resourcing decisions: without 
adequate financial planning, budgeting, and prioritiza
tion, sustainability cannot be readily operationalized 
beyond strategic aspiration (Sinervo et al., 2026; 
Zeemering, 2018). From this perspective, financial 
management constitutes a critical arena in which sus
tainability goals are interpreted, negotiated, and enabled 
in practice. The sampling strategy therefore aimed at 
role diversity and diversity in knowledge bases, rather 
than numerical balance.

This study was conducted in accordance with the 
guidelines of the Finnish National Board on 
Research Integrity (TENK) on the responsible con
duct of research. No formal ethical approval was 
required under these guidelines because the 
research did not involve sensitive personal data, 
minors, or vulnerable participants, and the intervie
wees took part in their professional capacity as 
senior public officials. All participants were pro
vided with written information about the purpose 
and procedures of the study and gave informed 
consent prior to the interviews. Confidentiality 
and anonymity were ensured throughout the 
research process, and data were handled in compli
ance with GDPR and national data protection 
legislation.

4.2. Data collection

Semi‑structured interviews were conducted via 
Microsoft Teams by members of the research team, 
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recorded with permission, and transcribed verbatim. 
Remote interviews are well established in contempor
ary qualitative research and do not compromise the 
depth or richness of the data when careful rapport- 
building and follow‑up probing are employed. 
Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes. The 
interview framework was organized around six 
themes: 1) sustainability as a phenomenon and part 
of managerial work, 2) sustainability in municipal 
strategy processes, 3) the management of sustainabil
ity, 4) the sustainability-related knowledge base, 5) 
sustainability reporting, and 6) external steering 
mechanisms for sustainability. For the purposes of 
this article, the analysis centers on managers’ inter
pretations of sustainability and their sustainability‑re
lated KM practices; although the interview guide 
included six themes, insights relevant to these focal 
areas were identified in multiple parts of the 
interviews.

4.3. Data analysis

The data analysis involved a two-phase interpretive 
approach grounded on the principles of qualitative 
inquiry, which emphasize meaning-making, reflexiv
ity, and contextual understanding (Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2009; Miles et al., 2019; Saldaña, 2020).

4.3.1. Phase 1: inductive coding
All transcripts were read line by line using open cod
ing to identify how managers defined sustainability, 
how they framed its relevance to their work, and how 
they described sustainability information. Data were 
coded manually on Excel sheets without using specific 
qualitative software; this approach supported close 
engagement with the transcripts, iterative comparison, 
and interpretive flexibility in line with the relatively 
small corpus. To enhance trustworthiness, the team 
engaged in analyst triangulation through joint coding 
sessions, conducted peer debriefing, maintained an 
audit trail documenting analytical decisions, and 
cross‑validated interpretations across researchers. 
This inductive phase allowed interpretive variation to 
emerge without applying predefined categories, con
sistent with the systematic search for meaning advo
cated by Gioia et al. (2012).

4.3.2. Phase 2: abductive analysis
In the second phase the analysis moved iteratively 
between data and theory. Sensitizing concepts from 
the knowledge‑based view, knowledge management, 
and institutional work guided interpretation, helping 
identify patterns in how sustainability knowledge was 
acquired, produced, interpreted, and applied. These 
sensitizing concepts were not used as coding schemes 
but as interpretive heuristics supporting abductive 
inference.

Through iterative comparison across managerial 
domains, the research team identified recurrent pat
terns that reflected broader KM practices. This process 
led to the abstraction of four managerial arenas in 
which KM plays a prominent role in institutionalizing 
sustainability: strategy, reporting, capability building, 
and everyday management practices. The combination 
of purposive sampling, systematic coding, and theore
tical and researcher triangulation increased the cred
ibility and analytical depth of the study (Miles et al.,  
2019; Patton, 1999).

5. Results

5.1. Sustainability as a managerial concern

The interview data revealed that managers’ organiza
tional roles shaped how they conceptualized sustain
ability and that this process was in turn shaped by 
their responsibilities and strategic priorities. This 
diversity highlights the need to situate sustainability 
within the specific managerial and functional domains 
of local government. Rather than being understood as 
a single or uniform concept, sustainability emerges as 
a multidimensional and situated concern that is inter
preted through the lenses of financial stewardship, 
ecological responsibility, social equity, and develop
mental goals.

5.1.1. Financial sustainability as a dominant frame
For financial directors, sustainability was primarily 
understood in terms of fiscal responsibility and long- 
term economic viability. Their definitions emphasized 
budgetary discipline, intergenerational equity, and the 
avoidance of decisions that would compromise future 
financial stability:

“Financial sustainability means that you do not exceed 
your resources and do not make the kind of decisions 
that burden the city’s future or the future economy, so 
that you do not, in effect, eat away at its financial base. 
It is about durability.” [Financial Director]

This framing corroborates the strategic KM principle 
that knowledge initiatives should be anchored to orga
nizational objectives (Zack, 1999). In this case, finan
cial data and forecasting tools are indispensable to the 
knowledge infrastructure supporting sustainability.

5.1.2. Integrative views from service directors
While financial sustainability was also emphasized 
by service area directors, their interpretations were 
more holistic than those of the financial directors, 
integrating economic concerns with social, cultural, 
and ecological dimensions. For example, the 
Director of Education highlighted the importance 
of embedding sustainability in considerations of 
children’s well-being and the broader operating 
environment:
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All four dimensions of sustainable development— 
economic, social, cultural, and ecological—are impor
tant to us. All of this is clearly reflected in our opera
tions. The aim is that our operations are financially 
sustainable so that we have resources going forward as 
well, and we take into account what is happening in 
the operating environment. [Director of Education]

This broader framing reflects a more systemic under
standing of sustainability, in which financial sustain
ability is a necessary but insufficient condition for 
long-term value creation.

5.1.3. Ecological emphasis in urban planning
Directors responsible for infrastructure and urban 
development placed greater emphasis on ecological 
sustainability and the built environment than did 
financial and service directors. Their focus was on 
sustainable urban structures, environmental impact, 
and the integration of sustainability into spatial 
planning:

The first three things that come to mind in terms of 
sustainability are ecological sustainability, then the 
economic perspective, economic sustainability, sus
tainable municipal economy, and perhaps the third 
point of view in urban structure services, which is 
emphasized, is this kind of social sustainability or 
sustainable urban structure. [Director of Urban 
Planning and City Infrastructure]

This perspective highlights how sustainability is 
interpreted in terms of urban systems and long- 
term planning. It also emphasizes the need for 
integrated knowledge flows across departments, 
linking ecological goals with financial and social 
considerations. In this context, KM plays a key 
role in supporting cross-sectoral coordination and 
informed decision-making in urban sustainability 
efforts.

5.1.4. Developmental sustainability and city 
attractiveness
A fourth perspective emerged from the development 
directors, who emphasized sustainability as continu
ous urban renewal and competitiveness. Here, sustain
ability was linked to the city’s ability to attract 
residents, businesses, and investments while maintain
ing environmental and social standards:

For me, that sustainability is how this city remains 
a growing and developing city in terms of both attrac
tion and holding power [. . .] ensuring that the condi
tions for development exist and the requirements of 
the environment are taken into account. [Director of 
Development]

This view corroborates the recent KM literature, 
which highlights the role of knowledge and KM in 
supporting organizational agility, strategic foresight, 
and innovation (cf. Li et al., 2025). In this context, 
KM enables cities to harness data, expertise, and 

stakeholder insights to anticipate future needs, steer 
development toward sustainability goals, and 
strengthen their long-term attractiveness and 
resilience.

5.1.5. Implications for public sector knowledge 
management
From a KM perspective, the empirical findings show 
how organizational objectives and professional roles 
shape the way sustainability-related information is 
defined, prioritized, and utilized. Strategic KM theory 
emphasizes the necessity of embedding core knowl
edge processes, such as data collection, interpretation, 
and application, with an organization’s mission and 
evolving strategic goals (Hansen et al., 1999; Laihonen 
& Mäntylä, 2018). When such coherence is lacking, 
sustainability initiatives risk becoming fragmented, 
reactive, or disconnected from the broader strategic 
intent of the organization.

The variation in sustainability framings across 
managerial roles, ranging from ecological planning 
to economic resilience and urban attractiveness, 
points to the need for integrative KM practices that 
transcend organizational silos. This calls for the devel
opment of knowledge infrastructures and routines 
that facilitate cross-functional dialogue, shared inter
pretation, and coordinated action. In this context, KM 
functions as not only a technical enabler but also as 
a facilitator of institutional work, supporting the poli
tical, technical, and cultural processes through which 
sustainability becomes embedded in everyday 
management.

Furthermore, the findings emphasize the signifi
cance of collective knowledge formation (Laihonen 
et al., 2023), in which sustainability is approached 
not as a fixed or universally defined concept but, 
rather as a dynamic and negotiated objective. This 
requires KM systems capable of accommodating plur
alistic perspectives, fostering reflexivity, and enabling 
learning across organizational levels. In so doing, KM 
contributes to the institutionalization of sustainability, 
not merely by managing information but also by shap
ing how sustainability is understood, valued, and 
operationalized within public sector organizations.

5.2. Sustainability information – what is it, and 
how is it used in public management?

Managers’ understandings of sustainability informa
tion were closely tied to their organizational roles and 
strategic responsibilities. Rather than providing pre
cise definitions, most directors described sustainability 
information in broad and context‑specific terms, often 
linking it to performance metrics within their service 
area, city-level strategies, or legislative requirements. 
This variation reflects the inherently interpretive and 
contextual nature of sustainability information. It is 
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not a fixed dataset but, rather, a dynamic construct 
shaped by managerial priorities, institutional frame
works, and sectoral mandates.

A recurring theme across the interviews was the 
inherent ambiguity and multidimensionality of sus
tainability information. As one director of technical 
services explained, sustainability can be understood as 
comprising ecological, economic, and social dimen
sions, with each gaining prominence depending on the 
context or decision-making situation:

Yes, of course, I think about sustainability in this way. 
You cannot really consider it solely from the perspec
tive of sustainable development, environmental legis
lation, or environmental protection, that is, from 
a purely ecological point of view. [. . .] As a leader, 
economic considerations inevitably also come into 
play. [. . .] At the same time, there are important 
values associated with this field of activity, which 
bring in the social perspective as well, including issues 
of equity and equality. Inclusion is also embedded in 
legislation. Overall, the emphasis shifts over time, 
with different dimensions becoming more prominent 
in different situations. [Director Of Technical 
Services]

This quote illustrates that sustainability information 
is not only multidimensional but also situationally 
weighted, varying according to the decision-making 
context and each manager’s functional domain. It 
highlights the interplay between formal data – such 
as environmental indicators and financial metrics – 
and normative values, including equity and inclu
sion. Together, these elements shape how managers 
interpret and engage with sustainability, reflecting 
its character as both a technical and value‑laden 
construct.

5.2.1. Financial information as a core component
For financial directors, sustainability information was 
largely equated with financial data – budget perfor
mance, investment tracking, and revenue forecasts. 
These data integral to their role in maintaining fiscal 
discipline and ensuring effective resource allocation, 
and they are viewed as foundational to long-term 
sustainability:

At the whole-city level, I would say that from the 
point of view of monitoring, the top should be the 
income statement [. . .] investments in relation to the 
targeted amount [. . .] the development of operating 
expenses and income in relation to the budget [. . .] 
And operating margin is, of course, important [. . .] 
We respect the things that happen in our core tasks 
[. . .] It is natural to always assess the outlook for tax 
revenues at a fairly precise level. [Financial Director]

This perspective highlights a performance-oriented 
view of sustainability, in which financial viability is 
seen as a prerequisite for delivering public services 
and fulfilling strategic commitments. The emphasis 
on financial metrics reflects an institutional logic 

centered on accountability and control. Integrating 
sustainability into financial management thus 
entails expanding the definition of value beyond 
cost-efficiency to include ecological and social 
goals. KM systems enable this expansion by linking 
financial data with broader sustainability 
indicators.

5.2.2. Social sustainability and well-being metrics 
in education
For directors in the education sector, sustainability 
information was primarily associated with social sus
tainability – student and staff well-being, the quality of 
learning environments, and service inclusiveness. 
They relied on both standardized indicators (e.g., 
SDG-based metrics, school health surveys) and ser
vice-specific data (e.g., meals, energy use, support 
needs):

In the entire strategy work, we have taken on these 
SDG indicators. We chose ten, those that we felt were 
the most relevant for us [. . .] School health surveys, 
a really important document for us [. . .] We draw up 
well-being plans [. . .] There are different metrics that 
are then monitored related to meals, energy use [. . .] 
and also social sustainability and how you do it, how 
people work and so on. [Director of Education]

This highlights the multi-source and multi-level nat
ure of sustainability information in education. The 
breadth of social sustainability – equity, inclusion, 
and quality of life – makes it difficult to define 
a fixed set of indicators. As another director noted:

There is a lot of variety. For us, student absences, the 
amount of support needed, etc. New needs are emer
ging [. . .] service processes and service network [. . .] 
how much, for example, students from different 
schools cost us per student. [Director of Education]

This complexity points to the need for adaptive KM 
systems capable of integrating diverse data sources 
and supporting sense-making and learning across 
organizational levels.

5.2.3. Ecological and spatial data in infrastructure 
and development
Directors in infrastructure, urban planning, and 
environmental services emphasized ecological indi
cators, spatial data, and demographic trends. These 
inform long-term planning, resource allocation, 
and environmental monitoring:

We make a lot of use of data related to demographic 
development [. . .] population, migration [. . .] We 
already use it in connection with planning [. . .] Our 
‘resource wise program’ has about 180 separate mea
sures. Also, location information is very important. 
[Director of Urban Planning and City Infrastructure]

We compile an ecological road map and the data from 
the related meters [. . .] how many solar panel sites we 
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need to put into use every year [. . .] We have an 
energy-saving working group that monitors the 
energy consumption of our buildings [. . .] and of 
course, the financial monitoring systems are part of 
where we monitor how our operations for that year 
are progressing. [Director of Environmental and 
Technical Department]

These examples show how environmental and finan
cial data often overlap, reinforcing the need for cross- 
functional KM processes that harmonize data streams 
and enable adaptive planning.

5.2.4. Managing information overload and 
complexity
A recurring challenge was the volume and fragmenta
tion of sustainability-related data. Many managers 
noted that the problem was not scarcity but 
overabundance:

I would say that the main question related to informa
tion is not that we should have more of it but that 
existing information should be simplified and 
bundled [. . .] We are currently working on such 
reporting that would bring together the essential 
information to support management. [Director of 
Education]

This reflects a core KM challenge: transforming abun
dant, heterogeneous data into actionable knowledge. 
Effective sustainability management requires curation, 
interpretation, and communication, not simply more 
data. KM thus becomes a strategic, not merely techni
cal, function.

5.2.5. The role of expertise and collective 
intelligence
Several directors emphasized that sustainability infor
mation is managed through collaborative knowledge 
practices, not individual expertise alone:

I don’t need to know everything myself, but I have 
a good orchestra of very skilled experts. [. . .] They are 
specialists in their respective fields, work with genu
ine passion, and manage their knowledge resources 
better than I ever could. I trust them. For me, the 
main thing is to ask the right questions. [Director Of 
Technical Services]

This resonates with the notion of collective knowl
edge formation, where KM includes dialogue, 
reflection, and shared interpretation. Sustainability 
work requires mobilizing diverse expertise and 
building trust, shared responsibility, and continu
ous learning. The institutionalization of sustainabil
ity therefore depends on organizations’ capacity to 
integrate technical knowledge, experiential insights, 
and normative values into informed and inclusive 
decision-making.

6. Discussion

6.1. From recognition to practice: 
institutionalizing sustainability in local 
government

This section interprets the findings through 
a combined KBV – institutional work perspective. 
Although the interview guide included six thematic 
areas, the analysis focused on managers’ interpreta
tions of sustainability and their sustainability‑related 
knowledge practices as reflected in the interviews. 
These practices manifested in several areas of munici
pal management, and through an iterative analytic 
process, four analytically distinct arenas were identi
fied through which KM mediates between sustainabil
ity aspirations and everyday managerial practice: 
strategy, reporting, capability building, and everyday 
management practices. We then relate these findings 
to earlier research and discuss their implications for 
public management.

In public administration, sustainability is increas
ingly recognized as a central guiding principle 
(Fiorino, 2010). However, as Zeemering (2018) 
notes, there remains a pressing need to understand 
how public officials operationalize sustainability. This 
gap places public sector sustainability management 
among the key future research areas (Martins et al.,  
2019). Larger cities, in particular, often possess the 
resources, administrative capacity, and institutional 
infrastructure to prioritize sustainability, allocate 
funding, and develop specialized expertise (cf. 
Hörisch et al., 2015). However, their public mandate 
demands transparency and scrutiny across all services. 
Sustainability management must extend beyond infor
mation transfer (Schröpfer et al., 2017) to include 
strategic knowledge integration and the management 
of intellectual capital, which are essential in knowl
edge-intensive organizations (Alvino et al., 2021).

The interview data revealed that while sustainabil
ity is widely acknowledged in strategic discussions, its 
implementation is often marked by ambiguity and 
unclear responsibilities. These findings suggest the 
need for dedicated organizational processes that can 
help interpret sustainability and build shared under
standing. As Shiroyama et al. (2012) argue, knowledge 
integration and multi-actor governance are vital to 
designing resilient systems and achieving consensus 
on sustainable actions. Sustainability management 
also requires ongoing dialogue across organizational 
levels and societal actors to define goals and means 
(Laihonen & Mäntylä, 2018). The process of collective 
knowledge formation (Laihonen et al., 2023) is essen
tial in addressing the complex and wicked nature of 
sustainability challenges.

Interpreted through an institutional work perspec
tive, the findings suggest that sustainability is still only 
partially institutionalized: while it is culturally 
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recognized as important, the technical and political 
work required to stabilize it in routines, roles, and 
decision‑making structures is still incomplete. KM 
practices therefore operate at the intersection of mean
ing construction, governance arrangements, and tool 
development, shaping how sustainability moves from 
recognition toward practice. In this sense, KM func
tions not merely as an information infrastructure, but 
as a key mechanism through which institutional work 
around sustainability is accomplished.

Interpretive learning from sustainability informa
tion played a significant role in the management 
practices observed. These findings resonate with 
prior research showing that KM, organizational 
learning, and data-mining systems support learning 
and knowledge reuse by making experiential insights 
visible and usable across contexts (cf. Hu et al.,  
2018). At the same time, scholars caution against 
overly inward-looking KM approaches, advocating 
broader perspectives that incorporate external 
accountability, transparency, and societal impact 
(Evangelista & Durst, 2015; Preuss & Córdoba- 
Pachon, 2009). In practice, financial data continue 
to dominate local government decision-making. 
Managers also rely on expert analyses, national sta
tistics, and institutional publications – for example, 
government-issued guidelines, municipal strategy 
reports, and national audit office reviews. While 
sustainability information is generally available and 
used in budgeting, goal setting, and procurement, it 
often remains siloed within departments. The inter
viewees expressed a need for more standardized and 
comparable data, especially across municipalities.

Overall, the findings suggest that while the impor
tance of sustainability information and KM is widely 
recognized, integrating such information into deci
sion-making remains a challenge. This suggests the 
need for KM systems that support not only data col
lection but also interpretation, learning, and strategic 
application.

6.2. The roles of knowledge management in 
institutionalizing sustainability

Our study advances research on sustainability in pub
lic management by showing that sustainability is not 
managed as a single concept but is interpreted and 
enacted differently across organizational roles and 
decision contexts (Sinervo et al., 2026). To synthesize 
how KM practices contribute to institutionalization 
under these conditions, we organize our findings 
around four distinct KM roles, namely strategy, 
reporting, capability building, and management prac
tices. These roles function as mid-range constructs 
mediating between KBV-derived knowledge capabil
ities and the technical, political, and cultural work 
through which sustainability is institutionalized.

These roles reflect the inherently multi- 
dimensional nature of sustainability management in 
local government, shaped by strategic priorities, pro
fessional norms, and contextual constraints. Together, 
they form a conceptual framework for understanding 
how KM contributes to the institutionalization of sus
tainability through cumulative technical, political, and 
cultural work. In these arenas, KM practices provide 
the infrastructure for defining sustainability, embed
ding it in governance systems, and making it mean
ingful in everyday practice, while their effects depend 
on how such practices are resourced, legitimized, and 
interpreted across organizational levels. Each KM role 
is examined in turn.

6.2.1. KM and sustainability strategy: from 
alignment to integration
Sustainability, especially financial sustainability, is 
often framed through existing strategic priorities. 
This reflects a core principle of strategic KM: connect
ing knowledge processes to organizational goals 
(Hansen et al., 1999; Zack, 1999). However, advancing 
sustainability requires moving beyond such goal- 
oriented coupling toward deeper integration, support
ing strategic foresight, cross-sectoral coordination, 
and adaptive learning. Integrated KM infrastructures 
enable knowledge to flow across organizational 
boundaries, fostering shared understanding and coor
dinated action. Embedding sustainability in strategic 
planning transforms KM from a supportive function 
into a strategic enabler by shaping how knowledge is 
valued, managed, and used for different organizational 
purposes (Zack, 1999; Zeemering, 2018).

This shift involves managing intellectual capital 
(Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; Laihonen & Pusenius,  
2025), human, structural, and relational, and addres
sing the following key questions:

● Do professionals have the necessary skills and 
expertise to implement sustainability-related 
changes?

● Do the organization’s operational and manage
ment models support the achievement of sustain
ability objectives?

● Are the organization’s knowledge systems cap
able of supporting learning and adaptation in 
response to emerging sustainability challenges?

Our findings show that sustainability is increasingly 
embedded in municipal strategies, enabling collabora
tion, citizen engagement, and resource mobilization. 
The strategic integration of sustainability thus serves 
as both a symbolic commitment and a practical 
mechanism for connecting organizational efforts to 
long-term societal goals. From an institutional work 
perspective, strategic KM functions simultaneously as 
political work that legitimizes sustainability priorities 
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within decision‑making structures, cultural work that 
anchors sustainability in strategic narratives and iden
tities, and technical work that integrates sustainability 
into planning and coordination processes (Sinervo 
et al., 2024).

6.2.2. KM and sustainability reporting: from 
compliance to learning
Although sustainability reporting was not a primary 
focus of the interview guide, managers frequently 
referred to reporting systems as key infrastructures 
through which sustainability information is produced, 
interpreted, and translated into practice. These 
insights therefore form a natural part of our analysis 
of KM’s role in institutionalizing sustainability.

Sustainability reporting in local governments is often 
driven by external accountability requirements, pro
moting transparency and comparability. However, 
these mechanisms can lead to fragmented or compli
ance-oriented practices that limit their strategic value 
(Vikstedt et al., 2024). Our findings suggest that KM 
can play a transformative role by shifting reporting 
from a static documentation exercise to a dynamic 
process of organizational development and adaptation 
(Li et al., 2025). When reporting systems are designed 
to support reflection, dialogue, and feedback, they 
become tools for continuous improvement (Laihonen 
et al., 2023). Reporting thus emerges as a key site of 
institutional work: technical work stabilizes indicators 
and data infrastructures, political work responds to 
accountability demands, and cultural work shapes 
whether reporting is oriented toward compliance or 
learning. Sustainability reporting is currently the most 
institutionalized domain in which KM, business analy
tics, and data-driven management intersect. As sustain
ability becomes a strategic objective, organizations must 
develop robust methods of measuring and evaluating 
progress. KM frameworks, especially those related to 
information management and business intelligence, 
can guide the identification of information needs, the 
collection of data, and the transformation of raw data 
into actionable insights (Choo, 1996, 2002).

Our data show that financial information, supple
mented by expert analyses and national statistics, is 
still the dominant input in decision-making. While 
sustainability information is used in budgeting, goal 
setting, and procurement, it is often confined within 
departmental boundaries. The managers expressed 
a need for more standardized and comparable data 
both within and between municipalities to support 
coherent and coordinated efforts. Taken together, 
these findings point to the need for KM systems and 
practices that go beyond data collection and reporting, 
supporting interpretation, integration, and learning 
across organizational boundaries, thereby linking 
reporting to broader capability building and everyday 
management practices.

6.2.3. KM and skills for sustainability: building 
collective capacity
Sustainability challenges demand more than data and 
technical expertise; they require collaborative, inter
pretive, and adaptive capabilities (Sinervo et al., 2024). 
Organizations committed to sustainability must 
actively assess and cultivate diverse knowledge assets, 
including technical skills, systems thinking, and cross- 
sectoral collaboration (e.g., Deslatte et al., 2023; 
MacDonald et al., 2020). Research suggests that decen
tralized structures and integrated decision-making 
enhance innovation and responsiveness in complex 
environments (Stazyk et al., 2016). Moreover, organi
zational culture and managerial competencies, such as 
goal-setting, process integration, and infrastructure 
development, are critical to embedding sustainability 
in institutional routines (e.g., Hofstad et al., 2023,  
2026; Yuriev et al., 2021).

Our findings suggest that effective sustainability 
management depends on developing organizational 
capacities that extend beyond individual expertise. In 
this context, KM plays a strategic role in fostering 
collective capacity through learning, knowledge shar
ing, and leadership development. Capacity building 
can therefore be understood as cultural institutional 
work that reshapes professional identities and shared 
values, political work that legitimizes investments in 
skills and roles, and technical work that embeds sus
tainability competences in HR systems and organiza
tional structures. KM frameworks, particularly those 
based on intellectual capital theory (Laihonen & 
Pusenius, 2025), offer tools for identifying and lever
aging key assets: human capital (e.g., skills, expertise, 
and motivation), structural capital (e.g., systems, pro
cesses, and databases), and relational capital (e.g., net
works and partnerships). Managing these 
interdependencies enhances knowledge work produc
tivity and long-term sustainability. A culture of inno
vation, reinforced by continuous training and cross- 
organizational collaboration, appears to play 
a significant role in embedding sustainability in every
day practices and decision-making.

6.2.4. KM and sustainability management 
practices: navigating complexity
Sustainability management in local governments 
involves navigating a complex landscape of data, 
actors, and expectations. The challenge lies not in 
data scarcity but in making sense of fragmented and 
sometimes conflicting information. In this context, 
KM plays a critical role in enabling sense-making, 
prioritization, and informed decision-making across 
organizational boundaries (Choo, 1996). While sus
tainability is widely adopted as a strategic goal, its 
implementation is uneven in practice. Public man
agers interpret broad objectives within local con
straints, drawing on both technical tools, such as 
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dashboards and performance indicators, and organi
zational practices that foster integration, collabora
tion, and learning. Empirical research on the 
operational dimensions of sustainability management 
is still limited (e.g., Bhatia et al., 2024; Zeemering,  
2018).

Our findings show that sustainability management 
is shaped by both formal structures (e.g., reporting 
systems and strategic plans) and informal practices 
(e.g., professional norms and interdepartmental colla
boration). Public – private partnerships and innova
tive financing mechanisms are used increasingly to 
meet sustainability goals (e.g., Li et al., 2024; 
Patrucco et al., 2024; Rosell et al., 2024), reflecting 
the need for inter-organizational coordination and 
long-term planning. Everyday sustainability manage
ment thus entails ongoing institutional work that 
brings together technical instruments, political coor
dination, and cultural sense‑making in routine deci
sion‑making processes. KM practices support the 
integration of these forms of work in practice.

Our findings further suggest that leadership capable 
of bridging knowledge domains – tacit and explicit, 
human and technological, and strategic and opera
tional – is closely associated with how sustainability 
is enacted in practice. KM plays an important role in 
enabling a shift from fragmented, compliance-driven 
approaches toward more integrated, learning-oriented 
practices that build adaptive capacity and support 
long-term goals. This integrative role of KM provides 
a foundation for the broader theoretical and practical 
implications discussed in the concluding section.

7. Conclusions

This study examined how knowledge management 
supports the institutionalization of sustainability in 
local governments. Drawing on empirical insights 
from senior municipal managers and informed by 
the knowledge-based view and institutional work, we 
identify four interrelated domains in which KM plays 
a strategic and integrative role: sustainability strategy, 
sustainability reporting, skills for sustainability, and 
everyday sustainability management practices. 
Together, these domains form a conceptual frame
work that advances our understanding of how KM 
contributes to organizational and societal capacities 
for sustainability.

Across all four domains, a consistent insight 
emerges: KM operates not merely as a technical func
tion but as a strategic governance mechanism. In 
strategy, KM enables the integration of sustainability 
into long‑term planning by connecting knowledge 
processes to evolving priorities and fostering foresight 
and cross‑sectoral coordination. In reporting, KM 
supports a shift from compliance‑driven documenta
tion toward learning‑oriented approaches that 

promote reflection, dialogue, and continuous 
improvement (cf. Laihonen et al., 2023; Vikstedt 
et al., 2024). In skills and capability building, KM 
contributes to the development of human, structural, 
and relational capital (Edvinsson & Malone, 1997; 
Laihonen & Pusenius, 2025), enhancing collective 
learning and enabling organizations to respond to 
complex sustainability challenges. In management 
practices, KM facilitates sense‑making, prioritization, 
and adaptive decision‑making across silos, supporting 
institutional work that embeds sustainability in every
day routines.

7.1. Theoretical implications

The study advances public sector KM research in three 
ways. First, it extends KM theorizing beyond efficien
cy‑oriented paradigms by illustrating how KM under
pins the institutionalization of complex, multi‑sectoral 
and multi‑level policy goals (Sinervo et al., 2024). 
Second, it contributes to the sustainability manage
ment literature by demonstrating that sustainability 
is not a fixed target but an evolving managerial process 
requiring continuous interpretation, negotiation, and 
learning (Shiroyama et al., 2012; Zeemering, 2018). 
Third, it provides a mid-range framework that links 
KM capabilities to technical, political, and cultural 
forms of institutional work, which offers 
a theoretically grounded way to analyze how public 
organizations implement sustainability in practice.

7.2. Practical implications

For practitioners, the findings highlight the impor
tance of assessing and strengthening the knowledge 
foundations of sustainability work. The proposed fra
mework can support local governments in:

● diagnosing the coherence between sustainability 
goals and knowledge infrastructures.

● improving the integration of financial, ecological, 
and social data across organizational boundaries.

● investing in skills, leadership, and collaborative 
learning that enable collective interpretation of 
sustainability information.

● designing reporting practices that serve strategic 
learning rather than mere external accountability.

These insights are of relevance to public managers, 
performance analysts, sustainability coordinators, 
and elected officials seeking to build coherent and 
adaptive sustainability governance. They may also 
inform public administration education, where sus
tainability competences and KM capabilities increas
ingly define the skill set needed in modern public 
service.
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7.3. Policy and societal implications

At the policy level, the study demonstrates that sus
tainability goals require supportive knowledge infra
structures and institutional arrangements that 
encourage cross‑sectoral learning and collaboration. 
Policymakers can draw on these insights to design 
steering mechanisms, reporting systems, and capaci
ty‑building programs that promote integrated sustain
ability work rather than fragmented compliance.

At the societal level, improved sustainability knowl
edge practices can contribute to more transparent 
decision‑making, enhanced public trust, and stronger 
connections between municipal actions and commu
nity well‑being. Strengthening KM for sustainability 
can therefore influence public attitudes, support 
informed civic participation, and improve long‑term 
quality of life.

7.4. Future research

Future research could explore how these KM roles 
evolve as sustainability agendas mature, examine com
parative cases across different governance systems, or 
investigate how digitalization and AI-enabled analy
tics reshape these arenas of sustainability-related 
knowledge work. There is also scope for further theo
retical inquiry into the interplay between knowledge, 
power, and sustainability, particularly in contexts 
marked by institutional complexity and political 
contestation.
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