
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Realizing the Transformative Potential of Experimentation in Planning

Bertolini, Luca
DOI
10.1080/14649357.2025.2567455
Publication date
2025
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Planning Theory & Practice
License
CC BY-NC-ND

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Bertolini, L. (2025). Realizing the Transformative Potential of Experimentation in Planning.
Planning Theory & Practice, 26(5), 633-649. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2025.2567455

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:17 Jul 2026

https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2025.2567455
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/realizing-the-transformative-potential-of-experimentation-in-planning(9c429304-7446-4224-b5c8-b15b032fb791).html
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2025.2567455


Planning Theory & Practice
2025, VOL. 26, NO. 5, 633–649

Realizing the Transformative Potential of Experimentation in 
Planning

Luca Bertolini
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ABSTRACT
Experimentation allows planning to explore ways of “thinking, doing, organis-
ing” beyond the status quo, as if the world was a radically different one. 
However, there is limited evidence of its impact beyond the experiment. This 
paper claims that to realize its transformative potential, experimentation needs 
to be thoroughly embedded in a “prefigurative” mode of planning and aimed 
at “concrete utopias” in the here and now. Furthermore, experimentation 
needs to be embedded in a “multi-political” approach, connecting the prefig-
urative politics of experiments to the institutional politics of policy and plan-
ning and the contentious politics of social movements and political protests.

Introduction

Planning is under pressure to become more transformative, and experimentation is advocated 
as a central approach for this. In the introduction to a recent thematic issue of European 
Planning Studies, Stead and Albrechts (2023) aptly capture the conundrum. They remark that 
established planning tools and approaches were designed for stability, certainty, and clarity 
and are primarily concerned with maintaining the social order. Contemporary societal challenges 
demand radically different planning tools and approaches, that can deal with instability, uncer-
tainty, and ambiguity and primarily focus on questioning and transforming the social order. 
Experimentation is central to making this shift, as advocated by burgeoning planning practices 
and conceptualizations. However, a key shortcoming is that experimentation yet struggles to 
achieve systemic impact. This paper explores how to address this shortcoming. It builds, first, 
on Davoudi’s (2023) proposal of a “prefigurative planning,” and second, on Schiller-Merkens 
(2022) proposal of a “multi-political approach” to social transformation.

Experimentation has long been integral to specific planning approaches, notably those 
inspired by pragmatist philosophy (Allmendinger, 2017). More recently, it has emerged as a 
central concern in the literatures on sustainability transitions and environmental governance 
(Ehnert, 2023). Spatial planning scholars have also engaged with this renewed interest in 
experimentation (Berglund-Snodgrass & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020; Cugurullo, 2018; Scholl & De 
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Kraker, 2021; Schreiber et  al., 2023). In the following, I first take stock with these historical and 
emerging practices and scholarships to then zoom-in on the emergent potentials and limitations 
of experimentation in planning. Next, I explore how to build on the potentials while acknowl-
edging and addressing the limitations.

Rationale for Experimentation in Planning

In a way, experimentation has always been integral to spatial planning. Given its future-oriented 
nature, planning inherently involves proposing ideas whose validity must be verified through 
actual implementation. Implementation, in turn, generates reasons for amending the original 
propositions or formulating new ones, which are then tested and refined in subsequent rounds 
of implementation. Notably, in planning traditions inspired by pragmatist philosophy, experi-
mentation is pivotal. Pragmatists assert that reality cannot be known beforehand and in abstract, 
but only through actual engagement with it. Thus, real-world experimentation is key to under-
standing what works, what does not, and generating ideas for improvement. As pragmatist 
philosopher Dewey stated, “[w]hen we say that thinking and beliefs should be experimental … 
we have then in mind a certain logic of method … that they will be… subject to ready and 
flexible revision in light of observed consequences” (Dewey, 1927, pp. 202-203, cited in Meyer, 
2023, p. 6). For Dewey, this experimental method, which should be open to questioning the 
present order and allow for a plurality of perspectives and participants, is at the heart of democ-
racy. For pragmatist planners such as Hoch (2019) and others (see chapter 6 in Allmendinger, 
2017), it is central to the planning enterprise. Hoch has long striven to marry a pragmatist 
attitude with the acknowledgment of power asymmetries and the aim to redress them (Hoch, 
1984). As he recently reaffirmed: “The pragmatist sensibility infusing my conception of planning 
embraces a democratic ethos that refuses to accept the expendability not only of any other 
person, but the integrity of the ecological biomes that make human flourishing possible. Putting 
such ethos into planning action seems to me to require utopian thinking and social experimen-
tation to jumpstart behavioral, social and institutional change” (Hoch, 2023, p. 2397-2398).

More recently, an “experimental turn” in urban policy has been observed (Bulkeley et  al., 
2019; Bulkeley & Castán Broto, 2013; Evans et  al., 2016), and this has given rise to a rich liter-
ature in particularly the fields of sustainability transitions and environmental governance (Ehnert, 
2023). While definitions and interpretations of experimentation may vary, common to them is 
the focus on practices and concepts centering on the exploration of potential alternative tech-
nological and social arrangements through space and time-bounded interventions, aimed 
primarily at learning about the possibilities and constraints of system-wide transformations. 
Underlying this is the understanding that addressing present environmental sustainability and 
social justice challenges requires questioning dominant technological and social structures and 
exploring alternative ones. However, due to deep-seated systemic resistance to change and 
irreducible uncertainty about what alternative structures could and should be, experiments – 
that is, interventions combining purposeful actions with observation and reflection (Karvonen 
& Van Heur, 2014) – are essential to finding a way forward. Experimentation enables the explo-
ration of alternative ways of thinking, doing, and organising within a relatively protected, safe 
environment. It provides a setting where unsatisfactory but obdurate and rigid physical forms, 
legal regulations, or organisational procedures can be suspended, and fundamentally different 
ones can be tried out. Unlike model simulations or stakeholder debates, experiments enable 
those involved to experience change in all its real-life richness and complexity, while still not 
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requiring that they embrace change. Because the measures can be easily rolled back, experi-
ments allow for exploring a scope of possibilities not available under traditional policy inter-
ventions. “Failure” is accepted and seen above all as an opportunity for learning about the 
possibilities and constraints of change, generating insights on how to “fail better” (Nevens 
et  al., 2013).

Spatial planning scholars have been also engaging with these approaches and literature 
(Berglund-Snodgrass & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020; Cugurullo, 2018; Montero et  al., 2023; Scholl 
& De Kraker, 2021; Schreiber et  al., 2023). They note that experimentation is increasingly being 
advocated in spatial planning in response to persistent environmental, social, and economic 
challenges, which current, mainstream approaches seem ill-suited to address. At the same time, 
spatial planning seems essential to address these challenges. Challenges of the likes of climate 
change, natural resource exhaustion, physical and mental health, digitalisation, and social justice, 
are inextricably entangled with the way humans materially inhabit the planet and physically 
live together. Human settlements are both the places where these challenges manifest the 
most and where answers could emerge. Spatial planning, as the discipline and practice of 
“making better places” (Healey, 2017), should, therefore, be at the centre of this quest. However, 
just as other human institutions, spatial planning is also entangled in ways of thinking, doing, 
and organising that do not match contemporary challenges, triggering demand for the broader 
and deeper exploration of possibilities that experimentation enables (Berglund-Snodgrass & 
Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020; Cugurullo, 2018; Montero et  al., 2023; Scholl & De Kraker, 2021; 
Schreiber et  al., 2023).

Below I build on the work of these spatial planning scholars to identify both emerging key 
potentials and limits of experimentation in planning. Next, I explore how to build on the former 
and acknowledge and address the latter. Following Schreiber et  al. (2023, p. 226), I define 
experiments in spatial planning as “spatially and temporally bound arenas in a real-world setting 
that bring together multiple actors in an open, collaborative process, to learn and gain expe-
rience on urban challenges and develop and test novel practices to address the challenges.”

The argument is illustrated by the example of street experiments: “an intentional, temporary 
change of the street use, regulation and/or form, aimed at exploring systemic change in urban 
mobility, away from ‘streets for traffic’, and towards ‘streets for people’” (Bertolini, 2020, p. 735; 
Figure 1). Street experiments have emerged as the catalyst for exploring fundamentally different 
ways of arranging the movement of people and goods and the use of public space in cities. 
While there is a great variety of types (Bertolini, 2020), they all explore street uses, forms and 
regulations where the street as a channel for traffic is not the only or dominant function. 
Instead, the full richness of human (and non-human) uses of the street is foregrounded. 

Figure 1. L eft, a street in its “normal” form; right, the same street as “street experiment.” Photo: Author.
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A multiplicity of challenges entangled with the dominant urban mobility system – including 
climate change mitigation and adaptation, air and noise pollution, personal safety, sedentary 
lifestyles, encroachment on public space, land consumption, and disruption of ecosystems and 
human communities – demands such a radical, experimental approach (Bertolini, 2023).

While street experiments are by no means the only illustrative example I could have used, there 
are reasons for this choice. First, street experiments vividly capture the tensions between localized, 
temporary interventions and wider, longer-term processes of systemic change which are central to 
both key potentials and key limitations of experimentation in planning. Particularly when advancing 
street forms, uses, and regulations that challenge the current dominance of channeling traffic as 
the main purpose of city streets, street experiments highlight the need for change in the entire 
urban mobility system. An alternative street norm foregrounding a multi-dimensional public space 
rather than the flow of traffic would require nothing short of an overhaul of the current urban 
mobility system and the very way urban households and firms access essential opportunities 
(Bertolini, 2023). Furthermore, it is precisely such an overhaul of the urban mobility system that 
street experiments hope to trigger. Second, the system street experiments attempt to change 
epitomizes key characteristics of current urban sustainability and justice challenges. On one hand, 
there is the extreme urgency of changing a deeply unsustainable and unjust system; on the other 
hand, there is the equally extreme systemic resistance to change and resulting deep-seated uncer-
tainty about which course to follow (Geels, 2012; Mattioli et  al., 2020; Urry, 2004).

To realize the heuristic potential of street experiments, I adopt this term rather than “tactical 
urbanism” (Lydon & Garcia, 2012; Webb, 2018). While the two terms are often used to label 
similar or even same temporary street transformation initiatives, there are differences. Most 
important in the context of this paper is that while “street experiments” refer to practices and 
conceptualizations ultimately aiming at system-wide, longer-term change, “tactical urbanism” 
typically refers to change that, even if eventually permanent, is rather local and shorter-term 
(Schreiber, 2025; Vallance & Edwards, 2021). And it is precisely the relationship between the 
short and the long term, the local and the global, that this paper aims to foreground.

Potentials and Limits of Experimentation in Planning

The recent literature on experimentation in spatial planning highlights both potentials and 
limitations. These are summarised below, mainly following the synthetic assessment by Scholl 
and De Kraker (2021) of the contributions to their special issue and the literature review by 
Schreiber et  al. (2023).

Key highlighted potentials of experimentation for the contents of planning include fore-
grounding a holistic, emergent view of challenges rooted in systemic complexities, and allowing 
for the exploration of problems and solutions beyond obdurate disciplinary and organisational 
framings and boundaries. For example, street experiments foreground the street as a place 
where not just moving persons and goods but also socialising, playing, exercising, resting, 
growing trees, or harvesting water are legitimate and even priority uses (see Figure 1). 
Accordingly, they allow and even demand the exploration of problems and solutions beyond 
transport planning and mobility policy alone.

Key highlighted potentials of experimentation for the process of planning include carrying 
out interventions that are too alternative, contentious, and/or undefined for implementation 
within established planning regulations and procedures and adapting interventions “on-the-go,” 
following emerging insights about their effects.
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For example, street experiments suspend regulations and procedures of the street as a traffic 
channel – the accepted norm – to explore the function of the street as a place for social 
interaction, play, exercise, rest, and nature – an alternative, contentious, undefined, and tentative 
norm (Bertolini, 2020; VanHoose et  al., 2022). At the same time, street experiments allow 
adapting the intervention following emerging insights (e.g., introducing exemptions from an 
original, indiscriminate prohibition to circulate by motorized means for specific groups, or for 
specific purposes, or at particular times and days, following insights about needs not evident 
at the start of the experiment).

Highlighted limitations of experimentation for planning most importantly include the lack 
of connection between experimentation, lessons that can be and are learned from it, and the 
broader, longer-term urban development and planning agendas of municipalities. In some 
cases, this disconnect is so extreme that it leads to what has been termed “Frankenstein urban-
ism” (Cugurullo, 2018). Also, the positive outcomes of experiments tend not to extend beyond 
the spatial and temporal scope of the intervention, which are often small-scale and short-term. 
As a result, there is scarce evidence, if any, of experiments having more than marginally altered 
spatial planning structures and practices. Potential explanations for this apparent lack of impact 
centre around the separation of experimental and planning processes and the weak mechanisms 
for learning from experiments. Conversely, joint, well-structured and adequately resourced and 
staffed processes focused on learning were a key feature in exceptional cases documenting at 
least some structural impacts of experiments on planning (Bergmann et  al., 2021; Eneqvist & 
Karvonen, 2021; Evans et  al., 2021; Scholl & Kemp, 2016). However, “what” exactly to learn, 
“how” and “why” remain open questions in both the theory and practice of experimentation 
in planning. At a deeper level, there might be unresolved, fundamental tensions between the 
entrepreneurial logic of experiments and the public sector logic of planning, the former seeking 
to embrace uncertainty while the latter to reduce uncertainty (Berglund-Snodgrass & 
Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020).

The literature review by VanHoose (2023), aiming to identify barriers and enablers of the 
systemic change impact of street experiments, helps illustrate and further articulate these issues. 
“Internal barriers” are the lack of financial, physical, and human resources, inconducive design, 
the lack of a clear vision, and the low frequency of street experiments. “External barriers” are 
opposition from stakeholders and institutional regulations and processes. Countering these 
barriers are the “internal enablers” of inclusion of stakeholders and the active promotion of 
experiments, and the “internal-external enablers” of embedding experiments in longer-term 
policies and institutional support. The overall picture is one of street experiments as a still 
marginal, emergent, and vulnerable practice that needs lots of dedicated effort and creativity 
to be maintained, let alone trigger systemic change impact. VanHoose’s (2023) review also 
highlights a few underlying dilemmas. First is the tension between established institutions and 
disruptive experiments, mirroring the argument of Berglund-Snodgrass and Mukhtar-Landgren 
(2020) on the contradictory logic of experimentation and planning. Second is the tension 
between the need for stakeholder participation and inclusion and the lack of formalised, con-
solidated procedures to achieve these aims, a point also addressed by Scholl and De Kraker 
(2021) and Schreiber et  al. (2023).

While there are other important limitations of experimentation in planning (notably including 
the questions of which and whose knowledge counts in experimentation: Smeds et al., 2023), 
I will focus on the key one highlighted by the assessments above: the apparently weak linkages 
between experiments and system (urban, planning) change.
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How to Build on Potentials While Acknowledging and Addressing Limitations?

Building on Potentials: Experimentation as Prefiguration

The essence of the potential of experimentation in planning is that it allows for the exploration 
of problems and solutions outside of the boxes of incumbent agendas, framings, arrangements, 
and procedures and to “learn by doing,” discovering radical alternatives along the way. Fully 
realising this potential requires that experimentation avoids the traps of marginalisation or 
co-optation by the status quo (Savini & Bertolini, 2019). It should keep questioning the existing 
social and spatial order, incessantly confronting it with a radically different alternative. The 
concept of “prefiguration” captures these qualities.

Prefiguration connects to the rediscovery and reinvention of utopian thinking as a necessary 
component of transformative politics (Levitas, 2007). Utopian thinking combines the refusal to 
settle with the present with the aspiration of a better future. According to Levitas (2007), it is 
essential today because contemporary environmental and social challenges can only be addressed 
if we radically break from current assumptions, adopt holistic, systemic thinking, and dare to 
ask existential questions about who we are and what we stand for (Levitas, 2007). Contrary to 
modernistic, totalitarian utopia, this is an open-ended utopia – utopia as a method, not a goal 
– always provisional, asking to take responsibility, and inevitably subject to failure (Levitas, 2007, 
2013). More specifically, prefiguration is close to Bloch’s (1986) concept of  “concrete utopia”, as 
it is meant to allow, and even pursue, the practicing of utopia in the present. This is indeed the 
essence of prefigurative practices, which aim to conflate the “not yet” of utopia with the “here 
and now” of practice. This conflation can limit the scope of imagined possibilities (as Levitas, 
2013, remarks) but has the advantage of allowing to actively explore potential alternative soci-
etal arrangements within the complexity of the real world. From a pragmatic perspective, this 
active exploration in practice is essential to develop knowledge that matters.

The concept of prefiguration has long been used in the research of social movements 
(Maeckelbergh, 2016; Monticelli, 2018, 2021; Swain, 2019). It was recently extended to the field 
of sustainability transitions (Casey et  al., 2020; Chertkovskaya et  al., 2024; Haugland, 2023; 
Wittmayer et  al., 2022) and to spatial planning (Davoudi, 2023). Especially the latter is a valuable 
reference to understand why experiments in spatial planning should be seen as prefiguration 
to unlock their transformative potential.

Davoudi (2023) starts her argument by observing that spatial planning seems to have lost 
the ability to imagine and aim for a different future, with “a reluctance to imagine places that 
do not yet exist” (p. 2278, emphasis in original). She traces this inability and reluctance to the 
combined effect of two factors (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2077-2079). On one side are contemporary 
challenges of a magnitude, interrelatedness, and complexity defying the hope of anything but 
marginal interventions. On the other side is a long-standing diffidence towards the notion of 
utopia in planning, following the devastating consequences of the version of utopia promul-
gated by modernist, post-World War Two planning. Despite all these weaknesses, Davoudi 
contends that the ability to imagine a different world remains essential for spatial planning 
because “amid the uncertainties and despairs, this utopian impulse, as a key function of hope, 
helps us to see the existing conditions not as how things are, but as how they are made to 
be, and how they might be unmade” (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2278, emphases in original).

The notion of prefigurative planning is inspired by Boggs (1977) concept of “prefigurative 
politics,” which he defines as “the embodiment, within the ongoing political practice of a 
movement, of those forms of social relations, decision-making, culture and human experience 
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that are the ultimate goal” (p. 100). Like prefigurative politics, prefigurative planning collapses 
the past, present and future by “performing the future in the present” (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2283). 
The ends (the vision of a different world) and the means (the actions to materialise that world) 
are thus not distinct but collapsed onto each other: the destination is the journey, and the 
journey is the destination (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2279). This is, remarks Davoudi, a key distinction 
between the utopianism of prefigurative planning and the utopianism of modernist planning. 
The latter focuses on the implementation of a predetermined, ideal end state, where the “how” 
of the implementation is purely instrumental to its achievement (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2281; Ley 
& Mills, 1993, p. 268). Instead, prefigurative planning is about exploring alternative futures 
which are not known in advance and can only be known – but never fully or finally – by 
practising them in the present. The process is therefore and fundamentally open-ended, as 
prefigurative planning acknowledges that its visions are and will remain plural, contingent, and 
contested. There will always be disagreement and dissent, and the challenge is how to learn 
from them rather than how to overcome them (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2284).

In this open-ended seeking for the future in the present, utopian imagination and practical 
experimentation are intimately intertwined: “The utopias of prefigurative planning are 
praxis-oriented and take shape through experimental projects which begin with rejection of 
the present, rather than affirmation of a predefined and predetermined future.” (Davoudi, 2023, 
p. 2283). Neither imagination nor experimentation could suffice without the other. Experimentation 
without imagination could not deconstruct the present while constructing a different future. 
Imagination without experimentation would deny that creating a different future in the face 
of complexity and uncertainty requires an open, pragmatic process rather than the implemen-
tation of a predetermined end state.

Rooting experiments in prefigurative planning can help fully realise the potentials of the 
emerging practice and theory of experimentation in planning. It provides a conceptual and 
operational framework which allows to explore a radically alternative future within and despite 
the limitations of the present, including the limitations of current planning practices and insti-
tutions. It makes experiments a necessary ingredient of any planning aiming at a future sub-
stantially different from the present. It relates the here and now of experiments to both the 
deconstruction of the present and the construction of the future. Finally, it links experiments 
to system-wide, longer-term change aims, beyond the temporal and spatial contingencies of 
individual interventions.

Rooting experiments in prefigurative planning also stresses some essential requirements for 
transformative experiments. Experiments should, radically and fundamentally, enact the not yet 
in the here and now (Davoudi, 2023, p. 2285), similar to the definition of transition experiments 
as “short-term actions through which alternative structures, cultures, and practices are explored” 
(Roorda et  al., 2014, p. 32). However, and differently from many interpretations of experimen-
tation in the transition and urban experimentation literature, experiments should not be limited 
to what is or is seen as viable today. They should not be “reasonable.’ Accepting this limitation 
would impede, by definition, any serious questioning of the status quo. While concrete, they 
should always be utopic, in line with Bloch’s concept of “concrete utopias” (Levitas, 1990). The 
hold of the status quo is not just material. Even more importantly, it is a symbolic hold on 
our ability to imagine worlds different from the present one (Hajer & Versteeg, 2019). Accordingly, 
cultivating the ability to imagine beyond what now seems sensible, or even just thinkable, is 
vital for prefiguration. Experimentation and imagination should be both cultivated and intimately 
connected: imagination spurring truly radical experimentation and experimentation rooting 
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imagination in the complexities and uncertainties of the real world. From this also follows that 
experiments should be open to and even seek dissensus rather than requiring or pursuing 
consensus. They should see conflict as an opportunity to learn rather than something to avoid 
and develop practices for making conflict productive (Sierhuis et al., 2024; VanHoose et al., 2025).

The practice of street experiments provides evidence of the implications of both the absence 
and presence of these requirements, as shown in Table 1. Greater impacts on urban mobility 
system change have been observed in street experiments that have been able to enact the 
“not yet” in the “here and now,” to not be limited by what is considered viable today, to con-
nect to the imagination of an alternative future, and to embrace dissensus (Vanhoose, 2023; 
VanHoose et  al., 2022). The opposite is also true. Parklets are an example of a street experiment 
that originated as a disruptive, grassroot action but then evolved in many contexts (albeit not 
all) into a tamed, self-referential, commercial initiative with exclusionary traits and an overall 
loss of prefigurative power and transformative capacity (Douay & Prevot, 2014). On the contrary, 
the Low Traffic Neighbourhoods (LTNs) in the UK are a positive example of the continued status 
quo challenging, system change triggering capability of street experiments as prefigurative 
politics (Thomas & Aldred, 2024). LTNs are, however, also an example of the insufficiency of 
prefigurative politics alone to achieve systemic change (Dudley et al., 2022), a point explored next.

Acknowledging and Addressing Limitations: A Multi-Political Approach

Rooting experimentation in prefigurative politics and prefigurative planning may help realise 
its potentials. However, its limitations also need to be acknowledged and addressed. These 
limitations centre, as discussed above, around the disconnect between experimentation and 
mainstream planning and urban development. These concerns resonate with similar ones 
expressed in the social movements’ literature concerning the ability of prefigurative politics 

Table 1. R equirements of prefigurative experiments, illustrated by the example of street experiments.

Requirement
Opportunities, illustrated by the example of 

street experiments
Risks, illustrated by the example of street 

experiments

Enact the “not yet” in 
the “here and now”

Enacting the not yet: evoking a future where 
streets, as the quintessential public space of 
cities (Mehta, 2013), are open to a multiplicity 
of purposes and endlessly evolving.

Enacting in the here and now: temporary 
reconfiguring street forms, regulations, and 
uses.

Not enacting the not yet: experiments are 
implemented but at reduced ambition (e.g., only 
to manage the adverse effects of traffic, rather 
than prioritize different uses of the street).

Not enacting in the here and now: experiments 
are talked about but not implemented or 
implemented in a limited way (e.g., as one-off 
or for a very short time).

Not limited by what is 
viable today

Accepted planning regulations on street use and 
accepted procedures to allocate street space 
are suspended to allow experimentation.

Compliance with accepted regulations and 
procedures force the experiments to reduce 
their scope and/or discourages the initiation 
of experiments.

Connected to the 
imagination of the 
future

Street experiments are used to explore street 
forms, regulations, and uses fitting 
“people-centric” instead of “car-centric” (Gehl, 
2013) future visions for cities.

Street experiments do not question the 
dominance of the car in public spaces and car 
dependence in everyday life.

Embracing dissensus Acknowledging that because of the systemic 
nature of car dependence (Mattioli et  al., 2020; 
Urry, 2004) resistance to change is inevitable, 
and continuous democratic deliberation is the 
only way to address it. This also means seeing 
the conflicts triggered by the experiments as a 
unique opportunity for social and institutional 
learning (VanHoose et  al., 2025).

Trying to impose change away from car 
dependence by means of authority or 
watering down the change ambition for the 
sake of consensus (the “blind leap” and 
“optimization” traps, Sierhuis et  al., 2024), with 
the result of the experiments hampering, 
rather than enabling change (Brovarone et  al., 
2023; Verlinghieri et  al., 2024).
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alone to enable social change (Maeckelbergh, 2016; Monticelli, 2021; Wright, 2019). The emerg-
ing answer in that literature is that different kinds of politics need to be effectively linked, 
including “prefigurative politics” (e.g., experiments), but also “institutional politics” (e.g., proce-
dural democracy), and “contentious politics” (e.g., social movements, political protests). 
Schiller-Merkens (2022) calls this a “multi-political approach.”

Schiller-Merkens (2022) closely builds on the insights of Wright (2019). In How to be an 
Anticapitalist in the Twenty-First Century, Wright (2019) contends that moving past capitalism 
requires a strategy – which he labels “eroding capitalism” – that combines the top-down “taming” 
and “dismantling” of capitalism from inside the state and the bottom-up “resisting” and “escap-
ing” of capitalism from outside the state. In “In, against and beyond capitalism” Holloway (2016) 
makes a similar argument. Any initiative to change capitalism will inevitably be inside capitalism 
(be “in” it), because of the all-encompassing pervasiveness of capitalism. However, it should at 
the same time question capitalism (be “against” it) and imagine and experiment with a world 
after capitalism (be “beyond” it).

Schiller-Merkens (2022) argument also resonates with recent claims in transition studies 
seeing the “transformative power” required to spur socio-technical change as a combination 
of prefigurative power (“the capacity to prefigure new ways of doing, thinking, and organising”), 
countervailing power (the “capacity to challenge existing structures and institutions”) and rein-
forcive power (the “capacity to reproduce existing [incl. new] structures and institutions”) (de 
Geus et  al., 2023, p. 1317). In the words of Avelino (2024, p. 25, emphasis in original), “To 
exercise transformative power, you need all types of power. It is not enough to create new 
things (prefigurative power), you also need to get rid of old things (countervailing power) and 
hold on to the new things you develop (reinforcive power).”

Following these arguments, each type of politics – prefigurative, institutional, and conten-
tious – has a distinct contribution to socio-spatial transformations. Prefigurative politics (i.e., 
experiments) is the social and spatial setting where the “not yet” can be explored for real, 
making possibilities and constraints to transformative change experienceable and debatable. 
It rests on the acknowledgement that there is a unique value in human experience (and 
debate triggered by experience) which cannot be matched by simulations (e.g., by means of 
models or designs) nor stakeholder deliberations, as both are reductive of the complexities 
of the real, lived world. Institutional politics (i.e., procedural democracy) has two key functions 
with respect to transformative change. First, it creates institutional space for experiments by 
proactively “suspending” the rules and procedures of the status quo. Legitimising this sus-
pension are arguments about the insufficiencies of the present socio-spatial order and/or the 
likely potentials of alternative socio-spatial orders. “Likely” is a vital attribute here, as there 
is irreducible uncertainty about both insufficiencies and potentials of the alternative orders. 
Second, institutional politics consolidates the adaptations of existing rules and procedures 
and the steps towards alternative ones that have proven viable (i.e., desirable, necessary, 
feasible, and acceptable) through experimentation. The two – consolidation and experimen-
tation – do not exclude but are complementary to each other, in a continuous, open-ended 
process. Finally, contentious politics (i.e., social movements, political protests) is essential to 
keep the demand for transformative change alive. It can question the current social and 
spatial order, request an alternative one, or do both at the same time. Contentious politics 
creates a demand for prefigurative politics and impedes institutional politics from just rein-
forcing the status quo. All three types of politics are essential for transformative change, as 
are their mutual relationships.
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Figure 2 synthesises these dynamics by focusing on the socio-spatial change which is central 
to planning. Following Schiller-Merkens (2022) it characterizes the need for cultivating and 
linking prefigurative, institutional and contentious politics as the need for “organizing within,” 
and “organizing between” the three types of politics.

Current attempts at mobility system change centring on street experiments illustrate 
these dynamics and their impacts, both positive and negative. For instance, the city of 
Ghent positively shows how the effective interaction between the prefigurative politics of 
the 10-year-long leefstraten (‘living streets’) street experiment, institutional politics (most 
notably resulting in a new traffic circulation plan in 2017), and contentious politics (a 
strong local environmental activism) has resulted in impressive systemic change in urban 
mobility (VanHoose & Bertolini, 2023). Activism created demand for experimentation and 
policy change; street experiments showed what a public space liberated by the dominance 
of traffic could look and feel like; city council debates and local government actions trans-
lated the emerging insights in city-wide, long-term policies. As a result, between 2012 and 
2021, the share of cars in urban mobility fell from 54% to 40%, while bicycle use increased 
from 22% to 34% (Onderzoeksbureau, 2022). On the contrary, the city of Turin negatively 
shows how unaccomplished, contradictory connections between the prefigurative politics 
of street experiments and the institutional politics of urban governance, compounded by 
the absence of strong and consistent pressure from the contentious politics of local 

Figure 2. A  multi-political approach to planning (adapted from Schiller-Merkens, 2022).
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activism, can hamper the transformative potential of street experiments (Brovarone et  al., 
2023; Verlinghieri et  al., 2024). In Turin, the temporary closure of streets to car traffic to 
promote their use as multipurpose public spaces (at first sight analogue to what done in 
Ghent), not only did not result in permanent change, but also generated a backlash towards 
this sort of initiatives. A lack of transparency and accountability in the governance process, 
particularly in the relationship between experiments and city-wide, longer-term policies, 
and a lack of a strong and legitimate political mandate for change from civil society showed 
prime factors in this.

Table 2 further articulates and illustrates what “organising within and between” prefigurative, 
contentious, and institutional politics might mean for spatial planning. It departs from their 
characterisation by Schiller-Merkens (2022, Figure 1, p. 81) and translates this to planning by 
adapting the wording. Furthermore, it introduces a significant change to the framework of 
Schiller-Merkens (2022) by also acknowledging the need for “organising between” contentious 
politics and institutional politics, which is not considered in the original version (see also Figure 2). 
This addition highlights the fact that contentious politics can put pressure for change on insti-
tutional politics irrespective of prefigurative politics. Conversely, changes (or the lack thereof ) 
in institutional politics can also autonomously spur reactions in contentious politics. Second, 
Table 2 uses current examples of attempts at mobility system change centring on street exper-
iments to illustrate more concretely what organising within and between different kinds of 
politics might require, based on emergent findings on the potential of street experiments to 
impact urban mobility system change. Finally, the historical example of the transformation 
towards cycling cities in the Netherlands in the 1970s illustrates how a multi-political dynamic 
could unfold and impact urban mobility system change, and what the role of street experiments 
in this change could be. The purpose of this historical example is also illustrative. There are 
obviously more factors besides the interplay of prefigurative, contentious, and institutional 
politics explaining the reversal of the decline of cycling in Dutch cities in the 1970s. These 
include, for instance, particularly rapid and disruptive motorisation creating a greater sense of 
urgency than in other countries (epitomised by the dramatic surge in traffic deaths, many of 
them children), and a long-standing cycling culture and still extensive cycling practice, also 
rarely seen elsewhere (Oldenziel et  al., 2016). Relevant additional factors (but less specific to 
the Netherlands) are also new calls for democratisation and participation and the emergence 
of environmental organisations and other social movements, spurred by the oil crisis of 1973 
and the publication of the Club of Rome’s report “The Limits to Growth,” among other influ-
ences. However, the interplay of prefigurative, contentious, and institutional politics was also 
crucial and apparent, as acknowledged by Oldenziel et  al. (2016) and discussed in detail by 
de Lange and Feddes (2019), and Bruno et  al. (2021).

Discussion and Conclusion: Towards Transformative Spatial Planning

In this paper, I have summarized the recent evidence of the potentials and limitations of 
experimentation in spatial planning. The key potential is that experiments allow the exploration 
“for real” of ways of thinking, doing and organising outside the substantive, procedural and 
organisational boxes of mainstream planning. The key limitation is that experiments have yet 
a minor impact beyond the experiment, including on planning structures and practices. Two 
claims are made on what might be needed to realise the transformative potential of experi-
mentation in planning. First, experimentation should be fully integrated into a prefigurative 
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mode of planning (Davoudi, 2023), rooted in prefigurative politics (Boggs, 1977). Second, in 
addition to prefigurative politics, also institutional and contentious politics need to be fore-
grounded, and relationships between the three should be cultivated, following what 
Schiller-Merkens (2022) calls a “multi-political” approach. Street experiments (see Table 1 and 
Table 2) provided illustrative examples for the argumentation.

What sort of planning and planners are evoked by the “prefigurative” requirements of Table 
1 and the “organising within and between” activities in Table 2? They are planning and plan-
ners that focus on identifying and linking forward-looking initiatives in different kinds of 
politics, continuously shuttling between the more familiar world of institutional politics and 
the less familiar world of prefigurative politics, while acknowledging the vital function of the 
world of contentious politics. This focus does not mean that individual planning organisations 
or professionals should or even could do all these things at the same time. Some roles might 
require different and even incompatible knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and societal posi-
tionings. It does, however, mean that the ability to enable exchange and collaboration across 
these different domains is paramount. Terms like planner as “mediator” and “translator” come 
to mind, but also terms like planner as “broker,” “network builder,” and “coalition builder.” 
Perhaps the most suitable term would be that of planner as “catalyst” of the three different 
kinds of politics, feeding potential, emergent socio-spatial transformations. Theoretically, this 
mode of planning connects to long-standing modes of planning informed by pragmatism, 
links them up with modes rediscovering and reinventing the role of utopia in planning, brings 
the two together around experimental, prefigurative practices, and stresses the need of a 
constant dialogue between these practices, planning institutions, political protests and social 
movements.

The argument advanced in this paper needs to be further explored and expanded by 
follow-up research. Research could firstly be aimed at understanding the interplay of prefigu-
rative politics, institutional politics, and contentious politics in past processes of transformative 
change (or lack thereof ) in cities and places. Second, research could aim at further articulating 
what “organising within and between” prefigurative, institutional and contentious politics might 
mean in spatial planning practice and uncovering the most effective approaches. Finally, research 
could aim at understanding not only the opportunities, but also the tensions (e.g., between 
plurality and homogenisation, see Schiller-Merkens, 2022) and risks (e.g., of co-optation, see 
Savini & Bertolini, 2019) this approach might engender.

While there are thus many questions to answer, some tentative implications for planning 
practice and planning education can be already made. Planning practice should be open to 
and even encourage “multi-political” connections. It should create room in planning rules 
and procedures for prefigurative experiments, and in planning organizations for learning 
from experiments to reshape institutions, and it should become able to mobilize political 
protests and social movements to create demand for experiments and change. Planning 
education should foster awareness of the inner workings and distinct contributions to 
socio-spatial change of not only institutional politics (as traditionally is the case) but also 
the worlds of prefigurative and contentious politics. Accordingly, it should cultivate in stu-
dents not only the knowledge and skills demanded by the production of formal plans and 
policies but also those necessary for conducting socio-spatial experiments and arguably even 
those needed for political activism. Perhaps most importantly, planning education should 
cultivate the “catalytic” knowledge and skills to effectively connect these three different 
political spheres.
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