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New Avenues for Comprehensive Planning 

in Fragmented Urban Development

SARA ÖZOĞUL

Urban development is fragmenting: 
Entrepreneurial planning strategies involving 
a wide range of actors have been replacing 
managerial public sector-led approaches. While 
scholars lament the dissolution of social and 
spatial interventions, disconnected property-
driven projects, as well as multifaceted social 
initiatives, are mushrooming in cities. This 
dissertation seeks a new approach to create forms 
of comprehensiveness amidst the complex spatial 
governance practices underpinning fragmented 
urban development. It stipulates the need for 
a new conception of comprehensiveness based 
on the creation of possibilities for linkages 
between fragmented city-building endeavours. 
Furthermore, it argues that transformative 
spatial governance structures are pivotal to 
allow city-building endeavours to flourish and 
simultaneously place them into firm but flexible 
and adaptive frameworks to avoid fragmentation’s 
negative effects and externalities. Spatial 
governance is considered transformative when 
its institutional patterns change on the basis of 
concrete, area-based city-building endeavours. To 
this end, the dissertation identifies and engages 
with a recent body of literature that centres around 
transformation and structural change in planning 
and governance. A systematic review of existing 
literature reveals the neglect of private sector 
actors as elements in instigating scholars’ desired 
structural changes. Therefore, this dissertation 
distinctly considers property-driven development 
formations as instigators of structural change 
and explores their linkages to micro-scale social 
efforts. Toronto in Canada and Amsterdam in 
the Netherlands serve as research settings. The 
analysis suggests that public sector planners can 
crucially influence urban development, not in 
the traditional sense by being in command but 
by creating possibilities for linkages between 
fragmented actions in spatial governance.
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PART I

Problem	definition	and 
research design

1. Introduction

1.1  Complexifying spatial governance and the 
fragmentation of urban development

Urban development is fragmenting. Entrepreneurial strategies involving a wide 
range of actors have been replacing managerial public sector-led approaches 
to the (re)creation of the built environment (Adams and Tiesdell, 2010; Peck et 
al., 2009; Harvey, 1989). Public planning practices are embracing private sector 
interests, are increasingly dependent on private finance and hence, limited in scope 
particularly in relation to welfare-based interventions (Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; 
Fainstein, 2008; Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 2002). As a consequence, 
disconnected opportunity-driven urban development projects are mushrooming in 
cities. Simultaneously, multifaceted initiatives and movements adjust, or become 
more vocal about their claims to, the built environment in line with explicit social 
objectives (McCallum et al., 2009; Moulaert et al., 2007). This dynamic form of urban 
development characterised by the sheer complexity and multitude of fragmented 
efforts stands in stark contrast to modernist ideals of comprehensive planning, in 
which public sector planners imagine themselves in a position of ultimate control. 
Despite changing conditions, the desire for comprehensiveness in planning remains 
strong (Madanipour, 2010). 

In this dissertation, I argue that the fragmentation of urban development is the 
consequence of complexifying spatial governance. I embed the discussion in 
wider changes in relationships between states, markets and civil society under 
the framework of neoliberalisation. As the “prevailing pattern of market-oriented, 
market-disciplinary regulatory restructuring” (Peck et al., 2009: 51), neoliberalisation 
constitutes a major cause of fragmentation. Not only has it elevated the importance 
of capital accumulation through urban development and entrepreneurial planning 
practices enhancing opportunity-driven projects, but its wider ideological premises 
have swept into public policy agendas, for example through notions of active 
citizenship and self-responsibilisation (Rossi, 2017). As Wilson (2004: 771) argues, 
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neoliberal governance strives to entrepreneurialise “cities physically and socially” 
by curtailing redistributive policies and offloading state responsibilities to non-
state actors. For planning scholars, the instrumentalization of planning in the 
neoliberalisation of urban development constitutes a major concern (Eraydin and 
Tasan-Kok, 2019; Allmendinger, 2016). 

Neoliberalisation results in complex and dynamic urban development landscapes, 
in which a wide range of state, market and civil society actors participate in 
spatial governance. Often, diverse sets of actors and organisations come together 
in delineated development formations, and their close-knit interactions and 
relationships blur the boundaries between public, private and civil society sectors. 
I refer to these formations as city-building endeavours representing area-specific 
spatial governance activities. Thus, I consider institutional fragmentation as a 
fundamental component of spatial fragmentation, while the former is simultaneously 
amplified by the latter (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Relationship between institutional and spatial fragmentation.

Institutional fragmentation occurs in the form of complex actor constellations 
and fragmented spatial decision-making processes concretising in city-building 
endeavours. It draws attention to the positionality of, and power relationships 
between, actors. Governance complexities and flexibilising regulatory frameworks 
create fragmented pockets of micro-regulation (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019). They 
enhance perceptions of the ‘ungovernable metropolis’ and, when analysed 
thoroughly, provide valuable explanations for inequalities by specifying “what and 
who is governed or not” (Le Galès and Vitale, 2013: 15). The consequent spatial 
fragmentation has been documented in terms of property-driven development 
resulting in “disconnected patches of elite islands” (Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012: 
17) as well as micro-scale social efforts creating “a plurality of spatial enclaves” 
(Palermo and Ponzini, 2014: 10), and has been extensively connected to processes of 
social injustices, polarisation and exclusion (Harvey, 2009; Vranken, 2008; Bodnar, 
2001). Public sector planners and planning organisations both interact with and 
participate in variegated city-building endeavours, which can have various and 
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contradictory objectives. I consider this process as a major source of the prevalent 
sentiment in scholarly literature that planning practice is losing its grip and 
substance (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012; Fainstein, 2010), and question whether it 
is possible to find some form of comprehensiveness within these seemingly chaotic 
conditions. 

My objective is to seek a new approach to create forms of comprehensiveness 
amidst the complex spatial governance practices underpinning fragmented urban 
development. I follow Manadipour (2010: 351) who underscores planning’s distinctive 
attribute to counter institutional fragmentation by creating connections through 
“making, formalizing and expanding causal connections between events, functions 
and institutions.” With the adoption of the terminology of ‘comprehensiveness’, I 
do not advocate for a reversion to comprehensive planning principles of the past. 
Instead, I put forward the need of a new conception that is based on the creation of 
linkages, which, on the one hand, allows context-specific city-building endeavours 
to flourish, and on the other hand connects them to an overarching spatial 
governance to uphold norms, values and to counter fragmentation’s negative effects 
and externalities. Nonetheless, I consider the changing meanings and perceptions 
of ‘comprehensiveness’ throughout time as a valuable contribution to the evolution 
of planning thought, and aim to contribute by building on the existing wealth of 
knowledge by revisiting longstanding discussions from the point of view of present-
day conditions of fragmented urban development. 

In this respect, I criticise the existing planning literature on several accounts. 
First, for exhibiting a compartmentalised engagement with different dimensions of 
fragmentation. Especially property-driven projects and social initiatives are either 
approached entirely separately, or automatically treated as inherent adversaries. 
Not only are nuanced analyses scarce, but the strict separation between different 
types of endeavours does not tie in with the experiences of planning practitioners 
who are seldom confronted by compartmentalised challenges. Second, much 
planning literature stereotypes property industry actors, their interest and practices 
in urban development (Campbell, Tait and Watkins, 2014; Henneberry and Parris, 
2013). In the same vein, bottom-up initiatives are often treated in an idealised 
manner. For example, studies tend to present them as instruments for democratic 
participation and inclusion, but lack critical scrutiny of whether they can in fact live 
up to their proclaimed goals (Fincher, Pardy and Shaw, 2016). And third, governance 
complexity results in the frequent adoption of narrow, micro-scale foci (Özoğul and 
Tasan-Kok, 2018). While there is value in analysing the context-dependent nature 
and implications of individual city-building endeavours, many studies disregard the 
influence of wider institutional contexts in which they are rooted. 
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Building on this critique, my understanding of comprehensiveness focuses on 
the creation of linkages between and among different groups of actions in urban 
development and calls for a thorough and integrative analysis of different dimensions 
of fragmentation pervading spatial governance. Special consideration is hereby 
paid to the interaction and intertwinement of property-driven and social city-
building endeavours, and the avoidance of generalising perceptions. My approach 
breaks down the abstract ideal of comprehensive planning into more concrete tasks. 
Acknowledging that all-encompassing connections are impossible to implement 
and not desirable, I encourage attentiveness to the creation of possibilities 
for deliberate linkages between fragmented development efforts. Moreover, I 
underscore the importance of area-specific processes to influence beyond the 
micro-scale. It requires an understanding of the elements and conditions that turn 
some, but not all, endeavours into ‘game changers’ by altering existing institutional 
arrangements. An institutional perspective allows for critical reflections “on the 
positions and patterns of material norms from which different actors relate to each 
other” (Salet, 2018: 36). It aims to prevent over-optimism on the role and scope of 
planners (Flyvbjerg, 1996), yet also avoids pessimism and surrender to the status quo 
(Campbell et al., 2014). 

To this end, I engage with recent literature on transformation in planning and 
governance. Sharing a common frustration with neoliberalising conditions and 
market-oriented planning practices, scholars underscore the need of norms and 
values in planning, and wider structural changes (Albrechts, Barbanente and 
Monno, 2018; Healey, 2018; Albrechts, 2016; Wolfram, 2016; Eraydin and Tasan-
Kok, 2012). At the same time, the literature’s scattered occurrence, use of different 
terminology and multiple assumptions, not always clearly articulated, diminish 
its potential to develop into a distinct research area. Therefore, through a more 
systematic engagement with these accounts, I illustrate that the general ambition 
to restore ‘substance’ in planning is predominantly linked to processes in the public 
sector and the enhancement of bottom-up civil-society initiatives. The role of 
private sector actors, on the other hand, is overlooked or only sporadically touched 
upon. Once again, I see the risk of studies adopting over-generalising perceptions, 
and being too detached from the actual situations of public planning practitioners 
who, to a large extent, interact with private sector actors.  

Aiming to overcome these pitfalls, I explore the notion of transformative spatial 
governance in my thesis, which captures my understanding of how wider spatial 
governance transforms on the basis of area-specific spatial governance activities. 
Similar issues have been previously approached from different angles, for example, 
within the framework of social innovation centring around the institutionalisation of 
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bottom-up initiatives to magnify their impact (Moulaert, 2010). However, I distinctly 
consider property-driven development formations as instigators of structural change 
and explore their linkages to micro-scale social efforts. Ultimately, I stress private 
property actors’ crucial role in transforming spatial governance, as their presence 
provides advantageous conditions to instigate wider institutional transformations in 
prevailing market-oriented settings. I conclude that the development of new forms 
of collaboration between property and other actors in area-specific developments, 
and particularly their connection to micro-scale social efforts, should be at the core 
of attempts to restore substance in planning. 

My thesis provides new impulses and perspectives on the basis of which planning 
scholars and practitioners can initiate action. The limitations that neoliberalisation 
has caused for planners’ decision-making powers and scope of influence are well 
documented (Sager, 2011; Purcell, 2009; Kipfer and Keil, 2002). Nonetheless, my 
analysis suggests that public planners can crucially influence urban development, 
not in the traditional sense by being in command but by creating possibilities 
for linkages between fragmented actions in spatial governance. These linkages 
can range from sharing learning experiences to small-scale interventions in built 
environments. The substance of planning, in my view, can be found in fragmentation. 
It requires, however, that practitioners drop outdated ideals of comprehensive 
planning and shift their approach to the creation of linkages; it is the planning 
scholars’ task to support them in this pursuit.

1.2 Research problem, questions and visualisation 
This dissertation is inspired by the broad question of how planning practices 
reflect changing urban development dynamics under neoliberalising conditions. 
New actors have emerged or claimed stronger positions in urban development 
landscapes, and public sector planning has become just one element of complex 
spatial governance. There is a heightened awareness that neither actor constellations 
nor the spatial needs of local populations can be generalised and that one-size-
fits-all planning solutions have become inadequate (Palermo and Ponzini, 2014; 
Moulaert et al., 2010). While comprehensive planning in its traditional sense has 
reached its limits, fragmentation in terms of small-scale, area-based interventions 
can be advantageous to respond to context-specific circumstances and needs of 
local communities (Tasan-Kok et al., 2014).  

At the same time, however, market-based rationalities have spread and questions 
emerge about whether social and environmental standards can be upheld or 
enhanced if growing flexibility is left completely unguided (Madanipour, 2010; 
Tasan-Kok, 2008). Existing research has, for instance, documented how incremental 
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approaches to planning have contributed to displacement, elite islands and unequal 
access to services (Wolf-Powers 2005), and how reliance on active citizenship runs 
the risk of deepening area-based socio-spatial inequalities (Uitermark, 2012). While 
there is an urgent need for reflections on, and innovations of, public norms guiding 
action (Salet, 2018), planning institutions are said to transform rather slowly and 
tend to be unprepared “to cope with market pressures” (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 
2012: 2; Albrechts, 2016). Thus, institutional fragmentation can be a double-edged 
sword: It can lead to more context-adapted spatial development practices that are 
responsive to local socio-spatial needs, but also to a wide range of social ills. It led 
me to the following research questions: 

• How does spatial governance accommodate fragmentation in urban 
development?

• And to what extent can new forms of comprehensiveness be created amidst 
complex and fragmented spatial governance activities? 

Essential in the operationalisation of these questions is my understanding of 
fragmentation. As stated before, I consider fragmentation as a result of actors 
and organisations partaking in city-building endeavours (Figure 2). Actors and 
organisations can belong to public, private and civil society sectors or represent 
private individuals. I categorise state organisations in the public sector, non-state 
organisations with a profit orientation in the private sector, and the wide array of 
formal and informal community projects, non-profit organisations and associations 
as civil society. Additionally, I include independent actors as private individuals 
in the civil society category as well. For the sake of abstraction, individuals as 
constituents of organisations are not indicated separately. Actors and organisations 
can be involved in a specific area in both material and/or ideological terms. I use 
the term area to define a delineated piece of physical land. The interactions and 
relationships between actors and organisations determine the production process 
of the built environment in this specific area, and can play out within and across 
multiple spatial scales (Healey, 2010; Massey, 1994; Harvey, 1989; Figure 2). These 
relationships are shaped by institutions, which are formal, and informal rules, 
norms and established patterns and procedures which frame human action and 
fashion behaviour (Jepperson, 1991; North, 1993). 

Adopting an institutional perspective highlights that city-building endeavours 
as fragmented spatial governance activities do not exist in a vacuum. In this 
respect, several scholars distinguish between broad and narrow understandings of 
governance (Schmitt and Wiechmann, 2018). The narrow sense refers to specific 
governance activities, which Healey (2006) describes as governance episodes. 
They are contrasted by governance in its broad sense, representing the “rhythm 
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of established governance processes” (ibid.: 299), meta-governance (Jessop, 2016) 
or the overarching ‘rules of the game’ (Swyngedouw, 2009). I refer to governance 
in its broadest sense as spatial governance and assume a dialectic relationship with 
city-building endeavours (Figure 3). At diverse layers, distinct social relations 
occur which all determine both the institutional processes and spatial outcomes 
of a specific city-building endeavour. With the prefix spatial I intend to express a 
focus on the built environment while accentuating the intricate intertwinement of 
physical structures with social processes. 

I understand spatial governance as transformative when its institutional patterns 
change on the basis of concrete, area-based city-building endeavours through the 
creation of linkages. Transformative spatial governance requires changes in the 
process of city-building endeavours and a corresponding change in the wider spatial 
governance structure. Throughout this dissertation, I explore this relationship, 
as illustrated in Figure 3, from different theoretical and empirical angles. While 
I focus on institutional transformation through multi-actor constellations, and 
especially underscore the importance of private sector actors in these processes, I 
critically reflect on the role of public sector planners in utilising this knowledge and 
incorporating it in their work. 

Figure 2. City-building endeavour as area-specific spatial governance activity
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1.3 Hermeneutics as a methodological underpinning
According to Fainstein and DeFilippis (2016: 2), planning theory is divided into 
those “who understand planning through analysing existing practices and those 
who theorize in an effort to transform planning practices.” I consider this division 
too simplistic and see the construction of explanations and the development of 
normative directions as a mutually dependent process. According to Flyvbjerg 
(1996: 384), planning theorists often have very clear targets but do not know 
“how to get there.” I belief that it is the planning researchers’ task to understand 
how planning works in order to develop mechanisms specifying how to achieve 
normative objectives. I ground my research in hermeneutics, which provided me 
with tools to shift between and combine analysing existing planning practices and 
normative theorising in my research design, data collection and analysis. 

Hermeneutics can be understood as the philosophy of understanding and the 
interpretation of meaning, providing a distinct set of ontological and epistemological 
principles for social research (Patterson and Williams, 2002). Hermeneutic ontology 
considers social phenomena as the combination of a person’s individual perceptions 
and experiences, and an external world (ibid.). This view provides an intermediate 
position regarding longstanding discussions on structure vs. agency in the social 
sciences, by viewing the human experience as neither entirely determined by 
outside forces nor by complete agency (Ricoeur, 1981). Hermeneutic epistemology 
comprehends the study of human experience as an act of interpretation, in which 
it is the researcher’s task to elucidate the meaning of action which may be external 
to the consciousness of actors involved in a social phenomenon (Patterson and 
Williams, 2002). Simultaneously, however, this interpretation is considered as 
inherently tied to the researcher’s own perceptions, knowledge, values and position 
(ibid.). 

A researcher’s pre-understanding of the social phenomena under investigation is 
not considered as a bias or hindrance, but instead embraced as a constructive and 
essential element of the research process (Moules, 2002). Conducting inductive 
research provided me with the confirmation that my pre-conceived ideas were an 
advantage and not an obstacle. Furthermore, a hermeneutic approach entails the 

Figure 3. City-building endeavours embedded in spatial governance
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use of existing literature as a continuous partner in the ‘journey of thinking’ (Smythe 
and Spence, 2012). Implemented in a cyclical fashion, empirical observations 
direct the researcher to new sets of literature, and ideas sparked from reading the 
literature in turn redirect the data collection. It is the dialogical encounter between 
the researcher’s own observations and existing thought that triggers the creation of 
new ideas (ibid.). 

To highlight the constant evolution of ideas, I refer to planning thought instead 
of planning theory throughout this dissertation. Not only do plannings’ multiple 
forms and context-dependent practices prevent the definition of singular and 
verifiable theories, but planning thought represents the constantly developing 
instead of a fixed diverse collection of paradigms, ideas and methodologies with 
transdisciplinary linkages to other social sciences (Fainstein and DeFilippis, 2016). 
Haselsberger (2017: 317) has pointed out that young planning scholars “face a 
continual dilemma of trying to step into the shoes of established planners while 
also finding exciting new ideas to help spatial planning evolve in different time 
and context.” However, following the manner in which I engaged with existing 
scholarship to enhance my own ideas, I see the existing wealth of knowledge as an 
opportunity rather than a dilemma. 

At a more practical level, the so-called hermeneutic cycle guides the research 
analysis by allowing the researcher to move back and forth between different parts 
of a phenomena to understand it as a whole. Furthermore, “the closer determination 
of the meaning of the separate parts may come to change the originally anticipated 
meaning of the totality, and again this influences the meaning of the separate parts” 
(Kvale, 1983: 185). Thus, I set out to analyse different dimensions of fragmentation 
in urban development and specific city-building endeavours in order to understand 
transformative spatial governance as a whole. As understanding is perceived as highly 
context-dependent, hermeneutic research favours in-depth explorations while 
systematic comparisons are of minor importance. 

The flexibility provided by hermeneutics does not diminish a rigorous scientific 
analysis. Instead, if properly conducted, hermeneutic research should result in 
persuasive scientific reasoning (Patterson and Williams, 2002). The circular analysis 
means that there is no definite end-point and the researcher has to decide when 
sufficient information is generated to enhance the understanding of the phenomena 
(ibid.). Through the interpretive character of hermeneutic work and the inability 
to provide accurate representations of the world, validity has to be established on 
the basis of traceable conclusions drawn by reason of the “episodes that led up to 
it” (Ricoeur, 1981: 277). The researcher has to present acceptable, not predictable 
conclusions which are “analogous to the narrative conclusion of a story” (Patterson 
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and Williams, 2002: 19) and readers have to assess whether the researcher’s way of 
thinking follows a logical manner, regardless of whether they personally agree with 
it or not. 

1.4 Research settings and strategies 
Two cities, Toronto in Canada and Amsterdam in the Netherlands (Figure 4), serve 
as research settings: They provide the backdrop to different forms of analysis of 
complex and often multi-level spatial governance processes which extend beyond 
the city scale. Neoliberalisation and market pressures in urban development are 
subjects of discussion in both Toronto (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009; Kipfer 
and Keil, 2002) and Amsterdam (Heurkens and Hobma, 2014; van Gent, 2013). 
Nonetheless, it is widely acknowledged that these processes are highly path-
dependent, colliding “with inherited regulatory landscapes” (Brenner and Theodore, 
2005: 102). The cities’ planning systems, for example, play an integral part in their 
spatial governance complexities and differ considerably. The existing complexities, 
as the analysis in this dissertation shows, exhibit both similarities and differences 
and make it impossible to fit the two settings into rigid categorisations based 
on observed similarities or differences as starting points, which tend to underlie 
traditional comparative research. 

Due to its emphasis and attentiveness to the context-embedded nature of social 
relations and context-specific interpretation of social phenomena, hermeneutic 
research generally favours individual in-depth analyses (Patterson and Williams, 
2002). Thus, instead of engaging in a systematic comparison and forcing my 

Figure 4. Toronto and Amsterdam on the world map
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empirical observation into a rigid comparative scheme, I follow Robinson (2016: 
21) who argues that there is “potential to start conceptualisation from any city and 
to draw insights from a wide array of contexts acknowledging the locatedness of 
all theoretical endeavour.” Throughout the research process, the Toronto and 
Amsterdam settings served different purposes and the backdrop to the analysis 
of different dimensions of fragmentation. Nonetheless, through thinking in terms 
of Robinson’s (2016) notions of ‘singularities’ and ‘repeated instances’, I used 
the Toronto setting to reflect on my empirical findings in Amsterdam and vice 
versa. Therefore, it is important to present some setting-specific characteristics 
influencing the cities’ respective spatial governance, and to outline my divergent 
research strategies in Toronto and Amsterdam.  

1.4.1 Toronto
The City of Toronto is located in the Province of Ontario, spans over an area of 630 
km2 and is home to a population of 2.930, 886 (City of Toronto, 2017). Within the 
Canadian context, it serves a major economic function and generates approximately 
one-fifth of the country’s GDP (Yalnizyan, 2017). Administratively, Toronto is 
divided into districts, wards and neighbourhoods (Figure 5). As local administration 
within the Canadian federal system, Toronto does not possess the same revenue 
instruments as provinces despite outnumbering several of them in terms of 
population size (ibid.), and is strongly reliant on its property tax base (Horak and 
Moore, 2015). Cities which are strongly embedded in the global economic system 
and are competing to attract international capital, particularly through their built 
environments, are often attuned to higher levels of socio-spatial inequalities (Sassen, 
2005). Furthermore, administrative arrangements and budget constraints accentuate 
multi-scalar dynamics and relationships, and make Toronto an interesting case to 
analyse in terms of institutional and spatial fragmentation.  

Toronto’s spatial fragmentation can be illustrated by income developments over 
the course of the last four decades: Toronto is characterised by rising income 
polarisation with income in the central city and along the subway lines increasing 
in particular, and when compared to the average, and those in the north-eastern and 
north-western parts decreasing substantially in relative terms (Hulchanski, 2010). 
My research journey in Toronto began within the framework of the DIVERCITIES 
project (Governing Urban Diversity - Creating Social Cohesion, Social Mobility and 
Economic Performance in Today’s Hyper-diversified Cities)2, which explored socio-
economic benefits for people living in diverse but socio-economically deprived 
neighbourhoods. Moving beyond the traditional focus on ethnic and cultural 
differences as a point of departure, the research in Toronto explored social 
conditions in the Jane-Finch area embedded in wider public policy and governance 
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arrangements, as well as spatial conditions, which are crucial elements shaping the 
opportunities and life chances of individuals (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). The 
Jane-Finch area, which also serves as a case study in this dissertation, is one of 
the areas in which average individual income compared to the Toronto Census 
Metropolitan Area Average has decreased dramatically since 1970s. It developed 
from a middle-income area in the 1970s to one of the most deprived areas with 
incomes ranging between 37 to 80% compared to the Toronto Census Metropolitan 
Area Average (Figure 6).  

Within the framework of the DIVERCITIES project, I explored the connection 
between policy and governance arrangements, community activities and 
community-based entrepreneurship dynamics. Thereby, the importance of the 
urban built environment and Toronto’s planning system emerged inductively. 
Planning in Toronto is defined at the provincial level, and all municipal and area-
based policy and plans must conform to provincial legislation. The three documents 
most relevant for defining planning in Toronto are the Ontario Planning Act, the 
Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, and the Provincial Policy Statements 
(Figure 7). The Ontario Planning Act determines the fundamental principles for land 
use planning in the province and sets out the powers held by, and the relationships 
between, the province and municipalities under its jurisdiction. The Greater Golden 
Horseshoe is a sub-provincial region in Southern Ontario encompassing the Greater 
Toronto Area and the plan provides a vision on regional growth management with 
land use specifications and environment but also social policy objectives. Granted 
by the Planning Act, the provincial Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing can 
issue Provincial Policy Statements representing provincial interests which any land 
use planning in Ontario legally has to comply to.  

Figure 5. City of Toronto administrative boundaries
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Figure 6. Census tract average individual income Metro Toronto1970 (above), City of Toronto 2015 (below). 

Source: Neighbourhood Change Research Partnership. Used by permission.
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At the municipal level, local administrations are legally obliged to develop an 
Official Plan, which sets out planning goals and policies (Boudreau, Keil and 
Young, 2009). The policies of Toronto’s current Official Plan came into effect in 
June 2015 and present a vision for the city looking 30 years ahead. The Zoning 
By-Law determines land use and building regulations such as heights and floor 
space ratios. Furthermore, created on the basis of the visions set forth in the 
Official Plan, the department of planning’s own City Planning Strategic Plan 2013-
2018 emphasises the importance of “effective collaboration with other Divisions 
within City Hall and with the various public and private interests that make up 
our external stakeholders” (City of Toronto, 2013: 29). Additionally, there are several 
policy instruments available at the sub-municipal scale to respond to area-specific 
conditions and develop area-based plans. Combined, this setup provides the first 
insights into governance complexities and pockets of micro-regulation in Toronto. 

Within the local administration, planning is situated in the City Planning division 
and subsumed under the Infrastructure and Development Services branch (Figure 
8). Even though planning in Toronto takes on a strong focus concerning land use 
regulations, interviews3 in the divisions of City Planning, Social Development, Finance & 
Administration, as well as Parks, Forestry & Recreation conveyed strong intertwinement 
between social and spatial policy objectives, discursively and through mechanisms 
of inter-divisional collaboration and inter-divisional, inter-agency programmes. 
One of the most prominent agencies in this respect is Toronto Community Housing 
(TCH), constituting an important player in Toronto’s spatial governance. TCH 
provides housing to about 60,000 households, and around 89% of its portfolio are 
rent-geared-to-income units (Toronto Community Housing, 2019). Social housing 
provision in Canada was deeply affected by neoliberal reforms in the 1990s with 
the federal government removing public housing as a state responsibility, and the 
Province of Ontario under the Conservative leadership of Mike Harris withdrawing 
funding as well (Hackworth and Moriah, 2006). Interviews with planners and other 
employees of TCH displayed the resulting challenges and efforts to attract private 
sector actors to redevelopment projects due to financial constraints.  

In fact, similar issues are faced by municipal city planners. In 1998, the same 
provincial government that withdrew from social housing amalgamated the old city 
of Toronto with five surrounding municipalities as a cost-cutting measure and to 

Figure 7. Toronto’s planning policy framework
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enhance economic competitiveness (Horak and Young, 2012). Working through the 
challenge of combining planning policies and practices of six formerly independent 
local administrations and fiscal pressures on the new City of Toronto, resulted in 
the first Official Plan in 2002. This plan has been criticised for its entrepreneurial 
direction and focus on competitive city planning, as well as a symbol of 
neoliberal restructuring (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009; Kipfer and Keil, 2002). 
Simultaneously, many social programmes were affected by budget cuts (Horak and 
Moore, 2015). My interest and observations on private sector dependence in urban 
development led me to my second case study, the Regent Park revitalisation project 
in downtown Toronto. 

The Regent Park project transforms a social housing development into a mixed-use, 
mixed-income neighbourhood through a public private partnership with TCH and 
a private developer, supported by an area-specific policy framework set up by the 
City of Toronto. While being property-driven, interviews with municipal planners 
and TCH staff responsible for the area, the private developer as well as community 
recreation workers who directly work with both old and new residents, provided 
insights into the connection between property market interests and micro-scale 
social community efforts. Combined, my research methods in the Toronto setting 
ranged from in-depth interviews, institutional mapping, policy and discourse 
analysis and more ethnographic methods such as participant observation in the 
Jane-Finch area. They allowed me to grasp spatial governance dynamics and the 
consequences of institutional fragmentation. Even though market dependency 
severely limits the scope and influence of city planning in Toronto (Kipfer and Keil, 
2002), my analysis demonstrates that it matters substantially what planners do and I 
explore what it takes to create linkages within such context. 

1.4.2 Amsterdam
With my observations and impressions from Toronto, I became interested in urban 
development dynamics and the nature of fragmentation in Amsterdam (Figure 9). 
The city is located in the Province of North Holland in the Netherlands, spans over 
an area of 219,3 km2 and has a population of 862,987 (Municipality of Amsterdam, 
2019a). While being much smaller in size than Toronto, Amsterdam is the country’s 
largest city and a crucial driver for the national economy: Between 2010 and 2016, the 
Amsterdam Metropolitan Area generated 32% of the national GDP growth (OECD, 
2019). What aroused my curiosity in particular were discussions on Amsterdam’s 
“peculiar mixture of neoliberal and state-led institutions and regulation regimes” 
(Engelen and Musterd, 2010: 702). The importance of municipal planning practices 
and the built environment in the Toronto setting made me curious of how 
Amsterdam’s local administration accommodates fragmentation, especially since 
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Dutch planning became internationally known for its ‘comprehensive integrated 
approach’ (Commission for Environmental Cooperation, 1997). 

Figure 8. Administrative structure of local administration in Toronto, adopted from City of Toronto (2019a) 

Figure 9. City of Amsterdam administrative boundaries



25

PART I: PROBLEM DEFINITION AND RESEARCH DESIGN

My research in Amsterdam was self-determined though shaped through my 
involvement in different research projects and teaching activities focusing on the 
Dutch planning context. I came to better understand socio-spatial dynamics in the 
city, which particularly differ between the core and periphery (Savini et al., 2016). 
The distribution of average disposable incomes, for example, illustrates considerable 
area-based differences (Figure 10). Existing research also showed that the 2008 
economic crisis played a crucial role in enhancing project-oriented development, 
increasingly small-scale and piecemeal approaches, and moving away from 
traditionally large-scale spatial interventions (Savini et al., 2016). Therefore, despite 
area-based differences indicating a degree of spatial fragmentation, I decided not to 
focus on an area-specific city-building endeavour as a case study. Instead, I ventured 
to understand how the city’s local administration, the Municipality of Amsterdam, 
accommodates and responds to institutional fragmentation. 

Figure 10. Average disposable income in the City of Amsterdam in 2018, based on data retrieved from Municipality of 

Amsterdam (2019a)

Thinking in terms of institutional fragmentation in Amsterdam cannot be done 
without taking a multi-scalar perspective into account, as much of it is related to 
the changing role of the state in Dutch urban development (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019). 
Even though private sector actors have for a long time been involved in development 
practices, the nature of relationships and power dynamics changed from the 
traditional Dutch top-down planning approach in which public sector actors 
enjoyed far-reaching influence, towards generally more flexible and opportunity-
driven practices (ibid.). In 2008, the national government adopted a new Spatial 
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Planning Act, constituting first major revisions to Dutch planning law – which 
is separated from planning policy and determines the structure of the country’s 
planning system – since 1965 (Gerrits, Rauws and de Roo, 2012). The hierarchy of 
plans was replaced by structural visions at all levels of government which are only 
binding for the government which developed it (Figure 11). 

        Figure 11. Amsterdam’s planning policy framework

At the municipal level, the ‘Amsterdam Structural Vision - Economically strong and 
sustainable’ (Structuurvisie Amsterdam 2040 - Economisch sterk en duurzam) currently 
represents the municipal ambitions, objectives for urban development and main 
goals of the municipality’s spatial policy (van Buuren, Nijmeijer and Robbe, 2017). 
Moreover, active land policy plays an important role in local planning practices. In 
the Netherlands, active land policy refers to a well-established planning strategy 
in which municipalities prepare land for development and then hand it over to 
private sector actors in line with their policy objectives. While uncertainty after 
the economic crisis reduced the importance of this approach and private sectors 
increasingly take the lead (Buitelaar and Bregman, 2016), it remains a crucial factor 
of influence in the Amsterdam’s spatial governance. Approximately 80% of the land 
in Amsterdam is publicly owned, and the Municipality leases much of it to private 
parties through approximately 200.000 contracts. Yet, the leasehold system which 
has been in place since 1896, underwent changes in recent years as well. While 
leases were traditionally renewed every 50 years to capture changing land values, 
the introduction of a perpetual system allows for a fixed land rent, and not being 
able to capture land value gains in the public interest (Korthals Altes, 2019).  

Within Amsterdam’s local administration, planning is less clearly defined than in 
Toronto. It is situated in the Space and Economy (Ruimte en Economie) cluster (Figure 
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12), with the divisions of Space and Sustainability (Ruimte en Duurzamheid) and Land 
and Development (Grond en Ontwikkeling) as being particularly relevant. A mobile 
urban lab experiment on the creation of meaningful encounters between people on 
a neighbourhood scale4 provided me with insights into the dual nature between the 
built environment and community dynamics in the Indische Buurt neighbourhood 
in Amsterdam East. It triggered my curiosity of how the Municipality approaches 
linking social and spatial interventions at a more strategic level, which, as it turned 
out in my interviews, was perceived as rather difficult. Furthermore, my interviews 
in the local administration brought internal struggles of public sector employees to 
light in terms of acknowledging the influence of private sector actors in the city’s 
urban development, which had traditionally been under strong control of the public 
sector.

Figure 12. Administrative structure of local administration in Amsterdam, adopted from the Municipality of Amsterdam 

(2019b)

Moreover, national regulatory changes influenced the relationship between the 
Municipality and housing corporations, which traditionally played a crucial 
role in Dutch urban development (Andersen and van Kempen, 2003). In 1995, 
housing associations were privatised and became financially independent from 
the government. Acting independently “in an environment of guaranteed capital 
market loans and rent-price regulation” (Housing Europe, 2010), they broadened 
their activities and started land speculations (Aalbers, 2017). Triggered by several 
scandals and complaints filed at the European level on state aid to housing 
corporations leading to unfair competition in the Dutch housing market by several 
parties, amongst others by the Dutch Association of Institutional Investors, led 
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to amendments to the Dutch housing law (Woningwet) in 2015. It limits the scope 
of housing corporations and restricts their activities to the supply of affordable 
housing for disadvantaged groups. Interviews with housing corporations’ area 
developers and a representative of the Amsterdam Federation of Housing 
Corporations (Amsterdamse federatie van woningcorporaties) centred around the 
consequences of these changes on their position in the city’s spatial governance. 
The nine housing corporations which are forming the Amsterdam Federation of 
Housing Corporations own approximately 42% of dwellings in the Amsterdam area 
(AFWC, 2019).

In response to more integrated forms of urban development, interviewees working 
in several divisions of the local administration repeatedly referred to the project 
management office (Projectmanagementbureau) fulfilling this task. With the 
emphasis on project-oriented development, I became interested in how project 
managers were dealing with private sector influence and how they would learn 
from and link their experiences from scattered developments throughout the city. 
This final part of research for this dissertation took place within the framework 
of the WHIG project (What is Governed in Cities: Landscapes and the Governance and 
Regulation of Housing Production)5, which examines the inter-relationships between 
contemporary investment flows into the housing markets and the governance 
arrangements and public policy instruments that are designed to regulate them. 
This new project provided me with an exceptional opportunity to further develop my 
research interests spanning social policy and property-driven urban development. 
My analysis in the Amsterdam setting exemplifies the intricacies of public sector 
operations in contexts characterised by complexifying regulatory frameworks and 
fast-changing conditions, as well as the necessity of new approaches to respond to 
planning as a fragmented spatial governance activity.

1.5 Structure of the dissertation
The dissertation is presented in seven chapters which are divided into four main 
parts (Figure 13). The chapters do not follow the chronological order of the research 
process, but are in line with the hermeneutic underpinnings organised in order to 
construct a coherent storyline. As a cumulative dissertation, Chapters 2, 4, 5 and 
6 have been published in, or submitted to, international peer-reviewed academic 
journals as standalone articles. Looking back, Part I serves as general introduction 
to the study. In this Chapter, I presented my main arguments, addressed the 
research problems and elaborated on my research design. Furthermore, I visualised 
my understanding of fragmentation of urban development, both in a spatial and 
institutional sense, as well as the interplay between city-building endeavours 
and overarching spatial governance. Lastly, my discussion of the hermeneutic 
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principles that guided the research process, as well as information on Toronto and 
Amsterdam as research settings and my research strategies in both cities, support 
contextualising the chapters to come. 

Part II of the dissertation consists of my analytical and conceptual framework. In 
Chapter 2, I reinvigorate longstanding discussions on comprehensive planning 
from a contemporary point of view, track how notions of comprehensiveness have 
changed over time and stipulate the need for a new conception of comprehensiveness 
that is based on the creation of linkages between fragmented city-building 
endeavours. Following my critique of compartmentalised engagement of existing 
literature with different dimensions of fragmentation characterising contemporary 
urban development, and based on an extensive literature review, I construct an 
analytical framework that turns four major dimensions of fragmentation discussed 
in the literature into building blocks. I utilise planning systems in Toronto and 
Amsterdam as examples to illustrate the application of the framework and to reveal 
how it can provide insights into the context-dependent nature of fragmentations 
and consequent responses through tailor-made mechanisms. The framework plays 
a crucial role in the remainder of the thesis, with each chapter taking one dimension 
of fragmentation as an underlying vantage point (Figure 13), despite differences in 
purpose and approach of the chapters. 

Chapter 3 adds a conceptual layer to the dissertation. It takes dimension i) of 
fragmentation of the framework as point of departure, which draws attention to 
the dissolution between social (policy) objectives and spatial interventions in urban 
development, which is deeply intertwined with processes of neoliberalisation. 
Dissatisfaction with neoliberal conditions led to growing demands of planning 
scholars for structural change and heightened discussion on ‘transformation’ in 
recent years. However, there has not been systematic engagement with this emerging 
body of literature and notions of structural change often remain vague. Therefore, 
I delineate my own notion of transformative spatial governance which differentiates 
between three levels in processes of structural change, while reviewing the existing 
literature on transformation and related terminology. Additionally, I point out a 
major gap that I see in the existing literature’s consideration of private sector actors’ 
involvement in envisaged processes of transformation. 

Part III moves on to provide in-depth case studies of the remaining dimensions of 
fragmentation in real life settings. Chapter 4 takes dimension ii) of fragmentation 
as a point of departure, which highlights the co-existence of project-oriented 
and opportunity-driven urban development dynamics. I focus on the Amsterdam 
setting and public sector project managers’ experiences of engaging with private 
sector actors in delineated development formations. Analysing how their learning 
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practices travel beyond the project-scale, I tie together literature on property 
development, complexifying spatial governance and a triple loop learning concept. 
The chapter approaches the creation of linkages in an abstract manner based 
on cognitive processes and connections between property-driven city-building 
endeavours and overarching institutional structures. Empirically, I reveal the 
intricacy and challenging role of public sector project managers in contemporary 
urban development. Needing to deliver ambitious policy objectives especially in 
terms of housing production through negotiation and compromises with private 
sector actors, project managers in Amsterdam operate in a tightening regulatory 
and policy framework which can be conflicting at times. I conclude the chapter 
by highlighting the value of institutional perspectives on property development, 
planning policy’s entanglement with property markets as well as shedding light on 
the personal struggles and conflicting position of public sector actors. 

Chapter 5 follows dimension of fragmentation iii) by placing micro-scale social 
efforts centrally. It draws on planning studies’ conflicted engagement with space in 
terms of the built environment and physical space, and zooms into the role of space 
in creating linkages between social efforts, as well as to the wider communities 
in which they are embedded in the disadvantaged low-income area Jane-Finch 
in Toronto. I reveal how different spaces carry important community but also 
commercial functions for local entrepreneurs through which these linkages are 
created and relationships established. Furthermore, I unravel the agents that are 

Figure 13. Structure of the dissertation
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involved in the production of the built environment in Jane-Finch, providing an 
explanation for the lack of systematic spatial interventions despite their potential 
to amplify the impact of social efforts. Based on my empirical findings, I call for 
foregrounding considerations pertaining to physical space more central in planning 
studies, and conclude that more attention should be paid to the conditions and 
mechanisms through which micro-scale efforts influence beyond the micro-scale.

Chapter 6 fulfils this task by placing institutional arrangements in the Jane-
Finch area into comparative perspective with Regent Park, based on divergent 
attractiveness to commercial property developers to partake in the areas’ 
redevelopment. It utilises dimension of fragmentation iv) as point of departure, 
to make the link between property-development projects, social initiatives and 
their relation to wider spatial governance. Theoretically, the chapter criticises 
the increasingly popular literature on place-making that centres around adjusting 
spaces to community needs for the commonly adopted narrow, micro-scale focus. 
Showcasing efforts combining social and spatial elements in both case study areas 
in their wider institutional context uncovers the crucial influence of private sector 
property developers in the process. It is argued that place-making efforts benefit 
from being approached as transformative practices embedded in a comprehensive 
spatial governance structure, while the creation of linkages is addressed particularly 
from a public policy angle. Pointing out the limits of market-orientation in spatial 
governance, the chapter ends by underscoring the need for new approaches and 
planning instruments to overcome this dependency and respond to socio-spatial 
needs in disadvantaged areas. 

Part IV presents my conclusions. It consists of Chapter 7, in which I provide a 
general synthesis of the dissertation and answer my research questions. I utilise the 
three different levels of structural change in my conceptualisation of transformative 
spatial governance from Chapter 3 to review my empirical findings from Toronto and 
Amsterdam, as well as reflect on the usefulness of thinking in terms of fragmentation 
and linkages. Furthermore, I discuss my choice of using the terminology of 
‘comprehensiveness’ and highlight my contributions to the emerging body of 
literature on transformation in planning studies. I end by critically reflecting on my 
dissertation’s caveats and providing suggestions for future research. 
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2.  Finding comprehensiveness in 
fragmentation? Analysing linkages 
between fragmented city-building 
endeavours

 

  This chapter has been submitted as a single-authored 
article to an international peer-reviewed journal.

  Planning in a comprehensive manner represents a longstanding 
ambition within the discipline. Yet, changing public sector interventions 
in the built environment, disconnected property development 
projects and fragmented social initiatives lead to fragmentations 
overall. This paper develops a framework to read urban development 
through institutional fragmentation to provide the foundation for 
new theoretical approaches and planning practices that link these 
variegated city-building endeavours. Based on an extensive literature 
review, the framework consists of four building blocks reflecting the 
significant dimensions of fragmentation debated in planning studies. 
Illustrative evaluations of planning systems in Toronto and Amsterdam 
demonstrate the framework’s applicability and exemplify how conditions 
and elements that enhance or impede linkages between, and among, 
city-building endeavours can be identified. It is argued that focusing 
on the establishment of linkages provides an integrative lens for the 
operation of planning as a fragmented spatial governance activity. 

2.1 Introduction
Ideals of comprehensiveness that tackle complex challenges lie at the heart of the 
planning discipline (Innes, 1996; Branch, 1985; Altshuler, 1965). Contemporary urban 
development, however, is characterised by fragmented city-building endeavours: 
disconnected property-driven development projects incorporate private sector 
interests ( Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; Fainstein, 1994), while social movements 
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and initiatives bring forward their own fragmented claims to, and interventions in, 
the built environment (Blokland et al., 2015; Palermo and Ponzini, 2014). Above all, 
public sector goals shifted from providing direct social welfare towards incentivising 
investments into the built environment in the hope for social transformations 
through spatial interventions (Fincher et al., 2014;  Swyngedouw, Moulaert and 
Rodriguez, 2002; Hall and Hubbard, 1996). Underpinning these variegated city-
building endeavours are altered relationships between public, private and civil 
society sector actors that resulted in the fragmentation of urban governance (Cars 
et al., 2002). Planning, which is nested within these complex governance landscapes, 
interacts with, shapes and regulates both property developments and social efforts, 
morphing into a fragmented governance activity in itself.  

Nonetheless, and despite being severely limited by market-oriented regulatory 
restructuring, planning retained its “ambition of making all-inclusive connections” 
(Madanipour, 2010: 366). This discrepancy between ambition and existing practices 
reinvigorates long-standing discussions surrounding comprehensive planning. In 
his seminal work, Altshuler (1965) criticised the comprehensive rational planning 
ideal that dominated the mid-20th century for its rigidity and planners’ expert-
driven definition of a unifying public interest. Thirty years later, Innes (1996) 
proposed consensus building as a new ideal of comprehensiveness and a solution 
to the dilemmas put forward by Altshuler. Combined, these accounts reflect a shift 
in planning studies since the 1960s from perceiving flexibility in planning as a 
negative to that of a positive feature allowing planners “to cope with the complexity 
of urban space and society” (Tasan-Kok, 2008: 183). However, criticism on flexible 
and consensus-based planning, particularly for co-opting less powerful voices to 
the advantage of market interests, is well-established (Purcell, 2009). Furthermore, 
the dominant focus on procedural aspects at the expense of substantive planning 
outcomes is criticised (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012; Fainstein, 2010) and 
fragmentation as a result of flexibility is depicted as problematic (Albrechts, 2013). 

In this paper, I develop a framework for reading urban development through 
the lens of institutional fragmentation to provide the foundation for both new 
theoretical approaches and planning practices that link disconnected city-building 
endeavours to overarching governance structures. Planning studies represent a 
diverse collection of theories, approaches and paradigms standing in a ‘dialogical 
relationship’ with practice (Fainstein and DeFillipis, 2016). Yet, this relationship 
is in jeopardy as practitioners tend to devaluate theories as being too detached 
from real-life situations (ibid.) while current theoretical debates emanate an 
increasing disappointment felt by scholars with planning practice in connection 
to sweeping neoliberal agendas “that led to increased inequality, democratic deficit 
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and the exclusion of disadvantaged groups” (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2019: 29). 
Correspondingly, recent years saw mounting pleas for transformation in planning 
systems to adapt to contemporary urban dynamics and to respond to deep-rooted 
societal challenges (Albrechts, 2016; Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012; de Roo and 
Rauws, 2012). Particularly underscored, in this respect, is the importance of creating 
linkages between fragmented actions and activities (Madanipour, 2010), yet no 
suggestions have been made on how to implement these given changes in practice. 

My proposed framework responds to pleas for transformation in planning practice 
and is simultaneously strongly rooted in theoretical debates. Instead of engaging 
in attempts to establish all-inclusive connections and linking everything – which I 
consider as neither possible nor desirable – it offers a different way of dealing with 
fragmentation by establishing targeted linkages. My view on comprehensiveness 
is informed by, but differs on several accounts from, both incrementalism and 
strategic planning which can be seen as two ends of the spectrum. It differs from 
incremental laissez-fair perspectives in terms of the belief in the necessity of a firm 
overarching framework which allows for flexibility within its parameters, or ‘guided 
flexibility’ as Tasan-Kok (2008) terms it. Without such an overarching structure, 
objectives surrounding social justice and environmental sustainability cannot be 
achieved and substance not be brought back into planning. At the same time, my 
view differs from strategic planning in terms of this overarching structure’s ability 
to transform itself. Literature on strategic planning does emphasise that long-term 
plans and visions are not stable but regularly updated (Salet and Faludi, 2000), or 
reframes strategic planning, for instance, as an adaptive co-production process 
(Albrechts, 2013). Nonetheless, as Friedmann (1971: 2017) posited almost 50 years 
ago, organisations involved in planning must “be exceedingly flexible, adaptive, and 
opportunistic with respect to changes in the external environment”, and a public 
sector led spatial strategy that is updated every few years does not capture the 
transformation of the overarching spatial governance structure that I contemplate. 

The framework consists of four building blocks, which I developed on the basis of 
an extensive literature review, that reflect four major dimensions of fragmentation 
as currently debated in planning studies: i) the growing discrepancy between social 
and physical interventions closely connected to the shifting goals of public sector 
planning and policy, from social welfare concerns to economic objectives and 
investments; ii) planning’s ad hoc engagement with project-based private property 
development; iii) planning’s engagement with fragmented micro-scale social efforts; 
and iv) the disconnection between these fragmented city-building endeavours and 
overarching visions and governance arrangements. Based on this abstraction and 
categorisation, I argue that urban development is not only increasingly fragmented, 



40

PART II: ANALYTICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

but also that planning studies is characterised by compartmentalised foci and 
analytical divides. 

In order to generate and construct explanations of phenomena in a variety of contexts 
(Stanley, 2012), I illustrate the applicability of my framework on an exemplary 
basis in planning systems in Toronto and Amsterdam. I contend that turning the 
four building blocks into analytical categories can reveal the context-dependent 
nature of fragmentation in diverse planning systems, and identify and ultimately 
improve linkages between the actions of diverse sets of actors through tailor-made 
mechanisms. I operationalise my framework by following Janin Rivolin’s (2012: 69) 
understanding of planning systems as “institutional technologies for territorial 
governance” which are established and transformed through the complex interplay 
between discourses, structures, tools and social practices. Using these features as a sub-
frame of analysis within my four analytical categories draws attention to elements 
and conditions that allow or hamper the creation of linkages in both cities. City-
specific planning literature and practices underpin my theoretical contention 
on the need for new approaches that overcome analytical divides, particularly in 
terms of analysing property-driven developments and micro-scale social efforts as 
independent occurrences or as inherent adversaries.  

This paper begins by revisiting the changing ideals of comprehensiveness in 
planning, and by defining the four major dimensions of fragmentation discussed 
in existing literature. Moreover, I delineate the dimensions as my framework’s 
building blocks and explain the paper’s methodology. After contextualising urban 
development and planning in the illustrative examples of Toronto and Amsterdam, 
I methodically scrutinize discourses, structures, tools and practices in both cities 
within the framework’s four building blocks. The paper concludes with empirical 
and theoretical reflections. I urge for a new conception of comprehensiveness in 
planning and outline a new research agenda focusing on the potential of fragmented 
city-building endeavours to instigate structural changes in wider spatial governance. 

2.2 A reconsideration of comprehensive planning 
The literature on comprehensive planning is vast. Ideals of comprehensiveness have 
shifted in focus and scope over time and various theoreticians have proposed their 
own approaches to address complex challenges in an exhaustive manner (Innes, 
1996; Branch, 1985; Hague and McCourt, 1974; Friedmann, 1971; Altshuler, 1965). 
At the turn of the 20th century, when the foundations for modern urban planning 
were laid, space was perceived in absolute terms that meant it could and needed 
to be managed (Hall and Tewdwr-Jones, 2010). Comprehensiveness was thought 
to be achieved through expert knowledge as the basis for rational interventions 
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in the built environment addressing a consolidated public interest. Substantive 
ambitions laid down in long-term physical master plans were expected to shape the 
future and, from the 1950s onward, to provide a stable framework for post-WW2 
economies (Madanipour, 2010). However, political economic transformations since 
the late 1970s put an end to the perceived stability and called into question both the 
inherent predictability of the future as well as the notion of a single public interest. 

The focus shifted from substantive physical understandings to procedural 
understandings of comprehensiveness. Following an “exceptional interlude 
of affluence, full employment and planning” (Bodnar, 2001: 180) in the West, 
globalisation and market-oriented deregulation created a “heightened sense of 
fragmentation” (ibid.). With city governments finding themselves in constant 
competition for global capital and shifting from managerial to entrepreneurial 
forms of urban development (Harvey, 1989), the institutional structures of planning 
changed and property developers emerged as the main agents of change within the  
processes of urban development (Cars et al., 2002; Fainstein, 1994; Turok, 1992). 
Planning “turned its attention to the management of social and economic change, 
becoming especially paramount in the 1970s, when it was increasingly interested 
in the agencies and processes of urban change rather than in spatial connections 
and orders” (Madanipour, 2010: 356). Simultaneously, growing flexibility in planning 
practices opened opportunities for residents and communities to engage more with 
development matters and for various bottom-up initiatives to take-off. In the 1990s, 
policy discourses embraced participation as a feature of good governance, adding 
“an additional layer of local participatory institutions to an increasingly complex 
institutional landscape” (Fischer, 2006: 21). 

Intertwined with changing relationships between states and markets, and following 
critiques of modernist planning as a paternalistic scientific exercise, planning 
scholars began to embrace collaborative and communicative approaches to 
reflect pluralist societies (Albrechts, Alden and Da Rosa Pires, 2001). Relational 
understandings of space and a focus on stakeholder inclusion increasingly replaced 
notions of a unified public interest (Friedmann, 2003; Innes, 1996). To work in a 
comprehensive manner meant to interact with and incorporate the knowledge 
of as many actors as possible: a “new generation [of planners] rejected the idea 
of comprehensiveness; however, they still aspired to be comprehensive, albeit in 
a political sense and [within] market-based solutions” (Madanipour, 2010: 359). 
This shift in focus did not occur without significant criticism. Collaborative and 
communicative planning came under attack for disregarding considerations of 
power, conflict and attention to actual planning outcomes (Tewdwr-Jones and 
Allmendinger, 1998), and scholars urged for practitioners to restore norms and 
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bring substance back into planning, specifically with regards to substantive justice, 
equity and environmental sustainability (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012; Fainstein, 
2010; Fincher and Iveson, 2008). 

Policy integration and coherence often constitute guiding principles in planning 
practices and become part of plan-making processes through approaches such 
as strategic planning (Stead and Meijers, 2009).  However, the fragmentation of 
governance and changing power dynamics hamper the implementation of these 
ideals, for instance by favouring competitive pursuits (Wilson, 2004). In several 
European countries the move to urban development on a project basis incorporating 
private sector actors led to incremental approaches in urban and regional policy 
and revived interest in strategic planning, which had first emerged in the 1960s 
and 1970s (Wiechmann, 2007). Comprehensiveness within strategic planning was 
considered as a firm link between social, economic and physical considerations 
through the coherence of policy across different sectors and levels of government 
(Albrechts, 2013; Salet and Faludi, 2000). Nonetheless, in the absence of binding 
requirements, strategic visions failed to bring about the changes aspired to and 
were utilised to achieve economic rather than social targets (Madanipour, 2010). 
In general, governance-related issues in planning are analysed from two broad but 
distinct perspectives: the first focusing on the consequences of market-oriented 
regulatory restructuring, and the second on more positive, normative conceptions 
of the term surrounding participatory democracy and civil society involvement 
(Schmitt and Danielzyk, 2018). These perspectives can also be discerned in 
the literature addressing the four major dimensions of fragmentation that are 
challenging existing ideals of comprehensiveness in planning. 

Literature following the first perspective highlights how neoliberal and 
entrepreneurial shifts cause modifications to planning practices and wider public-
sector goals, leading to two disparate but interrelated dimensions of fragmentation. 
For instance, growing discrepancies are highlighted between planning frameworks 
concentrating on economic growth and the “traditional goals of social planning” 
(Fincher et al., 2014: 15; Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; Sager, 2011; Martin, McCann 
and Purcell, 2003), here considered as the first dimension of fragmentation. Public 
sectors are said to scale back on reconciliating social and spatial (policy) objectives 
and instead play into the hands of private sectors by flexibilising and streamlining 
planning systems, leveraging land markets, accelerating land acquisitions, and 
adjusting spatial policies to accommodate the interests of property industries 
(Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; Sager, 2011; Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 
2002; Imrie and Thomas, 1993). Processes marking the second dimension of 
fragmentation are based on the interaction between planning and property 
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development. Particularly since the 2008 financial crisis, property-led development 
is not only realised through large-scale projects, but also follows piecemeal 
approaches to avoid financial risks (Savini, 2017).

Literature following the second perspective highlights a third dimension of 
fragmentation, in regards to efforts that adjust the spatial environment to diverse 
social needs often through means of small-scale area-based projects or different 
forms of bottom-up mobilisation and initiatives (Moulaert et al., 2010). As 
Friedmann (1971: 318) argued when opposing the notion of rational comprehensive 
planning, “societal actions tend to be focused on limited objectives, are resource-
mobilizing as well as resource-using, short-range in conception (though possibly 
informed by long-range purposes), opportunistic, and dependent on temporary 
coalitions for accomplishing their ends.” Critical scholars have emphasised the 
correlation between the rise of social endeavours and agendas of active citizenship 
and self-responsibilisation, and illustrated how the devolution of responsibilities 
to civil society groups can appropriate and fragment them. Others, however, focus 
on collaborative practices and the positive opportunities given to ordinary citizens 
to influence their spatial environment (Elwood, 2004). The list of catchwords that 
(re)gained popularity in recent years is long and robust, including local social 
innovations, bottom-up movements and self-organisation, urban laboratories, co-
production, and place-making (Palermo and Ponzini, 2014; Punter, 2010). Planning 
is consistently confronted by, and increasingly engages with, these multitudes of 
social efforts (Cars et al., 2002) exhibiting fragmented and often place-specific 
claims (Blokland et al., 2015). Furthermore, these efforts often further fragment 
internally during the interaction with local planning authorities due to divergent 
perspectives within movements themselves (Özdemir and Eraydin, 2017); here 
representing the third dimension of fragmentation. 

The fourth dimension of fragmentation focuses on the challenge of seeing the 
‘bigger picture’ amidst the complexity caused by the first three dimensions, and to 
connect various city-building endeavours with each other as well as to overarching 
visions and governance arrangements. Flexible and short-term strategies are 
increasingly replacing long-term, end-state planning (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 
2012). Concerning property development, they create opportunity-driven ‘islands’ 
of physical restructuring (ibid.). In relation to social city-building endeavours, 
Lindblom’s (1959) premise of incrementalism as a decentralised approach of 
‘muddling through’ and constantly readjusting planning objectives to people’s 
multifaceted and changing needs, which is often contrasted to modernist approaches 
of rational-comprehensive planning, receives renewed attention (van Karnenbeek 
and Janssen-Jansen, 2018). However, the risk lies in simply re-labelling existing 
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planning approaches while overlooking the ‘rules of the game’ that form the basis 
of collective action in planning (ibid.). Furthermore, a major challenge exists in how 
to integrate fragmented social city-building endeavours into established planning 
practices and wider strategies (Palermo and Ponzini, 2014). Existing analyses tend to 
either perceive social endeavours as entirely absorbed by market-oriented practices 
(Larner, 2014), or adopt narrow frames for social endeavours disregarding any 
property market influences (Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 2018). 

I propose to turn the four dimensions of fragmentation highlighted in the 
literature into the building blocks of a framework which concretises the ‘problems 
of fragmentation’ (Albrechts, 2013: 58). The framework provides an integrative 
analytical lens for overcoming theoretical compartmentalisation drawing attention 
to the nature of fragmentation and offers knowledge for potential improvements of 
linkages among different groups of action (dimensions 1-3) and between each other 
(dimension 4) in a step-by-step approach (Figure 14).

Figure 14. Analytical framework of ‘finding comprehensiveness in fragmentation

I agree with Campbell, Tait and Watkins (2014) in their premise that planning is never 
perfect but should continue to strive to be better. With regards to linkages, I argue 
that planning will never be able to be all-encompassing but comprehensiveness 
should be a guiding conception in terms of creating possibilities and enhancing 
and encouraging linkages instead of moving entirely toward isolated actions and 
decision-making processes. Figure 14 provides a visual illustration of my analytical 
framework, with the four theoretical dimensions of fragmentation turned into the 
framework’s building blocks. Building block i draws attention to the connection 
between social and physical interventions. Particularly from a public-sector 
perspective, it means aligning social and spatial policies, strategies and mechanisms. 
Building block ii centres around linkages between project-based developments with 
a strong private property component. Building block iii emphasises the connection 
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between all kinds of micro-scale social efforts. The last one, building block iv, not 
only represents the culmination of the previous three building blocks, but goes a 
step further: it concentrates on creating linkages between the different types of city-
building endeavours categorised in the first three building blocks (illustrated by thick 
lines in Figure 14) as well as to overarching visions and governance arrangements as 
a way to integrate them in the wider city as a network of fragmented city-building 
endeavours. The remainder of this paper illustrates how the framework can be 
applied and draws insights on the exemplary basis of planning systems in Toronto 
and Amsterdam.

2.3 Methodology
Following research conducted on planning and governance arrangements in Toronto6 
and Amsterdam, I struggled to find a framework in planning studies to capture my 
empirical observations. Yet, through dialogical engagement with existing literature 
addressing elements of fragmentation both directly and indirectly, I recognised 
recurring patterns and dimensions. The discovery of theoretical fragmentation 
encouraged me to develop an integrative analytical framework of my own. However, 
turning the identified dimensions of fragmentation into my framework’s four 
building blocks remains relatively abstract. Therefore, I additionally draw on the 
work of Janin Rivolin (2012: 67), who defines planning systems as “institutional 
technologies for territorial governance.” This conceptualisation emphasises 
systems’ non-static nature and responsiveness to “internal and external drivers of 
change” (ibid.:72). More concretely, Janin Rivolin (2012) argues that transformation 
in planning systems is driven by four features and their interaction: discourses, 
structures, tools and practices (Table 1). As problems emerge when planning 
institutions fail to adapt and respond timely to new conditions (Albrechts, Alden 
and Da Rosa Pires, 2001), I systematically analyse these four features within each of 
my framework’s four building blocks in order to understand and evaluate a planning 
system’s engagement with fragmentation.

The objective of applying the framework in Toronto and Amsterdam is not to provide 
an in-depth analysis of planning systems, as this lies beyond the scope of the paper. 
Instead, I use examples to illustrate how the framework can direct attention to the 
existence or lack of linkages in both cities. The examples come from qualitative data 
including interviews, policy documents and institutional configurations collected 
and analysed between September 2015 and December 2018. Focusing on planning 
from a public policy perspective, albeit accounting for the involvement and 
cooperation with non-state actors, they are based on 24 interviews with individuals 
working for local administrations and social housing corporations. Following 
unambiguous informed consent, in-depth interviews were conducted in Toronto 
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with five planners working in the municipality’s City Planning division, four in the 
Social Development Division and inter-divisional programmes collaborating with 
City Planning, as well as five planners working for Toronto Community Housing 
(TCH), the city’s social housing agency providing rented-geared-to-income units 
to around 89% of its tenants. In Amsterdam, interviews were conducted with five 
planners working within the municipal cluster of Space and Economy, one working 
in the Social Affairs cluster, two individuals working on urban development at the 
district level, and two for housing corporations active in the wider Amsterdam area. 
Interviewees were selected based on purposive sampling and the semi-structured 
questions tailored to the interviewee’s position and experiences. 

2.4  Fragmentations and linkages in and through 
planning in Toronto and Amsterdam

Planning and planning systems are highly context-specific, yet dimensions 
of fragmentation have been documented in both Toronto and Amsterdam. In 
Canada, provinces have full autonomy over land-use planning and legislation, and 
develop one or more regional plans centred around provincial objectives (OECD, 
2018). Municipalities develop their own plans abiding to provincial legislation 
and usually combine land-use plans with wider visions and strategies for future 
development (ibid.). In the city of Toronto, entrepreneurial styles of planning have 
long existed, for instance with planners conducting transactions in the 1980s with 
private developers allowing increasing heights and floor spaces in exchange for 
small social contributions (Desfor et al., 2006). In the 1990s, Toronto’s downtown 
neighbourhoods regained popularity and planners accommodated growth through 
intensification and mixed land use planning in the urban core (Grant, 2002). A 
strong shift in approach and the overall structure of planning occurred in 1998, 
when the Conservative provincial government of Ontario amalgamated the old city 
of Toronto with five surrounding municipalities. Accompanied by the devolution of 
responsibilities, for instance social housing and transit, and deep cuts in financial 

FEATURES FOCUS

Discourses prevalence of certain ideas, concepts and 
arguments in the frame of spatial planning 

Structures substantial elements (constitutional and legal 
provisions) and procedural aspects

Tools ‘plans’, ranging from regulative zoning maps to strategic 
programs, visions or guidelines; further means for territorial 
governance such as control devices, monitoring and evaluation 
procedures and various forms of economic incentives

Practices variety of practices generated from the social 
experience of planning and control activities

Table 1 Planning system features according to Janin Rivolin (2012)
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transfers from the province to municipalities, the changes put immense pressure on 
Toronto’s property tax, on which the city largely depends (Horak and Moore, 2015). 

The newly amalgamated City of Toronto had to combine the land use plans of 
six former individual municipalities. Resulting in the first Official Plan (City 
Planning Division, 2002), the process has been described as reducing regulatory 
complexity, flexibilising zoning and marking a shift from neighbourhood planning 
to the incentive of investment (Lehrer, Keil and Kipfer, 2010; Kipfer and Keil, 2000). 
Growing discrepancy between social and spatial interventions are exemplified 
by the large-scale waterfront redevelopment in anticipation of the 2008 Summer 
Olympic Games, while “long-standing commitment to proactive equity programs” 
(Desfor et al., 2006: 138) experienced severe financial cuts. Scholars have criticized 
planning policy and practices for contributing to the privatization of social housing 
and land, as well as promoting a property market that shifted from low- and medium-
income to luxury housing (Rosen and Walks, 2015; Lehrer, Keil and Kipfer, 2010). 
Simultaneously, planners in Toronto engage with a multitude of place- and interest 
based communities which play a crucial role in the city’s governance (Tasan-Kok and 
Özoğul, 2017). Many welfare functions are taken over by neighbourhood initiatives, 
cultural and faith-based groups, and non-profit organisations. As Rose (1996) 
famously argued, “the same neoliberal processes that highlight the importance of 
granting individual freedom, choice, and autonomy” creates new dependencies, 
“notions of community and spaces for collective action and responsibility” (Trnka 
and Trundle, 2014: 140). 

The Netherlands has a long tradition of strong state intervention in urban 
development. Nonetheless, planners have closely collaborated with private sector 
actors particularly in large-scale urban development projects since the 1980s, 
when financial cutbacks in central government transfers triggered new public 
management approaches in local municipalities (Hendriks and Tops, 1999). 
Throughout the 1990s, national policies started to deregulate land use and housing 
markets (Engberink and Miedema, 2001). However, it was especially reforms to the 
national planning law, which is legally separated from planning policy and defines 
the structure of the planning system in the country, that instituted a shift from 
a top-down plan-led system to fragmented, flexible and property-led planning 
approaches (Buitelaar, Galle and Sorel, 2011). The 2008 Dutch Spatial Planning Act, 
which represented the first major change to the planning law since 1965, reshuffled 
responsibilities between layers of government and streamlined the planning system 
to stimulate development (Gerrits, Rauws and de Roo, 2012). It kicked-off a number 
of substantial changes with the latest taking the form of a new Environment 
and Planning Act (Omgevingswet) which will probably take effect in 2021, and is 
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expected to further enhance flexibility to accommodate market interests (Korthals 
Altes, 2016). Affected by these changes, Amsterdam “is characterized by a peculiar 
mixture of neoliberal and state-led institutions and regulation regimes” (Engelen 
and Musterd, 2010: 702). On the one hand, the city is known for its entrepreneurial 
governance and large-scale development projects such as the CBD in Zuidas (Peck, 
2012; Fainstein, 2008), on the other hand it retains a reputation of being equitable 
and ‘just’ (Fainstein, 2010). 

Extensive public landownership and a leasehold system provide the Amsterdam 
municipality, which relies on “national tax revenues and at the same time fosters 
proactive land use policy to leverage income from targeted urban interventions” 
(Savini et al., 2016: 107), with a strong position in urban development. Despite 
efforts to foster a more organic planning approach that is “more oriented towards 
stimulating both markets and social engagement via ‘creative communities’” (ibid.), 
practices tend to remain highly controlled. Simultaneously, the turn to active 
citizenship in the Dutch policy sphere is increasingly incorporated into planning 
(Boonstra and Boelens, 2011). While some ascribe these changes to “the re-emerging 
demand among contemporary Dutch citizens to take the lead in developing their 
everyday urban environment” (Rauws and De Roo, 2016: 1085), others see it as 
processes of neoliberalisation and criticise the growing discrepancies between 
socio-economically weak and strong neighbourhoods based on their respective 
residents’ abilities to self-organise and set up initiatives (Uitermark, 2012). It is 
in these wider contexts that I now turn to my framework’s building blocks and 
systematically analyse how discourses relate to it, what structures and procedures 
enhance or impede linkages among the respective group of actions, whether specific 
tools have been developed to create linkages and what planning practices occur. 

2.4.1 Reconciliating social and spatial (policy) interventions 

Reconciliating policies affecting social processes in the city with those affecting 
the built environment builds a fundamental premise in spatial justice theories 
(Harvey, 2009), but considering the first dimension of fragmentation it appears 
increasingly difficult to implement. Discourses provide insights into how this 
linkage is approached in different planning systems. In Canada, planning has a dual 
origin being influenced by US functional land use zoning and the English planning 
tradition exhibiting broader social concerns (Ward, 1999). Discourses in the planning 
policy framework of Toronto reflect this duality by focusing on land use regulations 
but highlighting their strong interaction with economic, environmental and social 
processes and grounding the Official Plan, for example in the principle of social 
diversity (City Planning Division, 2015). In the Netherlands, in contrast, planning 
stems from the tradition of protecting scarce land resources and water management 
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as large parts of the country lie below sea level (Faludi and van der Valk, 1994). 
Internationally known for its ‘comprehensive integrated approach’ (Commission 
for Environmental Cooperation, 1997) of coordinated inter-sectoral and multi-
level public sector interventions, planning policy discourses relevant to Amsterdam 
strongly connect land use planning to economic and environmental factors but less 
to social ones. 

Comprehensiveness in terms of policy integration in planning operates as a guiding 
principle in both local administrations, which have both been characterised as vast 
and professionalised (Horak and Moore, 2015; Savini et al., 2016). Yet interviewees 
in Toronto perceived structures and procedures allowing for explicit linkages 
between social and physical interventions much more positively than those in 
Amsterdam. In Toronto, they outlined well-established channels of collaboration of 
City Planning with other divisions and agencies in policy and strategy development. 
The Amsterdam municipality, on the other hand, is divided into four clusters, 
one being the ‘Social Cluster’ and another the cluster of ‘Space and Economy’. 
Within these clusters, departments were described as highly specialised. As one 
interviewee formulated, this strong specialisation means that if people were to 
step out of their formal competences, they “get into trouble as someone else will get 
angry”. Procedurally, many small efforts to create linkages are made in individual 
projects, but collaboration was generally described as difficult. Working in area-
based projects on behalf of, and together with, different departments, districts and 
neighbourhoods of the municipality, the city’s Project Management Office, for 
example, faced challenges in linking social and spatial interventions based on rigid 
administrative boundaries delimiting areas in which specific funds could be spent. 
This prevented investment into social programming and physical interventions in 
areas adjacent to large-scale development projects, and thus this inflexibility was 
seen as negatively contributing to concerns and feelings of alienation of existing 
residents facing extensive new housing productions.

Discursively and structurally more established, the main tools which support linkages 
between social and interventions in Toronto’s built environment were described as 
the more general municipal-level plans, for example, the Official Plan (City Planning 
Division, 2015) and the City Planning’s Strategic Plan (City Planning Division, 2013). 
The latter operates as a ‘divisional playbook’ and presents five strategic directions, 
one of them being to pursue ‘deep collaborations’ both internally but also with 
external stakeholders. In Amsterdam, inquiries into tools were predominantly met 
with two concrete regulations, the Amsterdam Model for Service Provision providing 
guidelines for the amount of social infrastructure (such as education, health, sport 
facilities and green space) that should accompany new housing constructions, 
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and the 40-40-20 provision established in 2017 which requires 40% social housing 
and 40% housing for middle-income groups in new developments. While a lack 
of flexibility was lamented regarding social investments and administrative 
boundaries, some interviewees perceived these regulations as too flexible, with the 
former having failed to be instituted as a legal requirement and adopting a city-wide 
blueprint model based on inner-city recommendations, and the latter being able to 
take the social housing percentage of neighbouring adjacent areas into account to 
lower the requirements of affordable housing in new developments. 

Despite stark differences, existing forms of collaborative working and thinking 
between planners and social policymakers were ascribed to specific practices in both 
planning systems. In Toronto, the 2005 programme on ‘Priority Neighbourhoods 
Areas for Investment’, for example, was described by interviewees as having 
initiated procedural changes. However, the programme which started off as a high-
profile collaborative effort of the philanthropic organisation United Way of Greater 
Toronto and city officials, as well as representatives from provincial and national 
governments, was less successful in realising substantive transformations: political 
shifts at the national level in 2006 disabled tri-level agreements and consequently 
hindered the establishment of  “overarching institutional arrangements capable of 
comprehensively planning and funding a citywide neighbourhood revitalisation 
strategy” (Horak and Moore, 2015: 182). Despite being subsequently updated to 
the Toronto Strong Neighbourhoods Strategy 2020, “Toronto’s policymakers have 
been able to implement revitalisation as planned only in instances where they 
have chosen to harness the forces of the real estate market in pursuit of physical 
reconstruction” (ibid.: 206). Similarly, in Amsterdam political and financial support 
from all administrative levels were named as a requirement to link social and spatial 
interventions in area-based projects, combined with the personal investment of an 
alderperson. Together with the mayor, alderpersons form the executive board of 
the municipality. The Moving City project, for example, was developed based on the 
initiative of an alderperson with overlapping portfolios of spatial development and 
health, and eventually became institutionalised as a permanent city programme. 
Nonetheless, available funds are limited and only cover the costs of staff who 
advocate for policy changes and take on advisory positions, while substantive 
spatial interventions are dependent on the willingness of private sector actors to 
implement advised changes.

2.4.2 Linking property developments 

Private sector parties play an important role in both planning systems. Discursively, 
however, the relationship between public planning and private actors is depicted 
very differently in the Toronto and Amsterdam contexts. In Toronto, planning 
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policy discourses stress the importance and necessity of accommodating private 
sector interests and collaborating with private sector actors. On the other hand, the 
Structural Vision of Amsterdam (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2014), the city’s long-
term plan only sporadically mentions non-state actors even though it is focusing 
on building 70,000 new apartments by 2040. Discourses have the power to “shift 
significantly the way resources are allocated and regulatory tools formulated and 
used” (Healey, 2006: 303), and the difference becomes visible by looking at the 
following features. 

With private sector collaboration being openly discussed in Toronto, structures 
also embrace it. Interviewees were honest about the limitations they face in terms 
of their dependency on private investments to implement planning changes, and 
emphasised the importance of negotiation skills in planning procedures. The City 
Planning Division as well as TCH closely follow property dynamics and conduct 
market analyses to identify areas that qualify for redevelopment and investments. In 
Amsterdam, structures in terms of constitutional and legal provisions increasingly 
shift powers to private sectors, but interviewees lamented that in planning 
procedures, divisions focusing on physical interventions lack knowledge of property 
dynamics and “look at developers as part of the government” who are doing their job 
in the public interest. A risk was seen in a lacking critical discussion on private 
sector influences in planning due to longstanding perceptions of strong state power 
controlling urban development, and the consequent recycling of the same ideas, 
mistakes and approaches while the external conditions of planning change rapidly.

Tools employed in Toronto to link different property developments are, for example, 
Section 37 Agreements to finance community infrastructure. As one interviewee 
explained, “this is really how you fund a lot of things in the city when you’re tight for 
cash”. Being aware of their controversial character, which was ascribed to the fact 
that the outcomes of these agreements are not immediately visible to the public, 
planners described “good planning” as looking ahead and trying to link different 
property development projects to collect funds until enough capital comes together 
to make substantial investments into community infrastructure. In Amsterdam, 
development requirements are included in the ‘building envelope’, a tool containing 
all regulations and requirements that a project needs to comply with when land is 
leased. Providing much more scope of influence than planners have in Toronto, 
interviewees from the social cluster and the district level criticised the fact that the 
responsibility for building lies with the city’s Land and Development department, 
whose practice is closely intertwined with real estate interests following the 
principle of “building, building, building” while not paying enough attention on how 
to sustain social life within and around new development projects. 
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Specific discourses, structures and tools influence practices, which result in the fact 
that in Toronto, “neighbourhood improvement is more likely to be realised when 
it is compatible with economic-development objectives” (Horak and Moore, 2015: 
182; Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 2018). Open discussion and a constant search for new 
tools and procedures represent a positive element in Toronto’s planning system 
in terms of linking property developments but despite these efforts, the scope of 
planners remains limited. In Amsterdam, planning practices strongly rely on the 
leasehold system and the perception of far-reaching influence. Nonetheless, it still 
allows for a more regulated approach to property development than in Toronto, 
but the lack of open discussion on the intertwinement of the property industry 
and public planning interventions impedes the development of adequate tools. For 
instance, a recent OECD report (2017) concluded that the municipality could make 
better use of fiscal instruments in land use planning, for instance, to capture real 
estate values better.

2.4.3 Linking micro-scale social efforts 

Various social efforts, often operating in an area-based manner, contribute to 
the dynamic landscapes of contemporary governance. The focus in this third 
building block moves beyond questions of participation in planning, to the explicit 
engagement and incorporation of these ‘social’ city-building endeavours. Discourses 
in Toronto utilise a double framing, one on ‘vibrant healthy’ neighbourhoods, and 
one on ‘complete communities’ (City Planning Division, 2015). A similar focus on 
the provision of services and facilities can be found in discourses in Amsterdam’s 
planning system. Emphasising a vision of the city which ‘emancipates people’, 
the Structural Vision follows a strong neighbourhood approach. It mentions the 
importance of  “a comfortable bench in a pretty park, a sociable community 
centre, nice cafés in walking or biking distance trigger initiatives such as starting 
a company, a community association or using the park as an office” (Municipality 
of Amsterdam, 2014: 18, own translation), but mainly connects resident involvement 
to the prevention of deterioration and insecurity. Thus, in both contexts, social 
initiatives are not explicitly emphasised. 

Despite similar discourses, the structures and procedures of engaging social 
endeavours differ. In Toronto, a much stronger network governance approach 
is visible, and in line with the general importance that is attached to the notion 
of community and community initiatives in the city’s governance. For instance, 
Community Planning as sub-division of City Planning often occurs via cultural 
groups or places of worship and bottom-up social endeavours promote collaboration 
and the formation of networks. Social Planning Toronto, for example, is a non-profit, 
charitable community organisation that plays a strong role in bridging between 
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the municipality and social endeavours in various communities. It administers the 
SPACE coalition representing organisations and groups centring around the use 
of public space with over 300 groups (Space Coalition, 2019). Another initiative is 
The Neighbourhood Grants Program for which the City of Toronto engaged Social 
Planning Toronto to provide CA$ 1,000 - 3,000 in funding to support resident-led 
groups to make the changes they wanted to see in their communities (Social Planning 
Toronto, 2017). Amsterdam follows an area-based approach (gebiedsgericht werken) to 
connect initiatives, ideas, residents, entrepreneurs and social organisations, which 
involves cycles of area-analysis and the establishment of area plans. However, 
through a restructuring of the local state which the municipality started in 2014 and 
which led to massive administrative transformations, most decision-making power 
and financial means now lie with the central city government, whose administration 
follows its own priorities, which may be in conflict with those of small areas and 
districts (Krijnen, 2018).

Specific tools to link micro-scale social efforts with each other were difficult to 
pinpoint in both Toronto and Amsterdam’s planning systems. However, in both 
contexts, the social housing corporations played an important role in this. In Toronto, 
Toronto Community Housing (TCH) employs resident engagement schemes and 
tries to incorporate micro-scale social efforts into its revitalisation schemes. In 
Amsterdam, housing corporations were also taking a lead in supporting initiatives, 
for instance those with small financial contributions in larger redevelopment 
schemes. 

Concerning practices in Toronto, Horak and Moore (2015: 190) argue that “most 
of Toronto’s grassroots policy actors are not particularly well suited to participate 
in comprehensive neighbourhood revitalisation initiatives” and that there are 
discrepancies between the inner city, in which social non-government agencies are 
concentrated, and inner-suburban areas where less agencies can be found. Research 
in Jane-Finch, however, showed the presence of strong informal social city-building 
endeavours as well as informal connections and networking to address the needs of 
the local disadvantaged community (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). The challenge for 
planners is to recognise these dynamics, actively support linkages and utilise them. 
TCH faces the same challenges that planners face, and are dependent on private 
investments to implement large-scale revitalisation. In Amsterdam, triggered by 
financial scandals, legislative changes at the national level started to prohibit the 
housing corporation’s role as wider area-developers. Their role has been limited 
to the provision of housing, which prevents them from developing comprehensive 
area-based interventions that lead to very one-sided and insufficient revitalisation 
strategies.
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2.4.4  Connecting fragmented city-building 
endeavours in wider spatial governance 

The fourth building block of the framework focuses on connecting the city-
building endeavours discussed in the first three categories with each other, and 
to overarching visions and governance arrangements. Planning systems operate 
“as a hinge between the public authority and the social usage of space […as they…] 
allow and rule the continuous process of land use rights” (Janin Rivolin, 2012: 68). 
Hence planning systems play an essential role in wider spatial governance, which 
can be understood as ‘wider structuring forces’ (Gonzalez and Healey, 2005: 2056) 
which guide actors, processes and interactions in urban development. Discourses 
in Toronto highlight a comprehensive vision of a city in which all communities 
benefit equally but also admit, for instance in the Official Plan, that there are “gaps 
in community-based facilities and services” (City Planning Division, 2015: 21) and 
poorly integrated areas with the rest of the city. In Amsterdam, similar discourses 
emphasise the importance of connecting neighbourhoods and especially integrating 
‘deprived’ ones within the wider municipality (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2014).   

In Toronto, structures and procedures allow for a revision of planning applications 
by multidivisional and multiagency teams to congruent, varied forms of city-
building endeavours. In Amsterdam, frequent changes in structures and procedures 
in recent years added to the administrative complexity, and while the removal of 
districts’ ability to operate as area developers arguably increased the municipality’s 
comprehensive grip on the development of the city, it also increased its distance 
to local dynamics and social initiatives on the ground (Krijnen, 2018). Interviewees 
expressed dissatisfaction with the many legislative and administrative changes over 
the last couple of years, making it even harder for public administrators to understand 
who to talk to or who to get approval from. Efforts to achieve a comprehensive grip 
exist at the regional level, but the foundation of regional cooperation was described 
by interviewees as mainly economic and less developed on the social front. 

Different tools in Toronto aim to counter fragmentation on diverse fronts. For 
example, in 2009 the City of Toronto launched a collaborative programme called 
‘Tower Renewal’, which focused on upgrading the many high-rise apartment towers in 
an effort to diminish the stark differences between islands of property development, 
especially downtown, and the less attractive areas for private sector investments 
in the most deprived areas of the city. In 2015, the programme was transformed 
into a permanent Tower and Neighbourhood Revitalization Unit. As part of the 
programme, City Planning is particularly involved in the programme’s Residential 
Apartment Commercial (RAC) zoning, which sets new rules for small-scale 
commercial and community uses in selected apartment towers. Another example 
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that the City of Toronto developed was the first place-based Social Development 
Plan, which clearly outlined community development objectives in addition to the 
policy framework guiding the physical restructuring process. Responding to the 
challenges of complex administrative arrangements in Amsterdam, some districts 
established tools such as the function of ‘connectors’ whose job it is to simply 
connect people, departments and initiatives across administrative layers, and to 
bridge the gap between centralised planning and local concerns, or to have people 
from central city departments physically working in district administrations on 
certain days of the week. Although there have been significant improvements since 
its inception, according to interviewees, the changes stemming from this initiative 
have been slow coming.

Toronto’s Official Plan states that “city-building involves balancing social, economic 
and environmental needs and priorities” (City Planning Division, 2015: 47). The 
challenge of fragmentation in Toronto is the systematic production of winners and 
losers through practices depending on location and market attractiveness. At the 
same time, projects linking both social efforts and property development, prove that 
reality is far from black and white, and emphasise the importance of an integrative 
planning framework and changes concerning more social responsibility in the 
development landscape. Private developer Daniels CM Corporation, for example, 
combines retail efforts with a ‘Community Commercial Programme’ in its Regent 
Park revitalization project, offering local community enterprises rent-free store 
space and a microbusiness mentorship programme within their first five years 
(Lorinc, 2018). In Amsterdam too, property developments and micro-scale social 
efforts are often not consciously connected, have competing objectives, or in the 
case of connection run the risk of increasing disparities between areas that are 
restructured to respond to the needs of more affluent middle classes, which are also 
taking more advantage of the turn towards active citizenship. The strong position 
of the municipality remains a considerable advantage for planners in Amsterdam, 
especially compared to those operating in Toronto. However, enhanced by decreasing 
resource transfers to the local government as well as a wider paradigm shift and 
orientation towards a global economy, reliance on the private sector is intensifying, 
resulting in the fact that the “tight connection that used to exist between spatial 
structure plans, i.e. the propagated vision of the city to be, and actual projects to 
implement this vision, has weakened” (Hoetjes, Bertolini and Le Clercq, 2006: 197). 



56

PART II: ANALYTICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

2.5 Discussion and conclusion
Planning as a fragmented governance activity engages with a wide range of actors 
in various city-building endeavours. Ideals of comprehensiveness in terms of long-
term physical master planning, procedural stakeholder inclusion, or coherence in 
public policy are inadequate to capture the dynamic nature of urban development 
that is characterised by an increasing diversity of fragmented governance 
arrangements. Planning approaches that do not adjust to these dynamics are unable 
to cope with the existing complexity and explains planning scholars’ quests to bring 
substance back into planning. In order to do so, however, planning academics need 
to closely observe the actual happenings in cities. Moreover, they need to equip 
future planning practitioners with adequate tools and perspectives in preparation 
for the conditions which they will face in practice (Tasan-Kok and Oranje, 2018). 
Even though planning practitioners deal with and are confronted by challenges 
to establish linkages in their everyday practice, theoretical reflections on these 
linkages are thin.   

Madanipour (2010: 366) argues that “rather than a rigid approach to finalized 
futures, new spatial connections are needed that can connect the plan and the 
project; the strategic directions with local concerns and action.” My proposed 
framework operationalises this request and breaks this immense task down into 
smaller more manageable parts in the form of the four building blocks. They provide 
analytical insights and can steer action in terms of the combination of social and 
spatial interventions (i), linkages between property-driven development projects 
(ii), connections and the activation of micro-scale social efforts (iii) and finally 
linkages between the previous three groups of actions with each other as well as 
to overarching visions and governance arrangements (iv). As my intentions were 
rather theoretical than empirical in nature, only tentative conclusions can be drawn 
on Toronto’s and Amsterdam’s planning systems. Nonetheless, the examples given 
underscore my theoretical contention for a more integrative analytical framework 
approach that overcomes analytical divides.

Furthermore, the empirical examples point towards the importance of interrogating 
Janin Rivolin’s (2012) planning system’s features of discourses, structures, tools and 
practices simultaneously within the framework’s four building blocks. Just analysing 
discourses and structures, for example, would provide a very skewed picture on 
Toronto faring much better than Amsterdam in respect to paying attention to linkages 
between social and spatial interventions. Another interesting aspect emerging from 
the empirical examples are the conflicted perceptions of private developers. While 
public sector interviewees in Amsterdam perceived private developers as either 
entirely adversarial or amicable, practices in Toronto provided some clues that 
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private property development does not automatically oppose social city-building 
endeavours. This rather black-and-white thinking on private sector involvement in 
urban development is reflected in planning studies (Campbell, Tait and Watkins, 
2014; Henneberry and Parris, 2013), and calls for more nuanced understandings of the 
connection between property-driven developments and micro-scale social efforts 
without tapping into generalised assumptions. My intention is not to advocate for 
private sector involvement in general, but to demonstrate a more realistic picture 
of the diversity within the private sector, which needs to be critically examined in 
order to develop tailor-made public policy responses. 

Even more importantly, the results of Toronto and Amsterdam illustrate the 
difficulty of creating linkages in and through planning in today’s complexifying 
urban development. One of the main points of criticism currently discussed 
in planning studies is the fuzziness of concepts and approaches leading to the 
“eclectic character of the existing planning systems” (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2019: 
29). Planning thought feeds from practice, and vice versa. As fragmentation is seen 
as problematic and comprehensiveness as an ideal to be achieved, not only planning 
practice needs to change, but planning thought needs to provide more approaches 
to guide practitioners to create linkages based on their learning from city-building 
endeavours in line with the objectives they want to achieve. My conception of 
comprehensiveness aims to remain realistic while retaining ambitions of utilising 
planning to achieve more socially-just and sustainable cities.  The idea of ‘finding 
comprehensiveness in fragmentation’ goes beyond being instrumental to link 
fragmented city-building endeavours in practice. While it is important to emphasise 
again that I do not intend to develop a new planning model or paradigm which 
planners ought to follow, I see my framework as complementing planning thought 
on complexity and comprehensiveness, and shedding new light on theoretical 
discussion in relation to conditions in the 21st century. 

My ambition is to support the exploration of responses to some of the complex 
challenges that exist in contemporary urban development. As examples from 
planning systems in Toronto and Amsterdam show, many conditions prohibiting 
the creation of linkages lie beyond the scope of planning practitioners, such as 
wider political, global-economic changes and the restructuring of the state. In this 
respect, returning to classic thinkers on comprehensive planning proves fruitful: 
Hague and McCourt (1974: 145) argued that “one way to improve planning practice 
[…] is to improve the theoretical base for action”, and Branch (1985) stressed that it 
is impossible for planners to comprehend challenges in their complexity and hence 
they must respond to the knowledge of others. Planning studies can more effectively 
contribute to such in-depth knowledge by focusing on transformation as structural 
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change in spatial governance. Structural change refers to the ways in which a system 
is arranged and organised, introducing new elements or causing new connections 
and patterns of behaviour between the elements that constitute the system (Hernes, 
1976). In this respect, future research can scrutinise the context-specific conditions 
that allow individual city-building endeavours to become institutionally embedded 
learning practices by exploring their transformative potential.
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3.1 Introduction 
Recent years saw the emergence of heightened discussions in planning and 
governance literature surrounding transformation (Healey, 2018), transformative 
practices (Albrechts, 2010), transformability (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012), 
transformative planning (Song, 2015), transformative planning practice (Steele, 2011), 
urban transformative capacity (Wolfram 2016), and transformative change in governance 
(Chaffin et al., 2016), to name a few. In one way or another, these accounts share 
a common dissatisfaction with neoliberalising conditions as a point of departure, 
which, among other things, led to growing discrepancies between social and spatial 
interventions, and deep contradictions in the governance of cities (Tasan-Kok 
and Baeten, 2012). A new body of emerging literature is created by scholars who 
aim for a radical transformation in existing planning and governance systems. As 
Albrechts, Barbanente and Monno (2018: 4) declare, “the transformative agenda is a 
modern term for structural change.” I criticise the fact that many accounts remain 
vague about the explicit meaning of structural change and lack operationalisation 
methods.  

This chapter serves several purposes. It provides a synthesis of the recent but 
scattered literature on transformation, outlines differences and commonalities in 
employed approaches and uncovers the elements that scholars have highlighted that 
play crucial roles in the envisaged transformation itself. Furthermore, embedding 
myself in the existing discussions, I conceptualise my own notion of transformative 
spatial governance based on my understanding of structural change, with which I 
aim to capture institutional transformation in overarching spatial governance based 
on city-building endeavours as concrete area-based spatial governance activities. 
According to Hernes (1976), any model of structural change needs to account for 
three ‘levels of structures’, and I follow this differentiation to legitimise my approach.  

3.  Conceptualising transformative 
spatial governance
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The first level is the output structure which encapsulates the “output of a process 
in temporary equilibrium” (Hernes, 1976: 544). I equate my basic understanding 
of spatial governance as output structure. The second level represents the process 
structure, which accentuates the specific form of the process (ibid.) creating 
the output structure in the first place. I consider the coexistence of various city-
building endeavours as process structure and employ an institutional perspective 
to move beyond their existence as an aggregation of actors and organisations to 
an analysis of the rules and patterns by which they interact. The third level is the 
parameter structure. Parameters govern the process and “take on definite values in 
concrete situations” (ibid.: 519). I approach parameters by focusing on elements of 
transformation that may play a role. Ultimately, structural change is “caused by a 
discrepancy between the extant structure and the processes which are responsible 
for creating that structure” (Ryder, 1964: 461 in Hernes, 1976: 518).

I begin this chapter by defining spatial governance and differentiating between 
governance in an analytical and empirical sense, while underscoring the crucial 
interplay between the built environment and social life. I then discuss the benefits 
of an institutional perspective to understand city-building endeavours and reflect 
on different neo-institutionalist schools of thought. This is followed by an overview 
of potential elements affecting processes through which overarching structures 
may change, as highlighted in existing literature on transformation. I conclude 
by delineating transformative spatial governance and emphasise the need for a more 
conscious, detailed and nuanced analyses of private sector participation in processes 
of transformation.  

3.2 Defining spatial governance as ‘output structure’
Transformative spatial governance captures the interaction between city-building 
endeavours and spatial governance. In Hernes’s (1976) terms, I consider the latter 
as output structure, representing dominant governance arrangements at a particular 
moment in time. As ‘governance’ has different meanings in the literature, it requires 
some clarifications. Two of the most commonly adopted meanings of governance are 
analytical and empirical (Schmitt and Wiechmann, 2018). Indeed, both play a role in 
transformative spatial governance and are addressed in the context of this thesis, but 
it is essential to differentiate between the two. First and foremost, I use governance 
from an analytical perspective to understand “the process of co-ordinating actors, 
social groups, and institutions to attain particular goals discussed and defined 
collectively in fragmented, uncertain environments” (Le Galès, 2002: 15).  

With the prefix spatial, I underscore the intricate relationships between social 
and built environments, and intend to encompass particularly those governance 
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processes that are affecting the linkage between social and spatial interventions. 
I follow theorisations which consider space as more than “the dead, the fixed, […
or…] the immobile” (Foucault, 1980: 177). Instead, as Martin, McCann and Purcell 
(2003: 113) argue, space is a “complicated set of interlocking physical and social 
relations, patterns, and processes.” I consider space on the one hand as structured 
and enacted by social actors, hence expressing power, and on the other hand as 
structuring human relationships, and hence producing power (Foucault, 1984). 

The theoretical connection between power and space concretises when approaching 
spatial governance in its empirical sense, which is closely tied to the underlying 
rationale of this dissertation. It has been widely recognised that neoliberalisation 
mobilises urban space into a place of “market-oriented economic growth” (Sager, 
2011: 149), and correspondingly influences spatial governance arrangements. In this 
respect, changing power relationships between actors and their consequences for 
urban development are a major concern in planning literature (Eraydin and Tasan-
Kok, 2019). Scholars discovered the changing relationships, particularly since the 
1980s, with Harvey (1989) for instance discussing ‘entrepreneurial governance’ 
which emphasises the diminishing scope of state actors through the adoption 
of entrepreneurial strategies in urban development prominently. He argued that 
local state actors, who find themselves in constant competition with each other, 
increasingly adopt market principles, collaborate with real estate interests and take 
over the risks of private investments (ibid.). More recently, Allmendinger (2016) 
posed that planning in the English context has become part of ‘neoliberal spatial 
governance’ in which public sector planning serves as an instrument to facilitate 
economic growth targeted at the interests of a few rather than the many. Despite 
numerous academic analyses going in similar directions, as Adams and Tiesdell 
(2010) argue, the fact that planners are market-actors, is widely disregarded in 
spatial governance discussions and planning is still generally perceived “as opposed 
to the market” (Healey, 1992: 13). 

Thus, while the main objective of spatial governance is to provide a neutral perspective 
on the diverse processes at hand, discussions on governance in its empirical sense 
give hints on its potential nature as output structure. The key position that is ascribed 
to private sector actors in spatial decision-making processes is generally connected 
to the disenfranchisement of social planning frameworks and the empowerment 
of those that enhance economic growth (Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012). It stands in 
stark contrast to the reconciliation of social policies and those that affect the built 
environments advocated, for instance, by spatial justice theorists (Harvey, 2009). In 
fact, this discrepancy represents a point of departure for most scholars who engaged 
with notions of transformation in planning and governance systems in recent 
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years. Albrechts, Barbanente and Monno (2018: 2), for example, lament that “the 
rollout of neoliberalism as hegemonic urban narrative privileges urban and regional 
competitiveness, mainly through the subordination of social policy to economic 
policy.” MacCallum et al. (2009: 1) start by discussing “the neoliberal réveil”, and 
Eraydin and Tasan-Kok (2012: 2) begin by addressing “increasing economic and 
social vulnerabilities in the neoliberal era.” Correspondingly, the importance of 
profound changes, fundamental regime shifts and counter-hegemonic practices are 
highlighted (Wolfram, 2016; Filion, Kramer and Sands, 2016; Chaffin et al., 2016; 
Song, 2015). According to Albrechts (2016: 5), “transformative practices must be 
imagined as being radically and structurally different from the present reality.”

Despite the frequent focus on transformative practices, many accounts target 
overarching governance arrangements by considering transformation in, for 
example, complex adaptive systems (de Roo and Rauws, 2012), socio-technical systems 
or governance regimes (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). Similarly, in my own understanding 
of transformative spatial governance, the focus lies on wider changes in spatial 
governance. This focus might raise questions concerning longstanding discussions 
on structure versus agency in social theory, but Hernes’s (1976) approach to macro-
structures provides a constructive basis in this respect. He argues that macro-
structures have two traits. First, a set of institutions which include everything from 
formal to informal norms and rules, reward structures to the “material structure 
in the form of tools, transportation system, products available, etc. - in short, it 
consists of structural constraints on available alternatives” (ibid.: 516). And second, 
it entails the aggregation of ‘choices of alternatives’ that are to some extent subject 
to conscious choices made by individuals, and to some extend unintended outcomes 
without obvious intentions (ibid.). 

3.3  Adopting an institutional perspective on city-
building endeavours as ‘process structure’   

Hernes (1976) understands structural change as the discrepancy between output and 
process structure, which I adopt for transformative spatial governance to clarify my 
own approach. The problem with many existing notions of ‘transformation’ is that 
they are rather explicit in their objectives, but less clear in their operationalisation. 
Some scholars express explicit environmental objectives and foci, for example, on 
sustainability and climate change (Chaffin et al., 2016; Birkmann, Bach and Vollmer, 
2012; Steele, 2011), while some focus more explicitly on unequal power relationships 
and community needs in urban development (Song, 2015; Healey, 2010; MacCallum 
et al., 2009; Kennedy, 2007). Others adopt broader frames such as Albrechts (2016: 
4) who is concerned with “major challenges in Western societies and cities […
ranging from…] complexity (diversity, globalisation, change of production process) 
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[…to…] problems of fragmentation, population aging, environmental issues”, or 
Healey (2010: 5), whose work concentrates on the “social project for shaping the 
development of places and their futures, to promote better and more sustainable 
conditions for the many.” Healey (2018) is among the few scholars who explicitly 
conceptualises her approach as ‘transformation in place governance’. According to 
Flyvbjerg (1996: 384), it is a common problem of planning theorists to “know where 
to they would like to go” but to be less explicit about the actual operationalisation. 

In transformative spatial governance, city-building endeavours represent the process 
structure. As “cities are full of potentially disruptive social practices […but only some 
are able to…] transmit their properties to other practices” (Savini and Bertolini, 2019: 
5), an institutional perspective to understanding city-building endeavours proves 
beneficial in generating insights on the process of change. According to March 
and Olsen (2006: 4), institutionalism is “a set of theoretical ideas and hypotheses 
concerning the relations between institutional characteristics and political agency, 
performance and change”, with different neo-institutionalist schools of thought 
putting forward different perceptions on the role of actors in these processes. 

The schools of thought can be broadly categorised into individualist and holistic 
approaches (Jessop, 2001). Individualists focus on how “emergent institutions react 
back on individual behaviour” (ibid.: 1215) and are often connected to ‘calculus’ 
explanations based on the logic of efficiency (Davoudi, 2018). Examples are 
normative institutionalism which considers institutional change as rule-bound, 
and rational choice institutionalism which is strongly tied to an institutional 
economic theory of behaviour in which individuals exhibit calculative behaviour 
(Hall and Taylor, 1996). Generally, the process of institutional change is considered 
as the result of collective choices (Kingston and Caballero, 2009) and the deliberate 
creation of institutional relations (Alexander, 2005). 

Holists, on the other hand, rather seek to interpret “phenomena in terms of macro 
level laws, logics, functional needs, or other macro properties […and…] how such 
macro properties affect institutions” (Jessop, 2001: 1215). They are often more closely 
related to cultural approaches (Davoudi, 2018), highlighting that institutional forms 
and practices are adopted for legitimacy in a “logic of social appropriateness rather 
than a logic of instrumentality” (Alexander, 2005: 212). Sociological institutionalism, 
for example, emphasises the role of cognition, discourses and symbolic meaning, and 
historic institutionalism considers change as more incremental and evolutionary, 
particularly accounting for unintended consequences (Kingston and Caballero, 
2009). 

The key difference between these collective choice and evolutionary perceptions 
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is “the selection process which determines which rules emerge” (Buitelaar, 
Lagendijk and Jacobs, 2007: 893). The former poses that change can be consciously 
and collectively induced through a collectively organised approach transforming 
rules, while in the latter “new rules of behaviours (mutations), which may be either 
randomly or deliberately generated, undergo some kind of decentralised selection 
process” (ibid.). However, as Buitelaar, Lagendijk and Jacobs (2007) argue, in 
planning practice this differentiation is difficult to do, as in reality a mix of both 
forms probably occurs, for instance with centralised legislative changes on the one 
hand, and adoptions of specific sets of behaviour in a decentralised way on the 
other. Following this argument, and while considering different approaches and 
neo-institutionalist schools of thought as helpful to reflect on processes at hand, I 
decided not to limit transformative spatial governance to either a collective choice or 
evolutionary approach. 

Rather, my intention is to highlight the general value of institutional perspectives 
and the many different paradigms and approaches which this field offers. 
Particularly relevant for transformative spatial governance is the fact that an 
institutional perspective does “not start in the purposive framework of planners, 
who are in search of solutions to the problems at hand” but embeds “possible roles 
for planning agencies and other subjects” (Salet, 2018: 36) within wider positions 
and patterns of relationships. Furthermore, an institutional perspective has the 
advantage to incorporate both formal and informal norms and rules, which may 
provide, for example, valuable insight into a divergent ability to influence beyond 
the micro scale between two seemingly similar city-building endeavours. And lastly, 
“privileged actors have more influence on existing institutions and may use them 
to uphold their positions” (Fligstein, 1997: 3). In this respect, neoliberal conditions, 
for example, are often considered as an impediment to institutional transformation 
(Filion, Kramer and Sands, 2016). However, “all actors can use existing institutions 
to found new arenas, can use existing rules in unintended ways and create new 
institutions” (Fligstein, 1997: 3). 

3.4  Approaching elements of transformation 
highlighted in existing literature as ‘parameters’  

Parameters set the conditions of the process structure’s operation and possess their 
own structure, which is the most challenging level to understand in Hernes’s (1976) 
argument on structural change. However, he (ibid.: 519) explains it using a simple 
example, namely the composition of a population (output structure) as “the outcome 
of a birth and death process” (process structure), governed by “age-specific fertility 
and death rates” (parameters). Thus, “the population composition may change even 
when the fertility and death rates remain constant” (ibid.). Therefore, it is important 
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to consider the structure of parameters too, as parameters can either change or 
remain stable. “Social parameters affect the choices of individuals; individual 
choices of action also change the parameters of choice by opening or destroying 
alternatives” (ibid.: 517). I turn to the existing literature on transformation to uncover 
potential parameters which I describe as elements of transformation. 

Transferring Hernes’s line of thinking to transformative spatial governance, the overall 
process of city-building endeavours consists of the process structure and the parameter 
structure (Figure 15). The parameters take on concrete values and govern the process. 
They are influenced by the wider spatial governance, but possess the ability to exert 
influence on it as well. Parameters can remain stable or undergo change. Similarly, 
parameters can disappear and others can emerge. “Parameter values may also 
change as a result of changes in exogenous variables” (ibid.: 521), which may create 
a disruption in the parameter structure and in turn influence both the process and 
output structure. “After a change in or of parameters - in or of the structure of the 
process - the system performance may be more […] optimal for some groups and less 
so for others” (ibid.: 523).

    

Figure 15. Three levels of structure in transformative spatial governance

Conducting inductive research, I did not pre-define parameters or systematically 
test them in the case studies to follow. However, in line with the dissertation’s 
hermeneutic underpinnings, I used the existing literature on transformation to gain 
insights, inspiration and to orient myself on what scholars have previously highlighted 
as crucial elements in their envisaged transformation processes. Table 2 presents an 
overview of these parameters in selected literature. I extracted the information from 



72

PART II: ANALYTICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

the literature by selecting recurring elements mentioned by scholars and grouped 
them into five categories. The overview illustrates the concentration on elements 
pertaining to public sector processes and characteristics, as well as the strong 
focus on civil society initiatives and particularly counter-hegemonic movements. 
Elements pertaining to private sector actors turned out to be scarce. 

The first category refers to elements in relation to the public sector (Table 2). A 
majority of authors emphasise the need for change in the usage, allocation and 
distribution of resources. Moreover, regulatory changes are frequently mentioned 
(Albrechts, Barbanente and Monno, 2018; Wolfram, 2016; Chaffin et al., 2016). 
Another aspect is that public sectors and public sector actors need to adapt in 
their ways of working, particularly in terms of enhancing their flexibility. Expert 
knowledge and the access, use and dissemination of adequate information is 
underscored in order to be able to make informed decisions. And the last element 
concerns the political side of things, in terms of electoral politics, with public 
administrations being steered by political decisions and agendas. Authors argue 
that in order to transform existing governance arrangements, this type of support 
and political commitment is indispensable (Filion, Kramer and Sands, 2016; Chaffin 
et al., 2016; Alexander, 2005).  

The second category encompasses elements connected to civil society. Various 
authors discuss the central position and role of grassroots initiatives, and in many 
cases counter-hegemonic movements, to transform prevailing arrangements (Song, 
2015; Albrechts, 2010; MacCallum et al., 2009; Kennedy, 2007). Furthermore, the 
importance of situated, context-dependent struggles is emphasised which need to 
be translated into wider changes, but based on explicit and concrete experiences. 
The different abilities of these initiatives, movements and struggles is recognised 
and the ‘success’ to initiate these wider changes is particularly linked to the capacity 
and leadership of local actors engaged in these efforts (Wolfram, 2016; Albrechts, 
2016; Kennedy, 2007). 

The third category focuses on elements in the private sector, and in fact, not much 
information could be found. Some authors (Wolfram, 2016; Song, 2015; Albrechts, 
2010) vaguely mention the participation of private sector actors, and some others 
(Birkmann, Bach and Vollmer, 2012; Alexander, 2005) emphasise the importance 
of the private sector to provide accurate data and contribute knowledge. Overall, 
this category is scarcely discussed across the different accounts and remains fairly 
generic.   
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In contrast to the fi rst three categories, the fourth one centres around elements that 
are highlighted in terms of relations between diff erent actors. The formation of new 
relations between diff erent groups presents a frequently mentioned element, as well 
as the creation of alliances and the strength of collective mobilisations (Albrechts, 
2016; Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2012). Moreover, several scholars emphasise the 
need for inter-scalar relations, particularly to link situated struggles to higher 
levels, within a predominantly bottom-up decision-making environment (Chaffi  n 
et al., 2016; MacCallum et al., 2009). Interestingly, while a lot of discussions also 
refer to notions of co-production between actors and groups, most accounts see 
the public sector’s role in leading and steering this process (Wolfram, 2016; Steele, 
2011; MacCallum et al., 2009). Furthermore, experimentation, closely connected to 
creativity and the potential of ‘trial and error’, are highlighted. 

The last category is subsumed under cognition, with which I want to draw attention 
to mental actions and processes of understanding, acquiring knowledge and 
expressing ideas, and capturing recurring elements underscored in the existing 
transformation literature. First of all, the importance of changes in belief systems 
and implementing new ways of thinking is highlighted (Albrechts, Barbanente and 
Monno, 2018; Birkmann, Bach and Vollmer, 2012; Steele, 2011; MacCallum et al., 
2009), as well as changes in discourses and framing ideas. Furthermore, the notion 
of normative long-term vision is seen as important, and so is the ability of actors 
to critically refl ect on their actions. And lastly, learning has been emphasised 

Table 2 Elements of transformation highlighted in existing literature
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both in terms of individuals and at a wider system level, for instance when “new 
conceptions and their implications ‘travel’ to other arenas just through processes 
of ‘snowballing’ individual learning experiences” (Healey, 2006: 305), or institutional 
learning yielding insights to strategic urban agendas (Steele, 2011). 

According to Hernes (1976), and as illustrated in Figure 15, the different levels of 
output structure, process structure and parameter structure are all interrelated. In 
order for ‘transformation’ to happen, all three levels including the parameters, need 
to change (ibid.). He differentiates four types of change (Table 3). 

LEVEL TYPE 1 TYPE 2 TYPE 3 TYPE 4

Does the output structure change?  
Does the spatial governance change?

No Yes Yes Yes

Do the parameter values change? 
Do parameters or parameter 
values in terms of elements of 
transformation change?

No No Yes Yes

Does the process structure change? 
Do city-building endeavours as concrete 
spatial governance activities change?

No No No Yes

Table 3. Four possibilities for change or stability at three levels, adopted from Hernes (1976: 524)

If all levels remain unchanged, Hernes talks about simple reproduction (Type 1). 
In some cases, the output structure can change while the process and parameters 
governing the process remain stable. In this case, Hernes describes change as 
extended reproduction (Type 2). Transition occurs when parameters and output 
change (Type 3), and lastly, transformation occurs based on “change in the 
functional form of the process structure or operator, generally leading to a change 
in output structure and its time trajectory” (ibid.: 530; Type 4). I adopt this scheme in 
modelling my understanding of transformation in transformative spatial governance 
by contending that spatial governance becomes transformative when concrete city-
building endeavours exhibit discrepancy with the prevailing spatial governance and 
based on this discrepancy initiate wider institutional transformation through a 
change in parameters, the elements of transformation.  

3.5 Conclusion   
This chapter intended to conceptualise transformative spatial governance, provide 
an overview of how others approach similar topics, and underscore my stance 
that even though private sector actors are widely addressed as key actors steering 
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urban development practices, they are often neglected in recent discussions on 
transformation and structural change. Transformative spatial governance captures 
structural change based on discrepancies between prevailing spatial governance 
and area-based city-building endeavours, and provides an approach to identify 
elements, conditions and processes through which some spatial governance 
activities, as concrete area-based development constellations, exert influence 
beyond the micro-scale by instigating institutional change. The understanding of 
space as complex interplay of social and physical environments draws attention to 
governance arrangements which constitute or form the basis of both independently, 
as well as the linkage between the two.  

This approach differs from most existing notions on transformation in terms of 
outlook: instead of designating specific practices as ‘transformative’ from the very 
beginning, transformative spatial governance avoids pre-defined assumptions and, for 
example, a sole focus on presumed counter-hegemonic initiatives. It draws attention 
to spatial governance in a specific setting and critically reflects on the institutions 
governing actor relations. This approach does not preclude the development of 
normative directions in planning, which is a key issue in existing literature on 
transformation. I do believe, however, that the ambition to bring norms and values 
back into planning, and abstract goals of structural change to enhance big concepts 
such as sustainability or justice, need to be supplemented by in-depth empirical 
knowledge to make these ambitions more operationalizable.

As most scholars engaging with transformation take the neoliberalisation of urban 
development and spatial governance as a point of departure, it is all the more 
surprising that the role of the private sector in these discussions is largely neglected 
or stays at a superficial level. Not only does it emanate a certain bias and stereotyping, 
but I see a flaw in the logic of these accounts: if private sector involvement in urban 
development disenfranchised both public sector interventions and civil society 
efforts in the first place, how can changes in the public sector and civil society 
spheres alone lead to the envisaged radical changes? 

Lastly, and connected to the previous point, while recognising the immense value 
of reinvigorating discussions surrounding norms and values in planning, I see a risk 
that existing accounts remain too abstract for public sector planning practitioners 
to incorporate into their work. In their realities, planning and other public sector 
interventions often depend on interactions and negotiations with private sector 
actors. I am not advocating for perceptions that ‘there is no alternative’. Instead, in 
line with a growing number of scholars in recent years, I argue for an in-depth and 
more nuanced understanding of the diversity, processes and mechanisms of private 
sector actors in urban development. In transformative spatial governance, institutional 
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transformation through a specific city-building endeavour in which private sector 
actors exert strong influence can indeed also be negative, depending on one’s point 
of view. It strongly invites critical research and reflections and at the same time tries 
to avoid the pitfalls of over-generalisations. In this way, it can provide knowledge, 
building the foundation for concrete actions to steer planning practices in the 
intended direction in the quest to bring ‘substance’ into planning.
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4.  Between a rock and a hard 
place: investigating project 
managers’ learning experiences in 
Amsterdam’s fragmented landscape 
of property development  

  

  This chapter has been submitted as a single-authored 
article to an international peer-reviewed journal.

  Urban development increasingly occurs through fragmented city-
building endeavours in which public sector actors interact and negotiate 
with private sector actors. This paper argues that learning constitutes 
an important means to establish linkages between these area-specific 
development formations. It equates a triple learning loop concept 
to change at different levels of spatial governance, and investigates 
whether and how learning experiences of public sector project managers 
working for the Municipality of Amsterdam travel beyond the project-
scale. The analysis reveals the challenges faced by project managers 
operating in a context which on the one hand is characterised by 
flexibilization, institutional fragmentation and the accommodation of 
private sector interests, and on the other hand by a tightening regulatory 
framework in relation to the production of housing at the municipal 
level. The paper concludes by underscoring the importance of putting a 
human face on the intricacies and complexities of public sector actors’ 
relations with private developers in property-driven development.  

4.1 Introduction 
Fragmented governance arrangements are underpinning urban development. With 
wider changes of the relationships between states and markets, public and private 
sector actors involved in urban development interact and negotiate in complex 

PART III

In-depth  
case studies
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area-specific development formations, which are increasingly property-driven 
(Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; Healey, 2007; Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 
2002). For public sector planners, this situation results in “deal making on a project-
by-project basis” (Fainstein, 1994: 5), increased flexibility in overarching planning 
frameworks, as well as creating new positions as facilitators and negotiators in 
disconnected ‘pockets of micro-regulation’ (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019; Sehested, 
2009). The concerns of planning scholars in this respect are spatially fragmented 
islands of property development (Baeten, 2012), connected to growing inequalities 
and the abandonment of values and ‘substance’ in urban development with the 
demise of strategic approaches. Consequently, the importance of linkages between 
events, functions and institutions is underscored to avoid planning turning into ‘a 
speculative process’ (Madanipour, 2010). 

In this paper, I argue that learning constitutes an important means to create the 
possibility of establishing these linkages between fragmented property-driven 
development formations. Thus, I do not understand linkages as spatial mergers 
of development projects, but in a more abstract way as learning experiences that 
may link fragmented actions, practices and lessons learnt from concrete city-
building endeavours and connect them with one another, as well as to overarching 
institutional structures guiding the future behaviour of actors. Multifaceted 
governance arrangements, uncertainty and divergent values of actors have revived 
discussions on so-called wicked problems which are both difficult to recognise and 
to solve due to their complexities (Rittel and Webber, 1973), but how public sector 
employees deal with these challenges is under-researched (Head, 2008). Thinking in 
terms of wicked problems in planning is useful to draw attention to learning beyond 
clear-cut solutions to concrete problems, to a wider skill set that contemporary 
planners need to acquire due to the unpredictability of social interactions and 
complex negotiations with private sector actors. Furthermore, and even though 
planning studies steadily incorporates and engages with notions of experimentation 
and learning by trial and error (Savini and Bertolini, 2019; Bulkeley, et al. 2018), it 
remains to be explored whether and how these learning practices are transmitted 
to established spatial governance procedures to acquire a degree of synchrony in 
groups of actions in urban development through the establishment of linkages. 

Focusing on the City of Amsterdam, I illustrate the institutionally fragmented 
nature of property development due to regulatory and policy changes at different 
spatial scales. Local politics and the corresponding ambition of the Municipality of 
Amsterdam to build 50,000 new apartments by 2025 contribute to this fragmentation 
as it puts pressure on public sector employees to achieve the city’s spatial 
development objectives through a stronger emphasis on so-called transformation 
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projects, in which private sector actors take on leading roles (Municipality of 
Amsterdam, 2018a). Rooted in the Dutch planning tradition of strong state 
interference, active land policy and extensive public landownership, however, 
the Municipality’s experience with private sector-driven property development 
projects is limited (ibid.). I focus on the experiences and reflections of public sector 
project managers of the Municipality of Amsterdam’s Project Management Office 
(Projectmanagementbureau) and reveal how they actively learn from both concrete 
challenges emerging from interactions with private sector actors, and adapt their 
behaviour in line with the new conditions. The analysis reveals how local political 
changes coupled with rising land and property values boost the Municipality’s 
confidence and result in less flexibility, stricter regulations and tighter policy 
objectives, in contrast to national government agendas that enhance and embrace 
private sector interests in urban development. For project managers, this leads 
to conflicting situations as the distance between municipal policy directions and 
development practices ‘on the ground’ is growing: the former rejects and even aims 
to return to more traditional ways of area development with the public sector in the 
lead, while the latter faces institutional pressures to implement policy objectives 
of housing production, requiring the adoption of new forms of cooperation and 
compromises with private developers and investors. 

I operationalise the abstract notion of learning by referring to the concept of 
learning loops emanating from theories of learning (Armitage, 2008). In single-loop 
learning, actors develop alternative tactics to address concrete and context-specific 
challenges (ibid.): The novelty of dynamics and relationships between actors in 
transformation projects offers opportunities for project managers to experiment 
and construct their own manuals, but simultaneously triggers stress as they face 
unchartered territory in their everyday practices. Double-loop learning designates 
actor- instead of project-specific learning (ibid.). Approaching it in terms of project 
managers’ self-reflection and adjustment of behaviour beyond project boundaries, 
I demonstrate the formal and informal channels through which changes in attitude 
and behaviour occur. Project managers especially highlighted the importance of 
soft skills, their professional attitude to compromise in negotiations and the formal 
trajectory training junior project managers in these respects. 

Lastly, triple-loop learning draws “attention to the norms and protocols upon which 
single- and double-loop learning are predicated or governed” (ibid.: 87). Particularly 
since the 2008 economic crisis, a shift occurred towards private-sector and 
opportunity-driven forms of urban development in Amsterdam (Savini et al., 2016). 
Even though development practices exhibit greater dependence on private sector 
actors, at a policy and discursive level, recent years have been characterised by a 



83

PART III: IN-DEPTH CASE STUDIES

tightening regulatory framework concerning the production of housing. Through 
the deficiency in triple-loop learning, I argue that project managers are increasingly 
torn between the policy directions that the City is taking and the necessary actions 
in concrete development projects that require the accommodation of private 
developers and investors’ interests. 

The paper begins by tying together literature on property, planning and learning by 
focusing on social relations as their common denominator. Furthermore, I equate 
different levels of fragmented property-driven urban development with the triple 
learning loop concepts as a frame of analysis. It is followed by the methodology, 
in which I provide insights into the underlying research process. A demonstration 
of Amsterdam’s fragmented property development landscape provides contextual 
information through the consecutive empirical analysis which is structured 
according to the three learning loops. The paper ends with a discussion and 
conclusion, stressing the importance of putting a human face on the intricacies and 
complexities involved in public sectors actors’ interaction with private sector actors 
in property-driven development.  

4.2  Learning as linkage between property-
driven development formations   

Notions of learning have long played a fundamental role in planning. Faludi 
(2000), for instance, proposed to understand planning as a form of mutual learning 
altogether, and Friedmann (1971: 320) posed that “knowledge about the metropolis 
is revealed to us only in fragments”, correspondingly requiring a more fluid and 
constantly evolving understanding of knowledge. In his ‘epistemology of mutual 
learning’, Friedmann (2017) points out the limits of expert knowledge and highlights 
the importance of inter-personal dialogue and face-to-face interaction between 
planners and other actors coming together in concrete undertakings. These 
factors are also crucial determinants in property-driven development, but the 
existing literature tends to focus on unequal power relationships between actors, 
being less vocal on specifying how it is dealing with new forms of inter-personal 
interaction. Adding this dimension, I particularly concentrate on how learning 
experiences emanating from these interactions ‘travel’ beyond the project scale to 
link fragmented development projects from a public sector perspective. 

Despite its path-dependent and context-specific unfolding, scholars have 
documented how property development has become a major activity in urban 
development with strong repercussions on spatial governance arrangements and 
the positions and roles of actors within them (Tasan-Kok, 2010; Fainstein, 2008; 
Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 2002). In simple terms, property development 
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can be defined as “the assembly of finance, land, building materials, and labour 
to produce or improve buildings for occupation and investment purposes” (Turok, 
1992: 362). Almost 25 years ago, Krueckenberg (1995) argued that property should be 
more centrally featured in planning studies. Fainstein’s (1994) work on ‘city builders’, 
in which she skilfully connected public and private sector actors’ relationships in 
terms of property investments into urban built environments in London and New 
York, was for a long time one of the few works explicitly linking property markets 
and public-sector planning practices. While property development gained more 
attention in relation to neoliberalising urban development processes and policy 
agendas, planning studies is criticised for its disregard of the heterogeneity of 
property industry actors (Campbell, Tait and Watkins, 2014), and of public sector 
planners’ active participation and role in the construction of property markets 
(Adams and Tiesdell, 2010).   

In recent years, however, academic engagement with the intricate relations between 
property markets, planning practices and policy has been growing (Theurillat, Rerat 
and Crevoisier, 2015). According to Blomley (2017), the difficulty of connecting 
property and public sector regulation stems from the fact that much urban land 
is privately owned. In this respect, property represents “a complex of overlapping 
tenure rights – rights to enter, pass over, use, use the fruits of, exclude others from, 
build on, pass on to inheritors or sell land” (Ryan-Collins et al., 2017: 16). Public 
sector planning regulations thus allocates property rights as well as regulates and 
taxes land development (Jacobs and Paulsen, 2009). Thereby, public sectors intend 
to either reduce property market imbalances and their negative externalities, or 
achieve other objectives entirely through property tax revenues (Ryan-Collins et al., 
2017).

The wider literature discerns different perspectives on actual property development 
processes, such as from political economy, Marxist or institutional stances 
(see Drane, 2013 for a useful overview). Institutional perspectives prove most 
beneficial to counter over-generalisations and black-and-white thinking on private 
sector involvement in urban development. They tend to approach property as a 
‘bundle of relations’ capturing the intricate interplay and interactions between 
public and private sector actors (Blomley, 2017; Fainstein, 2008). Moreover, they 
offer alternative explanations to rational choice economics by treating social 
relationships, structures and processes as equally “important as their economic 
equivalents in ‘explaining’ property development” (Guy and Henneberry, 2002: 
2399). The property development process is hence considered “a set of coordinating 
performances” (Needham, Segeren and Buitelaar, 2011: 163) in which “transactions, 
like social interactions are conditioned by humanly devised rules, norms and 
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regulations” (Adams and Tiesdell, 2010: 193). Planners participate and are involved 
in these interactions and negotiations, and embedded in wider economic and social 
contexts (ibid.).

Considering property as a bundle of relations also sheds light on the fragmentation 
of governance arrangements underlying contemporary urban development 
dynamics. In each property-driven development formation, which I term property-
driven city-building endeavour, a specific set of public, private and even civil society 
actors and stakeholders come together and interact in decision-making processes 
(Figure 16). Thereby, public sector actors often take on facilitating and negotiating 
roles (Sehested, 2009; Fainstein, 2008; Campbell, 2006). Through the flexibilization 
of planning policy, these relations and negotiations lie at the heart of ‘pockets of 
micro-regulation’ which appear across the city (Tasan-Kok, et al., 2019) and further 
distance contemporary planning activity from notions of comprehensive spatial 
planning. An institutional perspective furthermore sheds light on the fact that 
city-building endeavours, regardless of their scattered appearance, are embedded 
in wider spatial governance which includes policies, regulations and institutions 
which guide and steer the interaction of actors in terms of established governance 
processes (Jessop, 2016; Healey, 2006; Figure 16).

This dynamic form of urban development leads to fragmentation, both real in terms 
of spatially disconnected property development islands responding to private sector 
interests (Baeten, 2012), and perceived in terms of the growing complexities making 
it challenging to retain a comprehensive overview of processes at hand (Tasan-Kok 
et al., 2019; Bodnar, 2001). Yet planning, according to Madanipour (2010: 194), finds 
itself in a unique position not only to induce “substantive transformation of spatial 
conditions” but also to establish ‘symbolic connectivity’ by “making, formalizing 
and expanding causal connections between events, functions and institutions.”

Learning can arguably play a fundamental role in this. Most learning theories model 
learning as collective processes since the opportunities to learn without interacting 
with others and being exposed to new ideas are limited (Wink, 2010). Hence, 
they share the focus on social relationships and interaction of the institutional 
perspectives on property development. The concept of triple loop learning 
stems from organisational theory (Hargrove, 2002) but is particularly compelling 
for governance studies as it “takes into account the different levels that provide 
guidance and stability in a social system” (Pahl-Wostl, 2009: 358) as well as its 
importance for “structural change in the governance regime as a whole” (ibid.). I 
equate the three differentiated learning loops with different levels in the property-
driven development process (Figure 17).       
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Single-loop learning encompasses new actions, tasks and strategies to address 
and solve a concrete problem at hand. While it experimented with new measures 
and instruments, in single loop learning generally no doubt is cast on established 
routines and processes (ibid.).  In double-loop learning, learning does not concentrate 
on a concrete problem at hand but leads to adjustments in behaviour and actions 
of actors. Thus, while strongly linked to single-loop learning, it extends to the 
sphere of government actors and moves beyond the project scale (Figure 17). It 
includes reflection processes on actors’ own positions, and involves “the calling 
into question of guiding assumptions how goals can be achieved” (Pahl-Wostl, 
2009: 359). In planning studies for instance, this level has been approached in terms 
of individual capacity building (Schmitt and Wiechmann, 2018) and critical self-
reflection of planners (Fox-Rogers and Murphy, 2016). With regards to property 
development, Adams and Tiesdel (2010) argue that planners should move beyond a 
shallow understanding of market dynamics, and acquire the ability to fundamentally 
challenge a property developer’s financial calculations. However, unclear role 
divisions provide obstacles to capacity building (Heurkens and Hobma, 2014). 

Transformation of the structural context and factors that determine the frame of 
reference is captured by triple-loop learning. Learning at this level results in critical 
reflections on overarching paradigms and structural constraints, and may lead to 
the inclusion of new actors and formation of new relationships as well as changes 
in overarching regulatory frameworks, norms and values (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). In 
planning studies, this level has been approached in terms of institutional learning, 
which “reflects upon the extent to which structures and routines have been installed 
and how this knowledge is managed and secured for future purposes” (Schmitt and 
Wiechmann, 2018: 28). Triple-loop learning is a continuation of, and rests on, single 
and double-loop learning, and corresponds to different levels of change highlighted 
by institutional theorists: “each level is more costly to change than the previous 
one” (North, 1990: 83; Ostrom, 1990). Bringing the discussion to an explicit focus on 
the three learning loops in property-driven city-building endeavours, the paper now 
turns to the Amsterdam context.  

4.3 Methodology7

The analysis of this paper is twofold. First, I present the fragmentation of 

Figure 17. Connecting fragmented property-driven development to analytical levels of learning loops 
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Amsterdam’s landscape of property development and illustrate my understanding 
of its fragmented nature. In the Amsterdam context, this fragmentation does not 
represent spatial disconnections between development projects as much as it 
does complexifying governance arrangements and sets of actors coming together 
in spatial decision-making processes, the so-called ‘pockets of micro-regulation’ 
(Tasan-Kok et al., 2019). My argumentation is based on an analysis of wider changes 
to the Dutch planning system as well as changes in regulatory frameworks, and 
an analysis of policy documents which were particularly focused on discourses 
related to the production of housing. Furthermore, in an interactive session with 
policymakers from social and spatial planning departments at the Municipality 
of Amsterdam in March 2019, preliminary observations on the fragmented 
governance landscape were discussed and confirmed. In the analysis, I address the 
underlying reasons that contribute to this fragmentation thematically, and utilise 
the term ‘landscape’ to designate important features in the patterns and processes 
of property development. 

Second, I analyse public sector project managers’ learning experiences from 
interacting with private developers. In the semi-structured interviews with nine 
project managers operating in property-driven development projects in Amsterdam 
(Table 4), the ‘learning what’ questions with regards to interacting with private sector 
actors were purposively left open. In line with considering property development a 
wicked challenge, the aim was to gain insight into this process without steering 
the interviewee into a pre-defined direction. Interviewees were approached based 
on purposive sampling on the basis of job descriptions, and interviews lasted on 
average 50 minutes. Four interviewees had a senior position meaning that they 
oversaw larger areas within the municipality which in turn were sub-divided into 
smaller project areas. Three interviewees worked as project managers responsible 
for one of these areas, and two worked as junior project managers in a project team 
(Table 4).

Furthermore, an important differentiation in the Amsterdam context, as well as for 
the argumentation of this paper, is made between the project area’s focus, which 
was either area development or area transformation (Table 4). Area development 
captures the more traditional approach of Dutch active land policy, in which the 
municipalities prepare land for development, set up a policy framework and then 
sell or lease it to private developers in line with their policy objectives (Buitelaar, 
2010). In area transformation, however, private sector actors initiate development 
and find themselves in a more influential position. The Municipality of Amsterdam 
itself describes area transformation as necessary to reach its housing ambitions in 
line with the policy objectives quoted above, but also considers it as challenging due 
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to its lack of experience in this respect as well as its weaker position and necessary 
deliberation with private sector actors (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2018a).  

4.4  Amsterdam’s fragmented landscape 
of property development  

The Municipality of Amsterdam is located in the Province of North Holland, and is 
with 854,316 inhabitants in 2018, the largest city of the Netherlands. The political 
and discursive focus of property development strongly focuses on the production of 
housing. Housing prices are rising rapidly: between April and July 2018, apartments 
cost 450,000 euros on average, which is more than 5,000 euros per square metre, 
while the average price for the country lies at 283,000 (Municipality of Amsterdam, 
2018a). Coupled with an expected population growth of approximately 15,000 
people per year, Amsterdam faces an affordable housing crisis which has become 
strongly politicised. Housing was a key component of the municipal elections 
in 2018, and the coalition accord of the elected GROENLINKS/D66/PVDA/
SP underscores the importance of a ‘just city’ connected to the housing market; 
the plan is to construct 50.000 new apartments by 2025. Reaching this objective, 
according to the Municipality, requires new forms of interaction with private sector 
actors (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2018a). 

Urban development in Amsterdam has undergone a transition which can be linked 
to wider changes in the Dutch planning system. Overall, there has been a change 
from top-down public-sector led planning towards more flexible approaches 
embracing private sector interests in property development projects (Buitelaar, 
Galle, and Sorel, 2011). Even though Louw, Krabben and Priemus (2003) describe 
the traditional active land policy approach to development as entrepreneurial 
before the ascendance of influence of private sector actors, a wider shift occurred in 
relationships between public and private sector actors. Central government transfers 

RESPOND-
ENT NO.

POSITION WORK EXPERIENCE 
(IN YEARS)

MAIN APPROACH IN  
IN PROJECT AREA

R1 Senior project manager 25 Development

R2 Senior project manager 12 Transformation

R3 Senior project manager 11 Development

R4 Senior project manager 27 Development

R5 Project manager 20 Transformation

R6 Project manager 20 Transformation

R7 Project manager 3 Transformation

R8 Junior project manager 4 Transformation

R9 Junior project manager 1.5 Transformation

Table 4. List of interviewees in the project management office   
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to local municipalities reduced in the 1980s and public-private partnerships were 
more actively utilised to finance particularly larger-scale urban redevelopment 
(Hendriks and Tops, 1999). In Amsterdam, extensive development schemes such 
as the South Axis or the IJ-bank development, started to reverse the logic of active 
land development with public sector planning following “private preferences for 
development” (Hoetjes, Bertolini and Le Clercq, 2006: 181).

It was not until 2008, however, that changes in practices were institutionalised in the 
new Spatial Planning Act (Wet Ruimtelijke Ordening) which determines the structure 
of the Dutch planning system. As the first substantial change since 1965, the 
major revision to the planning law replaced the hierarchical structure with spatial 
visions which are only binding on the level that develops them, aimed to simplify 
regulatory complexity and “stimulate a proactive, ‘hands-on’ and development-
oriented planning” (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019: 10). The 2008 economic crisis put a hold 
on major redevelopment schemes, and in 2010 the national government enacted 
a Crisis and Recovery Act (Crisis- en herstelwet) to spur market activity and speed-
up planning decisions following economic downturn. In Amsterdam, the crisis led 
to “a deep reform of its consolidated planning institutions, motivated by ideals of 
urban experimentalism and urban innovation” (Savini, 2017: 857), and development 
patterns of piecemeal approaches to curb financial risks. 

Simultaneously, regulatory changes at the national level redefined the role of housing 
corporations, which after their development following WW2 had become a major 
investor in urban redevelopment (Andersen and Van Kempen, 2003). In 1995, the so-
called process of brutering (‘grossing and balancing operation’) privatised housing 
associations. Financial independence from the government required housing 
corporations to “use their equity or build market-rate housing to compensate for the 
financial losses on the provision of rented social housing” (Buitelaar, 2010: 354) and 
turn their relationships with local administrations into being more business-like 
and based on negotiation (Conijn, 2005). Corporations sold parts of their housing 
stock and broadened their activities investing in “social projects, public-purpose 
buildings and commercial real estate” (Hoekstra, 2017: 3), but also became involved 
in land speculation (Aalbers, 2017). Scandals of mismanagement and fraud hit the 
headlines in 2010, and amendments to the Dutch housing law (Woningwet) in 2015 
restricted their activities to the supply of affordable housing. In Amsterdam, the 
percentage of social housing units owned by housing corporations reduced from 
50% in 2008 to 39% in 2018 (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2018b) and agreements 
have been made to slow down the process to give priority to middle-income and 
affordable housing (AFWC, 2018).  

On the one hand, dependence on private sector actors continues and the national 
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government, for instance, actively promotes the housing and mortgage market 
as an investment opportunity (Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, 
2019). Financial losses through active land policy have sparked discussions on 
the usefulness of the approach (Heurkens and Hobma, 2014). Furthermore, in the 
country there is generally less municipal land available for housing development 
(Buitelaar, 2010). On the other hand, following the local elections in 2018, the 40-40-
20 rule was introduced stipulating that new development projects have to include 
40% social housing, 40% for middle-income groups and 20% for high-income 
groups. In addition, the homes must remain in the medium-priced segment for at 
least 25 years, and the rent increase has been limited. Therefore, even though the 
demand for rental properties is high, discussion emerges that in fact many potential 
construction sites remain unused as the heightened regulations make residential 
property unprofitable (Trappenburg and van Bockxmeer, 2019).

The complexity yet institutional fragmentation of Amsterdam’s landscape of 
property development can be illustrated on the basis of housing projects alone. 
Figure 18 shows a map indicating the 1326 housing plans since 2012, which are 
either completed, under construction or where principle or investment decisions 
have been taken.  

Figure 18. Housing Plans in Amsterdam since 2012. Created based on data, last updated 1 April 2019 from the 

Municipality of Amsterdam (2019a) 
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Each project area represents different city-building endeavours, in which diverse 
sets of actors form bundles of relations by negotiating and interacting in micro-
regulation practices. The following analysis reveals how public sector project 
managers, who need to fulfil the municipality’s policy objectives in terms of housing 
production in these projects, are caught between a rock and a hard place. 

4.5   Property development at a crossroads: 
Incorporating new learning experiences 
or returning to old principles?  

The Project Management Office (Projectmanagementbureau; abbreviation PMB) 
is subsumed under the cluster Space and Economy (Economie en Ruimte), one of 
the four major clusters of Amsterdam’s local administration. Its approximately 
480 employees are specialised in project, process and programme management 
addressing complex multidisciplinary and integrated projects in the social, physical 
and economic domains in collaboration with other municipal departments, districts 
and neighbourhoods, as well as other municipalities and the region (Municipality 
of Amsterdam, 2019b). The PMB does not develop policy independently, but project 
managers are internally hired to work under the direction of other divisions, with 
regards to property development the approximately 40 specialised planning project 
managers work under the leadership of the divisions of Land and Development 
(Grond en Ontwikkeling), and Space and Sustainability (Ruimte en Duurzamheid), as 
they are most important in dealing with property and planning developments.    

4.5.1  Single-loop learning in response to unchartered 
territory in transformation projects 

The development of alternative strategies and tactics in the form of small, 
incremental changes in response to emerging challenges is encompassed by single-
loop learning (Pahl-Wostl, 2009). In contrast to higher level learning loops, single-
loop learning focuses on concrete solutions instead of behavioural adaption or 
the fundamental questioning of established procedures (ibid.). A main difference 
in the importance of single-loop learning within the Amsterdam context emerged 
between area development and transformation projects. Each development 
project by the PMB has a project manager who leads a multidisciplinary and 
multidivisional team that always includes one technical person responsible for 
technical questions pertaining the development, one urban planner or designer, and 
one person specialising on land prices and leasing (R8). Structures and procedures 
in area development were described as well established, and interviewees stated 
that unexpected events or occurrences occur rather seldom. As one interviewee 
explained, “you write down what you want”, organise a tender which explicates the 
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rules and standards of the developments and then select a developer, which requires 
no one-on-one or negotiations with developers before the start of a project (R4). 
Based on the tender, a developer is selected and a leasehold contract provided, and 
even though there remains some risk that the developer drops out or cannot fulfil 
an agreed obligation, the risk for the municipality remains rather manageable as 
it means that the developer is losing a fee that was paid at the beginning of the 
leasehold contract, and the whole procedure starts from the beginning (R1). 

The situation, however, looks very different in area transformation projects, where 
interviewees saw unexpected things happening all the time (R5; R8). They explained 
how the property market is very dynamic and that there is a general lack of 
experience of collaborating with private sector actors in new constellations, which 
consecutively resulted in primarily “learning-by-doing” (R2; R3; R5; R7). The lack and 
fragmentation of landownership, for example, was considered as a major challenge 
in this respect, requiring interaction and the development of working relations 
between a variety of actors with different needs, interests and personalities, ranging 
from large private developers to public housing corporations as existing property 
or landowners (R8). R2 recalled a case, for instance, of repeatedly having conflicts 
with a specific housing corporation but passed it on in the administrative hierarchy 
where the issue would be put on the agenda and addressed with the help of a 
mediator. To address challenges emerging in negotiations with private sector actors 
directly and spontaneously, a “4 eye principle” is followed (R5). This means that a 
project manager never enters a negotiation alone, which was also considered as an 
instrument to prevent corruption and fraud (R5). 

During negotiations, the inclusion of a representative of the Land and Development 
division of the municipality, which is ultimately responsible for the land lease in 
case of public landownership, was seen as crucial leverage (R6). In transformation 
projects, the main advantage for the municipality was considered a zoning plan that 
did not yet allow the designated or envisaged function, providing the municipality 
with influence despite lacking landownership (R6; R9). R3 drew a “carrot and stick” 
analogy in which desired rezoning could be utilised in negotiations and push for 
a fulfilment of the municipality’s policy objectives. When facing very concrete 
problems, interviewees reflected positively on the institutional channels at the PMB 
through which they could seek help and support. For instance, project managers 
are able to request an ‘InterVision’ which provides the feedback of other project 
managers external to a specific project development area looking for possible 
solutions in reference to a concrete problem (R4). Even more valued, however, were 
informal discussions with colleagues at weekly lunches or during coffee breaks, 
where information could be exchanged; though R2 admitted that in a hectic work 
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environment, sharing experiences does not always have priority. 

In area transformation, no established manual and procedures exist but project 
managers stressed the value of trial-and-error, and testing out new ideas (R4; R5; 
R7; R9). The freedom was highly valued, and as R7 stated, “it makes it fun, because 
your boss doesn’t know any better than you do what to do” and R6 explained, “sometimes 
we just do something, it is a best guess and check later if it works but there is no one from 
higher up that tells us what to do.” This freedom, however, was also connected to a 
downside, namely the stress and pressure that is put on the project manager to fulfil 
policy objectives which were particularly addressed in relation to the ambitious 
housing production goals (R4; R6; R9). R7, for instance, described the ambition to 
build 50,000 houses by 2025 as enormous, and confessed: “we are worried all the time 
because if we don’t pull this off, we have a big problem.” Thus, single-loop learning in 
transformation projects occurs on a regular basis and is strongly connected to trial 
and error, and experimentation. In most projects, solutions to emerging problems 
fall back on mechanisms and tools of municipal control of land lease and zoning 
plans. When these conditions are not met, however, project managers exhibited a 
certain degree of insecurity. 

4.5.2  Double-loop learning as institutional 
queries and critical self-reflection  

In double-loop learning, actors develop alternatives in behaviour as well as more 
critically reflect on established procedures and their own positions (Pahl-Wostl, 
2009). In fact, most interviewees saw an adjustment of their behaviour based on 
their experiences and face-to-face interaction with private developers. Again, 
the frequently highlighted learning-by-doing approach plays a fundamental part 
in this and is also reflected in the set-up of the PMB in terms of internal career 
trajectories. In general, the PMB only hires new project managers in junior 
positions, and through mentoring and annual performance reviews, including 
a detailed assessment of skills and the development of a personal trajectory and 
learning plan, they can progress to higher positions (R2). Furthermore, interviewees 
described a rather elaborate system of courses they are obligated to follow but can 
also choose on a voluntary basis to enhance their skills, though these skills were 
described as rather generic, such as stakeholder engagement and not specifically 
targeting interaction with private sector actors (R7). 

A common thread in the conversations was that no form of education or course can 
prepare a project manager for real-life situations. A good project manager, according 
to interviewees, has to rely on gut feelings, intuition and instincts, assessing the body 
language or the personality of a developer in order to decide which strategy is best 
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to approach and negotiate (R1; R5). For instance, R5 elaborated on the hierarchical 
set-up within the municipality, which is known to private developers and who 
are hence not always taking project managers seriously if they are not operating 
at the top level. Therefore, R5 underscored that depending on the personality of 
the developer, it is crucial to make the municipality’s position clear to be taken 
seriously, though ‘strict’ behaviour can only be practiced in a certain way, especially 
at the beginning of a project, flexibility is important. Those interviewees with 10 or 
more years of work experience reflected on the shift that occurred in terms of the 
importance of technical skills in the past, and soft or ‘people’-based skills in the 
present in order to establish long-lasting relationships and connections between 
different parties in the development process (R2). 

While age and years of work experience as project manager did not play a crucial 
role in differences in perception, the fact whether the project manager worked in 
a rather traditional area development or a transformation project appeared to be 
correlated to the reflection on their own position. Interviewees working in area 
transformation were more critical about the established procedures and institutions, 
and more strongly reflected on their own role as a negotiator instead of decision-
makers. R4, for example, working in a traditional area development, made it clear 
that everyone has a main task, the municipality, the developers and all other parties 
involved in the process, stating that “if everyone sticks to their core business, meaning, 
everyone knows what they are good at and what they are experienced at – for example, 
us as a municipality know what is best for a particular development, what is required, we 
make the guidelines for the project, etc. and the developers make the plans, it will be better 
as a whole.” R1 pointed out that if the municipality would listen to everything that 
people wanted, no housing would be built. 

Interviewees who faced more challenges in their every-day work in transformation 
projects, on the other hand, admitted that the municipality sets so many goals 
and objectives which cannot always be met. R6 explained that the municipality 
is still trying to fit into their new role as facilitator instead of as decision-maker, 
and “only slowly accepting that they are ‘not god’ anymore”. R2 described his personal 
development in this respect as shifting from technical skills to the creation of 
long-lasting relationships which means giving up on average 50% of the initial 
demands made by the municipality in an actual transformation project. Similarly, 
R7 described her personal development trajectory of having become much more 
professionalised whereas in the beginning she was very optimistic and thought 
everything is possible. Simultaneously, the way of describing her ‘professionalised’ 
behaviour was not connected to frustration or a sense of defeat but simply as a 
different approach to working which requires a different skill set than in traditional 
area development. 
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A major problem in this respect was seen in the existing courses and training 
which transferred a skill set related to area development and did not catch up on 
adjusting to the new conditions though things were slowly starting to change (R6; 
R7). On the basis of the initiative of several project managers, the ‘learning house’ 
organisation within PMB with around 130 active people to develop, share and spread 
knowledge, for instance, formed a new group to exchange and share practices from 
transformation projects (R5). There was widespread consensus that the expertise of 
project managers needed to grow in relation to market-based and market-driven 
development initiatives, sharing for example instruments and mechanisms on how 
to get a public school financed within a private-led development without a tender 
procedure (R7; R9). Thus, double-loop learning in the PMB is encouraged through 
formal channels in terms of the development trajectory of junior project managers. 
The difference in self-reflection and adjustment of behaviour, moreover, is closely 
related to personal exposure to new forms of property-driven development. Project 
managers working in transformation projects provided critical evaluations of 
existing procedures and underscored the need for enhanced mechanisms to share 
learning experiences and support one another. Others, however, believed more 
firmly in traditional role divisions between public and private sector actors and 
favoured returning to old principles. 

4.5.3  Rising land and property values as 
impediment to triple-loop learning

Triple-loop learning, culminating single- and double-loop learning, results in 
transformation of established procedures and routines, and may involve the 
implementation of new approaches in line with “corresponding efforts to change 
structural constraints” (Pahl-Wostl, 2009: 360). Interviewed project managers 
recognised the need for improvement and overarching change as “the market moves 
fast and the policies are still ‘behind’” (R4). At the same time, however, it was stressed 
that trying to follow the speed of the market is not desirable and instead suggested 
that the municipality should slow down, re-evaluate and develop a carefully 
thought-through long-term vision (R4). Being explicit about the need for improved 
learning and exchange of experience in transformation projects, reasons for their 
absence were ascribed to the municipality’s comfortable position. R2 explained that 
“the municipality has a lot of money so they can also do a lot of things very carefully” and 
R6 stated that “more and more private parties want a piece of the cake.”

The current situation where land and property prices were rising and the demand 
and interest of private sector actors in urban development was high, was contrasted 
to the situation a few years ago. R6, for instance, recalled that in the beginning of 
her current project briefly after the 2008 crisis hit, they were almost “begging” private 
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developers to build housing, which resulted in a lot of flexibility to accommodate 
private developers’ interests. In contrast, now with a changing market situation, 
the municipality finds itself in a different position, which R6 saw for instance in 
demands that can be put on private sector actors. Similarly, the first contracts were 
very flexible and gave a lot of room to the private sector to make their own decisions, 
while now with increased market interest, regulations are becoming tighter. 

Nonetheless, policy demands were often described as “unworkable” (R7), and the 
general difficulty of a project manager as having to combine the wide array of 
policies and regulations from different divisions that are applicable when it comes 
to property development projects (R9). Every week, according to R1, there are a 
lot of changes and new ideas but when you want to make “housing production like 
a machinery”, constant change is not good. With trust being a crucial element in 
the interactions between project managers and private sector actors, too much 
flexibility in terms of changes on behalf of the municipality was perceived as 
counter-productive to establish long-lasting relationships (R7; R8). 

Regarding the question whether project managers’ opinions are sought after in the 
policy development process, answers were very mixed. Two senior project managers 
(R2; R4) reflected positively on the consultation process and stated that there 
was some continuous dialogue. The rest, however, were more critical and stated 
for example that 90% of the time, they are simply informed and even if they are 
consulted, they doubt that actually anything is done with the provided input (R6). 
Measures to bridge the gap were highlighted, for instance by taking policymakers 
on field trips to the project areas to give them real insights from the actual work 
being done as “the municipality should really learn how it works on the other side of the 
table” (R7). Still, the “gap between policy and reality is too big” and it was suggested 
that policymakers participate in project management team meetings in order to be 
“confronted with the practical reality of issues” (R5). 

R1, responsible for an area development project, gave the example of structural 
change based on learning experiences on the ground. He described how 20 years 
ago, it took a long time to discuss contracts with developers as land was leased to a 
developer, the municipality set up a contract and then the discussion started. With 
the introduction of the tender procedure (bouwenvelop), however, this negotiation 
would be cut shorter as the municipality clarified its objectives beforehand. He was 
confident with the approach and did not see it changing in the future. R7, in contrast, 
working in area transformation is hoping for a wider shift in the municipality and 
an increased sharing of practices, finding it difficult to work closely together with a 
private party and demanding all kinds of standards, and regulations such as the 40-
40-20 rule to be upheld, but developers saying that it is not profitable enough: “So 
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we get a little bit discouraged. The most challenging part is that we, as municipality, try to 
fit into the new role but throw down a lot of standards” (R7). The project manager’s task 
was described as having to find the balance in a project so that alderpeople approve 
it, “but also to make the developers happy”. Triple-loop learning is the most difficult 
one to achieve and instead of incorporating experiences and transferring learning 
practices of project managers in transformation projects, it appears that the gap 
between policy and implementation within the local administration is widening. 

4.6 Discussion and conclusion 
In this paper, I investigated public sector project managers’ learning experiences in 
Amsterdam’s fragmented landscape of property development. I adopted a learning-
centred approach to the creation of linkages in fragmented urban development and 
revealed the challenges that project managers face in property development, which 
finds itself at a crossroads signified by two opposing processes: one going into a 
property-driven development direction and one intending to return to the local 
administration’s traditional strong position in urban development. Particularly the 
lack of triple-loop learning puts project managers into a challenging situation. 

The purpose of my argument is not to advocate for structural change allowing for 
more flexibility and influence or to more fully embrace private sector interest in 
urban development. Rather, my intention is to highlight the complexities of dealing 
with property development dynamics within public administration, and particularly 
point out the challenges of project managers working on transformation projects, 
who find themselves between a rock and a hard place. Their dilemma is to fulfil 
spatial policy objectives involving compromises with private developers in a 
tightening regulatory and policy framework which makes the process more difficult 
and may even deter private sector actors engaging in housing production if they 
deem it not profitable enough. Both not delivering policy objectives, but also not 
upholding the municipal government’s standards, are not an option. 

Showcasing the differences within the local administration up to the point of 
internal struggles and reflections of individual project managers involved in 
property-driven city-building endeavours is important. It acknowledges the wicked 
nature of property-driven development, acknowledges both struggles and efforts 
of public sector actors and puts a human face on them. The latter is particularly 
crucial in search of more nuanced analyses contrasting generalising assumptions 
such as bold statements that local administrations are either fully supporting or 
fighting against processes of neoliberalisation when it comes to planners’ new roles 
as facilitators of deal-making and negotiators with private sector actors.
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The problems faced by project managers in Amsterdam also provides insight into 
the challenges of multi-level spatial governance. Even though planning in the Dutch 
system is decentralised, the example shows that property development is in fact 
strongly influenced by regulatory changes at the national level, which in the Dutch 
case increasingly orients itself towards accommodating private sector interests, 
for instance by actively recruiting international investors to invest in housing 
production and the Dutch mortgage market. These dynamics shape the conditions 
in Amsterdam, and require new insights and planning responses despite the local 
council taking a left-leaning stance and trying to regulate housing production by 
means of the 40-40-20 rule. 

The learning loop concept proves beneficial in contributing to institutional 
perspectives on property development by highlighting the importance of knowledge 
transfer in social interaction in ‘bundles of relations’ and across ‘pockets of micro-
regulation’ that increasingly shape urban development. Single-loop learning by 
project managers in Amsterdam furthermore underscore the importance of taking 
land, property and their relationship with public-sector planning interventions into 
account, despite theoretical discussions on the diminishing scope of city-planners 
in contemporary spatial governance. Double-loop learning experiences emphasise the 
importance of social and negotiating skills, as well as the struggles that planning 
practitioners face in their practices which often contradict planning thought’s 
normative objectives, and deserve more attention in planning education (Tasan-
Kok and Oranje, 2018). Furthermore, both single- and double-loop learning revealed 
the importance of both formal and informal channels to exchange information 
and experiences for public sector planners to connect fragmented property-driven 
projects on a cognitive level.

While the general exchange of information within the PMB is well established, there 
is room for improvement especially when it comes to an explicit focus on learning 
in relation to inter-personal interaction with developers. While some project 
managers more prone to traditional ways of area development advocate for a return 
to the stricter regulations and a more influential position of the municipality in area 
development, others who have come to accept that conditions have changed and 
critically reflect on their own role and skills, highlighted the necessity of learning 
from new conditions. Triple-loop learning can be actively improved through targeted 
actions that bring policymakers and project managers together and addressing 
issues and concerns, considering a two-way stream between policy making and 
implementation. 

The fragmentation of spatial governance calls for the development of new approaches 
and responses, in which the importance of learning and cognitive processes should 
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be explored further. With external conditions to local administrations changing at 
unpredictable and accelerated speed, the number of wicked challenges in planning 
is likely to increase. Clear-cut, blueprint solutions are almost impossible to develop, 
and therefore new tools and instruments need to be developed to create some form 
of linkages between fragmented and scattered development formations in an effort 
to avoid the negative consequences that may arise if a comprehensive vision of how 
a city develops is largely abolished. 
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5.  Space matters: linking micro-scale 
social efforts through space in Jane-
Finch, Toronto

  

  This chapter has been submitted as a single-authored 
article to an international peer-reviewed journal.

  Multifaceted micro-scale social efforts constitute a major characteristic 
of contemporary urban development. When nested in complex 
governance arrangements, the creation of linkages between fragmented 
projects and initiatives enhances their capacity and influence. This 
paper argues that space in this respect represents a widely neglected yet 
crucial element. Empirical evidence from Jane-Finch, a disadvantaged 
low-income area in Toronto, illustrates the role of space in creating 
linkages between social efforts, as well as to the wider communities in 
which they are embedded. It focuses on community and entrepreneurial 
activities, illuminating their different but equally important roles in 
assisting in creating connections between people. An actor-centred 
analysis unravels the roles, relationships and conflicts between social 
agents involved in the provision and construction of spaces, providing an 
explanation for the lack of systematic spatial interventions despite their 
potential to amplify the impact of social efforts in Jane-Finch. The paper 
concludes by emphasising the value of enhancing not only community, 
but also entrepreneurial activities by foregrounding considerations 
pertaining to physical space more central in planning studies. 

5.1 Introduction 
Multifaceted micro-scale social efforts that take on various forms, often area-
based, such as resident initiatives, bottom-up mobilisations and local community 
projects, constitute a major characteristic of contemporary urban development 
dynamics. Bringing forward claims for urban built environments in line with their 
explicit social objectives, existing research reveals how market-oriented forms 
of spatial governance tend to compromise and fragment these efforts, as well as 
impede integrative public sector planning interventions addressing their spatial 
needs (Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; MacCallum et al., 2009). Planners not only 
increasingly interact with these forms of city-building endeavours (Cars et al., 
2002), but planning is instrumentalised to accommodate private sector interests in 
entrepreneurial governance arrangements underpinning urban built environments. 
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Correspondingly, planning theorists are concerned that planning is losing its 
‘substance’ and call for transformations by putting micro-scale social efforts at the 
core of planning practices (Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2019; Albrechts 2016; Wolfram, 
2016; Filion, Kramer and Sands, 2016; Song, 2015; Kennedy, 2007; Moulaert et al., 
2007).

In this paper, I argue that space plays a crucial role in creating linkages between 
fragmented micro-scale social efforts, as well as to the wider communities in which 
they are embedded. When nested in complex governance arrangements, the creation 
of linkages constitutes a major factor to enhance a project’s or movement’s capacity 
and influence (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Ostrom 1999). However, the physicality of space 
is often neglected in this respect, and in recent discussions in planning studies on 
the need for transformation, substance is predominantly understood in a normative 
(Albrechts, Barbanente and Monno, 2018), not a spatial sense. By providing detailed 
insights into the role of space affecting community and entrepreneurial activities 
in the disadvantaged Jane-Finch area in Toronto, I contend that more attention 
should be paid to physical characteristics and the built environment. I particularly 
highlight the importance of community-oriented entrepreneurial activities in 
creating spontaneous, un-orchestrated connections between people and advocate 
for the inclusion of entrepreneurial consideration in planning interventions in low-
income neighbourhoods, not only for economic, but also for social objectives.

From this vantage point, I reconsider Ball’s (1986: 477) critique that “physical 
structures are often treated as a passive backdrop to other social processes in 
urban theories”. To overcome these shortcomings, I utilise Ball’s framework of the 
structures of building provision in my analysis as it allows for a thorough examination 
of social agents and avoids the over-simplification or generalisation of actors 
involved “in the production, exchange, distribution, and use of a built structure” 
(ibid.: 455). Simultaneously, by putting forward a trivalent lens to investigate actors 
and processes from a historical, functional and political perspective, it roots the analysis 
of specific spatial structures in their wider institutional contexts. With regards 
to micro-scale social efforts, it prevents the commonly adopted narrow focus on 
community activities adjusting spaces according to their needs (Özoğul and Tasan-
Kok, 2018), as well as the negligence of the institutional constraints that actors, for 
example planners, face (Flyvbjerg, 1996), particularly considering the entrepreneurial 
governance of Toronto’s built environment. 

The analysis reveals how modernist planning practices of the past created challenging 
conditions for micro-scale social efforts by spatially fragmenting them. Local 
social agents have to navigate the consequences of a modernist built environment, 
shaping both community and entrepreneurial activities. Particularly entrepreneurial 
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activities emerge as influential in providing spontaneous opportunities to create 
linkages, countering the lack of suitable community and public spaces in the area. 
Nonetheless, physical structures constitute impediments to actors’ resourcefulness 
and social efforts. Despite actively appropriating existing physical structures in 
terms of functions of spaces, most agents involved in micro-scale efforts are users, 
not providers of spaces. Their social and economic position in relation to other 
agents involved in Jane-Finch’s built environment limits responses to their spatial 
needs. As entrepreneurial governance limits the scope of municipal planners to 
systematically intervene and reconstruct the built environment, feelings of neglect 
and marginalisation result in contentious relationships in Jane-Finch’s structures of 
building provision. Not only are spatial interventions inadequately used to enhance 
the impact of community and entrepreneurial activities in Jane-Finch, but micro-
scale social efforts are marginalised in the city’s wider spatial governance. 

The paper is based on in-depth fieldwork in the Jane-Finch area conducted 
within the framework of the DIVERCITIES project8, including experiences and 
information shared in 59 interviews with community activists, entrepreneurs, public 
sector planners and policymakers, as well as ethnographic observations. It starts by 
exploring the link between space, community and entrepreneurial activities framed 
by planning studies’ conflicted engagement with the built environment and the 
recent interest in micro-scale social efforts. The following methodology provides 
insights into the process of my data collection and analysis. I then contextualise the 
Jane-Finch area by discussing its embeddedness in Toronto’s modernist planning 
history and entrepreneurial governance. In the analysis, I systematically present 
experiences and observations of actors involved in micro-scale social efforts in 
Jane-Finch following Ball’s framework, discuss their relations to other actors 
involved in the area’s building provision and highlight the conflicts that arise. I 
conclude with a discussion underscoring the need to place space more centrally in 
the emerging body of literature on transformation through micro-scale efforts in 
planning studies. 

5.2 Bringing space (back) into the equation    
Planning studies’ conflicted engagement with space stems from the spatial 
determinism that underlays modernist planning principles (Hubbard and Kitchin, 
2010). I see the rejection of Euclidean notions of absolute space, in which built 
environments were considered as key determinants of human behaviour (Hall and 
Tewdwr-Jones, 2010), as a source of contemporary hesitation of engaging particularly 
with the physicality of space. Ball (1986) lamented the peripheral engagement with 
physical structures by urban theoreticians more than 30 years ago. In terms of 
the recent literature underscoring the importance of micro-scale social efforts to 
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transform prevailing spatial governance arrangements (Song, 2015; Albrechts, 2010; 
Kennedy, 2007; MacCallum et al., 2009), space is also often placed in the background 
of social processes. In the following, I make the case for the influence of space on 
micro-scale social efforts, on the exemplary basis of community and entrepreneurial 
activities.

From the mid-20th century onward, Euclidean views on space were increasingly 
questioned and understandings largely shifted towards Leibniz’s philosophy of 
space as relational (Hubbard and Kitchin, 2010). Following this line of thinking, 
sociologists, and geographers in particular, started to engage more thoroughly with 
the intricate relationships between physical structures and human behaviour. They 
highlighted the social enactment of physical spaces through relations, as well as the 
fact that communication and social interaction are influenced, but ultimately not 
determined, by the built environment (Goffman, 1963). Rather, physical structures 
and buildings are seen as an imposition of order in the multiplicity and complexity 
of activities defining a space (Amin, 2008). 

Countering the idea of scientific rationalism as the basis for intervening in built 
environments, planning studies experienced a communicative turn which started 
to dominate academic discourse since the early 1980s (Allmendinger and Twedwr-
Jones, 2002). Closely tied to relational understandings of space, it drew attention to 
stakeholder relations, debates and consensus seeking in complexifying governance 
processes (Sager, 1994). However, the communicative turn was also criticised for 
lacking an object in terms of material consequences (Fainstein, 2000). Scholars, for 
example, pointed out that just processes do not automatically lead to just spatial 
outcomes (Davoudi and Bell, 2016). Furthermore, the perception of planners as 
central actors in deliberation processes was criticised for the neglect of wider 
institutional constraints, as well as assumptions that ideal speech “would melt 
away deep structural conflict” (Fainstein, 2000: 456). The latter is today particularly 
approached through the lens of the neoliberalisation of urban development (Purcell, 
2009), which creates entrepreneurial governance dynamics in which public sector 
organisations as well as the general public, increasingly act, or are expected to act, 
in an entrepreneurial manner (Rossi, 2017).

Micro-scale social efforts, which have gained increasing academic attention in 
recent years, have been approached in terms of local social innovations (MacCallum 
et al., 2009), community place-making (Palermo and Ponzini, 2014) and grassroots 
initiatives (Albrechts, 2016). This focus correlates to the frustration of scholars of 
market-oriented, entrepreneurial governance, who are in search of alternatives 
(Eraydin and Tasan-Kok, 2019). Micro-scale social efforts tend to target issues of 
local service provision, environmental sustainability or social justice, and frequently 
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centre around the notion of communities, which can be both area- or interest based, 
existing beyond family and kinship ties (Crow and Allen, 1994). However, their 
existence has also been connected to neoliberal notions of self-responsibilisation 
“as a key element of new forms of self-governance and subjectivity” (Trnka and 
Trundle, 2014: 136). Furthermore, and despite evidence on the crucial role of 
material conditions influencing perceptions, attitudes and interactions (Raco, 2018) 
and how adequate physical infrastructures to accommodate community activities 
tend to outweigh production costs (Teriman, 2011; Williams and Pocock, 2010), 
analyses tend to concentrate on the social rather than the physical dimensions of 
space. 

Moreover, existing research reveals how entrepreneurial governance particularly 
enhances those social efforts that are somewhat in line with capitalist growth 
objectives, while compromising and fragmenting others (MacCallum, et al. 2009; 
De Souza, 2007). Creating linkages is therefore of fundamental importance, both 
with other efforts to pool resources and enhance impact, as well as to targeted 
individuals and groups in line with their objectives. As Germoetta, Häussermann 
and Longo (2005: 2019) argue, “social innovation in governance at a local level, 
taking into account civil society, will only hold good when new links are established 
between excluded and integrated segments of the local society.” In many policy 
contexts, discussions on linkages between local residents – for instance in terms of 
social cohesion – retreat from acknowledging structural explanations for growing 
inequalities and exhibit divergent expectations on levels of engagement when it 
comes to socio-economically stronger or weaker communities (DIVERCITIES 
Policy Brief, 2014). 

Furthermore, policy and planning interventions targeting socio-economically weak 
areas often lack explicit commercial objectives (Rankin and McLean, 2015; Fincher 
et al., 2014). This is unfortunate as research illustrates the value of commercial 
activities such as entrepreneurship even beyond economic gain (Minniti, 2008; 
Johnstone and Lionais, 2004): “social commitment, non-profit goals and benefits 
for the neighbourhood [can act] as (additional) drivers for entrepreneurship besides 
calculated and self-interested individual behaviour” (Trettin, Neumann and 
Welter, 2011: 5). Furthermore, as Bailey (2015) stresses, especially in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, it is essential not to assume that potentially low entrepreneurial 
outcomes are the result of negative attitudes toward entrepreneurship. Instead, 
it might illuminate factors such as inadequate access to markets, finance, and 
professional networks, as well as discrimination and insufficient policies and 
regulations (Hackler and Meyer, 2008; Markley, 2007; Nolan, 2003). However, also 
with regards to entrepreneurship, the influence that the built environment and 
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local regulatory frameworks incur on small-scale entrepreneurs is often neglected 
in entrepreneurship studies (Beckers and Kloosterman, 2014). 

Space does matter for entrepreneurial activity (Williams and Williams, 2012). Not 
only do planning instruments (which enable pro-growth strategies) indirectly 
influence the “specific types of inhabitants and companies” (Madureira, 2014: 2376) 
that are being attracted, but as a basic condition, companies and firms require spaces 
that accommodate their activities (Beckers and Sleutjes, 2014). The same holds 
true for social entrepreneurs. The availability and affordability of these spaces is 
strongly determined by the built environment and zoning regulations (Beckers and 
Kloosterman, 2011). Restrictive spatial planning considerably reduces commercial 
activities in neighbourhoods, for instance based on single-use zoning, compared to 
those that allow for mixed functions (Folmer and Risselada, 2013).  

While physical space clearly matters for community and entrepreneurial activities, 
explicit discussions pertaining to the built environment are often left to disciplines 
such as architecture or urban design. It led me to reinvigorate Ball’s critique of 
the neglect of the built environment as an explicit focus in urban studies. Ball’s 
critique was directed at Marxist-inspired theoreticians in the 1970s who ascribed 
the creation of the built environment to an “undifferentiated interest of capital” 
(ibid.: 452) without dissecting the social agents and their interactions involved in 
its actual production process. Therefore, he developed an alternative framework 

Figure 19. Schematic representation of Ball’s (1986) framework for studying structures of building provision
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on the structures of building provision, in which he proposed a social relations focus 
which simultaneously places the built environment as central. Figure 19 provides a 
schematic representation of my understanding of his framework.

The historical perspective draws attention to the prevalence of many physical 
structures over time, which can have considerable effect on “the pattern of life 
within a city” (Ball, 1986: 456). The functional perspective highlights the usages and 
contemporary social relations of building provision, and the political perspective 
particularly stresses state interventions in the built environment (ibid.). Furthermore, 
Ball highlights three types of potential conflict: between social agents (type a); 
between one or more social agents and the wider social and economic processes 
(type b); or “between agents in different structures of provision” (Ball 1986: 456; type 
c). In the following, I utilise this framework to examine the social agents engaged 
in micro-scale social efforts in terms of community and entrepreneurial activities, 
and their relations in the structure of building provisions in the Jane-Finch area 
in Toronto. While Ball primarily highlights the economic relations between social 
actors, I follow Guy and Henneberry (2000) who argue that a strict distinction 
between social and economic relations is artificial, and therefore, analyse social and 
economic relations concurrently. 

5.3 Methodology 
Jane-Finch is one of the most deprived and stigmatised areas in Toronto. It is located 
at the northern fringe of Toronto (Figure 20) and frequently hits the headlines 
as one of Canada’s most notoriously troublesome communities. Data from the 
2016 Census Profile Series illustrate that individual incomes in Jane-Finch reach 
between 37-60% in large parts of the area, and a maximum of 80%, compared to 
the Toronto Census Metropolitan Average of CAD 50,479 (Neighbourhood Change 
Research Partnership, 2019). As such, Jane-Finch is one of the lowest income areas 
of Toronto. Stigmatised and spatially disconnected from Toronto’s downtown, Jane-
Finch’s population of approximately 82,000 is highly diverse and has, for instance, 
one of the highest proportions of youth, refugees, low-income earners, and social 
housing residents in Toronto, and due to the relative affordability of residential 
property, it has become a popular arrival point for newcomers to Canada (Tasan-
Kok and Özoğul, 2017). 

Between September and October 2015, I spent six weeks in the Jane-Finch area 
and returned to Toronto in May 2016 to answer follow-up questions. During my 
time in Jane-Finch, I utilised ethnographic methods of observing and interaction 
with social agents, through participant observations and guided tours through 
the area by community members and local organisations. I spent time at a Sunday 



111

PART III: IN-DEPTH CASE STUDIES

flea market in one of the shopping malls and followed a local entrepreneur trying 
to selling small items imported from abroad, observing how he navigated the 
area’s modernist built environment. Furthermore, I participated in meetings of 
organisations and initiatives joining forces to enhance local entrepreneurship in 
Jane-Finch, as well as being a part of discussions and events organised by local 
community agents. Additionally, I conducted a wide range of in-depth interviews in 
this respect. In total, I collected experiences and opinions from seven representatives 
of neighbourhood-based social initiatives located in Jane-Finch, as well as 36 
entrepreneurs who were, as it emerged, to a great extent engaged in social forms of 
entrepreneurship, philanthropy or perceived themselves as informal role models to 
the local community (Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 2016). 

During the data collection process, the importance of a specific set of spaces – the 
area’s two shopping malls, several fragmented strip malls in the area, and small 
scattered community spaces in residential buildings and warehouses – emerged 
inductively, indicating how they carry both important commercial and social 
functions for local residents. Therefore, I also conducted interviews with two mall 
managers, with five municipal city planners and four social policymakers working 
for the City of Toronto, as well as five planners working for the social housing 
agency Toronto Community Housing (TCH). In these interviews, I addressed the 
limitations of physical space to the Jane-Finch communities more explicitly. 

All interviews were semi-structured and adjusted to the interviewees’ positions 
and experiences. Due to the informal nature of many micro-scale social efforts and 
entrepreneurial activities in Jane-Finch, six interviewees did not feel comfortable 
signing the consent form despite full guarantee of confidentiality. Their interviews 
were not recorded and only used to support the general research findings. In 
the analysis, I present the research outcomes in an aggregated manner and use 

Figure 20. Jane-Finch: case study area in Toronto  
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Ball’s (1986) historical, functional and political lens to present the extensive data in 
a systematic manner. I mostly refrain from referring to individual interviewees 
directly, in order to preserve their anonymity, and present my interviewees narratives 
enmeshed with my personal observations and impressions from the field.  

5.4  Modernist planning and entrepreneurial 
governance of Toronto’s built environment 

Social agents involved in Jane-Finch’s building provision cannot be understood 
without its connection to Toronto’s modernist planning history and the area’s 
embeddedness in Toronto’s entrepreneurial governance. In the last sixty years, 
Toronto underwent a metamorphosis “from a provincial town to significant urban 
heavyweight” (Levine, 2014: 1) with strong repercussions on its built environment. 
During WW2, Toronto’s form first began to change from the characteristic grid of 
Canadian cities at that time, with the first projects following more organic structures 
(Sewell, 2009). Spilling over from the United States, anti-urban sentiments and 
corresponding modernist ideas of the ideal city were enhanced by the establishment 
of the Toronto Planning Board in 1942 (ibid.). A plan published by the board one 
year later presented a vision of neighbourhood restructuring centring around ideals 
of the ‘modernist suburb’ as a counterpart to high-density, mixed-used inner city 
areas. Especially the Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation, which had taken 
over the assets of the Crown Wartime Housing Corporation which provided social 
housing during the war (Mcafee, 2006), gave these ideals expression in property 
development projects on the outskirts of the city. 

In 1949, the first master plan for Metropolitan Toronto was published, declaring the 
harmful character and unsatisfactory living conditions of high-density areas (Sewell, 
2009). It was followed by the establishment of the Metropolitan Toronto Municipal 
Federation in 1953, which had its own Metro Toronto Planning Department 
(Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009). The underlying rationale of the federation was 
that Toronto’s rich downtown would contribute to the “cost of infrastructure and 
other development in the booming but tax-poor suburbs” (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 
2009: 50), a model that never operated the other way around once conditions started 
turning (ibid.). Metro Toronto prepared a master plan, which was supplemented 
with more detailed district plans. The first of these district plans “was prepared in 
February 1962 by Eli Comay, then commissioner of planning” (Sewell, 2009: 125), 
covering District 10 – the area that is today known as Jane-Finch – and outlined 
how approximately 650 acres of farmland were to be transformed into a functioning 
community (Rigakos, Kwashie and Bosanac, 2004). 

Modernist ideals and rapid population growth contributed to suburbanisation 
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dynamics, and Metro Toronto’s suburban municipalities experienced large-scale 
property development between the 1950s and 1980s. Even though the end of the 
1960s increasingly saw citizen movements and a wider public begin to challenge 
“the idea that developers and planners could refashion the city to their liking” 
(Sewell, 2009: 137), notably those led by Jane Jacobs, lower-tier municipalities were 
keen on “maintaining low property taxes and providing a hospitable environment 
for developers” (Horak and Moore, 2015: 186). The municipality of North York, 
led by mayor Mel Lastman between 1972 and 1998, which covers the Jane-Finch 
area, represented an archetypical example of neighbourhood organisations having 
little say in large-scale property development with social concerns being largely 
absent from development agendas established through close-knit relations between 
municipal actors and large developers (ibid).  

Since its construction as a model modernist suburb, the physical structures of 
Jane-Finch remained largely intact. The plan, which focused on the large-scale 
production of public housing, emphasised the combination of low, medium, and 
high-density housing. Correspondingly, the Jane-Finch area has townhouses, semi-
detached dwellings and high-rise apartment buildings, yet the ‘tower in the park’ 
design has become characteristic of the area and shaping wider public perceptions 
(Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017; Stewart, 2008). In line with modernist principles, the 
built environment in Jane-Finch features large open green spaces but lacks attractive 
public spaces (Galanakis, 2016). Primarily based on single-use zoning giving the 
area a predominantly residential character, large avenues and a car-centred design 
dominate Jane-Finch. The main intersection of Jane Street and Finch Avenue 
West is framed by large grey parking lots and two shopping malls (Figure 21). The 
shopping malls were already designated as the area’s cultural and economic ‘centre’ 
in the 1962 plan (Rigakos, Kwashie and Bosanac, 2004), and despite the seemingly 

unattractive intersection, still form the physical centre and heart of the area.
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    Figure 21. Impressions from the intersection of Jane Street and Finch Avenue West 

The main agents involved in Jane-Finch’s initial construction were Metro 
Planning which set the framework, the public housing agency Metro Toronto 
Housing, developers and, to a lesser extent, anticipated middle-class residents. 
The realisation of the plan without corresponding social infrastructures, however, 
led to the first examples of social unrest as early as the 1970s (Sewell, 2009). In 
general, “neighbourhood-level organisations had little influence over policy, and 
neighbourhood politics was dominated by ratepayers’ associations” (Horak and 
Moore, 2015: 186). As Ball (1986) argues, physical structures “influence the pattern 
of life within a city and also economic and social interaction at a much wider 
scale” (Ball, 1986: 456). In Jane-Finch, “ultra-high-density, wide open unguarded 
spaces, [and] continued under-resourcing and under-servicing” (Rigakos, Kwashie 
and Bosanac, 2004: 16) created massive problems and led to stigmatisation and 
disconnection from other parts of the city. 

In the 1980s, Toronto’s economy shifted towards the service sector and redirected 
strongly towards a global market in line with ‘global city’ discourses, while “little 
attention was paid to the fact that the weak welfarist institutions of the Fordist period 
were crumbling” (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009: 42). International investment and 
property development firms were on the rise and Toronto’s downtown office boom 
was enhanced by planners allowing private developers to increase heights for small 
social contributions (Desfor et al., 2006). With the ambition to establish a ‘mega-city’, 
enhance competitiveness and reduce costs, the conservative provincial government 
amalgamated the old city of Toronto with five surrounding municipalities in 
the metropolitan region in 1998. Fiscal pressures on the ‘new’ City of Toronto 
included responsibility for public transit and social housing. However, to prevent 
business flight, “the City’s high commercial property tax relative to surrounding 
suburban municipalities places pressure on local politicians […which…] creates an 
environment in which new policy initiatives that require a significant commitment 
of City funds rarely win council support” (ibid.: 182).

Hulchanski (2010) has vividly illustrated how Toronto underwent income 
polarisation from the 1970s, with income levels compared to the city’s average 
dropping considerably in the north-eastern and north-western parts of the city, 
corresponding to the former independent municipalities that, due to amalgamation, 
were transformed into inner-suburban districts like North York. Pockets of poverty 
are prevalent in the Jane-Finch area, which in fact consists of four neighbourhoods, 
Humber Summit, Humbermede, Black Creek and Glenfield-Jane Heights, and 
contain a relative high share of Toronto’s iconic high-rise apartment towers, many 
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of which have dilapidated over the years. Neighbourhood revitalisation efforts of the 
City of Toronto, and a ‘tower renewal’ programme which has been institutionalised 
as the Tower and Neighbourhood Revitalization Unit in 2015 are aiming to 
tackle both physical dilapidation and social issues such as poverty, exclusion and 
stigmatisation (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). 

Nonetheless, “a paradoxical picture emerges in which neighbourhood revitalisation 
is on the city’s policy agenda and is linked to concerns about rising crime and 
violence; yet the opportunities for the political expression of neighbourhood 
concerns remain weak because institutional and fiscal capacity are fragmented” 
(Horak and Moore, 2015: 182). Entrepreneurial governance and competitive city-
planning creates limitations in terms of social interventions in Toronto’s built 
environment (Kipfer and Keil, 2002). And even though Toronto is home to a host 
of small-scale non-governmental projects and agencies, Horak and Moore (2015: 
190) argue that many of them are “not particularly well suited to participate in 
comprehensive neighbourhood revitalisation initiatives.”   

5.5  Space, community and entrepreneurial 
activities in Jane-Finch’s conflicted 
structures of building provision   

Despite its bleak first impression, and to the surprise of many outsiders, the Jane-
Finch area is home to vibrant and multifaceted micro-scale social efforts (Tasan-
Kok and Özoğul, 2017). They range from the community-oriented urban farming 
project Black Creek Community Farm and the formally organised youth centre The 
SPOT as part of the Jane-Finch Community Family Centre, the grassroots initiative 
Jane and Finch Action Against Poverty, and informal meet-ups of elderly immigrants. 
Community activities are here understood in terms of initiatives with the objective 
of benefitting local social arrangements and conditions beyond the individual, 
and can include a wide range of activities such as urban gardening, meet-ups, 
workshops, lessons and classes, coaching, counselling and socialising. Community 
activities in Jane-Finch are manifold. However, a frequent lack of coordination and 
the precarious funding situation fuels competition between fragmented initiatives 
(Ahmadi and Tasan-Kok, 2013).

Furthermore, entrepreneurs from the area are strongly inclined towards 
community-oriented forms of entrepreneurship, engage in philanthropic work, set 
up their own initiatives to encourage others from the area to start businesses, and 
perceive themselves as role models and act as mentors (Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 
2016). Community-orientation in this sense encompasses commercial activities 
targeting needs in the local community by entrepreneurs being or having been 
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community members themselves. It also includes community development efforts 
by entrepreneurs who are, independent of their commercial activities, using parts 
of their generated capital to invest in existing social efforts or developing their 
own community programmes. The diverse array of these micro-scale social efforts 
plays a crucial role in addressing the needs of inhabitants in Jane-Finch, who often 
face complex challenges (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). The following examines 
the influence of space on these efforts and unravels their embeddedness in the 
structures of building provision following Ball’s (1986) framework.

5.5.1  Challenges of navigating activities in a 
modernist built environment     

“There is a lot of support, it is just like, I don’t know man, a lot of these 
opportunities are hidden. You know what I am saying? If I’m not able to 
find them, how are kids able to find them?”9

           (Interviewed social entrepreneur and community activist)

Once in existence, construction costs tend to prevent extensive redevelopment of 
built environments (Ball, 1986). For social agents involved in Jane-Finch’s community 
and entrepreneurial activities, it means that they need to navigate a modernist built 
environment in their daily activities, which has remained largely unchanged since 
its construction. As the quote of the interviewed social entrepreneur and community 
activist above exemplifies, being aware of and accessing the wide array of existing 
social efforts in Jane-Finch is not always easy, and the area’s spatial layout emerges 
as major contributor to this end. As one municipal planner who works in the area 
explained: “the challenge with Jane and Finch is that the built environment has isolated 
pockets.” 

Social agents engaged in community activities repeatedly described this fact as 
an impediment to lay new linkages in the sense of reaching out and attracting 
residents to their programmes and initiatives, particularly those who are new to 
the area. Spatial dynamics were, of course, not the only reasons mentioned. For 
instance, competition between different projects and services was described as 
being so high that different providers would not always refer individuals to the 
right programme fitting to their needs, despite being aware of it. And, for example, 
interviewees involved in grassroots initiatives noted that some social organisations 
providing services in the area do not “always have the best interest of people at heart.” 
Instead, they were criticised for operating in the area for ulterior motives, using the 
bad reputation of the Jane-Finch community to attract funding to sustain their own 
organisation. It was lamented that bottom-up projects had to compete with these 
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more established organisations, which often have more experiences writing grant 
proposals, when resources are made available for the Jane-Finch area. However, the 
lack of physical infrastructure accommodating community dynamics, particularly 
in terms of spaces for community activities in a ‘community hub’, was a recurrent 
critique. 

For entrepreneurs, the severity of challenges related to Jane-Finch’s modernist 
physical structures was highly dependent on the type of entrepreneurship and 
their development trajectory. The western part of the area is partly covered by an 
industrial terrain which allows for industrial and commercial uses. The interviewed 
entrepreneurs who settled in this area often possessed lengthy periods of work 
experience before becoming independent, a substantial amount of starting capital 
when they set up a business and their services were often very specialised, servicing 
a niche market instead of being dependent on foot traffic from potential customers. 
They stressed the locational value in terms of being close to the highway and close 
to the city without being downtown, and they were often not rooted to the Jane-
Finch communities. Rather, community representatives lamented that the industrial 
terrain is not only spatially but socially disconnected from the area and enterprises 
there are hesitant to hire employees from Jane-Finch due to the negative stigma 
attached to the residents. 

On the other hand, entrepreneurs who themselves grew up in Jane-Finch often 
came from difficult situations of economic hardship, single-parent households, 
being newcomers to Canada or having had conflict with the law as teenagers. Their 
trajectory of starting a business looked very different. They often started without 
or with only very little capital and they encountered many obstacles throughout 
the process. However, it was particularly those entrepreneurs who related their 
own experiences to their efforts of not only making financial benefits but “giving 
back to the community”, aspiring and supporting individuals who find themselves 
in similar situations than their own. The majority of this set of socially-oriented 
entrepreneurs utilised assistance and support provided by micro-scale social 
efforts in their development trajectories and reflected extremely positively on the 
effects on their business success. Mostly, the projects and initiatives they utilised 
had nothing to do with explicit entrepreneurial skills but were valued for support 
ranging from emotional assistance and encouragement to practical things such as 
providing food and diapers when money ran out at the end of the month. At the 
same time, interviewees were very realistic about accessing those opportunities. As 
one explained: “it is not so much what you know but who you know, and newcomers don’t 
have those connections.”

Through the dominant residential single-use zoning and car-centred design, 
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most social interactions in Jane-Finch take place within buildings. Most of the 
large, empty open spaces between the apartment blocks are not animated and 
the wide avenues do not encourage walking in the neighbourhood (Figure 22). As 
a consequence, social encounters tend to require purposeful planning, increasing 
the social importance of the two shopping centres and the few strip malls in the 
area as several spaces in which interactions may occur in an unplanned, untargeted 
manner. One mall manager described it as follows: “people who first come to Canada 
and get an apartment across the street, they will want to understand how their city works. 
And the best thing they can do is come to the shopping centre.” The chance of simply 
stumbling upon one of the many grassroots initiatives in Jane-Finch without having 
social relations with people connected to them is very small.

There is a scarcity of office, retail and community spaces in Jane-Finch, despite the 
area’s relative affordability compared to other parts of the city. Community service 
providers described it as a paradox of rental prices in some malls being as high 
as downtown despite being located in a low-income area and gave the example of 
vegetable prices being among the highest in the whole of Toronto: “Why? Supply. 
There is not a lot of retail space in the community, so they jack up the prices of vegetables 
in order to pay for the rent.” Concretely, for entrepreneurs who cannot afford these 
rents, it creates massive problems. I followed one entrepreneur, for example, who 
was selling small items imported from abroad. Walking by foot to avoid purchasing 
a public transport ticket, he selected main intersections with heavy traffic to lay out 
his products on a blanket and try to sell his items. “I am selling in different places. I 
just store stuff at my place and when there is an occasion, I set up and sell”, he explained. 
With only a few potential customers passing by every now and then and considering 
that his items were not very big value, such as scarfs and incense sticks, provides 
insight into his precarious situation. Answering the question whether he would not 

Figure 22 Open green space between apartment buildings in Jane-Finch
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make more profit elsewhere, he elaborated: “Once people know you, they know what 
you have. When you go into a new area, people look you up and down. And if they never see 
me before, they ask, are you gonna be here next week? They wanna develop a relationship. 
So, it is better to stay in one area and be consistent before you move to other areas.”10 

From a historic perspective (Ball, 1986), the structure of building provision in Jane-
Finch draws attention to the influence that built environments can play on social 
dynamics within an area as well as other parts of the city. The built environment 
provides disadvantageous conditions for the creation of linkages between micro-
scale social efforts, and particularly for new residents who lack social connections 
in the area. It is also one of the factors that fuels competition between different 
initiatives. Moreover, the experiences and reflections of social agents involved in 
community and entrepreneurial activities also exemplifies that built structures 
are an imposition of order in the complexity of activities defining a space (Amin, 
2008). Nonetheless, social agents do not simply surrender to the limiting spatial 
conditions as the following section illustrates. 

5.5.2 Functional appropriations of space 

Seniors are occupying seats in front of a food stall, some are chatting, 
some are just sitting next to each other, one sits alone and reads a 
newspaper. They sit in front of a sign restricting sitting to several 
minutes and only combined with consumption. One hour later, the 
same group of seniors still lingers around in the same spot. No one 
consumes anything. 

 (personal observation)

The functional perspective on structures of building provision stresses that the 
built environment can serve different functions to different agents (Ball, 1986). A 
difference often exists, for instance, between users, owners and investors and the 
purpose that a building or physical structure has to them. Social agents involved in 
community and entrepreneurial activities in Jane-Finch are often limited to a role as 
users. Nonetheless, and while being very explicit about the limitations that the built 
environment incurs on their activities, they are actively involved in appropriating 
the existing spaces to the best of their ability. 

Due to the lack of a community hub or centre in Jane-Finch, many community 
activities are forced to retreat to what Tasan-Kok (2015) calls ‘leftover spaces’. They 
include rooms or basements in apartment buildings. The community organisation 
Jane-Finch Community Family Centre, for example, is a major player in terms of social 
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service provision, covering a wide range of issues such as poverty reduction, early 
development, youth, elderly and mental health both by providing more structured 
programmes as well as by organising drop-in classes and sessions. However, without 
knowing where it is located, it is rather concealed (Figure 23). 

Social organisations and initiatives moreover can be found in the malls, which 
provides them with more exposure. Similar to the advantages of entrepreneurs 
being located in the malls, which was highlighted both in terms of the fact that 
“guaranteed traffic in a sense that you know people that are residing here will come here 
three or four times a week”, according to a business owner renting space, and to 
establish relations with and learn from other entrepreneurs, community activities 
located in these spaces benefitted in terms of possibilities to create these linkages. 
Mall owners explained how they offer different agencies and projects discount on 
rents to run their activities in the malls. This includes the availability of space for 
branches of city-wide non-profit organisations, community-based organisations, 
day care, health and youth centres as well as meeting spaces for groups, such as 
elderly immigrants, all contributing to the fact that the two shopping malls form not 
only the spatial but also social centre of the Jane-Finch area. 

The value and function of malls as “community shopping malls” was repeatedly 
underscored, and mall managers stressed the benefits from a retail point of view. 
By working with social efforts, both supporting them but also directing vendors to 
specific support programmes and initiatives, they also attract potential customers. 
As one manager explained, having “community agencies that provide social assistance 
and services within our trade area have a lot of advantages. It is beneficial for both parties 
because we are trying to empower people. Hopefully, when they feel empowered, they get 
jobs or keep the jobs they currently have. In return, they get paid, they have money and come 
back to us because they have a tie with the retailor.” This attitude and self-perception 
as a community shopping mall also translates to a form of leniency, for instance in 
terms of the seniors occupying consumption spaces for extended periods of time 

Figure 23. Jane-Finch Community Family Centre 
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as illustrated in my observation above. With very limited attractive 
public spaces in Jane-Finch to casually meet and interact with others 
not to mention harsh winters, 

malls draw in people for no specific purpose other than to just hang 
around (Figure 24). However, compared to the elderly, groups of 
youngsters were less welcomed, denoting a very different experience 

for youth due to a lack of inclusive and safe spaces in Jane-Finch (Galanakis, 2016).

The personal engagement of individual agents who are not only users of a built 
structure, but are in a position to influence its function beyond that, is fundamental. 
For community activities in apartment buildings, for instance, the provision of 
space is dependent on owners and their relationship to social agents involved 
in community efforts. Similarly, one mall offers a programme to function as 
springboard for local entrepreneurs in the area, by providing programmes targeted 
to newcomers who are not proficient in English, and by running a weekly Sunday 
flea market for entrepreneurs who cannot afford to rent retail or office space in 
the area (Figure 25); described as “a project to generate more than money: It is mostly 
to generate opportunities. If you came in and decided to sell scarfs, we would give you the 
opportunity. There are no ties, no contracts.”

Figure 25. Space inside the shopping mall during on a regular day (left) and during the Sunday flea market (right)

The strong neighbourhood attachment expressed by various interviewees is 
strongly tied to the social relationships and community dynamics that enact the 
physical spaces in Jane-Finch. Another point that frequently came up was the 
resourcefulness of residents, community activists and entrepreneurs, initially by 
force due to the challenging circumstances in which they found themselves in, later 
turned to their advantage. Despite their best efforts however, the limitations on 
creating linkages between social efforts was expressed clearly, and the malls also 

Figure 24 Seating area in community shopping mall
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only provided a limited amount of space. Furthermore, low spending power with 
high rents for commercial and business activities led many entrepreneurs, also 
community-oriented ones, to leave Jane-Finch once they were financially capable to 
do so. Despite the attachment, the underlying message of many social entrepreneurs 
followed the rationale of one who explained: “you have to go back to the kids because I 
was from there and I was able to make it out and so can you. You have to learn how to do 
that.” The functional perspective (Ball, 1986) demonstrates that systematic spatial 
interventions could improve the situation for micro-scale social efforts and further 
amplify the impact, but the following section will illustrate how their frequently 
economically weak position in relation to other agents involved in the building 
provision in Jane-Finch provides obstacles in this respect. 

5.5.3 Obstacles to systematic spatial interventions  

“The City is more interested in people with big money.” 

 (Interviewed entrepreneur from Jane-Finch) 

“Five years ago, our sites in Jane-Finch, there was no market, there was 
no appetite, we just wouldn’t generate enough value to redevelop Jane-
Finch.” 

 (Interviewed planner)

The political perspective of Ball’s (1986) framework emphasises the role of the state 
in intervening in the built environment as well as the struggles between agents 
over the content of the intervention. Considering the entrepreneurial governance 
underpinning the built environment in Toronto, the limited influence of state 
actors in the face of private-sector driven development emerges in Jane-Finch 
and illustrates the disconnection of activities in the area from larger-scale policy 
frameworks. Concretely, it meant that while interviewed planners and policymakers 
acknowledged the “hidden character” of community infrastructures in Jane-Finch, 
they described their limited scope to intervene. Actors living and working in 
the area, in turn, felt neglected and frustrated, creating conflicting situations 
and contentious relationships between agents involved in Jane-Finch’s building 
provision. 

Feelings of marginalisation were repeatedly expressed by social agents from 
Jane-Finch engaged in community and entrepreneurial activities. Thereby, the 
lack of community spaces played a major role again, but was not considered as a 
priority for the City. Entrepreneurs felt neglected by the City’s economic policy 
and programmes, which they perceived as overlooking the potential of small-
scale entrepreneurs from disadvantaged areas, such as themselves, and favouring 
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those that start from a position with extensive capital. Micro-scale efforts trying 
to enhance entrepreneurship dynamics in Jane-Finch outlined their unsuccessful 
attempts to create an entrepreneurship hub to support entrepreneurs, such as the 
one selling small imported items at crossroads or another to provide a communal 
kitchen that fulfils health regulations to formalise small catering businesses. 
Municipal neighbourhood revitalisation programmes, designating Jane-Finch 
neighbourhoods as priority neighbourhoods for investment, were considered as 
having “not much impact because there weren’t significant resources around it.” Feelings 
of marginalisation were enhanced by new developments in other parts of the city, 
where new multi-functional community facilities were constructed as part of larger 
revitalisation schemes and that received a lot of media attention, such as in the 
downtown neighbourhood Regent Park. 

Frustrated with the situation, movements and initiatives exist in Jane-Finch 
advocating for change, such as the resident-led grassroots coalition Jane-Finch Action 
Against Poverty. While the latter takes on a broader perspective on various issues 
affecting local residents, other initiatives are more explicitly targeted at the built 
environment. The Community Action Planning Group of York West, for example, takes 
“action on the development and planning of our social and physical environment” 
(CAPGYW, 2019), and the Community Action Planning Group, describes itself as a 
“voluntary body that is in the process of building a core of activists concerned about 
a range of development issues or more aptly a lack of development in the Jane-
Finch neighbourhood” (Urban Space Gallery, 2019). Planners working in Jane-Finch 
at both city and district level, in turn, described Jane-Finch as a “very challenging 
community in terms of planning boards” and adversarial community leaders, which 
they called “gatekeepers”, were at times obstructing work in the area. 

Planners also explained that it “did not make much sense to start planning and place-
making in the [Jane-Finch] corridor” before, but that the development of a subway 
extension close to Jane-Finch and new light rail transit might spur private 
investments and offer an “opportunity to reassess the area”. As a “potential catalyst 
for change”, according to one interviewee, it allows the City Planning division to 
create a framework for public and private investments in terms of a more legible 
street network, public realm improvements, parks, and community facilities. 
Since community activists have advocated for these sorts of improvements for a 
long time, there was a great degree of suspicion on the actual implementation of 
these objectives. Initial plans connected to the new light rail transit by Metrolinx, a 
Crown agency managing public transport, however, included the construction of a 
storage facility for up to 75 vehicles at the heart of the Jane-Finch intersection and 
were met with much resistance and public outcry. 
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Similarly, social housing provider TCH is running a programme called ‘Reset’ in 
selected sites in the Jane-Finch area, which involves the renovation of social housing 
units in close collaboration with residents and local initiatives. The programme, 
as interviewees described, has been developed particularly for locations without 
market-interest, for instance in the sub-area Jane-Firgrove, which has one of the 
highest concentrations of poverty in Jane-Finch and the city as a whole. Interviewees 
moreover explained that they were constantly re-evaluating the real estate markets, 
land values and private sector interests, looking for opportunities for public-private 
partnerships to finance redevelopment. With the new subway connection being 
built close to the Jane-Finch area, they saw new potential to attract private sector 
interest and ultimately generate enough money to improve building sites in the 
Jane-Finch area.  

Two zoning bylaw amendments which were adopted by the City Council in June 
2014 as part of the City’s Tower Renewal programme, are drawing high hopes 
from agents involved in micro-scale social efforts. Through a rezoning process 
in selected trial sites, including a few buildings in Jane-Finch, the programme 
allows commercial and community activities to take place on the lower floors of 
apartment towers to encourage local economic growth and to allow for a diverse 
array of facilities and businesses ranging from offices, retail stores, and restaurants 
to community, religious and medical centres, libraries and shelters (RAC Zoning, 
2018). Even though the programme depends on the willingness of private property 
owners to collaborate, the availability of new community and commercial spaces 
was welcomed and, for instance, connected by one interviewed activist to the fact 
that “people in the area don’t just want help. They want to help themselves.”

 Thus, looking at the social and economic between agents from a political perspective 
illuminates their positions of power. Due to their weak position in economic terms, 
micro-scale social efforts advocate for change in the built environment and form 
coalitions but are ultimately not in a very strong position to negotiate. They feel 
neglected by state actors, who in turn proclaim that their hands are tied lacking 
financial means to intervene on a larger scale in Jane-Finch’s spatial environment.  

5.6 Discussion and conclusion 
In this paper, I illustrated that space matters in linking micro-scale social efforts. 
Jane-Finch, created through a modernist planning exercise, deeply influences the 
nature of community and entrepreneurial activities in the area. The spatial layout, 
restricting zoning regulations, and a lack of social meeting places intensify the 
challenges that residents, entrepreneurs and community organisers face. Despite 
their resourcefulness of both actively navigating and appropriating spaces through 
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their practices and established social relations, the Jane-Finch area lacks physical 
space to better accommodate, link and amplify the impact of micro-scale social 
efforts. Framed by a theoretical discussion on planning studies hesitant engagement 
with physical space, and the treatment of space as a by-product rather than a focus 
when it comes to community and entrepreneurial activities, I argue that much can 
be gained from foregrounding space through structures of building provision in 
research endeavours as well as planning interventions.   

In Jane-Finch, spatial conditions limit the visibility of micro-scale social efforts 
which in turn hampers their ability to create linkages. The wishes of local agents for 
spaces in form of a community centre or an entrepreneurship hub to accommodate 
their activities are linked to establishing a stronger foothold in the area. While 
systematic interventions of Toronto’s local administration are desired, top-
down interventions are resisted. In the provision of new, community-responsive 
spaces, retaining the dynamism of activities and flexibility of functions instead of 
structuring and linking, and controlling everything, is of crucial importance. In fact, 
a key outcome of the insights of the Jane-Finch area are the benefits of commercial 
and entrepreneurial activities that certain spaces such as the shopping malls provide 
in terms of spontaneous linkages and encounters. Entrepreneurial activities provide 
opportunities especially for newcomers to connect with more established residents 
and to learn about formal and informal support mechanisms in the area that may 
remain otherwise hidden.  

However, insights generated through utilising Ball’s (1986) analytical framework 
illuminate a number of conflicts. First, conflicts between different social agents in 
a specific structure of building provision (type a) are immanent. They occur in terms 
of social service provision organisations competing with each other, divergent 
functions of space for different agents such as residents for whom the main 
intersection has an important social function versus the intention of Metrolinx to 
use the space as a storage facility for its light-rail vehicles, and between municipal 
planners and community activists. Second, conflicts between social agents and 
wider social and economic processes (type b) can be illustrated by the fact that 
agents involved in micro-scale social efforts are very clear about their spatial needs, 
but the entrepreneurial governance underpinning Toronto’s built environment 
prevents these needs being met. 

Areas like Jane-Finch, which do not attract considerable private sector interest to 
finance systematic interventions in their built environment, are not included in 
larger-scale property-driven revitalisation schemes, in contrast to more centrally 
located areas where location, market demand and property prices create different 
conditions for, and relations between, public sector and market agents in structures 
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of building provision. And third, different structures of building provision can be 
in conflict with each other (type c). The clearest example in Jane-Finch is that the 
historic building provision reflected in the area’s modernist spaces are in conflict 
with the functional one. Overall, Ball’s (ibid.) framework proved beneficial in 
generating these insights, albeit the results show that particularly the political 
perspective should move beyond the state as a major determinant of interventions 
into the built environment. 

Micro-scale social efforts are often presented in an idealised manner and the recent 
literature in the field of planning studies on governance transformations through 
these efforts particularly focuses on counter-hegemonic movements. However, 
as the experiences from Jane-Finch show, and as it is the case with any other 
governance actor or organisation, micro-scale social efforts cannot be generalised. 
Furthermore, as in any other social and economic relationship, harmony should not 
automatically be assumed nor conflict be embraced. Moreover, in line with Guy 
and Henneberry’s (2000) argument that social and economic relations cannot be 
easily entangled but are often inherently intertwined, entrepreneurs in Jane-Finch 
display not only interesting tendencies towards social forms of entrepreneurship 
but are also important figures in a set of crucial micro-scale social efforts. With 
their simultaneous profit orientation, they would not necessarily be categorised as 
counter-hegemonic, stressing the value of approaching micro-scale efforts from a 
broader frame. 

Lastly, the case of Jane-Finch shows how planners working both for the City of 
Toronto, and TCH, are constrained in their actions due to the wider institutional 
context in which they are embedded. The problem is not only that space is not 
utilised to the advantage of the local community by connecting micro-scale efforts, 
but also that activities and initiatives in this disadvantaged area are marginalised 
in Toronto’s wider spatial governance. It shows that an overly enthusiastic view 
on planners’ ability to simply place micro-scale social efforts at the heart of their 
spatial interventions in the name of transformation is not easily operationalizable. 
At the same time, uncovering different agents in the structures of building 
provision demonstrates that the actions of individual actors, be it the mall manager 
or a planner, do matter and do make a difference in the relationships in building 
provision. I suggest that planners can best amplify the impact of micro-scale social 
efforts by paying close attention to the importance of linkages between them through 
space. Considering entrepreneurial governance arrangements, these linkages will 
likely be small-scale in areas like Jane-Finch, which do not attract much private 
sector interest to finance large-scale revitalisation, but will provide crucial support 
to the capacity and leadership of local actors. Future research should uncover the 
mechanisms of transformation of overarching governance arrangements on the 
basis of micro-scale efforts in entrepreneurial, market-oriented settings.  
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6.  Exploring transformative place-
making within the comprehensive 
spatial governance of Toronto 

  

  This Chapter has been published as: Özoğul, S. and T. Tasan-Kok (2018). 
Exploring transformative place-making in the comprehensive spatial 
governance of Toronto. disP – The Planning Review 54(4), 59-73. 

  Place-making is often seen as a more community-friendly means of 
developing urban space, as opposed to market-oriented, property-
led forms of urban development. However, broadly perceived as the 
adjustment of spaces in line with the needs of people, place-making 
is criticised as being ill-defined and failing to consider the wider 
context in which any place-making effort is inevitably embedded. 
This paper establishes a connection between wider structuring forces, 
particularly those connected to neoliberal shifts in spatial planning 
and governance, and looks at “place-making” from a governance 
point of view. Efforts that combine social and spatial elements to 
address the needs of diverse communities in two areas in Toronto 
are showcased: one commercially viable for and one unattractive to 
private property development. The comparative analysis reveals the 
opportunities and limitations of these efforts, particularly in terms of 
their ability to transform existing spatial governance arrangements 
and the connected capacity to influence beyond the micro-scale.

6.1 Introduction 
With public sectors losing their monopoly of political and economic power, urban 
development has transformed from a managerial activity into a complex interplay 
between a multiplicity of actors, stakeholders, institutions and interests (Harvey, 
1998; Madanipour and Hull, 2001; Jessop, 2016). Since the 1980s, these changes 
have expanded the possibilities for private initiatives (Tasan-Kok and Vranken, 
2011), although the influence of residents and bottom-up actions tends to be 
limited in the face of “market forces that set the ‘rules of the game’” (Swyngedouw, 
2005: 1991). With the ascendance of neoliberal modes of governance in various 
geo-institutional contexts (Hackworth, 2007), property-led urban development, 
whereby local authorities follow real-estate interests and collaborate with the 
private sector while scaling back social investments, has become a common 
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practice (Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 2002). Spatial planning itself has 
become increasingly neoliberal and entrepreneurial, with changing institutional 
frameworks and land-use regulations which accommodate market interests (Tasan-
Kok and Baeten, 2012). Embedded in fragmented institutional landscapes and 
vague policy arrangements, planning needs to coordinate between public, private 
and civil society actors (Swyngedouw, Moulaert and Rodriguez, 2002; Healey, 2006; 
Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009). Planning, as a spatial governance practice, has 
become a fragmented activity that can be best understood as “territorial governance 
arrangements” aiming to shape spatial development in particular places (Nadin and 
Stead, 2008: 35). In a way, the governance of cities and the practices of planning 
have become more flexible to cope with the increasing vigour of urban development 
(Tasan-Kok, 2008).

In the meantime, bottom-up initiatives and community activism have gained a 
significant role in urban development (Healey, 2004), although also in a fragmented 
manner. Collaborative planning, though briefly, was seen as a way to govern places 
in increasingly complexifying urban societies as a more people-sensitive mode of 
governance (Healey, 1997). Generated by these changes, renewed attention is being 
paid to the concept of “place” (Madanipour and Hull, 2001; Davoudi and Strange, 
2008; Healey, 2010). From this perspective, place is socially constructed and 
operates through interactions between people and groups, institutionalized land 
uses, political and economic decisions, and the language of representation (Saar and 
Palang, 2009), and is reflected as part of a new “place-making” trend in a wide range 
of initiatives, disciplines and professions concerned with the built environment 
(Palermo and Ponzini, 2014). 

Inspired by Lefebvre’s (1991) understanding of space as a social construction, 
place-making is widely used in reference to define collaborative efforts, which 
aim to transform spaces through community actions. These actions have, 
therefore, both social and spatial references in planning, although only as micro-
scale interventions. With related discourses conveying normative dimensions of 
community, inclusiveness and belonging (Fincher, Pardy and Shaw, 2016), place-
making is said to turn the official planning process upside down, by putting the 
needs of a local population first and thereby adjusting spaces accordingly (Cilliers 
and Timmermans, 2014). However, the term has been subject to criticism for 
becoming an “increasingly vacuous mantra” (Punter, 2010: 352). Furthermore, place-
making efforts, as well as analyses, tend to focus on micro-scale initiatives that are 
“divorced from the socio-economic landscape of people and place” (Fincher, Pardy 
and Shaw, 2016: 518). One of the reasons for this specific micro-scale focus is the 
strong “urban design” application of the term (Aravot, 2002; Ben-Joseph, 2005; 
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Brown, Dixon and Gillham, 2009; Fleming, 2007; Montgomery, 1998), which has 
created scepticism among social science scholars. This narrow focus is particularly 
problematic – as we illustrate – when scholars and practitioners alike overlook the 
embeddedness of place-making efforts in a wider spatial governance system, as it 
disregards the underlying conditions that facilitate or amplify certain initiatives, 
while hindering others.

It is the aim of this paper to establish a connection between wider structuring 
forces associated with neoliberal shifts in spatial planning and governance, and 
area-based efforts which aspire to adjust spaces to the needs of local communities. 
We argue that place-making efforts need to be understood as “transformative 
practices” within the framework of a comprehensive spatial governance structure. 
In essence, place-making efforts, where successful, may become institutionally 
embedded learning practices, or – as we call them – “transformative practices” that 
instigate institutional change, and change the way in which spatial organization is 
linked to community needs. We set out to compare different institutional conditions 
and governance arrangements in two areas in Toronto, a city that is repeatedly 
linked with urban neoliberalism (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009), entrepreneurial 
and neoliberal city planning (Kipfer and Keil, 2002; Lehrer, Keil and Kipfer, 2010), 
as well as property-led spatial revitalisation and “unprecedented condominium 
development” (Webb and Webber, 2017: 48). Simultaneously, Toronto is a place 
where community activism and local/bottom-up initiatives are essential elements of 
the governance system (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). 

The first area is Regent Park, a former stigmatized low-income inner-city 
neighbourhood which had community groups advocating for redevelopment, whose 
location makes it highly commercially viable for private property development, and 
which is currently undergoing large-scale revitalisation through a public-private 
partnership. The second one is Jane-Finch, a much larger and highly-stigmatised 
inner-suburban area that seemingly has little to offer to spur private investment, but 
which is characterised by strong bottom-up community dynamics. By investigating 
how different institutional conditions and governance arrangements in the two areas 
affect the ways in which community needs are matched by spatial interventions, we 
shed light on the consequences of fragmented urban development and the intricate 
interplay of two seemingly disconnected processes: property-led development on 
the one hand and community place-making activities on the other. Furthermore, we 
argue that growing fragmentation and complexity in urban governance should not 
lead us to revert to isolated, small-scale analyses. Instead, it becomes fundamental 
to scrutinise how place-based efforts relate to macro institutional frameworks and 
may instigate institutional change. Therefore, we unravel the opportunities and 
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limitations of tangible efforts aiming to link social and spatial elements in Regent 
Park and Jane-Finch to transform existing governance arrangements. Hence, we 
focus on their connected capacity to influence beyond the micro-scale.

If place-making efforts are to be transformed into transformative practices, they must 
cut across the divide of scale and policy sectors within a comprehensive governance 
structure. Yet, in Toronto, despite strong, widespread and comprehensively 
embedded community-scale efforts across the city, social planning is usually 
combined with spatial organisation in the neighbourhoods that are attractive for 
property development. Innovative place-making efforts in commercially unattractive 
locations stay at a micro scale and are unlikely to turn into transformative practices 
without coordinated policy actions navigating market dependency in revitalisation. 
We illustrate the contrast between Regent Park and Jane-Finch on the basis of a 
larger research project conducted in Toronto within the framework of the EU-
funded research project, DIVERCITIES11. The results of this paper are based on 
institutional mapping, policy analysis and semi-structured interviews with a diverse 
set of actors, ranging from municipal planners to community organisations and 
private developers involved in Toronto’s spatial governance.  

6.2  Transformative place-making as 
comprehensive spatial governance 

Contemporary discourse on place-making highlights a number of participatory and 
holistic approaches to the development and maintenance of predominantly public 
spaces (Project for Public Spaces, 2017). Instead of top-down land-use regulations 
and interventions in the built environment, the social realities and needs of people 
are prioritised (Cilliers and Timmermans, 2014). However, with growing popularity, 
the widespread and sometimes tautological or homonymic use of place-making by 
different disciplines brings about superficiality and inconsistencies, and makes it 
conceptually ambiguous (Punter, 2010). The absence of government involvement, 
for example, is often seen as beneficial and cost-effective in situations of decreasing 
public funds (Kent, 2016) and can be seen as a perspective that easily taps into the 
neoliberal rationalities of self-responsibilisation (Larner, 2000). Furthermore, the 
dominant focus on small-scale efforts, such as architectural monuments, individual 
streets or demarcated public squares, raises questions on whether place-making can 
live up to its frequently proclaimed goal of creating social equity (Fincher, Pardy and 
Shaw, 2016). In contrast, research has found that political questions in place-making 
tend to be bypassed (ibid.). Additionally, it is generally ignored that place-making 
can also target private space, and has in fact strong roots in real-estate development, 
and is used to enhance “market value, product innovation and territorial marketing” 
(Palermo and Ponzini, 2014: 35). 
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Interrogating recent place-making trends against longstanding discussions in the 
fields of social geography and planning on the concept of place illuminates the 
importance of having a wider frame of reference than the current place-making 
literature provides. Conceptualising place as a specific location in a complex web 
of spatial and scalar relations, in which at a particular moment in time power 
relationships work out (Massey, 1994), elucidates the complexity in relationships and 
institutions socially and spatially constructing a place. For example, stakeholders 
who are materially and ideologically invested in place-making (Martin, 2000) may in 
fact “come from other places” (Healey, 2010: 32). Additionally, as Harvey (1998) points 
out, power relationships may play out at and across different scales. Understanding 
place-making as a form of governance utilizes the term “governance” in its more 
descriptive meaning (González and Healey, 2005) and broadens the understanding 
of processes and power relationships at hand.

Simultaneously, however, it is crucial to take the wider institutional setting and 
governance arrangements in which each place-making practice is embedded into 
account. In the field of governance, a number of scholars have made the connection 
between “the phenomenology of micro-practices” and “wider structuring forces” 
(Gonzalez and Healey, 2005: 2056). Healey (2006: 299), for example, differentiates 
between “episodes of governance”, characterized by the interaction of a specific 
set of actors, their particular positions and ambitions, and the wider “rhythm of 
established governance processes”. Jessop (2016: 17), on the other hand, distinguishes 
between governance in a “narrow sense of networking” and “meta-governance”, 
which has the ability to drive more strategic change. Other examples include 
specific “articulations between state, market and civil society” (Swyngedouw, 2009: 
72) versus “choreographies of governance” (ibid.: 74), or “change movements” versus 
“local regimes” symbolising the rules of the game (Moulaert et al., 2007). The crucial 
point is that all of these scholars, despite their use of different terminologies, 
commonly highlight the dialectic relationship between specific urban practices and 
the wider institutional context.

With growing fragmentation and complexity in urban development, it is reasonable 
to analyse and focus on specific projects and area-based practices. However, 
particularly in the current place-making literature, the institutional frameworks 
shaping area-based efforts are neglected. To encompass the wider structures and 
dynamics that influence place-making efforts, we refer to spatial governance, 
which includes the often abstract power relationship between state, market and 
civil society (Swyngedouw, 2009), the formal and informal norms and rules for 
service provision, as well as the “networks, discourses and practices, and the deeper 
cultural assumptions which give authority and legitimacy to actors and processes” 
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(Healey, 2006: 299). Spatial governance underscores that “space can be site, object 
and means of governance” (Jessop, 2016: 10), and based on the reviewed governance 
literature we can assume that spatial governance influences and structures place-
making efforts, but also that place-making efforts may have the ability modify the 
existing forms of spatial governance. Understanding the relationship between 
place-making efforts and spatial governance becomes pivotal in scrutinising the 
conditions under which the former can transform the latter. Focusing purely on 
different places within a city can bring misleading results if an overarching vision 
is missing: “at stake is an idea of the city as a network of places or a place itself” 
(Palermo and Ponzini, 2014: 10).

Existing literature has provided insight into the possible conditions that would 
allow a specific project or initiative to transform wider institutional arrangements. 
Healey (2006) emphasizes the importance of networks and coalitions that allow new 
ideas or discourses to travel from one place to another in the wider governance 
system, particularly those that have power over the distribution of resources and 
the establishment of formal competencies and principles, facilitated by political 
support which spans traditional boundaries. Similarly, Swyngedouw (2009) stresses 
the importance of the public sector in establishing regulatory frameworks, 
despite the shifting power relationships between states and markets. That said, 
he also argues that the current system strengthens groups that fit the overarching 
marketization agenda, while it reduces the power of those that are working 
against the fundamental principles of the system by means, for instance, of anti-
privatisation strategies (Swyngedouw, 2005). This view is supported by Adams and 
Tiesdell (2010), who draw attention to the decisive element of state-market relations 
in land and property issues in contemporary spatial governance, arguing that the 
debate has to be broadened to reveal the forces that are shaping different places. 
Efforts considered as place-making are too often treated as “spatial enclaves” 
(Palermo and Ponzini, 2014; Fincher, Pardy and Shaw, 2016), so they fail to account 
for “the contradictory tensions (the state/market/civil society conundrum) in which 
any form of governing is inevitably embedded” (Swyngedouw, 2009: 66). Particularly 
in what some call “neoliberal spatial governance” (Allmendinger, 2016), largescale 
property development plays a crucial role in today’s urban development (Tasan-
Kok and Baeten, 2012) and is significant in understanding how community place-
making efforts are embedded in wider spatial governance.

6.3 Methodology
The two selected case study areas of Regent Park and Jane-Finch differ considerably 
in terms of attractiveness for private sector investments and particularly property 
development. Our analysis follows a differentiating comparative approach, which 
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utilises divergent starting points, which were expected to provide variations in 
outcome (Pickvance, 2001). The differences in terms of location, connected to 
land values and real-estate prices, build the foundation of our assumption that the 
actors involved in the area, their interaction, as well as public planning and other 
policy responses, form divergent institutional settings which affect local place-
making activities. In order to understand Toronto’s spatial governance, we created 
institutional maps which illustrated the roles of stakeholders and institutions 
involved with influence and interests in a certain domain (Aligica, 2006), and 
thereafter conducted a policy analysis. The latter particularly focused on the 
planning policy framework and discourses connecting land-use regulations with 
community needs on the one hand and private sector involvement on the other.

Furthermore, a total of 27 interviews were conducted between September and 
November 2015 and in May 2016 to understand how social and spatial objectives 
are linked in Toronto’s spatial governance. At the city-scale, and based on purposive 
sampling, two semi-structured interviews were conducted with policymakers and 
public officials working on strategic initiatives and one on stakeholder engagement 
in the City Planning Division, one on social policy in the Social Development, 
Finance and Administration division, one with a representative of the Community 
Development and Recreation Committee, two on the Tower Renewal Program 
and five with planners working for Toronto Community Housing (TCH). The 
semi-structured interviews focused on understanding internal and external forms 
of collaboration in the public sector, as well as policy priorities, strategies and 
development models.

Figure 26. Case study areas within Toronto
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To understand more area-specific planning, policy responses and governance 
arrangements we interviewed a municipal district planner responsible for the 
Toronto & East York district encompassing Regent Park, as well as five individuals 
working in the field of community recreation, and a private developer directly 
involved in Regent Park. For Jane-Finch, we interviewed the municipal district 
planner responsible for the North York district, where the case study is located, as 
well as five representatives of local non-profit organisations and two individuals 
steering informal bottom-up initiatives. The interviews focused particularly on 
the link between community activities with wider social and spatial policies, and 
collaboration and potential conflicts between actors from the local scale with those 
operating at higher scales.

6.4 Spatial governance in Toronto
Toronto is known for its “tremendously dense and complex interactions with other 
levels of government and with local societal groups” (Horak and Young, 2012: 13). In 
1998, the old city of Toronto was amalgamated with the surrounding municipalities 
in a bid to cut costs and to increase Toronto’s global competitiveness – a process 
that has been described as an aggressive form of neoliberalisation (Boudreau, Keil 
and Young, 2009). Adding to this complexity, previous resistance to amalgamation 
turned into a successful movement for more fiscal autonomy. With the adoption 
of the New City of Toronto Act (2006), granting the city a greater legislative 
authority, increased fiscal resources and inclusion in wider (provincial and federal) 
policy processes regarding urban matters (Horak, 2007), Toronto established its 
extraordinary status amid the higher tiers of government, when compared to other 
Canadian municipalities (Horak and Young, 2012). Within this complex setting, both 
City Planning and relevant social policy divisions (Employment and Social Services; 
Social Development, Finance, and Administration etc.) are administratively located 
under the Toronto Public Service Department. Although there is a clear distinction 
between the organisation of spatial policy and land-use regulation, and of social 
policy and community development in the city, these departments exchange 
information and work together when it comes to neighbourhood-level spatial policy 
development.

The legislative framework of spatial planning, and hence the work of Toronto’s 
City Planning division, is defined by the Province of Ontario and focuses primarily 
on land-use regulations. The Ontario Planning Act determines the fundamental 
land-use planning principles for the province but also speaks to a wide range of 
social issues such as affordable housing and mixed-use communities. Additionally, 
granted by the Planning Act, the provincial Minister of Municipal Affairs and 
Housing can issue Provincial Policy Statements representing provincial interests 
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which all plans adopted by municipalities in the province are required to address. 
The 2006 Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, a sub-provincial region 
in Southern Ontario encompassing the Greater Toronto Area, is yet another 
planning instrument that refers to some of the specifics that the Province wants 
to see the municipalities achieve, including the “collaboration among all sectors – 
government, private and non-profit – and residents” (Section 1.2.2). At the municipal 
level, the Toronto Official Plan is the most important document as it determines 
land-use designations as well as provides long-term visions for the growth of the 
city (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009). The current Official Plan, adopted in 2015, 
for example, emphasises the role of planning in catering to a diverse population 
by providing community infrastructure, accessible spaces and equal opportunities 
for everyone (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). It is supplemented by a number of 
Secondary Plans that include area-specific growth policies. The first Official 
Plan, developed after amalgamation, aimed to reduce regulatory complexity and, 
amongst other things, facilitate real-estate investments (Kipfer and Keil, 2002) and 
these practices continue through today (Lehrer, Keil and Kipfer, 2010). It also faced 
the challenging task of establishing a comprehensive plan for six former individual 
municipalities which have since been turned into city districts and are characterised 
by stark differences (Hulchanski, 2010).

At all levels, planning policy exhibits a thorough understanding of planning as 
more than just land-use regulation, based on a framing idea that takes into account 
the inherent intertwining if the physical environment and social life. In practice, 
this approach involves multi-disciplinary and multi-agency teams reviewing 
planning applications, cross-divisional inter-agency collaborations and shared 
policy objectives (Interview City Planning, 17 May 2017). Furthermore, municipal 
planners are involved in various area-based policy initiatives, which constitute an 
important element in Toronto’s spatial governance. For example, in the early 2000s, 
neighbourhood regeneration gained momentum in the political arena (Horak, 
2007), proof of which can be seen in Toronto’s Priority Neighbourhood policy. In 
2005, this policy identified areas for investment, later renamed “Neighbourhood 
Improvement Areas”, where the aim was to combine physical restructuring with 
“people-centred interventions such as youth programs, community services and 
community policing” (ibid.: 5). Another collaborative programme, Tower Renewal, 
was launched in 2009 as a holistic approach to improving conditions in the city’s 
high-rise apartment neighbourhoods. Transformed into a permanent Tower and 
Neighbourhood Revitalization Unit in 2015, the programme combines building 
upgrades, rezoning efforts and community engagement programmes (City of 
Toronto, 2018). Despite these integrated efforts, however, systematic social and 
spatial inequalities continue along income and race divides, as well as the inner 
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city–suburban divide, and some inequalities have even deteriorated (Hulchanski, 
2010).

Toronto’s growing neoliberal orientation (Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009) is often 
seen as an underlying factor in the city’s socio-spatial inequality. The city’s first 
Official Plan after amalgamation brought about a shift from “neighbourhood 
planning to the imperative of investment” (Kipfer and Petrunia, 2009: 120). The 
current Official lan, which provides a framework for both public and private sector 
investment up until 2031, stresses the need for private sector involvement, stating, 
for instance: “The City of Toronto cannot do it alone. We need leaders in the public 
and private sectors with the courage to take risks, develop proactive solutions and 
then follow through” (City Planning Division, 2015: 21). Massive reinvestment in 
buildings since the 2000s, the increased deregulation of planning (Lehrer, Keil and 
Kipfer, 2010) and Toronto’s “flexibilization of planning practice [have therefore] 
accentuated the constraints and limitations of city planning” (Kipfer and Keil, 2002: 
228).

6.5  Place-making with/without private property 
development in Regent Park and Jane-Finch

In order to understand how spatial governance in Toronto influences place-making 
practices, we turn our attention to the Regent Park and Jane-Finch cases. Both 
planned and constructed around the mid-20th century, the two areas resembled 
each other for several decades, not only in terms of their modernist design 
principles, their single-use zoning and their mix of high-rise apartment buildings 
and town houses surrounded by unguarded open green space (Sewell, 2009; Kipfer 
and Petrunia, 2009; Tasan-Kok, 2015), but also for the stigmatization by the media 
and population at large, with crime in the city being linked to their marginalized 
groups. The inner-city Regent Park (Figure 26), spanning 69 acres, was constructed 
in the 1950s and 1960s as part of a slum removal drive. On the other hand, Jane-
Finch, which is today classified as an inner-suburban area consisting of four official 
neighbourhoods (Figure 26), was constructed as a model modernist suburb based 
on a 1962 plan that foresaw the transformation of 650 acres of farmland into a new 
community. In both cases, the spatial layout and design are considered as factors 
that contributed to the deterioration and emergence of social problems soon after 
construction (City of Toronto, 2005; Boudreau, Keil and Young, 2009). 

Based on 2011 census data, the Jane-Finch area is home to approximately 82,000 
inhabitants, with 23.4% of the population classified as low-income after tax at 
the person level, meaning these residents live below half of the Canadian median 
household income (City of Toronto, 2013a). Neighbourhood demographic estimates 
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for Regent Park indicate a population of approximately 10,000, with 46% being 
classified as low-income (City of Toronto, 2014). Prior to revitalisation, in 2005, 
Regent Park was home to approximately 7,500 low-income residents living in rent-
geared-to-income apartments (Brail and Kumar, 2017). In both Regent Park and 
Jane-Finch, 56% of the population speaks a language other than English or French 
as their mother tongue, providing a snapshot of both areas’ diversity. Despite the 
size differences, the modernist histories and the similar spatial, social and economic 
challenges make Regent Park and Jane-Finch very interesting to compare. 

Another common feature in both areas were bottom-up and tenant-led movements, 
particularly in the 1980s and 1990s, which demanded physical reconstruction and 
apartment renovations, and called for an end to systematic under-resourcing and 
under-servicing (Rigakos, Kwashie and Bosanac, 2004; Kipfer and Petrunia, 2009). 
Today, many of the demands of the residents of Jane-Finch have still not been met, 
such as their request for a community centre. In Regent Park, these movements 
were also unsuccessful until the early 2000s, which marked the beginning of the 
large-scale redevelopment project. This divergence of Regent Park’s development 
compared to Jane-Finch can be attributed to the areas’ different locations, which 
influenced the potential for property development and consequent private sector 
interest in redeveloping the site. In 2012, for example, Jane-Finch was described as 
one of the worst real-estate markets in Toronto, reaching an average price of CAD 
320,000 (Doolittle, 2012). In the current heated real-estate market of the Greater 
Toronto Area, existing home transactions in Jane-Finch in July 2018 reached an 
average of CAD 561899 (Toronto Real Estate Board, 2018). Yet, in Regent Park and 
its surrounding areas, they reached an average price of CAD 713 309 (ibid.), still 
marking a considerable difference. The contrasting development in Regent Park 
and Jane-Finch shapes the core of our analysis from this point onwards, in which 
the aim is to explore the drive to turn place-making efforts into transformative 
practices in spatial governance.

6.5.1  Combining social and spatial innovations through 
private sector involvement in Regent Park 

Regent Park once represented Canada’s largest public housing project. Socially and 
physically isolated from its surrounding areas, problems emerged in Regent Park 
soon after its construction and sparked several resident movements demanding 
better quality, service provision and building maintenance (Horak, 2007). Between 
1969 and 1978, a tenant movement emerged to demand improved living conditions 
and democratic changes to the housing management, but backfired as their 
struggles were picked up by the media and politicians to portray Regent Park “as 
a crime-ridden, drug-infested area” (Kipfer and Petrunia, 2009: 118). Two further 
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endeavours to partially reconstruct the area in the 1980s and 1990s, spearheaded 
by resident groups, also failed because of a lack of necessary resources from the 
provincial government, which was responsible for housing development at the time 
(Horak, 2010). 

In the late 1990s, Ontario’s Progressive Conservative government under Mike Harris 
transferred the responsibility for public housing from the province to the individual 
municipalities (Hackworth and Moriah, 2006), and with an amalgamation, Toronto’s 
various public housing agencies were merged into one: Toronto Community 
Housing (TCH); “typical for neoliberal state-rescaling projects, devolution came 
with provincially mandated financial austerity and administrative marketization 
pressures” (Kipfer and Petrunia, 2009: 120). Located close to the Central Business 
District and adjacent to some of Toronto’s most gentrifying neighbourhoods at the 
time, such as Cabbagetown, Regent Park was in a strategic position to respond 
to the demand for market housing in the downtown area. Needing to find a new 
approach to finance revitalisation, TCH proposed the redevelopment of the area 
and was granted approval by the City Council in 2003.

In order to finance the demolition and rebuilding of the public housing units, 
TCH formed a public-private partnership with the private developer Daniels CM 
Corporation (DCM). By increasing density through the addition of more than 5,000 
market units, the area’s existing rent-geared-to-income units could be rebuilt with 
1,800 new units within the area and 266 nearby (TCH – Toronto Community Housing, 
2017). The following CAD 1 billion revitalization project (Hayes, 2016), now due for 
completion in 2019, also included new community facilities and retail spaces that 
would in turn transform Regent Park into a mixed-use, mixed-income community. 
The project also received additional financing from the City of Toronto, from 
provincial and federal government grants, as well as from private foundations, adding 
to the multiplicity of actors and organisations involved in the area (Figure 27). On 
the policy side, the City of Toronto established a comprehensive policy framework, 
including rezoning regulations, a Secondary Plan, Urban Design Guidelines and 
Toronto’s first placebased Social Development Plan (Interview Toronto City Planning, 
16 May 2016; Figure 25). Furthermore, various municipal divisions continue to 
collaborate and be involved in the social and physical redevelopment of the area, for 
instance, in the Regent Park City Project Management Team (Figure 27).

The participation of multiple stakeholders and particularly community groups, 
as well as old and new residents, earned the project international acclaim (City of 
Toronto, 2013; Hayes, 2016). Simultaneously, the entrepreneurial strategies adopted 
by TCH and the approach to deconcentrate poverty by adding market units has 
been highly criticised (August, 2008). Others, however, argue that within the given 
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parameters, the intricate governance arrangements that were made to include 
existing grassroots organisations, social service providers and residents, as well as 
the city’s public administration efforts and firm policy framework, led to relatively 
strong approval by existing public housing residents (Horak, 2010; Micallef, 2013; 
Interview community-recreation, 16 May 2016). While the legal framework prescribed 
a specific level of engagement, the focus on participation has been accredited to 
the ideological invest in Regent Park according to interviewed TCH and DCM 
representatives. Through both well-developed formal and informal relationships, 
they used, for example, community animators to better understand the needs of the 
residents. Furthermore, key stakeholders were said to be constantly discussing how 
to set up and programme spaces that served the “common good” and encouraged 
meaningful encounters between old and new residents, for example, by means of 
public spaces in a new park or community gardens (Interview TCH, 19 May 2016; 
Interview TCH & DCM, 24 May 2016). The institutionalization of different policy 
pieces, particularly the social development plan which linked physical restructuring 
with social objectives but added room for flexibility and creativity, are now seen as 
major contributing elements in Regent Park’s success (Interview TCH, 10 May 2016). 

Figure 27. Place-making in Regent Park12
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Overall, this complex and sophisticated policy framework, combined with a 
multitude of actors and stakeholders across the policy sector and the public, private 
and civil society sphere (Figure 27), made it possible to link the social and spatial 
interventions in the revitalization of Regent Park. As part of the revitalization scheme, 
place-making activities were enhanced and encouraged. Several key project sites 
that respond to the needs of the community stand out as being both accessible and 
inclusive, and allowing people to socialise and self-organise. The Daniels Spectrum, 
for example, provides space for arts-based and community-focused events. Prior 
to the construction of the new community centre, much thought was given to the 
historic divide between northern and southern Regent Park, as well as the location 
of new public and private housing. Aiming to foster a sense of ownership among all 
residents, the new community centre provides activities, space and social support 
programmes free of charge (Interview Toronto Community Recreation, 16 May 2016). 
By far the most prominent example of inclusive design is the Regent Park Aquatic 
Centre, a new public swimming pool with large glass windows that can be covered 
with flexible blinds to allow members of the community who would otherwise not 
make use of the facility to swim in privacy.

Reactions to Regent Park’s revitalisation, however, remain strongly polarised. While 
being praised for its success and awarded the Best International Neighbourhood 
Renewal Program (DCM, 2017), the revitalisation has also borne the brunt of much 
criticism. For example, it has been said that the project turned “public housing 
residents into clean-living, productive and legitimate users of urban space” where 
they were once rendered illegitimate and unproductive slum-dwellers (James, 2010: 
83), and has been described as a “centre-left commitment to institute a neoliberal 
framework of devolution, austerity and marketization” (Lehrer, Keil and Kipfer, 
2010: 88). Regardless of opinion, however, the impact of Regent Park beyond the 
neighbourhood scale cannot be denied and critics even point out that the “project 
may have far-reaching consequences” (ibid.), noting that the model is already being 
applied in other redevelopment schemes in Toronto, in projects in which TCH 
is involved. The combination of social and spatial elements by means of multi-
disciplinary, multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder collaboration has in turn set a 
new precedent for the city (Interview Toronto City Planning, 16 May 2016; Interview 
Toronto City Planning, 17 May 2016). The TCH and City Planning have shifted their 
approach, and in newer revitalization projects such as in Alexandra Park, another 
downtown project of a similar size to Regent Park, and Lawrence Heights, located 
in the northern part of the city and double the size of Regent Park, the decision 
was made to avoid the temporary displacement of residents to other parts of the 
city during the course of construction (Interview Toronto City Planning, 16 May 2016). 
Moreover, the DCM seems to have changed general perceptions on the role of 
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private developers in neighbourhood revitalisation. In Alexandra Park, for example, 
the developers shortlisted by TCH had to present their plans to the local community, 
who had a critical say in the final selection decision (Interview TCH, 19 May 2016).  

6.5.2  Social innovation and spatial limitations in Jane-Finch 
without significant private sector involvement 

Jane-Finch is one of Toronto’s most stigmatized areas. Through its frequent portrayal 
in the media as a crime-ridden pocket of poverty, Jane-Finch’s negative reputation 
reaches even beyond the city (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017). Nevertheless – and 
to the surprise of many outsiders – the area has a rich and vibrant community life 
with a strong feeling of attachment among the residents, featuring different formal 
and informal networks and support systems that try to meet the needs of Jane-
Finch’s diverse population (ibid.; Figure 28). The location on the northern fringe of 
Toronto, however, distances Jane-Finch considerably from the downtown core and 
one community organisation, for example, contests the under-servicing of the area 
by public transport (Young and Keil, 2010). 

Burdened by a challenging spatial layout and physical design, the community 

Figure 28. Place-making in Jane-Finch13
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appropriated and utilised the existing space in a resourceful way (Tasan-Kok, 
2015). Zoning regulations designate Jane-Finch as primarily residential with a 
disconnected industrial terrain in the west of the area. It attracts a few enterprises 
that require easy access to the highway but are rather unattractive for enterprises and 
entrepreneurs in the service sector. The main intersection between Jane Street and 
Finch Avenue West is Jane-Finch’s centre: a busy car-centred intersection framed 
by parking lots and two shopping malls. The limited availability of commercial 
and office space has driven up rent prices, and faced with limited financial means, 
community-based organisations must make use of “leftover” spaces in shopping 
malls, basements and warehouses (ibid.) for community and youth centres, support 
programmes and day-care centres. giving them the chance to test their products or 
services for a low fee (Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 2016). Successful individuals in the 
community have a strong tendency towards social entrepreneurship or philanthropic 
work, perceiving themselves as role models and acting as informal mentors to other 
community members (ibid.). As a result, various bottom-up initiatives run by groups 
or individuals outside the formal institutional framework exist, making temporary 
use of the existing spaces and resources to the benefit of the community. Despite 
these efforts, however, the physical structures contain inherent obstacles that 
complicate or impede these strong community dynamics, and many community 
organisations, residents and advocacy groups are appealing for redevelopment and 
larger-scale spatial interventions (Tasan-Kok and Özoğul, 2017).

Jane-Finch is not subject to an elaborate policy framework such as in Regent 
Park (Figure 28), but nevertheless a number of efforts from the city and TCH do 
exist. In contrast to Regent Park however, landownership in the Jane-Finch area is 
more complex and only partial areas are municipally-owned land. The municipal 
programme Tower Renewal, for instance, led to rezoning in a few trial sites in Jane-
Finch to allow for commercial activities in the lower floors of apartment blocks 
to spur local economic growth. However, this approach has not been translated 
into city-wide zoning changes, and strongly depends on the willingness of private 
landlords to cooperate (Interview Toronto Tower Renewal, 2 October 2015). Jane-Finch 
has also witnessed some small revitalisation projects, such as transforming the 
area surrounding three apartment towers in San Romanoway (Rigakos, Kwashie 
and Bosanac, 2004), and TCH is currently renovating a handful of public housing 
units, particularly in areas that do not attract the private sector (Interview TCH, 19 
May 2016). Nevertheless, these efforts on the whole have been fragmented, which is 
partly connected to landownership issues. Additionally, representatives of TCH and 
city planners who were interviewed stressed that they are constantly seeking new 
ways to attract private finance in order to be able to implement larger scale changes 
(Interview Toronto City Planning, 16 May 2016; Interview TCH, 19 May 2016; Interview 
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Toronto City Planning, 24 May 2016). 

The relationships between public officials and community-based organisations 
appears to be contentious (Interview community-based organisation, 22 September 
2015; Interview Toronto City Planning, 24 May 2016). Municipal planners perceive 
some groups as adversarial and lacking the will to cooperate, while residents and 
community activists ask repeatedly why their demands for a community centre 
are not being met when faced with the grand redevelopment taking place in 
areas like Regent Park (Monsebraaten, 2015). According to municipal planners, a 
common difficulty faced was attracting sufficient private capital to the area to allow 
redevelopment. They often emphasized the new opportunities arising from the 
construction of a new light-rail transit and metro extension close to Jane-Finch, a 
considerable public infrastructure investment, which could operate as a catalyst for 
change and create a framework for public and private investments in terms of a more 
legible street network, public realm improvements, parks and community facilities, 
which would also address the long-term demands of the community (Interview 
Toronto City Planning, 16 May 2016; Interview Toronto City Planning, 24 May 2016). The 
first changes related to the plan, however, included the construction of an 8-hectare 
industrial facility for the housing of up to 75 light-rail vehicles at the Jane-Finch 
intersection. Following public outcry and local resistance, the plans were eventually 
changed to provide some spaces for local businesses and community activities, but 
community leaders voiced their frustration with the process, arguing that “it speaks 
volumes about how the government views us” (McNevin in Monsebraaten, 2015).

6.6 Discussion and conclusion
Analysing place-making efforts through the lens of spatial governance in the case 
of Toronto gives us the opportunity to make a couple of important contributions to 
place-making literature. First of all, the missing link between local or community 
scale efforts and macro-scale governance structures, here defined as “transformative 
practices”, is explored in this study. This conceptualisation also helps to link place-
making to spatial planning and governance literature. Our analysis reveals that in 
order to strengthen the position of local communities in spatial governance, local 
governments need to develop conscious policies to manoeuvre through market-
oriented, property-led and entrepreneurial urban development formulations. The 
Regent Park case shows that this is possible through transparent and continuous 
dialogue between private sector actors and community groups. In a bid to satisfy 
their desires for profit and the avoidance of risk, and utilising their experience in 
street-scale interventions, private companies can develop very careful strategies for 
the development of liveable urban spaces. Helping to move away from stereotyped 
understandings of the property industry, the Regent Park case also displays that 
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private sector involvement is not necessarily a bad practice, especially if conscious 
anti-gentrification measures such as a non-displacement policies are in place.

Learning from the Regent Park experience, our interviews revealed that local 
government, the public housing corporation and private sector companies were 
able to adjust their strategies to deal with similar projects. From the private sector’s 
point of view, the Regent Park experience led to a change in the approach to (re)
developing other disadvantaged neighbourhoods, with new efforts aimed at more 
socially-oriented developments. In the case of Jane-Finch, formal and informal 
place-making efforts to define community needs at a micro-scale do exist and 
these have led to the formation of creative, spontaneous and bottom-up solutions. 
Although challenging, special attention is paid to the construction of place, taking 
into account the experiences of local communities that reflect strongly both the 
collective identity and individual needs. However, the enthusiasm of the private 
sector to regenerate a stigmatised neighbourhood located outside the downtown 
core, with special attention paid to the local community, is lacking in Jane-Finch, 
where bottom-up efforts are remarkably marginalised within the wider spatial 
governance. In Jane-Finch, social innovations have remained at a micro-scale, 
while the more advantageously located Regent Park contains examples of how 
place-making can turn into transformative practices. The connection between 
location, land values and real-estate prices lies at the heart of the differences in 
institutional conditions and governance arrangements, causing different sets of 
actors, stakeholders and organisations to be active and invested in the two areas, 
with divergent regulatory and policy frameworks governing their interactions.

Furthermore, the empirical findings illustrate the value in linking the concepts of 
place-making and spatial governance. The narrow micro-scale perspective that is 
often found in place-making literature would provide a very incomplete picture of 
Regent Park and Jane-Finch. It would, for example, ascribe too much importance to 
the individuals involved in Regent Park and their involvement in the processes at 
play and would disregard the institutional setting in which these relationships are 
embedded. Regent Park is a clear example of policies and relationships playing out 
at multiple spatial scales, all of which have an impact on what is happening “on the 
ground”, and exemplify the need to consider place-making as governance activity. 
The contrast between Regent Park and Jane-Finch that is clearly illustrated in the 
governance networks presented in Figures 27 and 28 shows that “it is not enough to 
conceive good niche projects inspired by purely local interests and goals” (Palermo 
and Ponzini, 2014: 10). Looking through the lens of spatial governance serves to 
explain why efforts in Jane-Finch are being realised only slowly and in a fragmented 
manner, despite the high level of community activism. Public landownership makes 
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a big difference, as it gives the public sector an upper hand in any development 
process but constitutes a rather inflexible factor. Instead, the cases illustrate that in 
increasingly market-oriented and entrepreneurial planning systems, collaboration 
between and comprehensive regulatory efforts of the involved public sector 
agencies are needed as a cornerstone of spatial planning interventions and land-use 
regulations. This, of course, requires, more administrative costs and complications 
for the public agencies.

Our research in Toronto further shows that successful transformative practices 
require, first of all, transparent and community-targeted relations between the 
public and private sector actors that go beyond classic “contractual” relations. 
Both parties need to make financial and ideological investments into the project 
if gentrification processes are to be prevented, and place-making efforts need 
to be connected to larger-scale policy frameworks and rezoning measures. Since 
marketisation value and location are the most important factors governing 
investments for the private sector, the public sector needs to make investments 
into marginalised neighbourhoods and to lure the private sector into place-making 
efforts by offering tax advantages or other incentives. That said, full dependence 
on market dynamics is a dangerous approach, in that it can lead to disconnected 
efforts, no overarching vision and the risk of increased socio-spatial inequality by 
focusing on some places while neglecting others. In fact, our wider research on 
entrepreneurship in the Jane-Finch area (Özoğul and Tasan-Kok, 2016) showed that 
the lack of institutional support from the city provides obstacles to implement ideas 
such as creating a community business hub, which could have motivated further local 
economic development and eventually revitalization of the area for the advantage 
of its residents. The stereotyped views on neoliberal governance of private-sector 
and property-market dependency usually underline the problems caused by the 
involvement of the private sector in urban revitalisation. However, as can be clearly 
seen in the case of Jane-Finch, the public sector could do so much more than just 
defining revitalisation projects in such neighbourhoods through small but effective 
interventions to support the community efforts and local economy. More research 
on the nexus between local activities and the built environment can shed light 
on how small changes might have meaningful impact and make these areas more 
interesting for revitalisation. By linking them to wider institutional and governance 
frameworks, they may even serve as transformative practices for other parts of 
the city. However, our experience in Toronto demonstrates that new institutional 
arrangements and planning instruments are needed to prioritise the coordination 
of social and spatial policy actions in the city’s disadvantaged areas.
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7.    Synthesis and conclusions: new 
avenues for planning research and 
practice

7.1 Introduction 
Urban development increasingly occurs through area-based development 
formations, which can be understood as spatially fragmented governance 
activities bringing together diverse sets of actors. In this dissertation, I termed 
these formations city-building endeavours and modelled their existence through the 
complex interplay between institutional and spatial fragmentations. Immersed in 
discussions on processes of neoliberalisation altering the relationships between 
state, market and civil society actors, I consider institutional fragmentation as a 
major cause of complexifying spatial governance. This complexity creates pockets 
of micro-regulation (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019), in which different spatial governance 
actors and institutions interact. Not only do these interactions create tangible, 
area-specific spatial outcomes, but they further institutionalise fragmented urban 
development practices. 

 On the one hand, scholars are concerned that fragmentation leads to the abandonment 
of norms and values, and contributes to increasing forms of injustices, exclusion 
and polarisation (Albrechts, 2016; Tasan-Kok and Baeten, 2012; Harvey, 2009). On 
the other hand, scholars have pointed out the value of fragmentation in terms of 
enhanced flexibility responsive to area-specific conditions and needs (Cilliers and 
Timmermans, 2014; Palermo and Ponzini, 2014). I used this juxtaposition as a point 
of departure to explore the extent to which new forms of comprehensiveness can 
be created amidst complex and fragmented spatial governance activities. While the 
focus of this thesis is directed to public-sector planning practices, I do not advocate 
for a return to comprehensive planning principles of the past. Instead, I put forward 
the idea of a new conception of comprehensiveness that allows for opportunities to 
create linkages to make purposeful connections between fragmented city-building 
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endeavours.

In my conception of comprehensiveness, linkages – referring to durable, tangible 
and intangible connections between fragmented city-building endeavours – should 
not be all-encompassing. Their creation requires critical engagement as well as 
context-dependent and tailor-made approaches. With the development of the 
integrative framework encompassing the four major dimensions of fragmentation 
currently discussed in planning studies, I intended to facilitate this process. The 
dimensions that are raising concerns for scholars are: i) the dissolution of social 
and spatial interventions; ii) the existence of opportunity-driven and project-based 
development projects; iii) the appearance of various micro-scale social efforts 
with claims to urban built environments; and iv) the disconnection between these 
multifaceted city-building endeavours and overarching visions and governance 
arrangements. By turning them into my framework’s building blocks, I provide 
a lens to approach fragmented urban development from a new perspective that 
facilitates understanding different groups of action and considers the possibility of 
linkages between them, instead of providing a blueprint solution. 

I conducted research in the Toronto and Amsterdam based on my conviction 
that “theoris[ing] in an effort to transform planning practices” (Fainstein and 
DeFilippis, 2016: 2) requires a thorough understanding of how existing practices 
work. Hermeneutics allowed for a continuous revision of research questions based 
on my experiences from the field (Patterson and Williams, 2002), and thinking 
in terms of singularities and repeated instances (Robinson, 2016) helped me to start 
conceptualising from two different vantages without engaging in a systematic 
comparison. In Amsterdam, I examined the creation of linkages through intangible 
learning transfers of public sector project managers, which they gained through 
their interaction with private sector actors. In Jane-Finch in Toronto, I uncovered 
the role of space in creating linkages between micro-scale social efforts, as well as 
to residents living in the area. The comparative analysis of Jane-Finch and Regent 
Park, two areas in Toronto, revealed conditions for the creation of linkages between 
property-driven developments and community concerns allowing city-building 
endeavours to instigate wider changes in the city’s spatial governance.

My notion of transformative spatial governance drew attention to the opportunities 
and limitations of instigating institutional change on the basis of these linkages. 
Following Hernes’ (1976) three levels of structural change, I considered spatial 
governance as transformative when it modified on the basis of a concrete city-
building endeavour, and, as part of the process, altered or adopted new elements 
that supported linkages in other city-building endeavours in the future. I posit 
that this form of transformation is pivotal to uphold a new form of comprehensive 



157

PART IV: CONCLUSIONS

spatial governance structure which allows city-building endeavours to flourish 
but simultaneously places them into a firm but flexible and adaptive framework to 
avoid fragmentation’s negative effects and externalities. However, as the empirical 
evidence from Toronto and Amsterdam illustrates, it is a challenging undertaking 
in practice. 

In this chapter I elaborate on these challenges and present my dissertation’s 
conclusions. I start by providing a general synthesis of my empirical findings 
to answer my first research question by specifying how fragmentation is 
accommodated by spatial governance in Toronto and Amsterdam. It is followed with 
an answer to my second research question concerning the creation of new forms of 
comprehensiveness, in which I also justify my terminological choice and contrast it 
with alternative ones. I continue by reflecting on my contributions to the emerging 
body of literature on ‘transformation’ in recent years, and explicate planners’ roles 
in creating linkages and supporting transformative spatial governance. I end by 
considering the caveats of my dissertation, and provide recommendations for future 
research. 

7.2  How does spatial governance accommodate 
fragmentation in urban development?   

With institutional and spatial fragmentation influencing urban development, my 
first research question centred around the ways in which spatial governance relates 
to this situation. Having explored case studies in two research settings allowed me 
to draw out some singularities and repeated instances (Robinson, 2016) through the 
emergence of interesting occurrences while engaging in diverse forms of analyses. 
To synthesise and discuss my empirical findings from Toronto and Amsterdam, 
I use Hernes’ (1976) differentiation between output structure, process structure 
and parameter structure, which I equated to my own understandings of spatial 
governance, city-building endeavours, and elements of transformation in Chapter 3. 

Despite their path-dependent and contingent nature, I found that spatial governance 
in Toronto and Amsterdam accommodates fragmentation through complex and 
dynamic relationships between various actors, whose roles extended beyond 
traditional or stereotypical perceptions. Nonetheless, with spatial governance 
especially flexibilising to accommodate private sector interests in urban 
development, the active involvement of private sector actors with the financial 
means to invest in spatial interventions in fragmented city-building endeavours 
crucially affects their internal processes. State-market relations in land and 
property, in line with prevailing spatial governance, emerged as a major pre-
condition for city-building endeavours to develop alternative institutional relations 
that were not marginalised but actively incorporated in overarching arrangements. 



158

PART IV: CONCLUSIONS

With these insights, I revisited the elements of transformation that are highlighted in 
existing literature and that may play a role in transforming dominant governance 
arrangements. 

Spatial governance as output structure

Spatial governance, understood as output structure, draws attention to dominant 
governance arrangements that influence the intricate interplay between 
interventions in urban built and social environments at a particular moment in 
time. The specific ways in which spatial governance in Toronto and Amsterdam 
accommodates fragmentation in the cities’ development is highly contingent and 
path dependent. It revokes discussions on the culturally and contextually embedded 
nature of neoliberalisation processes colliding with longstanding regulatory 
landscapes (Booth, 2011; Brenner and Theodore, 2005). Factors addressed in the 
empirical analyses of this dissertation, and in this respect representing singularities, 
include administrative arrangements, the structure of planning systems and history 
including perceptions of and discourses on the linkage between social processes 
and physical structures, as well as particular electoral politics and wider provision 
of welfare services by the state. Nonetheless, the simultaneous occurrence of spatial 
governance complexities and fragmentations in the institutional as well as spatial 
sense in both research settings underscores the value of gaining insights from 
specific contexts to address fragmented urban development at a conceptual level. 

In both Toronto and Amsterdam, a changing role of the state and new dynamics 
between public and private sector actors influenced the fragmentation of spatial 
governance. Orientation toward property-driven practices, especially since the 1980s, 
have been documented in both settings (Heurkens and Hobma, 2014; Boudreau, 
Keil and Young, 2009), and proved fundamental in the creation of fragmented urban 
development. In Toronto, the dependence on private sector capital to finance 
revitalisation schemes strongly influenced whether a city-building endeavour was 
incorporated, or was marginalised, in the city’s wider spatial governance. Planning 
and related public policy in Toronto embraces and advocates for close collaboration 
between public and private sectors by underscoring both its necessity and benefits. 
While the general attitude of interviewed public sector officials working in Toronto 
local administration was welcoming to private sector involvement, the challenges 
and impediments that come with this approach were also openly acknowledged. In 
Amsterdam, power dynamics between public and private sector actors shifted in the 
last four decades towards more fragmented and project-led practices by providing 
increased flexibility to embrace market interests in a planning system that was 
long been characterised by dominant state involvement. The 2008 crisis triggered a 
number of regulatory changes which further institutionalised this accommodation 
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of private sector interests. Allmendinger (2016) argued that English town planning 
is instrumentalised in what he terms neoliberal spatial governance. While similar 
dynamics are certainly true in Toronto and Amsterdam, my findings reveal that the 
situation is in fact more complex. 

Neoliberal political economic ideology creates entrepreneurial governance 
dynamics, in which planners are considered important agents steered by a market 
logic, and planning is utilised to attract capital and unleash economic development, 
often through flexible mechanisms of intervention and public-private partnerships 
(Tasan-Kok, 2010; Harvey, 1989). Entrepreneurial planning practices are not new, 
neither in Toronto where close ties between local municipalities and property 
developers already shaped the construction of modernist suburbs in the mid-20th 
century (Sewell, 2009), nor in Amsterdam where the municipality has long been 
actively involved in land markets in line with the Dutch active land policy, as well as 
having collaborated with private sector actors following notions of a public interest 
(Louw, van der Krabben and Priemus, 2003). However, as I stressed throughout my 
thesis, contemporary spatial governance is extremely dynamic and traditional role 
divisions are not applicable anymore. Instead, my empirical examples illustrate the 
incorporation of a diversity of spatial governance actors, both in terms of types of 
actors and the diversity within these categories. For instance, entrepreneurs in 
the Jane-Finch area play a crucial role in appropriating spaces and contributing 
to local community dynamics manoeuvring a challenging built environment. The 
private developer Daniels CM Corporation (DCM) in Regent Park established 
relationships with social housing provider Toronto Community Housing (TCH) in 
the joint revitalisation scheme to engage the local community beyond contractual 
agreements. And public-sector project managers displayed a variety of attitudes, 
behaviours and reflections to working with private parties in development 
projects. In a way, spatial governance embraces the multitude of spatial governance 
actors, and hence fragmentation, by triggering their existence in the first place. 
Simultaneously, however, growing complexities should not result in a disregard of 
what or who is not governed (Le Galès and Vitale, 2013). 

Neoliberal ideology translates in more than economic changes but is connected to 
agendas of self-responsibilisation, as well as the entrepreneurialisation of the ‘self’ 
(Rossi, 2017; Wilson, 2004). In both Toronto and Amsterdam, policies emphasise 
participation, self-organisation and community emancipation. However, as the case 
of entrepreneurs from the Jane-Finch area illustrated, their disadvantageous position 
in relation to other actors involved in spatial governance hinders their spatial needs 
being met and ultimately diminishes their opportunities, even if they seem to fit 
into the overarching ideology of self-responsibilisation. The example illustrates how 
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entrepreneurialism in governance can lead to serious contradictions (Tasan-Kok 
and Baeten, 2012). In the case of Amsterdam, policies increasingly underscore the 
value and necessity of active citizenship. At the same, however, the restructuring of 
the local state in 2014 re-centralised urban development responsibilities to the city-
wide local administration, removing the districts’ abilities as area developers and 
enlarging the distance between spatial interventions and the activities of residents 
and area-based micro-scale efforts. Thus, spatial governance in both Toronto and 
Amsterdam selectively accommodates fragmentation, while creating challenges for, 
and discouraging some, others. 

How and what forms of fragmentation are accommodated is closely tied to politics. 
In both research settings, political decision-making processes, particularly at 
higher levels, strongly enhanced not only the existence of several dimensions of 
fragmentation at the city level, but also shaped responses to them. In Toronto, for 
instance, fragmentation cannot be understood without the 1998 amalgamation 
which pushed urban development into a stronger market-oriented direction. 
Merging the old city of Toronto with surrounding municipalities, one might 
suspect a more comprehensive grip on the new area. However, the resulting fiscal 
pressures, reliance on property taxes and corresponding local politics hampered 
the local council’s approval of capital-intensive revitalisation schemes (Horak and 
Moore, 2015) and correspondingly the city’s spatial governance to respond to spatial 
needs in commercially unattractive areas, Jane-Finch for example. In Amsterdam, 
the 2008 economic crisis enhanced small-scale and piecemeal approaches to the 
development of the built environment (Savini et al., 2016) coupled with regulatory 
changes, particularly by the national government shaping planning practices in the 
city in the years that followed. At the same time, changes to the local council due to 
the 2018 municipal elections, policies and regulations have become more restrictive 
particularly regarding residential property. All these factors emerged as being 
influential in the ways in which spatial governance accommodated city-building 
endeavours. 

City-building endeavours as process structure

According to Hernes (1976) trivalent model of structural change, transformation 
occurs when different levels divert from each other and alterations can be found 
in both output and process structures. My understanding of city-building endeavours 
captures the process structure in terms of fragmented urban development, and I 
approached it from an institutional perspective. Concretely, it allowed me to assess 
the discrepancy between established spatial governance representing formal and 
informal norms, established patterns and procedures, framing interaction and 
relationships between actors, and the actual processes in concrete development 



161

PART IV: CONCLUSIONS

formations. My empirical cases illuminated three different scenarios in this respect, 
providing insight into fragmented city-building endeavours’ embeddedness in 
spatial governance. Land and property values in particular emerged as crucial pre-
conditions for public - and private sector actor relationships that either placed the 
city-building endeavour into an advantageous or disadvantageous position within 
spatial governance. 

The first scenario can be found in the Regent Park case, in which the city-building 
endeavours as part of the revitalisation effort were very much in line with the 
overarching spatial governance. The area’s inner-city location close to gentrifying 
neighbourhoods and the Central Business District created pressure to redevelop the 
social housing complexes as land and property values were high. Regulatory changes 
that had cut government funding for TCH forced the social housing corporation 
to find new revenue streams, making a public-private partnership attractive. And 
the City, following the recent amalgamation, welcomed a large-scale property 
development project giving this inner-city area a facelift. With these factors coming 
together, the Regent Park revitalisation project started in 2003, and provided the 
foundation for processes extending beyond established procedures. For example, 
the City developed a comprehensive policy framework which combined zoning 
and spatial interventions with the city’s first place-based Social Development Plan, 
allowing for flexibility and creativity, yet setting a firm foundation in terms of social 
objectives. Moreover, TCH and private developer DCM began to closely collaborate 
and experiment with new approaches to engage residents and incorporate existing 
grassroots organisations in their efforts, ascribed to the ideological commitment of 
all invested parties. They include the creation of a wide range of community spaces, 
in the form of public spaces, and creative spaces for artists and youth. Furthermore, 
in some areas where the City or TCH had no influence to decide on the type of 
retailers who would be allowed to rent commercial spaces in the area, DCM 
used its influence and established its own community-retail strategy, renting out 
commercial spaces to local social enterprises and ‘homegrown’ retailers at reduced 
rents (Lorinc, 2018). 

The second contrasting scenario are city-building endeavours in Jane-Finch in 
Toronto. Resourceful community initiatives and community-oriented entrepreneurs 
are active agents in appropriating the built environment and address social needs in 
this disadvantaged area. In novel ways, they define community needs at the micro-
scale and develop creative solutions within the given circumstances. However, 
these micro-scale efforts are a perfect illustration that not all “potentially disruptive 
social practices […] turn into agents that can transform existing contexts” (Savini 
and Bertolini, 2019: 4). Instead, understanding how they are embedded in the 
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wider institutional context illuminates that market-oriented spatial governance 
marginalises these efforts, and ultimately prevents the community’s desired spatial 
interventions in terms of community and commercial space, as the area had, 
for a long time, not been commercially viable for private property development. 
While these conditions slowly change, for instance due to a subway extension also 
encouraging the local administration to reconsider the development potential of 
the area, it remains to be seen how ingrained power relationships and conflictual 
structures of building provision play out for the community. 

The third scenario emerged in Amsterdam. The focus of my analysis was on project 
managers experiences with interacting with private sector actors in property-
driven projects and the learning transfers thereof. Nonetheless, it provided insights 
into the difficult position of ‘area transformation’ projects, which are those city-
building endeavours in which private sector actors take on leading roles in contrast 
to strictly public-sector controlled and more traditional ‘area development’ projects. 
The challenge for these area transformation projects, as well as the public-sector 
project managers who were involved in them, rests on their partial compliance 
and partial discrepancy with overarching spatial governance. New development 
approaches are in line with wider regulatory changes and conditions enhancing 
the position of private sector actors in planning practices. However, discrepancy 
exists in terms of being dependent on collaboration with private sector actors to 
deliver policy objectives in a local context with tightening regulatory and policy 
framework, enabled by high land and property prices increasing market interest, as 
well as discourses on the envisaged role of public sector actors being in command. 

Each scenario highlights a different aspect of spatial governance’s accommodation 
of fragmented urban development. In their totality, they should be understood as 
singularities, but the importance of land and property as repeated instance confirms 
Adams and Tiesdell’s (2010) argument that more attention should be paid to their 
underlying relationships, as well as planners’ active role in property markets. 
Furthermore, the scenarios provide the first insights into processes of institutional 
change. In Chaper 3, I reflected on neo-institutionalist schools and ultimately 
following Buitelaar, Lagendijk and Jacobs (2007) who concluded that with regards 
to planning, this distinction is arbitrary as both may occur simultaneously. My 
empirical analyses confirm this approach. In Amsterdam, for instance, evolutionary 
form of change can be expected with regards to the experiences and learning 
practices of project managers in dealing with property-driven development. 
Interviewees saw the begin of slow changes in terms of acknowledgement of the 
new circumstances and the need to share and develop new approaches, based on 
a variety of uncoordinated experiences in fragmented projects. At the same time, 
the local administration’s ambition to construct 50,000 new apartments by 2025 
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can be considered as an example of collective choice. How processes of change are 
governed by specific elements of transformation is examined in the following section.

Elements of transformation as parameters 

Parameters, according to Hernes (1976), are part of the process structure, and take 
on concrete values. They can either contribute to the stability or change of a system 
by changing, disappearing or emerging. In Chapter 3, I turned to the existing 
literature to explore parameters in terms of elements of transformation that scholars 
have underscored in processes of change in overarching governance arrangements, 
and placed them into five umbrella categories. I did not systematically test these 
elements in my empirical settings, but in line with hermeneutics used them as 
inspiration on my research journey and thought processes. I found that it is through 
many of these previously highlighted elements that spatial governance in Toronto 
and Amsterdam accommodates fragmentations in the sense of creating linkages 
and incorporating fragmented city-building endeavours. Moreover, I revealed that 
while space plays a role it is often neglected in discussions on transformation in the 
existing literature, and once again stressed that spatial governance makes room for 
and reconciles with fragmented urban development, particularly through private 
sector actors, an element that deserves more attention. 

The first category that I defined in Chapter 3 related to elements in public sectors. 
My empirical results confirmed the importance of public sector regulations, not 
only in the creation of fragmentation as was the case through national legislation 
in the Amsterdam setting, but also to incorporate city-building endeavours in 
comprehensive spatial governance by means of a detailed policy framework in 
the Regent Park case in Toronto. Regulation and policies were also closely tied to 
the allocation of resources, especially when different administrative levels pooled 
resources to allow for area-based developments in the cities, and similarly, political 
support from all levels was considered as crucial in experimental practices, as 
repeatedly stressed by interviewees working for Amsterdam’s local administration. 
While the element of ‘expert knowledge and adequate information’ did not emerge 
in my own cases, flexibility of the public sector turned out to be a double-edged 
sword in both settings. In Toronto, it was welcomed and embraced as it allowed 
for approaches to be responsive to local conditions, but it also negatively affected 
micro-scale social efforts in Jane-Finch. In Amsterdam, the lack of flexibility in 
regulations and established approaches was considered as a challenge to link social 
and physical interventions in and around project areas, while too much flexibility 
was criticised in the example of the 40-40-20 ratio determining the composition of 
housing according to income groups in new developments as being negotiable with 
private sector actors. Overall, my empirical results illustrate that it matters greatly 
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to what happens in the public sector. 

The second category that I defined focused on elements in relation to civil society. 
It emphasised grassroots initiatives, counter-hegemonic movements, situated 
struggles and the capacity and leadership of local actors. In relation to this category, 
both my approach and empirical results differ slightly from the existing literature 
on transformation. While acknowledging their value and contribution, I showed 
that it is useful to move beyond the frequently adopted and rather narrow focus of 
counter-hegemonic movements in this respect. My explorations in the Jane-Finch 
area illustrated the importance of entrepreneurs as social agents who played a crucial 
role in local community dynamics and micro-scale social efforts, despite their profit 
orientation. Frequently, these private sector actors were the ones with the capacity 
and leadership skills to implement changes benefitting the local community. 
Moreover, also in Jane-Finch, I uncovered the role of space in linking micro-scale 
efforts. I contend that space should be added as an element of transformation, and 
particularly in terms of its physicality without falling into a spatially deterministic 
perspective.

Thirdly, the existing literature barely mentioned private sector elements, particularly 
in terms of general, generic participation and knowledge contribution. Here I see 
one of my main contributions, arguing that private sector actors play a crucial role 
in transformation processes in market-oriented spatial governance, which deserves 
more scrutiny. In the Regent Park area, private sector actors with considerable 
financial resources to invest in revitalisation were the underlying reason for the 
institutional difference from prevailing spatial governance compared to Jane-Finch, 
where the private sector actors involved were mainly small-scale entrepreneurs. 
Following the collaboration of TCH and DCM in Regent Park, among other factors 
influenced by the personal engagement of visions of the individuals involved, both 
organisations adjusted their strategies to deal with similar projects and set a new 
precedent, hence influencing spatial governance beyond the project scale. 

New forms of relations, covered by the fourth category of relational elements, were 
hence also confirmed. The existing literature furthermore highlighted alliances, 
collective mobilisations and inter-scalar relations, which were all influential in my 
empirical cases. Experiences from Regent Park shaped perceptions and approaches 
to redeveloping disadvantaged neighbourhoods and new forms of collaboration 
between actors, and especially the importance of inter-scalar relations was 
demonstrated. As the examples from Jane-Finch show, solely bottom-up forms of 
decision-making are not sufficient to address communities’ needs in multi-level 
spatial governance. On the other hand, as the Amsterdam case illustrates, multi-
level arrangements can also lead to contradictions and inconsistencies, for instance 



165

PART IV: CONCLUSIONS

when different levels of government put forward diverging approaches. These 
contradictions can lead to a difficult position, and discrepancies between city-
building endeavours and spatial governance.  

Lastly, the elements discussed in the existing literature that I categorised under 
‘cognition’ drew attention to a range of abstract, mental processes and actions. 
Changes in belief system and new ways of thinking were pivotal in city-building 
endeavours across both research settings, and I additionally emphasised the 
differences of discourses and framing ideas in Toronto’s and Amsterdam’s spatial 
governance. The importance of critical self-reflection and normative long-term 
visioning was underscored by public sector interviewees, but in both cities, it was 
criticised and noted that local administrations often do not spend sufficient time 
on these tasks. I concluded that based on these project managers’ experiences in 
Amsterdam, the importance of these cognitive elements and learning transfers 
in urban development processes increases. Combined, elements of transformation 
as parameters concretise how spatial governance accommodates fragmentation, 
as well as abstract notions of transforming prevailing arrangements. However, as 
Hernes (1976) stipulates that parameters are subject to endogenous and exogenous 
influences of a system, questions arise as to the degree to which fragmentations can 
actively be countered in urban development. 

7.3  To what extent can new forms of comprehensiveness 
be created amidst complex and fragmented 
spatial governance activities?

My second research question focused on the creation of new forms of 
comprehensiveness considering contemporary spatial governance complexities and 
the multitude of fragmented spatial governance activities that are often occurring in a 
seemingly uncoordinated manner. I posed that new forms of comprehensiveness can 
be created by investigating possibilities for creating linkages between fragmented 
city-building endeavours, as well as between these endeavours and wider spatial 
governance. However, my empirical explorations also illustrated the challenges 
that emerge related to creating linkages between social and spatial interventions 
in market-oriented spatial governance. In this respect, I concur with Filion, Kramer 
and Sands (2016) on neoliberal conditions limiting ‘urban transformative potential.’ 
At the same time, however, I intended to unravel opportunities and possibilities to 
improve and create new linkages throughout the dissertation. Hereby, I specifically 
adopted a public sector, and particularly public-sector planning perspectives. 

Examining the structuring influence of dominant spatial governance on the one 
hand, and the role of actors and agents in transforming it on the other, revokes 
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longstanding discussions on structure versus agency in the social sciences. 
Following hermeneutic principles, I adopted an intermediary position considering 
actions as neither entirely determined by external structures nor by complete agency 
(Patterson and Williams, 2002). In a similar vein, I followed Hernes (1976) who 
expressed a dual understanding of macro-structures, representing limitations and 
frameworks steering and constraining actors’ behaviours, as well as representing 
the aggregation of actors’ intended and unintended choices. Institutional analyses, 
in this respect, provide a powerful tool to place the action of planners into the wider 
institutional context and looking at positions, power relations and established 
procedures (Salet, 2018). Scrutinising actors and their degrees of agency and 
relationships within overarching institutional structures provides valuable insights 
on the basis of which more targeted actions can be developed.

By emphasising spatial governance complexities in both Toronto and Amsterdam, 
I aimed to clarify that fragmented urban development is neither the fault of the 
individual planner, nor entirely the result of a neoliberalising spatial governance 
structure that lies entirely out of the control of social agents. Contemporary 
conditions in both settings, however, result in the fact that comprehensive planning 
principles of the past are neither feasible nor desirable anymore. Not only do public 
sector planners not find themselves in a position of ultimate control in urban 
development, but many reasons speak against desiring a top-down, expert-driven 
and spatially-deterministic planning practices, ranging from context-specificities, 
multifaceted socio-spatial needs and insights into the social construction of space. 
Nonetheless, abolishing any overarching framework that steers fragmented spatial 
governance activities will not suffice, as the literature on the negative consequences 
of neoliberalising contexts and entrepreneurial planning and governance practices, 
in this respect, is vast. Albrechts (1991) famously contended that planners 
ironically need to become more entrepreneurial to develop innovative and tactical 
ways to better cope with market forces in order to plan ‘for society’ and ‘not for 
capital’. Furthermore, steering development in a future direction on the basis of 
an incomplete, yet as encompassing as possible, picture has been the essence of 
planning as a discipline and practice (Madanipour, 2010). Therefore, I argued that 
comprehensive planning from a present-day perspective requires a new conception 
of what comprehensiveness means.

For several reasons I decided to use comprehensiveness as terminology, instead of a 
new term or adopting a conceptual framework such as relational planning (Boelens, 
2010) or connectivity (Madanipour, 2010) that have already been introduced to 
planning studies. Planning theorists have emphasised that planning thought is not 
stable but constantly evolving (Haselsberger, 2017; Fainstein and DeFilippis, 2016). I 
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wanted to draw on the understanding gained and discussions raised by thinkers in 
the past and build on them. Notions of comprehensiveness in modernist planning, 
for example, were stoutly dismissed as a reaction to criticisms of technocratic 
development practices. Discussions shifted almost entirely from physical space 
to pure relational understandings of comprehensiveness, while disciplines such 
as geography or urban sociology display a much more nuanced engagement with 
the physicality of space and its intertwinement with social processes (Hubbard and 
Kitchin, 2010). I intended to show that relational perspectives and foregrounding 
physical space do not have to contradict each other, and much can be gained from 
a combination of the two. Furthermore, reflecting on meanings of comprehensive 
planning throughout time emphasises the importance of social, political and 
economic contexts in shaping these understandings. This realisation also facilitates 
in situating my own conception of comprehensiveness into present-day conditions, 
and considering it in line with hermeneutics as inherently influenced by my own 
positionality, time and context. 

My view on comprehensiveness based on creating linkages between fragmented 
city-building endeavours incorporates both tangible spatial considerations as well 
as intangible relational connections and learning transfers. Thus, it differs from a 
pure actor-relational approach to planning (Boelens, 2010) by foregrounding space 
instead of considering it as the passive backdrop to social relations and interactions. 
My interpretation is closer to Madanipour (2010) who talks about planning’s role in 
creating connectivity in an institutional and spatial sense. However, also here I see a 
subtle difference in terms of terminology with connections referring to relationships 
of actors and events, while the term linkage expresses both the action and the state 
of being linked. This means that linkages convey a more action-oriented perception 
as well as express a different degree of stability, in line with my objective for long-
lasting transformations in spatial governance. With my exploration of different 
types of linkages in Toronto and Amsterdam, I intended to inspire and highlight 
examples of new avenues to implement new forms of comprehensiveness, even in 
market-oriented spatial governance settings. 

7.4 On transformation through private sector actors 
Throughout this dissertation, I have investigated the interactions between 
city-building endeavours and spatial governance to understand processes of 
transformation. This interest in institutional transformation through multi-
actor constellations led me to explore a relatively recent body of literature that I 
saw emerging in planning studies. Taking neoliberalisation processes as a point 
of departure, scholars are discussing and calling for transformation in terms 
of structural change in planning and governance arrangements. Following my 
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critique on the vague application of ‘transformation’ in many accounts, I tried to be 
explicit about my own understanding of it by differentiating between three levels 
of structure in my notion of transformative spatial governance. The danger that exists 
with ‘transformation’ and related terms is that they become new catchwords, similar 
to place-making, and hence lose their potential to advance substantive discussions 
on contemporary urban development. Nonetheless, I see much potential in this 
literature, especially in terms of avoiding disenchantment related to the current 
state of affairs.  

I see my contribution to the literature on institutional transformation as 
emphasising and deciphering the importance and role of private sector actors in 
processes of urban change. This does not mean that I am giving up my critical views 
on neoliberalisation, nor that I advocate for increased flexibility to accommodate 
market interests in spatial governance, for example. I do, however, differ from 
much of the existing literature on transformation by broadening my focus from 
considering transformative practices as needing to be radically different from the 
present reality (Albrechts, 2016) to include a wider array of practices. In market-
oriented settings, as I illustrated in my thesis, private sector actors influence the 
transmission of experiences and practices from city-building endeavours beyond 
the micro-scale as they provide advantageous conditions for fragmented efforts 
to be linked in comprehensive spatial governance, and hence play a major role in 
enhancing their transformative potential. 

Private sector involvement in urban development practices is often approached 
in negative, generalising terms, without sufficient understanding of the diversity 
of actors that exist within the private sector (Campbell, Tait and Watkins, 2014; 
Henneberry and Parris, 2013). Therefore, in line with scholars criticising over-
simplified characterisation (ibid.), I underscore the importance of critical analyses 
that dissect the diversity of private sector actors. This understanding is an essential 
precondition to develop tools and instruments that utilise market-oriented spatial 
governance in order to bring ‘substance’ back into planning. In fact, the inability of 
generalising and drawing hasty conclusions reached beyond private sector actors in 
my thesis, for instance, the example from Jane-Finch showed that profit orientation 
was not the main goal of entrepreneurs but their activities were frequently 
intertwined with social objectives and community engagement, and the example of 
public sector project managers in Amsterdam showcased some of their divergent 
attitudes and internal conflicts. Contemporary social reality is extremely complex 
and so is spatial governance. Critical understandings of this situation are needed 
to establish cognitive, spatial and institutional linkages, and can also play a role in 
bridging the widening gap between planning studies and practices.  
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Many planning practitioners do not see their daily challenges and situations 
reflected in the planning literature and planning challenges are ‘wicked’ in nature, 
meaning they cannot be subjected to one-size-fits-all solutions (Innes and Booher, 
2010). Nonetheless, the risk of the existing literature on transformation, for example, 
lies in planning scholars primarily discussing elements of transformation pertaining 
to public sector and civil society organisations. This may raise questions on the 
part of practitioners of how to implement the envisaged changes of scholars while 
primarily dealing with private sector actors. In my view, the changes which scholars 
desire in planning practices require concurrent evolution in planning thought. 
The situations that practitioners face should be better reflected in the literature, 
as well as incorporated in planning education (Tasan-Kok and Oranje, 2018). 
Accounts on the diversity of actors and the private sector’s role in transforming 
spatial governance, for instance, can help to indicate mechanisms and opening new 
perspectives on the basis of which planners and other actors can initiate action.

7.5  Responding to fragmentation in planning practice 
Despite the context-specific nature of institutional and spatial fragmentations, as 
well as spatial governance accommodating them, a number of general lessons can 
be drawn for planning practice on the basis of my empirical findings from Toronto 
and Amsterdam. A natural tendency of facing complexity through fragmentation 
seems to be a reversion to small-scale efforts, following a piecemeal approach 
that attempts to tackle local challenges. However, interwoven social, spatial and 
economic realities in cities asks for broader approaches to deal with challenges 
in a more comprehensive and long-standing manner. Public sector influence in 
contemporary urban development may be decreasing in the face of market forces 
(Brenner and Theodore, 2005). Nonetheless, I do not see the importance of planning 
decreasing, but the roles and tasks of planning practitioners is changing. While 
not being in ultimate control, actions of planning practitioners can fundamentally 
influence spatial governance trajectories: I see their role in linking fragmented 
actions, convoluted negotiations and tangled regulation practices in scattered city-
building endeavours with one another, and to overarching policy and governance 
arrangements in the pursuit of transforming wider spatial governance.

Developing adequate responses to fragmentation through planning practice first 
and foremost requires a firm and critical understanding of any given situation. My 
framework on the four dimensions of fragmentation can provide insights in this 
respect. Considering the first dimension, from a public policy perspective, spatial 
justice scholars have highlighted the importance of reconciliating policies affecting 
the urban built environment with those trying to alter social processes, for instance 
to create encounters between people or to link people with organisations, services 
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and employment opportunities (Harvey, 2009). Even though policy integration in this 
respect is often discursively stressed as a major goal in planning (Stead and Meijers, 
2009), internal dynamics and a division of tasks in local administrations may in fact 
result in competing or even contradicting interventions and policies. Thus, a first 
step is to critically reflect on and raise these issues within local administrations. 

With regards to property-driven development projects, critical self-reflection 
is also required with regards to relationships with private sector actors. Lacking 
acknowledgement of private sector influence steering public sector planning, for 
instance, can diminish the potential of developing new and adequate tools to better 
respond to private-sector driven dynamics at hand. I also concur with Adams and 
Tiesdell (2010) that local administrations, and planning practitioners in particular, 
need to be more aware of their influence and role in land and property markets. 
Furthermore, spatial interventions of public planning practitioners in partnership 
with market parties are certain to happen in market-oriented spatial governance, 
and planning practitioners need to understand market dynamics from a private 
sector point of view. Better insight into the strategies, rationales and objectives of 
different actors such as property developers and investors and the diversity within 
these groups, facilitate public sector responses and the selection of development 
partners in efforts to integrate opportunity-driven projects in a more comprehensive 
framework.

Regarding micro-scale social efforts, area-based social interventions, citizen 
initiatives and place-making approaches that centre around the needs of local 
populations also gain popularity in planning practice. Indeed, community-
based activities and bottom-up projects can be effective tools for planners and 
policymakers, as they are directly linked to the neighbourhood and have a thorough 
understanding of people’s needs (Tasan-Kok et al., 2017). However, often there is the 
risk that these notions are advertised on a discursive level, while efforts are neither 
given the financial and spatial means to function to their full potential, and the shift 
towards agendas of self-responsibilisation is often not accompanied by resources 
and decision-making powers. Thus, when advocating and enhancing micro-scale 
social efforts in planning practice, these wider conditions have to be taken into 
account and addressed by planners.  

Furthermore, and despite their economic and social functions, commercial activities 
such as entrepreneurship and retail for instance, have long been overlooked, and 
explicit commercial objectives beneficial to the local population tend to lack, 
particularly in planning interventions targeting socio-economically weaker areas 
(Rankin and McLean, 2015). Sometimes, it is a matter of small changes to the built 
environment, rezoning areas into mixed-use to allow commercial functions, or 
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rent caps that can considerably improve the conditions for residents, bottom-up 
community groups or local entrepreneurs. Planners should also not underestimate 
the crucial influence that space can play in linking different initiatives and 
enhancing their impact, while they should be cautious to not fall into spatially 
deterministic thinking. Spatial interventions should only be made in consultation 
with local residents and communities. 

While planning departments in local administrations tend to deal with property-
driven projects and social initiatives and property development, they appear to 
fail to link them with each other and to broader socio-spatial policy objectives. 
Creating linkages between these seemingly disconnected groups of actions shaping 
urban development bears potential when these linked projects are embedded in 
a firm policy and planning framework. This framework requires, for example, the 
conscious employment of tools such as anti-displacement policies, which aim to 
prevent spatial improvements ultimately resulting in pushing out original residents, 
and the selection of a property developer who is willing to collaborate with the 
local community. On the other hand, revitalisation efforts cannot be considered 
successful if they involve a reduction in social housing units, relocation or pushing 
socio-economically weaker residents to different areas, highlighting the need for 
comprehensive city- and region-wide perspectives.

Processes and relationships at different spatial scales are influential in affecting 
planning practices on the ground. City-building endeavours should be considered 
within these multi-level governance arrangements, as it is not sufficient to purely 
focus on good niche projects without connecting them to an overarching vision. 
Even though planning practitioners operating at the local level have little influence. 
for instance, on legal changes at higher levels that determine the structure of a 
planning system, by considering and forging connections and relationships between 
city-building endeavours and processes at higher levels, they can enhance city-
building endeavours’ potential to be transformed into transformative practices by 
cutting across multiple scales. This involves, for example, sustained conversations 
and exchange of experiences between project managers implementing concrete 
projects and those public sector employees developing new policy directions. 

Thus, notions of learning are crucial in connecting city-building endeavours to 
wider institutional arrangements. With divergent conditions and area-specific actor 
constellations, most challenges that planning practitioners face can be considered 
as ‘wicked’ without a clear-cut solution. Therefore, the goal of creating linkages 
is not to replicate practices. Instead, by setting up structures and formal and 
informal occasions to share experiences and information, experiment and provide 
guidance, can all facilitate the learning transfer from one city-building endeavour 
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to another in a system that strives for fragmentation but avoids the isolation of 
efforts. Planning practitioners and other public sector employees possess a wealth 
of knowledge based on concrete experiences, but with growing complexities it 
becomes more and more important to provide opportunities for this knowledge 
to circulate within a local administration, and beyond. When thinking in terms of 
addressing fragmentation through the creation of linkages, special attention should 
be paid to implementing long-lasting changes in the way spatial organisation is 
linked to community needs, committed to substantive justice and human rights by 
means of a flexible, adaptive yet comprehensive spatial governance that is able to 
generate structural changes. 

7.6 Caveats and recommendations for future research 
In this dissertation, I examined different facets of spatial governance. Having 
underscored dynamics through and between public and private sectors interacting in 
urban development, I repeatedly stressed the importance of not drawing hasty, over-
generalising conclusions especially concerning private sector actors. Nonetheless, 
my focus lied primarily on adopting a public sector planning and policy perspective. 
I conducted research on entrepreneurs active in, or from the Jane-Finch area in 
Toronto, who are essentially private sector actors. I did not engage in a more 
systematic exploration of the diversity of private sector actors myself within the 
framework of this thesis. Particularly considering the rather polarised engagement 
with the private sector in existing literature, much more research is needed that 
uncovers the differences and nuances between and among, for instance, real estate 
actors, developers and investors who represent major players in contemporary 
urban development (WHIG Project, 2019). Analyses addressing the private sector in 
development practices often either adopt very technical perspectives on finance, 
land and property markets, or very critical stances which, however, often lack in-
depth empirical considerations and data (ibid.). Upholding critical perspectives 
while providing rich empirical analyses is crucial to understand market dynamics in 
fragmented urban development. 

I have argued that space does matter but could only touch on the issue in this thesis. 
I believe that much can be gained from placing assessments and examinations of 
physical space more central in planning studies. In geography and other relates 
disciplines, scholars engage much more closely with the role of space in creating 
encounters between people, influencing social interactions and community well-
being. Furthermore, within umbrella terms such as place-making, many community-
responsive practices are explored. However, the micro-scale focus of many of these 
investigations and practices prevents the translation of generated insights from 
micro-scale instances into larger-scale recommendations. Planning, with its unique 
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position of combining insights, thought and approaches from various social sciences 
disciplines in an action-oriented manner, can provide powerful contributions to the 
discussions at hand as well as to bridge the theory practice gap.  

To avoid spatially deterministic notions of physical space, I adopted a relational 
perspective foregrounding space by dissecting actors in the production of urban 
built environments. Yet, in my analyses, I did not explicitly address the crucial 
function of physical spaces as a sphere of investment. The financialisation of the 
built environment, particularly in the field of housing, does not only influence 
spatial governance but has, as embodied process, detrimental effects on the well-
being of individuals and social life (Garcia-Lamarca and Kaika, 2016). Particularly 
since the 2008 economic crisis, investment landscapes have undergone rapid 
changes, taking on new complexities with the emergence of new actors and new 
relationships (Ashton and Christophers, 2015). More concrete knowledge needs to 
be generated on the dynamic nature of these investment landscapes to understand 
their impact on scattered development formations shaping cities.  

It requires further investigations of planner’s roles within property markets and 
intricate regulatory frameworks through the formation of diverse pockets of micro-
regulation (Tasan-Kok et al., 2019). Perceptions of the ungovernable metropolis are 
closely tied to the seemingly chaotic picture, and in order to establish tailor-made 
approaches to the creation of linkages to generate institutional change, these micro-
regulation practices need to be further unravelled. This also involves considerations 
of planning practices embedded in all kinds of regulations at different scales that 
ultimately influence the production of urban built environments and turn planning 
into an increasingly complex undertaking. Additionally, the emergence of a growing 
amount of hybrid actors and blurred responsibilities between public and private 
sector actors (Heurkens and Hobma, 2014) requires further exploration as it 
considerably influences the nature of institutional fragmentation.

The fact that much investment flows have a global dimension draws attention to 
another caveat of my thesis. Looking through the lens of spatial governance allowed 
me to incorporate multi-level perspectives and I have discovered some discrepancies 
between different levels of government regulation. However, my explorations in 
this dissertation stopped at the national scale, and I did not take relationships 
and interactions into account which occurred beyond national boundaries. Future 
research should not only provide insight into global investment flows into local 
built environments, but also consider the existence of supra-national institutions 
such as the European Commission in adding to regulatory intricacies and shaping 
discourses and planning rationales with potential trickle-down effects to small-
scale area-based city-building endeavours. 
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The picture of the intricacies of contemporary spatial governance presented in 
this dissertation is far from being complete. It becomes increasingly difficult but 
at the same time increasingly important to dissect what is governed and by whom. 
The body of literature on institutional transformation in prevailing planning and 
governance arrangements that I saw emerging over the past years has the potential 
to provide valuable and new impulses in discussions on structural change and 
planners’ roles within it. However, I maintain my position that private sector 
dynamics should not be left out of the discussion but in fact be placed centrally 
and scrutinised further. Planning needs to evolve and develop new instruments to 
respond to changing conditions due to market dynamics. Filling the existing gaps 
in research and gaining intensified knowledge on complexifying spatial governance 
is crucial to develop new avenues for comprehensive planning in fragmented urban 
development.  
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Appendix: List of Interviewees  
Amsterdam, February 2019

NO. DATE POSITION CATEGORY

1 February 26, 2019 Project Manager at Project 
Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

2 February 21, 2019 Project Manager at Project 
Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

3 February 21, 2019 Junior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

4 February 20, 2019 Senior Urban Designer at Space 
and Sustainability division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

5 February 20, 2019 Project Manager at Project 
Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

6 February 15, 2019 Senior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

7 February 14, 2019 Senior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

8 February 13, 2019 Senior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

9 February 12, 2019 Senior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

Amsterdam, June – October 2018 

NO. DATE POSITION CATEGORY

10 October 19, 2018 Urban Planner at Space and 
Sustainability division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

11 October 12, 2018 Public Space Manager at 
District South East

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

12 October 3, 2018 Junior Project Manager at 
Project Management Office

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

13 October 2, 2018 Trainee at Space and 
Sustainability division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

14 October 2, 2018 Senior Advisor Research at 
Amsterdam Federation of 
Housing Corporations

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)
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NO. DATE POSITION CATEGORY

15 September 28, 2018 Area Developer at Eigen Haard Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

16 September 25, 2018 Senior Advisor at Sport 
and Forestry division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

17 September 14, 2018 Urban Development 
Manager at District East

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

18 September 10, 2018 Senior Chief Strategist at Space 
and Sustainability division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

19 June 6, 2018 Policy Advisor at Ground and 
Development division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

Toronto, May 2016

NO. DATE POSITION CATEGORY

20 May 24, 2016 Vice-President Development 
at Daniels Corporation CM

Private sector actor

21 May 24, 2016 Associate Development Manager 
at Toronto Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

22 May 24, 2016 Director Resident and 
Community Services at Toronto 
Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

23 May 24, 2016 Associate Development Manager 
at Toronto Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

24 May 24, 2016 Revitalisation and Renewal Manager 
at Toronto Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

25 May 24, 2016 North York Community Planner 
at City Planning division

Local administration

26 May 17, 2016 Stakeholder Engagement Lead 
at City Planning division

Local administration

27 May 17, 2016 Director Strategic Initiatives 
at City Planning division

Local administration

28 May 16, 2016 Programme Manager Toronto 
& East York district at City 
Planning division

Local administration

29 May 16, 2016 Manager Strategic Initiatives 
at City Planning division

Local administration
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30 May 16, 2016 Supervisor Community 
Recreation at Parks, Forestry 
and Recreation division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

31 May 16, 2016 Community Recreation 
Programmer at Parks, Forestry 
and Recreation division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

32 May 16, 2016 Community Recreation 
Programmer Parks, Forestry 
and Recreation division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

33 May 16, 2016 Community Recreation 
Programmer Parks, Forestry 
and Recreation division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

34 May 18, 2016 Representative of 
Community Development & 
Recreation Committee

Public sector actor (politician)

35 May 18, 2016 Director Social Policy, Research 
and Analysis at Social Policy, 
Research and Analysis division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

36 May 19, 2016 Development Director at 
Toronto Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

37 May 19, 2016 Director Resident and 
Community Services at Toronto 
Community Housing

Public sector actor 
(housing corporation)

Toronto, September – November 2015

NO. DATE POSITION CATEGORY

38 November 4, 2015 Group interview with 7 
entrepreneurs & researchers 
at Social Innovation Hub 
of Brown College

Private & public sector actors

39 November 4, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

40 November 3, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

41 November 3, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

42 October 29, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

43 October 27, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

44 October 26, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor
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45 October 23, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

46 October 22, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

47 October 21, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

48 October 20, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

49 October 20, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

50 October 20, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

51 October 19, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

52 October 19, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

53 October 19, 2015 Researcher on neighbourhood-
based local Economic development 
at University of Toronto

Public sector actor (research)

54 October 15, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

55 October 13, 2015 Member of Economic 
Development Committee of 
Toronto Region Board of Trade

Private sector actor

56 October 9, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

57 October 9, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

58 October 7, 2015 Neighbourhood Manager Jane-
Finch at United Way Toronto

Civil society

59 October 6, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

60 October 6, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

61 October 5, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

62 October 5, 2015 Executive Director at Access 
Community Capital Fund

Civil society

63 October 2, 2015 Community Activist Civil society

64 October 2, 2015 Community Planner and Project 
Manager at City Planning Division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)
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65 October 2, 2015 Project Manager Tower and 
Neighbourhood Revitalisation at 
Social Development division

Public sector actor (local 
administration)

66 October 1, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

67 October 1, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

68 October 1, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

69 September 30, 2015 Branch Manager Private sector actor

70 September 30, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

71 September 30, 2015 Branch Manager Private sector actor

72 September 30, 2015 Mall Manager Private sector actor

73 September 28, 2015 Community Activist Civil society actor

74 September 28, 2015 Branch Manager at RBC 
Bank Jane-Finch

Private sector actor

75 September 28, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

76 September 27, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

77 September 27, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

78 September 26, 2015 Entrepreneur Private sector actor

79 September 24, 2015 Programme Leader at Toronto 
YFC/Youth Unlimited

Civil society actor

80 September 22, 2015 Community Minister at Jane-
Finch Community Ministry

Civil society actor

81 September 22, 2015 Small Business Developer at Black 
Creek Micro Credit Programme

Civil society actor
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Summary (English)
Urban development is fragmenting: Entrepreneurial planning strategies involving a 
wide range of actors have been replacing managerial public sector-led approaches. 
While scholars lament the dissolution of social and spatial interventions, 
disconnected opportunity-driven development projects are mushrooming in cities. 
Moreover, multifaceted initiatives - enhanced by shifts in public policy towards active 
citizenship and self-responsibilisation - adjust, or become more vocal about their 
claims to, the built environment in line with explicit social objectives. This dynamic 
form of contemporary urban development characterised by the sheer complexity 
and multitude of fragmented efforts stands in stark contrast to modernist ideals of 
comprehensive planning, in which public sector planners imagined themselves in 
a position of ultimate control. Nonetheless, the desire for comprehensiveness in 
planning remains strong. 

This dissertation seeks a new approach to create forms of comprehensiveness 
amidst the complex spatial governance practices underpinning fragmented urban 
development. Neoliberal transformations are considered as a cause of institutional 
fragmentation in wider spatial governance structures, allowing diverse sets of actors 
and organisations to come together in delineated development formations. These 
formations are conceptualised as city-building endeavours and shed light on how 
actors’ close-knit interactions and relationships increasingly blur the boundaries 
between public, private and civil society sectors. Existing literature, however, 
exhibits a compartmentalised engagement with fragmentation and particularly 
approaches property-driven projects and social initiatives either as entirely 
separately, or automatically treats them as inherent adversaries.

It is not advocated for a reversion to modernist comprehensive planning 
principles. Instead, the dissertation stipulates the need for a new conception 
of comprehensiveness that is based on the creation of possibilities for linkages 
between fragmented city-building endeavours, as well as between these endeavours 
and wider spatial governance. Conceptually, the notion of transformative spatial 
governance is modelled, understanding spatial governance as transformative when 
its institutional patterns change on the basis of concrete, area-based city-building 
endeavours. It is argued that this form of transformation is pivotal to uphold a 
spatial governance structure that allows city-building endeavours to flourish and 
simultaneously places them into a firm but flexible and adaptive framework to avoid 
fragmentation’s negative effects and externalities.

To this end, the dissertation identifies and engages with a recent body of literature 
that centres around transformation and structural changes in planning and 
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governance, stemming from scholars’ discontent with contemporary processes of 
neoliberalisation: The fact that public sector planners and planning organisations 
both interact with and participate in variegated city-building endeavours, which 
can have various and contradictory objectives, is considered as a major source of 
the prevalent sentiment in scholarly literature that planning practice is losing its 
grip and substance. However, the literature’s scattered occurrence, use of different 
terminology and multiple assumptions, not always clearly articulated, diminish its 
potential to develop into a distinct research area. Additionally, a systematic review 
of these accounts reveals the neglect of private sector actors as important elements 
in bringing about the scholars’ desired transformations.  

Therefore, this dissertation distinctly considers property-driven development 
formations as instigators of structural change and explores their linkages to 
micro-scale social efforts. Toronto in Canada and Amsterdam in the Netherlands, 
as well as their respective planning systems, serve as research settings in which 
the analyses of this cumulative dissertation take place. Utilising hermeneutics 
as methodological underpinning allowed for a continuous shift between, and a 
combined analysis of, existing planning practices and normative theorising in 
the research design, data collection and analysis. Furthermore, hermeneutics 
emphasises the context-embedded nature of social relations and context-specific 
interpretation of social phenomena, while allowing for a rigorous scientific analysis. 
The adopted institutional perspective provides an understanding of the elements 
and conditions that turn some, but not all, endeavours into ‘game changers’ by 
altering existing spatial governance arrangements.

In Toronto, the focus lies on the role of space in creating linkages between micro-
scale social efforts in the disadvantaged low-income area Jane-Finch, as well as on 
a comparative analysis of Jane-Finch and the inner-city neighbourhood Regent 
Park. The former reveals how different spaces carry important community but also 
commercial functions for local entrepreneurs through which linkages are created 
and relationships established, and provides an explanation for the lack of systematic 
spatial interventions despite their potential to amplify the impact of social efforts. 
The latter unravels conditions for the creation of linkages between property-
driven developments and community concerns from a public policy perspective 
by comparing divergent institutional arrangements and actor constellations in 
two areas: one commercially viable for and one unattractive to private property 
development. In Amsterdam, the focus lies on the creation of linkages through 
intangible learning transfers of public sector project managers, gained through 
their interaction with property industry actors. The empirical analysis discerns 
the obstacles faced by project managers operating in a context which on the 
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one hand is characterised by flexibilization, institutional fragmentation and the 
accommodation of private sector interests, and on the other hand by a tightening 
regulatory framework in relation to the production of housing at the municipal 
level. 

Despite their path-dependent and contingent nature, it is found that spatial 
governance in Toronto and Amsterdam accommodates fragmentation through 
complex and dynamic relationships between various actors, whose roles extended 
beyond traditional or stereotypical perceptions. The involvement of private sector 
actors and wider state-market relationships in land and property emerge as crucial 
pre-conditions for city-building endeavours to develop alternative institutional 
relations that were not marginalised but actively incorporated in overarching 
arrangements. Hence, the development of new forms of collaboration between 
private property and other actors in area-specific developments, and particularly 
their connection to micro-scale social efforts, should be at the core of attempts to 
restore substance in planning. 

The dissertation provides new impulses and perspectives on the basis of which 
planning scholars and practitioners can initiate action. Highlighting spatial 
governance complexities illustrates that fragmented urban development is neither 
the fault of the individual planner, nor entirely the result of a neoliberalising spatial 
governance structure that lies entirely out of the control of social agents. The analysis 
suggests that public planners can crucially influence urban development, not in the 
traditional sense by being in command but by creating possibilities for linkages 
between fragmented actions in spatial governance. The substance of planning, it 
is argued, can be found in fragmentation. It requires, however, that practitioners 
drop outdated ideals of comprehensive planning and shift their approach to the 
creation of linkages; it is the planning scholars’ task to support them in this pursuit: 
the transformations which scholars desire in planning practice require concurrent 
evolution in planning thought.
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Samenvatting (Dutch Summary)
Stedelijke ontwikkeling gebeurt op een steeds gefragmenteerdere manier: 
Kansengestuurde strategieën waarbij een breed scala aan actoren betrokken zijn, 
hebben de door de overheidssector geleide benaderingen vervangen. Terwijl 
wetenschappers over de ontbinding van sociale en ruimtelijke interventies klagen, 
komen losgekoppelde ontwikkelingsprojecten op in steden. Bovendien zijn er 
veelzijdige initatieven – versterkt door verschuivingen in het overheidsbeleid 
die actief burgerschap ondersteunen – die de ruimtelijke omgeving in 
overeenstemming met hun expliciete sociale doelstellingen (willen) aanpassen. 
Deze dynamische vorm van hedendaagse stadsontwikkeling, die wordt gekenmerkt 
door een enorme complexiteit en veelheid van gefragmenteerde inspanningen in de 
ruimtelijke omgeving, staat in schril contrast met modernistische idealen van een 
alomvattende stadsontwikkeling, waarin planologen van de publieke sector zich in 
een positie van complete controle wisten. Desalniettemin blijft het verlangen naar 
‘alomvattendheid’ in de planologie groot. 

Dit proefschrift zoekt een nieuwe benadering om vormen van ‘alomvattendheid’ 
te creëren te midden van de complexe praktijken van ruimtelijk bestuur, die in 
gefragmenteerde stedelijke ontwikkeling resulteren. Neoliberale transformaties 
worden beschouwd als een oorzaak van institutionele fragmentatie in bredere 
ruimtelijke bestuursstructuren, waardoor verschillende groepen actoren en 
organisaties kunnen samenkomen in afgebakende ontwikkelingsformaties. 
Deze formaties zijn geconceptualiseerd als city building endeavours 
(stadsbouwinspanningen) en werpen een licht op hoe de hechte interacties en 
relaties van actoren de grenzen tussen publieke, private en maatschappelijke 
sectoren steeds meer doen vervagen. Bestaande literatuur vertoont echter een 
gecompartimenteerde betrokkenheid bij fragmentatie en benadert in het bijzonder 
vastgoedgestuurde projecten en sociale initiatieven als geheel afzonderlijk, of 
behandelt ze automatisch als tegengesteld.

In dit proefschrift pleit ik niet voor een omschakeling naar modernistische, 
alomvattend planningsprincipes. In plaats daarvan stel ik de behoefte aan een nieuw 
concept van ‘alomvattendheid’ dat gebaseerd is op het creëren van mogelijkheden 
voor koppelingen tussen gefragmenteerde city-building endeavours evenals tussen 
deze inspanningen en een ruimer ruimtelijk bestuur. De notie van transformative 
spatial governance (transformatief ruimtelijk bestuur) wordt gemodelleerd, 
waarbij ruimtelijk bestuur als transformerend wordt begrepen wanneer zijn 
institutionele patronen veranderen op basis van concrete, gebiedsgerichte 
stadsbouwinspanningen. Er wordt betoogd dat deze vorm van transformatie cruciaal 
is om een ruimtelijke bestuursstructuur te handhaven die het mogelijk maakt om 
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city-building endeavours te laten floreren en ze tegelijkertijd in een stevig maar 
flexibel en adaptief kader te plaatsen om de negatieve effecten en externe effecten 
van fragmentatie te voorkomen.

Daartoe identificeer ik een recente literatuur die zich bezighoudt met transformatie 
en structurele veranderingen in planning en bestuur, voortkomend uit de 
onvrede van wetenschappers over hedendaagse neoliberalisatieprocessen: het 
feit dat planners en planningsorganisaties van de publieke sector deelnemen aan 
gevarieerde stadsbouwinspanningen, die verschillende en soms tegenstrijdige 
doelstellingen kunnen hebben, wordt beschouwd als een belangrijke bron van het 
heersende sentiment in de wetenschappelijke literatuur dat de planningspraktijk 
zijn grip en inhoud verliest. Bovendien onthult een systematische beoordeling 
van de literatuur de veronachtzaming van de rol van de privésector in de van de 
wetenschappers overwogen transformatieprocessen. 

Daarom beschouwt dit proefschrift ontwikkelingsformaties, die vooral door kansen 
voor ontwikkelaars op de vastgoedmarkt zijn gedreven, als aanzet tot structurele 
verandering en onderzoekt het hun verbanden met kleinschalige sociale initatieven 
op buurtniveau. Toronto in Canada en Amsterdam in Nederland dienen als 
onderzoeksachtergrongen voor de analyses van dit cumulatieve proefschrijft. Het 
gebruik van hermeneutiek als methodologische onderbouwing zorgde voor een 
voortdurende integratie tussen, en een gecombineerde analyse van, bestaande 
planningspraktijken en normatieve theorievorming in het onderzoeksontwerp, 
gegevensverzameling en analyse. Bovendien benadrukt hermeneutiek de context-
ingebedde aard van sociale relaties en context-specifieke interpretatie van sociale 
fenomenen, terwijl een rigoureuze wetenschappelijke analyse mogelijk is. Het 
toegepaste institutionele perspectief biedt inzicht in de elementen en voorwaarden 
die sommige, maar niet alle, city-building endeavours omzetten in ‘game changers’ 
door bestaande regelingen voor ruimtelijk bestuur te wijzigen. 

In Toronto ligt de nadruk op de rol van ruimte bij het creëren van koppelingen 
tussen kleinschalige sociale initatieven in het achtergestelde gebied Jane-Finch, 
evenals op een vergelijkende analyse van Jane-Finch en de binnenstadswijk Regent 
Park. De eerste casus laat zien hoe verschillende ruimtes niet alleen belangrijke 
functies voor de lokale gemeenschappen dragen, maar ook commerciële functies 
voor lokale ondernemers waardoor koppelingen worden gecreëerd en relaties 
worden gelegd. Verder biedt het een verklaring voor het gebrek aan systematische 
ruimtelijke interventies ondanks hun potentieel om de impact van sociale projecten 
te vergroten. De tweede casus ontrafelt voorwaarden voor het creëren van verbanden 
tussen vastgoedgestuurde ruimtelijke projekten en maatschappelijke belangen 
vanuit een publiek beleidsperspectief. Uiteenlopende institutionele regelingen en 
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actoropstellingen worden vergelijken in Regent Park, een commercieel interessant 
gebied voor vastgoedontwikkelaars, en Jane-Finch, een onaantrekkelijk gebied voor 
de ontwikkeling van particulier onroerend goed. In Amsterdam ligt de nadruk op het 
creëren van koppelingen door immateriële leeroverdrachten van projectmanagers in 
de publieke sector, opgedaan door hun interactie met actoren in de vastgoedsector. 
De empirische analyse onderscheidt de obstakels voor projectmanagers die 
opereren in een context die enerzijds wordt gekenmerkt door flexibilisering en de 
behartiging van belangen van de privésector, en anderzijds door een aangescherpt 
regelgevingskader met betrekking tot de productie van huisvesting op gemeentelijk 
niveau.

Ondanks hun padafhankelijke en contingente aard, blijkt dat ruimtelijk bestuur in 
Toronto en Amsterdam fragmentatie mogelijk maakt door complexe en dynamische 
relaties tussen verschillende actoren, wier rol verder reikte dan traditionele of 
stereotiepe percepties. De betrokkenheid van actoren uit de particuliere sector 
en bredere staats-marktrelaties in grond en onroerend goed blijken cruciale 
voorwaarden te zijn voor city-building endeavours om alternatieve institutionele 
relaties te ontwikkelen, die niet zijn gemarginaliseerd maar actief zijn opgenomen 
in het breder ruimtelijke bestuur. Daarom moet de ontwikkeling van nieuwe 
vormen van samenwerking tussen vastgoed – en andere actoren in gebiedspecifieke 
ontwikkelingen, en met name hun verband met kleinschalige sociale initiatieven, 
de kern vormen van pogingen om de ‘inhoud’ van de planningspraktijk te herstellen.

Dit proefschrift biedt nieuwe impulsen en perspectieven op basis waarvan 
planologen actie kunnen ondernemen. Het benadrukken van complexiteit van 
ruimtelijk bestuur illustreert dat gefragmenteerde stedelijke ontwikkeling noch 
de schuld is van de individuele planner of stedenbouwkundige, noch volledig het 
resultaat van een neoliberaliserende ruimtelijke bestuursstructuur die volledig 
buiten de controle van sociale agenten ligt. De analyse suggereert dat planners van 
het publieke sector van cruciaal belang kunnen zijn voor stadsontwikkeling, niet in 
de traditionele zin door de leiding te hebben, maar door mogelijkheden te creëren 
voor koppelingen tussen gefragmenteerde acties in de ruimtelijke ontwikkeling. De 
inhoud van planning, zo wordt betoogd, kan worden gevonden in fragmentatie. Het 
vereist echter dat beoefenaars verouderde idealen van een ‘alomvattende planning’ 
laten vallen en hun benadering verleggen naar het creëren van koppelingen; het is de 
taak van wetenschappers om hen bij dit streven te ondersteunen: de transformaties 
die wetenschappers in de planningspraktijk wensen, vereisen een gelijktijdige 
evolutie in het planningsdenken.
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