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1. INTRODUCTION

Regional planning, urban planning, and other public mechanisms that address the 
shaping of spatial development take different forms worldwide. Planning systems 
aimed at spatial development are quite different, even within the EU. The territo-
rial levels, instruments, professional-disciplinary bases, and even the fundamental 
mission of planning may be totally different. These differences can be traced back 
to the variation in the constitutional and institutional arrangements, political ide-
ologies, and geographical and cultural characteristics of countries. In fact, even 
the terms used in the national languages of Member States for various fields of 
spatial planning cannot be fully translated into other languages because of their 
deep embeddedness in country-specific contexts. Despite some efforts, regional 
and urban planning have not become part of the community policy of the Europe-
an Union (Faludi, 2011), although many EU policies and increasing cooperation 
among Member States indirectly but effectively influence the planning practices 
of the latter (Dallhammer et al., 2018). Despite this process (called Europeani-
sation) and the fact that planning faces the same global challenges, most authors 
(e.g. Purkarthofer, 2016; Stead, 2013; Böhme and Waterhout, 2008) agree that 
there has been no obvious convergence among the spatial planning systems of the 
respective countries and, as Nadin has stated (2012), Europe still has many varie-
ties of planning which – despite reform and Europeanisation – remain distinctive.

As European integration has progressed, the need to link different national 
spatial planning systems has grown as EU policies increasingly require the coor-
dination of territorial development. Moreover, the implementation of EU policies 
like Cohesion Policy and EU agendas like the Green Deal, smart growth, etc., 
require the integrated contribution of spatial planning at various levels. This Euro-
pean interest in spatial planning has triggered extensive international cooperation 
and exchange concerning planning mechanisms and policies (Dühr et al., 2010) 
during the last three decades. The cross-national comparison of spatial planning 
is increasingly demanded due to the single market of the EU, the necessity of 
reacting jointly to global challenges, the multi-level governance exerted within 
the EU, and the increasing need for cross-border cooperation related to spatial 
development. 

These developments have generated a wave of comparative policy research in 
Europe since the 2000s, spurred by research funding from EU research framework 
programs that often require international collaboration and comparison. Other EU 
funding has been specifically targeted spatial planning – notably, the INTERREG 
and ESPON programmes, which fund targeted research, together with direct fund-
ing from EU and Council of Europe institutions, especially for evaluating the 
impact of EU policies in Member States (Nadin, 2012). Other authors (Verweij 
and Trell, 2019; Assche et al., 2020) emphasize that the need for learning from 
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other planning systems is a demand for comparison. Not surprisingly, internation-
al comparative subjects are now starting to be introduced into planning education, 
too (Othengrafen and Galland, 2019).

The first condition for comparing different spatial planning systems has been 
the establishment of a common European conceptual framework. In the past three 
decades, the term ‘spatial planning’ has expanded to uniformly cover and highlight 
various styles of spatial planning that are present in Europe (in its emergence see 
Williams, 1996; Tewdwr-Jones, 2001; Kunzmann, 2006). Although this concept 
emerged as a result of policy efforts, the researchers of the development and institu-
tionalisation of Europe-wide spatial planning have played an important role in the 
academic conceptualisation of the term (Böhme, 2002; Faludi and Waterhout, 2002; 
Faludi, 2004, 2011; Janin Rivolin, 2012; Kunzmann, 2006). In European institutions 
since the early 2000s, there has been a shift in the terms used to imply the coordina-
tion or integration of the territorial impacts of sectoral policies – from ‘spatial plan-
ning’ through ‘spatial development’ to ‘territorial governance’ (ESPON, 2018, p. 8) 
(Territorial governance expresses more the coordinating nature and multi-actor 
character of shaping spatial development, although in this paper, the broader mean-
ing of ‘spatial planning’ is used, which includes territorial governance1). Besides 
its other interpretations, spatial planning has become a neutral umbrella concept 
– as applied in this paper – that encompasses both the different planning concepts 
of different countries and, in addition to more traditional urban and regional plan-
ning, other public coordination mechanisms that address spatial (including urban) 
development (from transport planning to place-based economic and community 
development to the spatial coordination of sectoral policies), while spatial plans at 
different geographical scales, from the local to the national and even transnational 
regions, are also part of this (Salamin and Péti, 2019).2 

The diversity of planning can be experienced not only among countries, but 
their nature and character also change over time mainly due to the necessity to 
respond adaptively to changing societal and political conditions3 resulting in new 
forms of plannings.

The goal of the paper is to methodologically contribute to attempts at com-
paring various forms of spatial planning by proposing an instrument-oriented 
comparative model – a ‘map’ of spatial planning forms. This model and its 

1   For more about definitions of territorial governance see Van Well and Schmitt, 2017, p. 13.
2  The use of the term ‘spatial planning’ is diverse. Mainly in the English translations of national 
pieces of work but also in Larsson’s book (2006) spatial planning is often referred to as physical 
planning. The authors of the most recent related ESPON project (2018) have narrowed down spatial 
planning to more traditional physical planning, and its new, more comprehensive forms are classified 
under the concept of territorial governance, while others believe that planning is spatial governance 
(Assche et al., 2020).
3  According to Nadin et al. (2021) this adaptivity is one of the key features of spatial planning to be 
succesful in dealing with wicked problems of the society.
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visual tool enable the comparative identification of the nature of specific plans, 
planning regimes, and planning in a broader sense, and to differentiate tradition-
al and new forms of planning that are being understood in line with European 
spatial planning trends. The methodology behind the development of the tool 
includes the identification of the possible forms of planning and a review of Eu-
ropean empirical comparative studies on spatial planning to identify the current 
challenges of comparative research in this field. The proposed model reflects 
on some of these challenges, and some illustrations of the use of the tool are 
also provided. Besides the analysis of European spatial planning literature, con-
sultations with experts (see acknowledgements) on European planning systems 
and the author’s domestic and international planning experience were essential 
for understanding the various aspects of planning and validating the author’s 
assumptions.

2. LESSONS LEARNED FROM ATTEMPTS TO COMPARATIVELY 
TYPIFY PLANNING SYSTEMS

While the need for comparing different national policies is as old as European 
integration, the systemic comparison of spatial planning systems started in the 
early 1990s and gained particular momentum in the mid-2010s (See Davies et al., 
1989; Newman and Thornley, 1996; ECE, 1997; Farinós Dasí, 2006; Reimer 
et al., 2014). The analysis of these classifications by Nadin and Stead (2012, 2013) 
and Nadin (2012) led to significant progress in understanding the interpretations 
of comparative studies. Several theoretical frameworks4 have been developed to 
conceptualise how spatial planning systems and cultures may be compared: 
Ernste suggested the frame analysis of planning cultures (2012); Janin Rivolin 
proposed the consideration of planning systems as institutional technologies to be 
relevant grounds for comparison (2012); Servillo and Broeck introduced a strate-
gic-relational institutionalist approach (2012); and Reimer and Blotevogel (2012) 
and Knieling and Othengrafen (2016) argued for the analysis of planning cultures. 
In what follows, we focus on the methods applied in the main empirical studies, 
particularly the aspects they considered relevant for comparisons. Various small-
scale comparative studies have provided in-depth analyses of two or three sys-
tems, but very few studies have attempted a more comprehensive comparison of 
a large number of planning systems (Nadin and Stead, 2013).

4  In 2012, the Planning Practice and Research journal published a separate thematic issue dedicated 
to the topic (Nadin, 2012) based on the work of the European Working Group on the Comparison of 
Planning Systems and the Commun project funded by the INTERREG initiative, thereby specifying 
several theoretical approaches to comparative research in European spatial planning.
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Nadin and Stead (2013) distinguished two approaches to constructing typol-
ogies for planning systems: classifications based primarily on legal and admin-
istrative structures, and typologies that use ‘ideal types.’5 In the first approach, 
comparing the characteristics of planning ‘systems’ can be used to systematically 
classify or categorise systems in a mutually exclusive and exhaustive way. Thus, 
each system is allocated to one category only. It should be possible to categorise 
all systems, but in practice, a meaningful categorisation of complex planning sys-
tems is very difficult. Systems may, for example, be similar according to some 
criteria but dissimilar according to other. Nadin and Stead (2013) analysed and 
drew up the first empirical classifications on the basis of legal-institutional as-
pects, defining the legal ‘families’ of planning: Davies et al. (1989) distinguished 
the planning systems of Common Law in England and the Napoleonic codes of 
continental Europe, while Newman and Thornley (1996) distinguished Nordic, 
British, Germanic and Napoleonic, and East European groups. The ‘ideal-types’ 
approach was introduced in 1997 by the Commission of the European Communi-
ties’ (CEC) report entitled The EU compendium of Spatial Planning Systems and 
Policies (Compendium), which represented the most powerful typology-driven 
approach to date. This study was born in response to the increasing demand for 
the coordination of national spatial planning practices from the 1990s onwards 
– a period Faludi (2011) called the ‘Boom era’ of European spatial planning. The 
compendium introduced four distinctive planning types specified as traditions in 
Europe. The land-use management tradition focuses on the regulation of changes 
in the use of land; regional economic planning concerns the pursuit of a wide 
range of socioeconomic objectives, focusing on managing development process-
es and public investment; in the comprehensive integrated tradition, a systemic 
and formal hierarchy of plans focus on coordinating different sectors to support 
spatial coordination; finally, the urbanism tradition has a strong architectural fla-
vour and is concerned with urban design, townscapes, and building control (for 
details, see Table 2). These traditions were developed as ideal types and applied in 
the study as measures against which the reality in Member States could be com-
pared. As Nadin – one of the authors of the Compendium – has claimed, national 
planning systems in all Member States show some degree of affiliation with all 
four traditions. However, they are more closely related to certain traditions than 
others. The Compendium applied seven variables for analysis: (1) legal family 
context, (2) scope in terms of policy topics, (3) the extent of national and regional 

5  Additionally, a  more geography based typology should be mentioned. In several works (e.g. 
TANGO, 2013; Newman and Thornley, 1996; Knielling and Othengrafen, 2016; Salamin, 2018) 
macroregions of Europe are considered as entities with countries having similar spatial planning 
and territorial governance characteristics. These macroregional divisions are in relation with the 
macroregions of Northern-, Western-, Southern and Central-Eastern Europe synthetised for the 
common policy framework for territorial development of the EU in the Territorial Agenda process 
(Sütő et al., 2010).
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planning, (4) the locus of power and distribution of competence between central and 
local government, (5) the relative roles of public and private sectors, (6) the maturity 
of the systems (i.e., how well they are established in government and public life), 
and (7) the apparent distance between the expressed spatial development goals and 
the outcomes (Nadin and Stead, 2013) (Table 1). It is important to recognise that the 
final two aspects involve judgement about the quality of the systems, which infers 
the sensitive issue of making political critiques when comparing countries. 

Table 1. Dimensions and categories applied to describe the nature of the four planning traditions of 
the Compendium

Spatial 
planning 

traditions/
models

Legal 
family Scope

National 
and 

regional 
planning

Locus 
of 

power

Public 
or 

private
Maturity Distance

Regional 
economic 
planning

Mixed Wide National 
planning

Centre 
and 
local

Public Mature Mixed

Comprehen-
sive integrated

Mixed Wide Multi-
level

Mixed Public Mature Narrow

Land-use 
management

Di-
scretion

Narrow Local Centre Mixed Mature Narrow

Urbanism Code Narrow Local Local Mixed Immature Wide

Source: Nadin and Stead (2013, p. 1553).

In the mid-2000s, the ESPON 2.3.2 project entitled the Governance of Territo-
rial and Urban Policies from Local to EU level (Farinós Dasí, 2006) represented 
the second comprehensive comparative analysis at the European level. It used the 
four models of the Compendium and modestly updated them with developments 
that had taken place since then, also including the new Member States at that time 
and Switzerland and Norway (as partners in the ESPON programme). By reveal-
ing the shifts between models employed by countries, it moved the focus on plan-
ning from a static system to the dynamics of change. In this report, Farinós Dasí 
et al. proposed a three-dimensional approach to identify the characteristics of spa-
tial planning systems (Fig. 1): (1) Level (from local to supra-national), (2) Style 
(including the models of the Compendium), and (3) Focus of planning in relation 
to the scope (physical, economic, environmental). For each dimension, the soft 
vs. hard dichotomy was introduced. In the authors’ understanding, the terms ‘hard’ 
and ‘soft’ referred to how instruments and rules in spatial planning were more 
(‘hard’) or less (‘less’) formal and clearly (closed) established from a legislative 
or juridical point of view. Higher levels and more comprehensive integrated mod-
els were understood as ‘softer’. 
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Fig. 1. Dimensions of identifying spatial development planning using the ESPON 2.3 approach 
Source: Farinós Dasí (2006, p. 110).

As one of the results of the ESPON COMPASS research project (2018) Berisha 
et al. (2021) created a more focused classification of European spatial governance 
and planning systems according to the latter’s capacity for public control over 
spatial development. Based on the analysis of the relation to the mechanisms to 
allocate land use and spatial development rights as well as to the prevalence of the 
state vs. the market in guiding the development decisions in the planning systems, 
they classified the systems of 39 countries in an exclusive and exhaustive manner. 
By this work this type of distinctive classification has proved to be more appropri-
ate in the case of such a focused comparison, than in a more general comparison.

Various authors have drawn attention to various limitations of former classi-
fications. Getimis (2012) has emphasized the need for a multi-scalar approach to 
understanding spatial planning and has claimed that comparative analysis should 
focus on the changes emerging in actor arenas at different scales of planning 
practices (project/local, city, regional, cross/border, and national level). In Re-
imer’s and Botevogel’s (2012) view, the category of ‘national planning system’ 
– which inherently implies an internal homogeneity – masks a natural diversity 
of planning practices and forms and, as a deterministic structure, exhibits a high 
degree of resistance to the processes of transformation. In reality, planning prac-
tices vary widely even within countries. Classifications based on legal traditions 
are rigid and fail to describe reality well because planning practices are charac-
terised by a wide range of different forms of planning activities. Recent decades 
have seen a rise in the importance assigned to the forms of planning which are 
not based on coercion as the modus of the coordination of action but rather on 
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bargaining, consensus, and agreement. The integration of new actors and the 
pressure to embrace an intersectoral approach to the planning action suggest that 
established forms of spatial planning are being supplemented with new action 
logics, resulting in a high degree of local variation. Reimer and Botevogel have 
stated that a culture-oriented perspective is more appropriate, which explicitly 
addresses the diversity of planning activities and the various related practices, 
mechanisms, and principles associated with the individual systems. The authors 
thus proposed four core cultural aspects of planning that they recommended for 
future research: (1) traditions of action, (2) processes of self-perception and con-
structing reality, (3) adaptation and learning, and (4) established power structure 
(Reimer and Botevogel, 2012). 

At this point, it is important to note that measuring these aspects is more likely 
to be possible using small-scale in-depth analysis – for example, as in the several 
case studies introduced in Othengrafen’s book (2016) – but large-scale compar-
ative studies that employ this approach have not yet been delivered due to the 
challenges of measurement and quantification.

Due to the highly complex nature of spatial planning, the cross-country com-
parison of spatial planning faces several limitations. Based on the consequences 
of the experiences above and the conclusions of Nadin and Stead (2013), as well 
as the final report of the COMPASS (ESPON, 2018) project, the following chal-
lenges may be identified: 

 – There are problems with linguistic and conceptual equivalence, and there is 
a shortage of common spatial planning terminology. The sharp differences in dis-
ciplinary-professional bases and ideologies6 also create barriers in understanding7.

 – The nature of planning systems can be identified and described using several 
criteria in different dimensions, which makes it very difficult to create complex 
categories. Furthermore, these dimensions are often independent.8 

 – National systems (and their legal components) are typically units of evalua-
tion that are not internally homogeneous. Therefore, domestic planning variation 
is less well addressed.

 – It is not sufficient to record the formal structure and instruments of spatial 
planning systems and territorial governance, but it is necessary to understand their 
operation in practice.

6  Frank et al., 2014.
7  Salamin, 2021.
8  For instance, in decentralised countries, the local-regional planning autonomy might be strongly 
limited, while in the UK, with a unitarian constitutional structure, where formal competences rest 
firmly with central government planning, competences at the local level are stronger. The correlation 
between the locus of power (as a legal feature) and the actual role of levels may be insignificant. 
As Nadin and Stead have concluded (2012), in spite of the fact that planning systems are deeply 
embedded in national social systems, reflecting fundamental values in society, there are clearly 
limitations to using ideal social models to classify planning systems and explain their evolution.
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 – Empirical comparative studies have not yet successfully covered informal, 
experimental, and soft forms of planning.

 – Planning practices (methods, forms, function, etc.) are changing over time. 
Therefore, the identification of trends is needed rather than a snapshot of systems 
(see Chapter 3).

 – Large-scale comparative studies are more complex and expensive, and de-
mand considerable resources. 

 – Planning systems operate through a fluid, multi-scalar and iterative process 
among multiple institutions and actors.

 – The comparison of politically embedded planning systems that involves 
normative judgement is associated with the danger of making political critiques.

All of the above highlight the methodological difficulties involved in apprais-
ing planning systems in a reliable manner and preferably in a quantifiable way. 
Due to the complexity of planning and the limitations of resources, for studies 
covering large number of countries the main information sources are typically the 
expert opinions gathered through surveys or interviews, which method may entail 
the risk of subjectivity (Nadin et al., 2021). However, the analysis of planning 
documents has also occurred in more targeted studies (see Perić et al. 2021; Sala-
min, 2018). For a case-oriented comparative research (e.g., a project), more qual-
itative methods can be used, such as the Qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) 
recommended and analysed by Verweij and Trell (2019) and Assche et al. (2020).

3. THE CHALLENGE OF THE CHANGING NATURE OF SPATIAL 
PLANNING: DOMINANT EUROPEAN TRENDS ACCORDING TO 
LITERATURE

In order to identify new forms, it is worthwhile examining the main transforma-
tional trends in planning. Making a comprehensive analysis of the contemporary 
trends in spatial planning is not the ambition of this paper, although there is such 
a rich European literature about the dynamics of the last decades that the main 
characteristics of a simplified new spatial planning approach can be identified (in 
contrast to more traditional forms). The European spatial planning trends can be 
captured by three processes that appear in the planning literature as distinct, trend-
ing topics: first, the prominence of the more flexible and multi-actor governance 
in contrast to government (see Fürst, 2009; Getimis, 2012; Stead and Cotella, 
2011; Stead and Pálné, 2016; Van Well and Schmitt, 2016). Second, the appear-
ance of new spaces of planning, which are often soft spaces with fuzzy boundaries 
that are related also to the increasing multi-scalar character of planning systems 
(see Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009; Faludi, 2013; Gänzle and Kern, 2016; 



64 Géza Salamin

Heley, 2013; Metzger and Schmitt, 2012; Walsh, 2014, etc.). Third, the impact 
of the EU, as Europeanisation, which influences the understanding, instruments 
and spaces, and scales and methods of domestic spatial planning – about which 
Faludi (2011) wrote and which Salamin (2018) attempted to make measurable. 
All these processes may be associated with the issues of post-modern, post-struc-
turalist philosophy (multiple interpretations, narratives, relational space, etc.) 
(Allmandinger, 2000, 2016; Haughton et al., 2010). 

In order to make these changes tangible and identifiable from a comparative per-
spective, we attempt to identify the ideal ‘new spatial planning’ using a significant 
simplification. Within the framework of this study, we may only list the main charac-
teristics of this that result from the latter trends based mainly on the work of Böhme 
and Waterhout (2008), Cotella and Janin Rivolin (2011), Dühr, Colomb, and Nadin 
(2010), ESPON (2018), Faludi (2011), Getimis (2012), Nadin (2006), Salamin (2018), 
and Salamin and Péti (2019) in particular. Namely, the new spatial planning:

 – is coping with the contemporary challenges of society (instead of its narrow-
er own mission), such as promoting sustainable development and competitive-
ness, regarding which its capacities to promote the integration of sectors, adaptiv-
ity, and the involvement of citizens are considered crucial features (Nadin et al., 
2021), therefore, its thematic scope is broadening,

 – represents the spatial dimension of national (sectoral) policies and aspires to 
incorporate the latter’s spatial harmonisation-coordination, and even integration, 
sometimes adopting the role of the rescaling policy of states,

 – is often used as a vehicle to implement other policies, while spatial planning 
policy is decreasingly a distinct policy branch,

 – has a much broader scope (socioeconomic and environmental phenomena 
are also addressed) in contrast to the narrow fields of traditional urban and region-
al planning (such as land use, infrastructure networks, etc.), 

 – increasingly plays a  role as a  strategic framework for resource allocation 
and investment,

 – takes a governance approach (multi-level, multi-actor coordinative, and co-
operative nature), 

 – involves the proliferation of instruments, including soft ones (strategies, visions, 
cooperation, coordination, etc.), integrated instruments and even informal planning 
actions in addition to the previously used hard instruments (e.g., regulation),

 – is associated, in addition to the territorial approach, with a  wider spatial 
approach that is even becoming a primary imperative (i.e., instead of territories 
delimited physically or by borders or jurisdictions, the development of spatial 
contexts such as the formation of relative [relational] spaces),

 – gives more room to functional soft spaces and networks as the units of plan-
ning,

 – awards more importance to the role of national and supranational levels, 
occasionally also accompanied by decentralisation.
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This9 new planning approach is intensely inspired by the EU strategies and 
territorial cooperation programs, especially the awareness-raising ESPON 
and URBACT programmes (see Perić et al., 2021; Luukkonnen, 2011; Faludi, 
2011; and Salamin, 2018). 

4. THE PLANNING MAP: A VISUAL TOOL FOR IDENTIFYING 
AND COMPARING THE NATURE OF PLANNING  

The model described below is based on the assumption that the nature of spatial 
planning action(s) should be described in parallel in different dimensions which 
do not necessarily interact. Instead of quantitatively combining different variables 
into a complex indicator, with the model it becomes possible to visually compare 
several factors simultaneously (after all, human perception using the visual di-
mension is considerably better than when it comes to understanding text or num-
bers). The other starting point is that before extensive investigations of legislative 
and institutional systems and cultural contexts, and other systems that include 
spatial planning – which are resource-consuming – perceptible forms of plan-
ning can be analysed (planning instruments in particular) through their tangible 
manifestations (such as plans, activities) that can provide meaningful information 
about the entire planning system. The visual synthesis of potential planning forms 
is presented in Fig. 2. The definitions of spatial planning in specific countries and 
organisations are different: most national practices do not include all the types 
included in Fig. 2 as part of their spatial planning system or understanding of the 
latter. Accordingly, Fig. 2 represents the widest European interpretation of spatial 
planning as an umbrella term.

To make various forms of planning comparable, four dimensions of the charac-
teristics of spatial planning have been selected for the model called the Planning 
Map: Mission, Geography, Scope, and Instruments. In the understanding of this 
model, the concept of planning form refers to the representation of planning ac-
tions in these four dimensions. Given the large number of variables that could be 
used to describe the nature of spatial planning, the choice of four may seem too 
limited. However, those that have been selected are strongly connected to other 
dimensions. For instance, geographical levels and spaces are normally intercon-
nected with the legal system (the locus of power) and institutions and with the 
existence of a governance approach (as new governance approach creates more 
soft and flexible spaces of planning).

9  Reimer, Getimis, and Blotevogel’s book (2014a) is a comparative introduction to spatial planning 
systems in Europe; it focuses on the changes in national planning systems. Their results confirms 
the trends above. 
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Fig. 2. Map of spatial planning forms (Planning Map): The potential types of spatial planning activ-
ities according to four dimensions 

Source: own work based on European planning literature.

The mission of planning is related to the goals and approaches of legally defined 
institutions and legitimate policy agendas and to the characteristics of the plan-
ning profession (e.g., its country-specific disciplinary). The general motivation 
for planning in a country is influenced by several cultural aspects, too, which may 
represent essential information about the position of this policy branch in the pol-
icy system. In the dimension of instruments, traditional hard instruments reflect 
legislation, while the existence of softer ones may indicate the existence of a new 
governance approach, participation and cultural characteristics, while the specific 
planning professional approach and the applied methods of planning are reflected 
in the types of instruments in every case. Additionally, the existence of different 
forms of planning instruments may also inform about the role of spatial coordina-
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tion in policy practices and the relationship between the public and private sectors 
(e.g., regulatory tools can only limit public and private actors, while integrated 
strategies, and forms of cooperation in particular, can support partnerships). The 
scope reflects the actual professional-scientific approach and the function of spa-
tial planning in the governance of a country, region, or city.

4.1. Dimensions of the Planning Map

The potential forms within each dimension have been elaborated on the basis 
of  the European planning literature – which tends to understand spatial planning 
and its new form, often called territorial governance, more and more broadly – and 
on the 15 years of planning experience of the author, while consultation with key 
European experts in the field (see the acknowledgements) also supported this work.

The Planning Map is designed to allow the user to distinguish between tradi-
tional and new forms of planning. The new planning trends (described in Chap-
ter 3) of the last three decades represent changes in all four planning-grouping 
dimensions. In Fig. 2, forms of planning near the centre of the circle are typical-
ly associated with the more traditional and typically hard planning practices but 
are accompanied by newer forms over time. These new forms – in line with the 
changes documented in the literature – are indicated by a shift from the centre 
towards the outside of the wheel in the case of all the dimensions that appear as 
sectors. The forms of planning closer to the periphery are typically soft forms and 
may be associated more with the approach of territorial governance. 

‘Mission’ is understood as the broader societal function with which the spatial 
planning action is associated. It answers the very essential question “why” con-
cerning the existence of specific planning. The rationale for the creation/ opera-
tion/ development of planning has changed slowly on a historical scale, although 
in recent decades it has been more rapid. It has shifted from the task of manag-
ing the construction of cities through developing a liveable urban environment to 
supporting economic prosperity, while nowadays, supporting competitiveness is 
often a key driver. Most recently, the most important mission has been to promote 
sustainable development – an endeavour which spatial planning could, in theory, 
perhaps do the most to achieve (Péti, 2011)10. In line with the new approach, 
spatial planning appears as a harmonisation of actors and policies that influence 
spatial development (with the participation of considerably more people) rather 
than the preparation of regulated planning documents that may prevail at different 
scales and in a variety of spaces. 

10  At the level of cities, the new Leipzig Charter (EU Ministers, 2020) as the main European level 
guiding document for urban planning puts the transformative power of cities at the centre in relation 
to sustainability transition.
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The dimension of ‘Geography’ is meant here as the geographical reference area 
of the planning activity.11 This can vary according to different territorial levels, but 
the place of planning can be administrative (with legally defined borders) in na-
ture or functional. Spatial planning has recently emerged at larger spatial scales, 
and as described above, new soft functional spaces with fuzzy boundaries, and 
even networks are increasingly becoming the units of planning processes. How-
ever, as many authors highlight (Allmendinger et al., 2015; Metzger and Schmitt, 
2012; Zimmerbauer and Paasi, 2019; Smas and Schmitt 2021), the appearance 
of new spaces does not result in the elimination of traditional, formal planning 
spaces (administrative units), but rather supplements them. It is important to note 
that these trends in the geographies of planning do not have obviously one way 
direction, as soft spaces are often eliminated, and contradictory changes may be 
revealed. This can be experienced in the case of (subnational) formal regional 
level planning, which is claimed to be both dead (Harrison, 2020) and still one of 
the most fundamental elements of European planning systems (Purkarthofer et al., 
2021; Smas and Schmitt, 2021).

Regarding the ‘Scope’ of planning – which delineates what is to be planned 
– a clear shift can be identified over the last 50 years. In traditional urban and spa-
tial planning, the primary focus was on linear infrastructure, built development, 
and land use, i.e., physical space. Today, the focus is clearly on shaping socioeco-
nomic relations, but in postmodern-style planning, the space-specific behaviour of 
actors has increasingly become an object of planning. However, physical planning 
remains (and is sometimes even more) significant.

Spatial planning ‘Instruments’ are defined here as all those direct outputs of plan-
ning action that, according to their function, directly shape the development of a terri-
tory or place, i.e., give effect to the planning intent. Traditionally, these are blueprints 
or planning documents. However, planning is no longer synonymous with plan-mak-
ing but refers to a broader set of coordination processes that shape spatial develop-
ment, even if no planning document is produced. In terms of instruments, there has 
been a simultaneous shift in emphasis and a multiplication of tools. Further, the new 
trends include soft instruments such as shared visions, fostering cooperation between 
actors, and even shared intentions and new knowledge. Integrated strategies which 
can integrate more traditional physical spatial planning and sectoral policies, support-
ing economic and social development, are becoming increasingly important, with the 
essential function of coordinating the activities of the various actors. Much greater 
emphasis is being placed on implementation and periodic feedback (evaluation and 
monitoring), but the continuous shaping of intentions and planning is being inter-
twined with implementation in the form of territorial governance.

11  In the case of the Geography dimension, it should be noted that the subdimensions of ‘spaces’ 
and  ‘levels’ are not directly connected (e.g., functional spaces may also occur at a local level, and 
vice-versa).
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4.2. Using the Planning Map - examples

The Planning Map can be used to identify a wide range of levels, planning tools, 
or even a national planning system, by visualising their (e.g., with colours) forms 
along the four dimensions. The more complex a set of planning to be represented 
is, the more it is necessary to use multiple markups. For example, for a  single 
plan, a single colour can be used to indicate its range of references, while different 
colours can be used to indicate the totality of planning forms present in a country. 
Beyond the simple visual presentation of the model, textual information can be 
included for each feature form, and its presence can also be quantified according 
to pre-defined formulae. The following illustrates the possibility of identifying 
some typical types of plans and planning systems. 

Fig. 3. Comparing radically different planning using the Map of Spatial Planning Forms 
Source: own work.

To illustrate the visibility of sharp differences between traditional and new 
forms of planning on the Planning Map, one can take as an example the urban 
zoning plan and an international planning instrument, the European macro-re-
gional strategies strategy, of which four have so far been adopted and are opera-
tional (Fig. 3). According to the EC definition, a macro-regional strategy (MRS) 
is an integrated framework endorsed by the European Council, which is applica-
ble to Member States and third countries located in the same geographical area. 
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These frameworks address common challenges and opportunities of their geo-
graphical area by setting shared, long-term objectives. The MRS are essentially 
cooperation frameworks that establish networks of stakeholders that represent 
a transnational, cross-sectorial mosaic of expertise with the potential for further 
cooperation, value, and prosperity creation. The aim is to improve institutional 
capacity by improving the ability to create innovative and inclusive services 
that can empower people and stakeholders, helping them actively contribute to 
the development of prosperous and open macro-regions in the medium to long 
term. It may be supported by the European Structural and Investment Funds 
(EC, 2022). The geography of these strategies includes multiple countries, and 
the main instruments are cooperation and partnership, while public investment 
is also relevant, and implementation may be supported by EU funds, which 
indicates how the related mission is closely linked to the goals of the European 
Union (social, economic, and territorial cohesion), as interpreted in a specific 
geographical area. 

In contrast with this focus there are the local zoning plans used, which are 
utilised in most countries in different variations. These are typically used to define 
the limitations on the development activities (e.g., constructions) and land use 
changes of private and public actors (by setting up codes and land use change 
rules) and designate networks of public infrastructure, thereby ensuring public 
control of various actors. They use regulatory instruments and focus on physical 
consequences of development projects but might protect non-built-up areas and 
green spaces as well. Fig. 3 shows that the macro-regional strategy, which seems 
to be a very soft type of planning approach, while the features of an urban zoning 
plan are concentrated around the focal point. In terms of the four dimensions, 
there is no overlap between the former and the latter, and only a broad understand-
ing of the international (European) spatial planning concept permits the consider-
ation of both as forms of planning and the Planning Map helps to understand the 
differences between them.

To illustrate the use of the Planning Map for identifying more complex entities, 
the four ideal European planning models (or traditions) introduced in Chapter 2 
can be taken as examples, the main characteristics of which are summarised in 
Table 2. When visualising more complex types – in contrast to a specific plan – the 
interpretation of forms might need more clarification of the meaning of the vari-
ous forms. In this case the use categories might be needed to differentiate primary 
and probable forms, and possibly even more. In Fig. 4, one can see that Urbanism 
is obviously a more traditional, hard form of planning and Comprehensive inte-
grated planning is closest to what new studies on new trends suggest. The use of 
the Planning Map in the case of planning systems of specific countries (or regions, 
cities) can also support the understanding of their relation also to the European 
ideal models.
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Fig. 4. Comparing the European ideal planning models (traditions) using the Map of Spatial  
Planning Forms 

Source: own work *The European models were developed by the EU Compendium of Spatial 
Planning Systems and Policies (CEC, 1997), and the visualisation above is based on their 

description by Nadin and Stead (2013) (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Short Description of the Compendium’s four planning traditions

Regional economic
planning

This regional economic planning tradition concerns “the pursuit of wide 
social and economic objectives, especially in relation to disparities in 
wealth, employment and social conditions between different regions of the 
country’s territory. Where this approach to planning is dominant, central 
government inevitably plays an important role in managing development 
pressures across the country and in undertaking public sector investment.”

Comprehensive 
integrated

In line with the comprehensive, integrated tradition, “spatial planning is 
conducted through a very systematic and formal hierarchy of plans from 
national to local level, which coordinate public sector activity across 
different sectors but focus more specifically on spatial coordination than 
economic development. This tradition is necessarily associated with mature 
systems. It requires responsive and sophisticated planning Institutions 
and mechanisms and considerable political commitment to the planning 
process. Public sector investment In bringing about the realization of the 
planning framework is also the norm.”

Land-use 
management

The land-use management tradition is “closely associated with the narrower 
task of controlling land use change at the strategic and local levels. In this 
situation, local authorities undertake most of the planning work, but the 
central administration is also able to exercise a  degree of power, either 
through supervising the system  [or by] setting central policy objectives.” 

Urbanism The urbanism tradition has “a strong architectural flavour and concern with 
urban design, townscape, and building control. In these cases regulation 
[is] undertaken through rigid zoning and codes There is a multiplicity of 
laws and regulations but the systems are not so well established, and  [do 
not command] great political priority or general public support. As a result, 
they … [are] less effective [at] controlling development.”

Source: Nadin and Stead (2013, p. 1552) based on CEC (1997).

5. CONCLUSIONS

The Planning Map necessarily has several limitations. This approach lacks the 
identification of actors, stakeholder engagement processes, and most of the cultur-
al elements of planning. It may provide only indirect information about the meth-
ods of planning (in the dimension of ‘Instruments’) and the relation of planning to 
other policies (in the ‘Mission’ dimension). It does not deliver direct information 
about the legal and institutional system, efficiency (distance between goals and 
outcomes), or the maturity of planning systems. However, as the method is not 
normative, it does not define any of the forms of planning as better or worse. 
Finally, as it is not connected to any planning ideology, it avoids the sensitive 
issue of making judgements in comparative research and is not appropriate for 
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the normative evaluation of programmes. However, the proposed Planning Map 
seems to address the following challenges of comparative planning studies that 
were earlier listed:

 – it can be used to address various scales of planning activities, thus it offers 
insights that go beyond understanding national planning systems,

 – it avoids using formal legal-administrative structures as the basis of cate-
gorisation, but through the analysis of instruments and spaces of planning some 
implications about forms of planning can be defined,

 – it can be used in a simple way to analyse planning documents and processes 
and requires relatively few resources, however, the crucial issue is a clear defini-
tion of categories used in the same comparison,

 – besides formal planning processes, it can also be used to identify and com-
pare informal, experimental, and even unique planning activities, 

 – it can be used on both the large and micro scales, for international and intra-
national comparisons,

 – it does not make normative judgements; it may be considered a  neutral 
means of classification, 

 – in essence, the four dimensions help  break down the content of the type of 
planning into its specific elements of forms, thus, the latter can be made independ-
ent from the planning concepts of national languages, which necessarily involve 
complexity and differences in planning approaches. Accordingly, it provides help 
with bridging the planning terms of different countries. 

In the paper, the Planning Map is illustrated using some rather abstract ex-
amples. According to the author’s experience this tool can be used efficiently in 
university education of planning to introduce rational and diversity-of spatial 
planning. However, its suitability can be demonstrated through its further prac-
tical application, and its further development can be ensured by its application 
to specific planning processes. The effectiveness of this comparative tool can be 
evaluated by using it either in comparative empirical research – on a large scale, or 
in case studies – or even for policy transfer and planning collaborative processes. 
Furthermore, the tool may be modified or developed further, supporting the iden-
tification of new spatial-planning ideal models that go beyond the four traditions 
identified in the Compendium.
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