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Preface

Before embarking on this dissertation research, together with Lasse Peltonen 
and Sari Puustinen, we initiated and carried out a participatory action research 
project called Possibilities for dispute resolution in land-use planning – new prac-
tices and methods [Maankäytön suunnittelun ristiriitojen ratkaisumahdollisuudet, 
uudet työtavat ja menetelmät], funded by Finland’s Ministry of Environment. The 
supervisory group consisted of Katri Tulkki and Matti Laitio from the ministry, 
and Ritva Laine from the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authori-
ties. The pilot project emerged from our understanding that there is a critical 
demand for new approaches and practical methods to better manage and pro-
actively prepare for the coming together of multiple perspectives in land-use 
planning, especially in contested cases involving infill development, cultural 
heritage and green space.

The challenge of dealing with differences and managing conflicts in plan-
ning had been a prior topic in our own research and that of our colleagues 
(e.g. Laine & Peltonen 2003, Peltonen & Villanen 2004, Leino 2006, Häikiö 2005, 
Staffans, 2004, Puustinen 2003; 2006, Kangasoja 2003, 2004). Environmental 
conflicts had become a growing research area in Finland already a decade ear-
lier. The disciplinary angles included environmental sociology (Konttinen 1996, 
1997; Litmanen 1998; Rannikko 1996), environmental justice (Määttä 2003; Pel  -
tonen, Tuomisaari & Kanninen 2008), urban studies (Edelman 2007; Hanko-
nen 1994; Kopomaa 2005; Lehtovuori 2005), environmental policy, and local 
governance studies (Kettunen 1998; Sairinen 1994; Laine & Peltonen 2005). 

This background meant we had a fairly robust understanding of the chal-
lenges involved with dealing with conflicting interests in environmental and 
land use planning, and yet we wanted to move beyond this. Our team was eager 
to study actual practices and identify concrete challenges like gaps and disrup-
tions, but we were also motivated to model innovative ideas and promising 
collaborative practices. We were excited to develop these together with experi - 
enced professionals in the cities of Helsinki and Lahti, as the planners whose 
work we studied were already somewhat successfully managing these multiple 
perspectives, conflicting interests, and various differences in their day-to-day 
work.

Our team’s first research focus followed the process of drafting an infill plan 
for the Helsinki district of Etelä-Haaga. This planning process was of note because 
it coincided with a restructuring of Helsinki’s school network and many other 
parallel and partly-related processes. We documented the unfolding events 
in two different project development interfaces. The first was a planning and 
supervision group that consisted of many different professionals. Here the dif-
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ferent internal stakeholders of the City of Helsinki interacted with both each 
other and the planner all the way from early drafts to the final proposal. The 
second was the interface of the citizens and other stakeholder groups in public 
meetings, featuring a longstanding collaborative group consisting of represen-
tatives from the neighbouring housing companies. Our extensive participant 
observation included dozens of meetings and 25 interviews. 

The next planning process we observed concerned the drafting of building 
guidelines for the Anttilanmäki area in the City of Lahti. This was also a case of 
interest, as it was a collaborative process that sought to balance cultural heri-
tage concerns with a need for renovation and new development (see Kangas oja 
et al. 2008; Puustinen 2008). 

The aim was to use our analysis as a trigger to generate collaborative reflec-
tion and learning, and encourage participants to question existing practices 
that were not serving them any longer. ‘Intervention workshops’ were orga-
nized in both cities to offer a space for identifying gaps, sources of confusion 
and potential causes of wasted time, effort and opportunity. The workshops 
were equally intended to foster ideas for new tools and practices that could be 
beneficial for such things like transferring local innovations, framing issues, 
sharing responsibility and organizing planning work. 

Some of the innovations observed in the Helsinki pilot, such as the intro-
duction of an interaction officer (‘vuorovaikutussuunnittelija’), and stakeholder 
group (‘yhteistyöryhmä’), were adopted in other locations in Finland, and have 
since become recognized as best practices. These novel practices sought to col-
lectively master the inherent challenges of dealing with the conflicting interests, 
values, or ‘systems of meaning’ that are always present in planning work. They 
also resulted in better outcomes, measured both in terms of sustainability and 
the quality of the process as experienced by all of the participants. 

By way of having a research design that focused on two different municipal 
planning organizations, we were able to observe the importance of leadership, 
individual contributions and flexibility within the planning organizations, as 
well as gauge the influence of varied contingencies, resources, social support 
levels and turf battles. It also offered an inside look at the capital city’s remark-
able bureaucracy. Gender issues came up, and we observed some remarkable 
(female) leadership. The significance of local cultures and modes of operation, 
and their path dependencies, also became evident. 

This project laid the foundation for my felt sense of what planning practice  
means as a situated, historically stratified, living context in which actual human 
beings try to do the best work they can with others, despite particular constraints. 
It is easy now to see how that research project created the motivational back-
ground for the dissertation at hand. This dissertation is in the field of land use 
planning. However, my background in the fields of pedagogy, learning research, 
Cultural Historical Activity Theory and Developmental Work Research have 
profoundly influenced the way I have approached this research task. For that, 
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I am indebted to Professor Yrjö Engeström and many former colleagues at Hel-
sinki University’s Centre for Research on Activity, Development and Learning. 
Throughout this study, I have remained fascinated by questions of agency, iden-
tity, emotions, learning, collaboration and transformation.
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1. Introduction

This study grows out of a Finnish line of planning research that views land-
use planning as a tension-laden societal activity. Planning is often contested, 
and its relationships to other activities, both inside and outside local planning 
 or ganizations are often characterized by friction and even conflicts. Plan ning 
as an activity is by nature contradictory, in that it often incorporates many op-
posing goals and values. 

The purpose of planning is twofold in society: on the one hand, it is intended 
to produce economic value via land-use allocation and real estate development 
opportunities, while on the other, it is used as an instrument for social and 
environmental justice, securing vital needs for shelter, recreation and environ-
mental health for all – including marginalized groups and future generations. 
Public planning is also increasingly utilized as a legitimate means for settling 
diverging views on how to preserve nature, biodiversity and cultural history 
in the built environment and urban context. 

As described in the preface, this study was in part motivated by a participa-
tory action research and development project I was involved with called Pos-
sibilities for dispute resolution in land-use planning – new practices and methods 
[Maakäytön suunnittelun ristiriitojen ratkaisumahdollisuudet, uudet työtavat ja me-
ne telmät] (Kangasoja et al. 2008, Puustinen 2008). 

This project gave me an appreciation of planners’ first-hand experiences 
dealing with the contradictions and dilemmas of their work. These contradic-
tions were also reflected in the experiences of persons taking part in the pro-
cesses as stakeholders (osallinen): some protested to no avail as places they 
cared for were being transformed, while planners found themselves without 
the tools they needed to address disappointment and anger, despite their sin-
cerest efforts and best intentions. These repeated observations directed my 
research interest towards the nature of these constraints and challenges, and 
the resources and capabilities required to address them. 

Earlier studies which inform and frame the research at hand have focused 
on such things as land-use planning as inter-organizational learning (Mänty-
salo 2000), pathological features of the Finnish land-use planning practice 
(Mäntysalo & Nyman 2001; 2014), defensive routines and the tension between 
the input legitimacy and output efficiency in Nordic land-use planning (Män-
tysalo et al. 2011). This line of Finnish planning research has enriched inter-
national planning theoretical debates with novel philosophical, psychological  
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and learning perspectives.1 Much of this earlier work has had a theoretical 
focus, which has rendered these contributions relatively ineffective in terms 
of addressing  pertinent practical problems planners face in their work. I ap-
proach the problem of communication not as a theoretical one that could be 
treated or resolved in the realm of theory, but as a practical issue requiring 
advances in how actual forms of communication are organized as part of plan-
ning practices in democratic societies, such as Finland. This research has aimed 
to create a better understanding of the kinds of skills and sensitivities these 
tension-laden professions require, and how such capabilities could be created 
and fostered by organizations and individuals.

The research questions guiding the study are as follows:

�1. What kinds of competences do Finnish architect-planners need in their 
professional work? And how has the professional education these pro-
fessionals have received equipped them to meet the challenges they face 
in their everyday work? 

�2. How can planning and planning communication be conceptualized in 
novel ways that would take into account the dynamic and developing 
nature of the multiple practices involved? 

�3. How can the contradictory challenges identified in Finnish architect-
planners’ work be conceptualized theoretically? What kind of a theo-
retical conception of learning would be meaningful in interpreting the 
learning challenges of individual professionals, planning organizations 
and the whole field of planning in Finland? 

�4. What kinds of trading zone capabilities can be suggested for retooling 
planners and planning based on the analysis of the contradictions iden-
tified in the study?

This introductory part of the dissertation is an attempt to synthesize the find-
ings of the individual articles on a general level by constructing a framework 
in which the developmental tensions are integrated into a meaningful whole. 
The notion of retooling is offered as a theoretically founded, yet practice-rel-
evant way to capture the contradictory demands, and to envision viable ways 
to transcend them. 

1  There has been considerable debate in the international planning research field on  
the question of planning communication. Hanna Mattila (2017) has contributed an out-
standing explication and analysis of these theoretical discussions, set within the frame-
work of communicative planning theory and its complex relationship to its Habermasian 
roots. I am grateful for her contribution in this area to Article II of this dissertation.
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2. The research process

The research process proceeded from a pre-understanding of the challenges 
faced by planners, gained from previous studies, to a ‘wide angle’ picture of 
the field as a whole obtained through three national surveys2. In the first sur-
vey, the focus was on what kinds of competences Finnish architect-planners 
consider critical for their work, and how they see their professional education 
to have prepared them for the demands they face. These findings are reported 
in Article I (Kangasoja et al. 2010). 

Two key findings were revealed: first, respondents indicated that a cluster 
of interactional competences – including negotiation, collaboration, conflict 
resolution, presentation and argumentation skills – were critically important 
for their work, and second, they articulated that there was a clear discrepancy 
between these demands and the education they had received. Many respon-
dents felt that their architecture education had given them a strong profes-
sional identity that was highly valued. However, the very same respondents 
believed this to be counterproductive and not actually serve them well in their 
work as planners. It was as if they were caught between the image of what it 
means to be a skilled professional and personal experiences that were at odds 
with this image. This dilemma highlighted the internal tensions within the 
architect profession.

Article I discusses the work of Dana Cuff and Kristina Nilsson on social creativ-
ity, which seeks to expand the core concepts of ‘art’, ‘skill’ and what it means to 
be a professional. It calls for a research approach that simultaneously addresses 
questions of individual professional capabilities and the shifting context of 
practice, an ever-changing process that introduces demands and constraints, 
but also novel resources. 

To gain a clearer understanding of the changes affecting the working con-
ditions of planners, we conducted a second national survey (Kangasoja 2010) 
discussed in Article II (Kangasoja & Mattila 2017). This time the focus was on ar-
chitects working in the public sector who are confronting increasing demands 
for efficiency and other features of the New Public Management paradigm. 
Most of the respondents worked in planning-related tasks, some were charged 
with development control and regulation. The questions we asked were about 
recent and upcoming transformations in their work, and how they viewed their 
ability to have an impact. We wanted to know to what extent they were able 
to take part in agenda setting for land-use planning or participate in discus-

2  See Appendix 1 for a detailed description of the three surveys.
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sions about important planning decisions with elected decision-makers. And 
whether they felt they had a voice in raising issues horizontally across sectorial 
boundaries within their organizations, and vertically to municipal leadership.

There was striking variation in how the respondents assessed their possibili-
ties in this regard. The answers provided by 171 planners from 52 municipalities 
showed that municipalities differ substantially with regard to straightforward 
resources, such as the financial situation and degree of land ownership, and 
other resources like vision, skill and know-how. Leadership in the over 300 mu-
nicipalities in Finland varies, and this affects numerous contextual resources 
such as overall understanding of land-use planning, how well policies are in-
tegrated, and how active and advanced the land-use policy is.

There was also great variation among the planning organizations in the 
division of labour and the quality of the peer support, and in the relationships 
the units have with other departments, government actors and stakeholder 
groups (Kangasoja 2010). It can be concluded that the evolving wider context 
of planning, extending to national policy and economic and legal factors, af-
fects the local planning organization and is therefore crucial in terms of the 
capabilities and action potency of the individual planning professional. 

The focus of Article II (Kangasoja & Mattila 2017) is on the nature of plan-
ning work contradictions as experienced by young planners. The article searches 
for an understanding of the conditions that must exist before these contradic-
tions can be transcended on the relevant interconnected levels. This can take 
the form of necessary institutional reform on the societal level, wise leadership 
and/or a supportive working culture on the work community level, or personal 
search for ways to maintain an integrated professional agency in the face of a 
pathological working context. 

From the point of view of educating future professionals, Article II makes 
it very clear that an assessment of future competences cannot be limited to a 
mere ‘wish list’ of current trends, but must also be rooted in and correspond to 
an understanding of the challenges embedded in the practice. A failure to do 
this will incapacitate young planners entering working life, as they confront 
the discrepancy between the ideals and ideas received in their education and 
the constraints of their actual work. 

Once this analytical connection between individual agency and local organi-
zational capacity was established, a search was begun for more contextual no-
tions of planning. The effort to formulate a new, more dynamic concept was first 
a theoretical exercise exploring the idea of planning as generating interlanguages 
in trading zones, introduced in Article IV (Mäntysalo, Balducci, & Kan gas oja 2011) 
and later developed in a partial critique and comment published as Trading Zone 
as a Sensitizing Concept in Planning Research (Kangasoja 2013). This dissertation 
is a further elaboration of the theoretical exercise conducted in Article IV.

This was followed by my yearlong research visit to the US, where collabora-
tive forms of practice had already emerged several decades earlier, in response 



2. the research process 

15 

to seemingly irreconcilable impasses and conflicts in public policy and plan-
ning. Extensive course work at the Program on Negotiation at the Harvard Law 
School and mit’s Department of Urban Studies and Planning, combined with 
interviews of leading practitioners3, gave me a profound appreciation of the 
potential of mediated collaborative processes such as mutual gains approach 
to negotiation (mga), environmental conflict resolution (ecr), environmental  
and public policy mediation (eppm), and collaborative governance (CG).

A key insight was the difference between two images; one of work of the 
Finnish planner, troubled by internal contradictions during the planning pro-
cess, and the other of the US planner, who joins the other planning project 
stakeholders in a collaborative group facilitated by a skilful neutral party. This 
mediator has both process design experience and a mastery of the dynamics 
of trust and collaboration. The Finnish planner, like her Nordic counterparts, 
stands alone, ‘torn between’ the conflicting imperatives imposed on her. She is 
ill equipped to create or participate in a process where these requirements and 
the needs and interests of the other stakeholders could be jointly addressed. 

Upon my return from the US, an interest arose to examine instances where 
partial re-tooling of the practice of planning had taken place in Finland, and 
what the conditions were allowing it to happen. Article III (Mäntysalo, Kangas-
oja & Kanninen 2015) reports findings from our analysis of the use of a novel 
strategic spatial planning instrument, namely a structural scheme, in four Finn-
ish urban regions. 

In this third study, I conducted interviews with five senior planning profes-
sionals. My analysis focused on two aspects: first, how the new instrument had 
helped to transcend the developmental tensions the respondents had identi-
fied in the practice of regional land-use planning, and second, the individ ual 
or organizational capabilities the respondents identified as central to their 
stra tegic practice. The distinctive feature of the structural scheme was that it 
had enabled a community of inquiry to grow up around the questions of the 
studied regions’ future. This confirmed our hypothesis that planning tools and 
means enable different kinds of communication and condition the emergence 
of joint agency. This collective agency can then integrate the diverse knowledge 
and perspectives of those most affected by the planning decisions.

3  See Appendix 1 for a list of interviews conducted in the US.
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3. Planning expertise  
as a contextual concept

The study looks at planning expertise in relation to a particular historical con-
text (Fig. 1, see Article II). It builds on the insights of researchers of professional 
learning and education, who have made a very interesting observation: human 
expertise does not develop in isolation and cannot be adequately characterized 
without referring to specific situations, contexts, and environments in which 
an agent’s competences are practiced and become tailored. Consequently, the 
history of the development of an individual’s expertise has significant similari-
ties to the cognitive history of those organizations or communities in which 
she functions. (Hakkarainen et al. 2004:162.)

This provides an interesting perspective on the process of a planning profes-
sional’s formation, and specifically, the development of her expertise in a spe-
cific context. We should be able to say something about the cognitive history of 
the community in which she functions by looking at her expertise – and vice  
versa. This is one way to frame what this dissertation is all about. The empirical 
material presented in this dissertation is precisely about how planning profes-
sionals experience the adequacy and sufficiency of their skills, competences and 
expertise with regard to the challenges they face in their everyday work. The 
empirical findings are also about the planning organization in which these 
people work, and how the possibilities for action and professional agency are 
shaped there.

Kai Hakkarainen and his colleagues state that human skills and competenc-
es are relational in nature and co-evolve with social practices (2004:162). This 
means at least two things: first, that individual learning takes place within rela-
tionships and social practices develop through participation, and second, that 
what needs to be learned in order to be considered competent is in constant 
flux, as practices are constantly changing to correspond to evolving conditions.

Figure 1. Professional agency within a subject-centred  
sociocultural framework (Eteläpelto et al. 2013:61)
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4. Learning as joint creation  
of new knowledge and practices

Several examples of previous research make links between planning research 
and learning theory, for example, Donald Schön in his model of the reflective 
practitioner (Schön 1983; 1987), or Thomas Straatemeier and his colleagues’ 
explicit reference to Kolb’s model of experiential learning theory in their pro-
posal for ‘an experiential approach to research on planning’ (Straatemeier et al.  
2010). A contribution from Luca Bertolini concludes that the role of plan ners 
is increasingly morphing into the facilitation of the learning of others. While 
he notes that the learning is important, he wonders what exactly it entails. Who 
learns, what is being learned, why is it being learned and what is the role of 
planners in the process? (Bertolini 2011:177)

This study takes as a starting point the question of how we can understand 
and conceptualize learning in the historically shifting context of planning, now 
accomplished in complex forms of collaborative work across sectorial and pro-
fessional boundaries. Given the research task described in the introduction, 
what is called for is a learning theory able to account for the simultaneous and 
interconnected transformation of the practice context and the individuals par -
tic ipating and shaping the practice. 

Sami Paavola and his colleagues (2001) have proposed adopting the meta-
phor of collective knowledge creation when examining developmental phe-
nomena on the community level. They discuss three theories addressing the 
question of how new knowledge is created. These include the theory of knowl-
edge creation by Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi (1995), the theory of 
expertise by Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia (1993) and the theory of 
expansive learning by Yrjö Engeström (1987) building on the tradition of Cul-
tural Historical Activity Theory (Vygotsky 1978; Leont’ev 1978; see Engeström, 
Miettinen & Punamäki 1999 for a history of the tradition). 

Expansive Learning by Yrjö Engeström (Engeström 1987; 1995; 1999; Enge-
ström & Sannino 2010) and an original Finnish participatory action research 
methodology called Developmental Work Research outline a way to conceptu-
alize learning as a collective endeavour for generating transformative agency 
and new forms of practice when existing practices are no longer adequate or 
meaningful.

One of the basic tenets of the Expansive Learning theory is that contradic-
tions are the driving force of development. They are manifest in the daily practic-
es as breakdowns, tensions, ruptures and innovations. They call for conceptual 
and concrete re-working of the objects and motives that sustain the activity, 
and re-mediating the activity system by way of improving and inventing new 
tools. Notions of disturbance, rupture, dis-coordination and unexpected event 
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have been linked with expansive transitions (Engeström et al. 1991; Wehner, 
Clases & Bachmann 2000; Clases & Wehner 2002).

The Expansive Learning approach serves as the orienting framework for 
this dissertation. This is especially true in three areas: the conceptualization 
of how practices can be transformed and developed through analysis of the 
developmental tensions, the deliberate experiments with novel elements, and 
the formulation of an expanded conception of the objects and motives that 
sustain those activities. The theory is activist in its orientation, as the research is 
often conducted in collaboration with communities encountering challenges 
managing their changing work activities. 

Engeström uses Vygotsky’s concept of zone of proximal development to illus-
trate the dynamics of expansive learning as a collective journey towards new 
qualitative forms of practice. 

Taking inspiration from the cycle of Expansive Learning (Fig. 2.), this study 
identifies a ‘need state’ in the present Finnish planning practice by making the 
personal work experiences of planners visible and heard. In this sense the dis-
sertation engages in the epistemic work of questioning the existing practice. 
The study also analyses planning’s ‘double binds’, the situation of impossibility 
calling for change. As we note in Article II, Finnish planners encounter many 

Figure 2. The sequence of Expansive 
Learning actions (Engeström 1987; 249)
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kinds of contradictions in their daily work. Some of the contradictions can be 
traced to the internal inconsistencies in planning legislation or policies, whereas 
others are due to conflicts between these standards and the objectives pursued 
in the daily practice of planning organizations. 

Planning pathologies and planners’ experiences of pathological situations 
have been previously studied in Finland in light of Gregory Bateson’s theory of 
double binds and learning and Chris Argyris’s theory of organizational learn-
ing (Mäntysalo 2000; Mäntysalo & Nyman 2001; 2014; Mattila et al. 2012). By 
definition, pathologies are not mere contradictions, but social situations where 
a system or organization becomes accustomed to misrepresenting its own activ-
ity. For example, a public sector planning organization may be communicat-
ing in-house and out that it prioritizes sustainability goals, when it actually 
primarily serves the objective of economic competitiveness (Mattila et al. 2012: 
246; Mäntysalo & Nyman 2001).

In this dissertation, the concepts of dilemma, paradox, conflict and pathol-
ogy are interpreted as manifestations of the contradictory nature of planning 
as a social activity. In the learning-theoretical approach applied, these contra-
dictions are seen as the driving force of development. Developmental tensions 
manifest in various ways and on multiple levels in the daily practices, thus 
calling for re-mediating the ‘activity systems’ by way of retooling. Retooling 
means inventing new ideas, theories and tools, along with adapting new roles 
and divisions of labour. 

The research design of this study is informed by the methodological cycle of 
Developmental Work Research in that analysis starts with the everyday experi-
ences of people engaged with a particular work activity. It then looks for ten-
sions, ruptures, and discontinuities, along with innovative efforts to manage 
them. Disturbances are regarded as manifestations of systemic contradictions. 
The systemic contradictions then point to the zone of proximal development 
of the practice – identifying the need for, and the potential for change. The dis-
sertation identifies learning challenges based on the developmental tensions  
of the professional practice of planning as a whole.
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5. Introducing the concept of  
trading zone into the planning field

In his book titled “Planning Theory”, Philip Allmendinger portrays the field of 
planning theory as a landscape where one can map the co-existence of various 
schools of planning thought – what he prefers to call ‘indigenous planning 
theories’4 (Allmendinger 2009:30–48). He situates the indigenous planning 
theories in a larger theoretical space, together with exogenous theory, framing  
theory (e.g. modern and post-modern perspectives), social theory (e.g. struc-
turalism, functionalism and Marxism) and social scientific philosophical un-
derstandings (e.g. positivism, realism and idealism) (ibid:43–44). 

Allmendinger notes that planners have always drawn on various exogenous 
theories that are not about planning, but which can have relevance in terms of 
space, policy processes or governance, for example. Exogenous theories are 
theoretical constructs adopted from various fields. They differ from social theory 
in their level of abstraction: they tend to be neither general theoretical frame-
works nor research methods, thus characterized as ‘meso-level’ or intermediary 
theoretical constructs (ibid:43). 

I want to reflect on the intellectual undertaking of ‘translating’ the exog-
enous theoretical construct of trading zone, originally developed by Peter Gali-
son (1997) for the field of social studies of science and technology, into plan-
ning theory. The trading zone has been developed for the specific purpose 
of interpreting generative encounters of distinct local language practices in 
science.

Galison’s work on trading zones in scientific practices was set in the larger 
context of a shift in the philosophy and sociology of science, which placed every-
day practices at the centre of attention. This shift marked an epistemological 
break in the research tradition and generated new research objects, methods and 
questions (Fleck 1936/1981, Kuhn 1962/1970). Also the understanding of the na- 
 ture of scientific knowledge underwent profound reassessment. So-called labo-
ratory studies (e.g. Woolgar, Latour, Callon) started a program of ethnographic 
studies of scientific practices, with researchers following like anthropologists the 
scientists acting together with their specific material and conceptual artefacts.5  
This intellectual project was connected to a broader shift, which has been de-

4 The schools of thought discussed by Allmendinger include systems and rational 
theories, critical theory and Marxism, neo-liberal planning, pragmatism, planners as 
advocates, ‘after modernity’ (including complexity and post-structuralistic theories) 
and collaborative planning.
5  See also Karin Knorr-Cetina’s work on ‘epistemic cultures’ (1999, 2001), and 
Rheinberger’s work on experimental systems and ‘epistemic things’ (1997).



5. introducing the concept of trading zone into the planning field  

21 

scribed as the ‘practice turn in social sciences’ by Schatzki (in Miettinen 2008, 
209). 

Galison was not, however, working only from the perspective of history 
and philosophy of science, but also as a trained physicist. He therefore had a 
unique position and understanding of scientific practices. The original idea 
of a trading zone came from anthropological linguistics:

My original problem – the problem that drove me to the idea of trading 
zones and scientific exchange languages in the first place – was my frus-
tration in trying to join a local picture of practices with this fixed, global 
idea of language. The two clashed. By contrast, interlanguages are exactly 
characterized by their change over time and by their locality – exactly 
what one needs in order to talk about scientific language in the context of 
a shifting set of laboratory and blackboard practices. (Galison 2010:42)

For a concept to have explanatory power, it cannot be applicable to everything, 
as Leigh Star noted in her essay on boundary objects (Star 2010). Galison sees the 
limits of applying the concept of trading zone in the analysis of local practices.

Should we characterize any set of embodied practices as a subculture? The 
question is an empirical one. Is there enough regularity, enough covariance 
within a given set of practices, to merit our picking out regularity for atten-
tion? We have to be prepared for the answer to be “no.” If there is enough 
regularity to justify speaking of quasi-stable subcultures in contact with 
one another, then, and only then, is the trading zone idea useful, because it 
is then that the thinness of the exchange proves valuable – in contrast with 
the thickness of the established cultures. For emphasis: the trading zone 
concept is not always applicable. (Galison 2010:46)

This caveat is necessary, but it is not to be read as saying that all trading zones 
would share the same set of characteristics or attributes, which could some-
how be discovered. In this sense the concept is not a ‘definitive concept’, but 
rather a sensitizing concept, following this useful distinction by Herbert Blumer 
(1969/1998):

I think thoughtful study shows conclusively that the concepts in our disci-
pline are fundamentally sensitizing instruments. Hence, I call them “sen-
sitizing concepts”, in contrast with definitive concepts […]. A definitive 
 concept refers precisely to what is common to a class of objects, by the aid 
of a clear definition in terms of attributes or fixed benchmarks. This def-
inition, or the benchmarks, serve as a means to clearly identifying the 
 individual instance of the class and the make-up of that instance that is 
covered by the concept. A sensitizing concept lacks such specification of 
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 attributes or benchmarks and consequently it does not enable the user to 
move  directly to the instance and its relevant content. Instead, it gives 
the user a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empiri-
cal  instances. Whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of what 
to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions along which to look. 
(Blumer 1969/1998:147–148)

Seeing the concept in this way is a cure for the temptation to use the concept 
as a label. The promise of the concept of trading zone lies in how it focuses the 
researcher’s attention to the significance of particular forms of collaboration 
and emerging regularities: to the evolution and dynamics of new practical and 
discursive ‘interlanguages’ for boundary crossing. Galison writes: 

In instances of unequal exchanges between scientific-technical subcultures, 
what precisely does make it to the interlanguage from each side? It is 
a question that cannot even arise if we stop our analysis with proclama-
tions about “interdisciplinarity”, “collaboration”, or “symbiosis”. Those 
terms point at the problem; all the interest, in my view, lies in unpacking 
what the nature of this coordination is, and how it evolves over time. 
 (Galison, 2010:23)

What does the concept of trading zone sensitize us to? The concept highlights 
boundary crossing phenomena and local coordination where global difference 
prevails. With the notion of interlanguages (jargons, pidgins, creoles) we be-
come attentive to the creation and development of local cultural tools, linguis-
tic as well as other material and semiotic means, which play a decisive role in 
collaborative practices across various boundaries (Kangasoja 2013).

Blumer stresses the importance of understanding the role of concepts in 
social science and the value of a method that would not make them immune 
to real life being studied, but instead subject to revision:

Sensitizing concepts can be tested, improved and refined. Their validity can 
be assayed through careful study of empirical instances of which they are 
presumed to cover. Relevant features of such instances, which one finds not 
to be covered adequately by what the concept asserts and implies, become 
the means of revising the concept (Blumer, 1969/1998:150)

Blumer has much to say about methodology when studying humans acting to-
gether (Blumer 1969/1998:21–39). Building on the legacy of G. H. Mead, Blumer 
exhorts researchers in social science to treat their research targets as ‘persons 
with a self ’, that is to say, as persons who have their unique interpretive hori-
zons and agency. 
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The contention that people act on the basis of the meaning of their objects 
has profound methodological implications. It signifies immediately that if 
the scholar wishes to understand the action of people, it is necessary for 
him to see their objects as they see them. Failure to see their objects as they 
see them, or a substitution of his meanings of the objects for their mean-
ings, is the gravest kind of error that the social scientist can commit. It 
leads to the setting up of a fictitious world. Simply put, people act toward 
things on the basis of the meanings these things have for them, not on the 
basis of the meaning that these things have for the outside scholar (ibid:51).

If this understanding is lacking in trading zones research, there is a risk of equat-
ing participants with their interests, or with the educational, disciplinary or or-
ganizational backgrounds, or any other researcher-assigned positions. People 
can get reduced to mere ‘proxies’ for ‘social worlds’ or ‘meaning systems’, the 
emergence or transformation of which is not accounted for. This would be 
an instrumental and functionalist understanding of humans. Although not 
uncommon to social scientific research, it is an untenable position (Blumer 
1969/1998: 24–26, 49; see also Forester 1989: 68–70).
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6. The theoretical foundations  
of retooling and remediation

The concept of trading zone can be brought together with other concepts 
that more directly address questions of change and agency. I propose looking 
at two classical practice theories, namely Deweyan pragmatism and Cultural 
Historical Activity Theory (see e.g. Engeström 1987). I chose these approaches 
for two reasons: first, to find a sound epistemological and ethical basis for in-
tervention and experimentation (Miettinen 2006), and second, to discover a 
praxis conception and theoretical view of artefacts, which makes it possible 
to analytically distinguish their different functions: artefacts as objects of col-
laborative efforts, the targets and goals of joint efforts being pursued, and as 
material and discursive tools and means employed in joint action (Cole & Enge-
ström 1993, Cole 1998). 

This functional differentiation is clarified by Engeström and Escalante in 
their article on problems encountered in the launching of a technological in-
novation called ‘Postal Buddy’.

In classical German philosophy, the object’s embeddedness-in-activity 
was captured by the concept of Gegenstand, as distinct from the notion of 
mere Objekt. … objects do not exist for us in themselves, directly and 
 without mediation. We relate to objects by means of other objects. … This 
means that objects appear in two fundamentally different roles: as objects 
(Gegenstand) and as mediating artefacts and tools. There is nothing in 
the material makeup of an object as such that would determine which 
one it is: object or tool. The constellation of the activity determines the 
place and meaning of the object. (Engeström & Escalante 1996:325–373)

The praxis concept of classical practice theories sees cultural transformation as 
connected to social or societal objects and motives that are internally contradic-
tory and historically stratified. Objects understood in this particular way (e.g. 
a plan, a building, an area, a strategy, or the public good) are the reason for 
temporary and sustained collaborations across boundaries in planning: the 
objects draw actors together, as well as mobilize considerable resources. The 
objects embody meaning and moral commitments as to what is important and 
valuable, and what ought to happen. That is why these objects are under con-
stant negotiation, as they are debated and reworked in the local settings of 
collaboration and coordination. 

Retooling, or re-mediation, originates from classical practice theories, in 
which social practices are understood as dynamic, historically formed, and 
me diated by various means. In his chapter “Epistemology of transformative 



6. the theoretical foundations of retooling and remediation  

25 

material activity: John Dewey’s Pragmatism and Cultural-Historical Activity 
Theory”, Reijo Miettinen states that both Deweyan pragmatism and activity 
theory regard intervention, or practical experimentation, as an indispensable 
part of the research method for studying change in human practices (2006)6. 
Miettinen shows that the foundation for such a research strategy is both epis-
temological and moral:

[…] the testing and validation of working hypotheses takes place by put-
ting them into practice, and cannot be achieved by thought experiments, 
rational inference or discourse only. […]. The best way of gaining an 
 understanding of developmental possibilities is experimentation, through 
introducing new cultural tools into activity. […] The solution of the 
 problem requires what is called remediation or retooling, the adoption, 
 development and use of new cultural means, which makes the trans-
formation of activity possible (Miettinen 2006: 400–401). 

Miettinen notes that the interventionist approach is not a typical one, even in 
the study of practices (2006:401). He writes that in pragmatism and in activity 
theory “the commitment to the problems and well-being of the people and 
activities studied is a constitutive feature of research”. Miettinen contrasts the 
ethics of experimental, transformative research projects to “discursive ethics ”, 
elaborated by Richard Rorty (edifying philosophical discourse), Jürgen Haber-
mas (the ideal speech situation) and Hans-Georg Gadamer (dialogue for her-
meneutic understanding). 

In these theories it remains open as to why people want to understand each 
other and pursue the dialogue in the first place. From the standpoint of 
 theories of activity, people are likely to be involved in dialogues that are 
needed to make sense of shared concerns and to coordinate their actions in 
shared, object-oriented enterprises (Miettinen 2006:401).

Miettinen anticipated the potential criticism about the “modernist tradition 
of naïve progressivism in its commitment to the idea of development and of 
solving societal problems” that would dismiss activity theory and Chicago 
prag matism. He writes: 

Their methodological ideas of intervention in research can, however, 
be well utilized and developed without adherence to abstract, modernist 

6  A robust body of interventionist research has been conducted in a wide 
range of fields such as healthcare, schooling, production work, crime investigation, 
organic farming etc. (see Engeström & Sannino 2011 for a comprehensive review).
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rationality or to any concept of progress. […] Combined with locality, the 
commitment to experimentation to make things better implies no teleology 
of progress (Miettinen 2006:402).

Retooling is operationalized in this study on several analytical levels. The gener-
ation and testing of novel planning instruments, such as the structural scheme 
discussed in Article III, illustrates the idea of retooling in the framework of a 
larger changing practice. Similarly, the notion of retooling extends the idea put 
forward in Article IV to account for the dynamism of not only the individual 
activities and perspectives which meet and collide in a trading zone, but also 
the emergence and transformation of the trading zone itself.
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7. Why does Finnish planning  
education need retooling?

A practical question that has been present during the research process is: How 
should planners be educated in Finland? What kinds of skills and competences 
are most important for this professional group, and what pedagogical solu-
tions would best support their learning and professional identity building? 
These were key questions in the recent development of a new joint master’s 
program combining land-use planning and transportation engineering for 
the Aalto University Department of the Built Environment7. 

In December 2013 we convened a large group (60 participants) of leading 
experts in land-use planning and transportation to envision together what 
kinds of competences and skills professionals need in the future. We also con-
vened the academic staff and faculty of the then two separate departments: the 
Department of Real Estate, Planning and Geoinformatics and the Department 
of Civil and Environmental Engineering, Research Group of Transportation En-
gineering, for a day-long workshop (see Kangasoja & Mattila 2014). 

The practitioners, all leading experts from the field, put a premium on col-
laborative skills and competences, and the ability to deal with an uncertain 
future. The motivation to work over professional and sectorial boundaries and 
engage in integrative and synthesizing thinking with others was also deemed 
important, along with a long list of necessary ‘people skills’ like good presenta-
tion, argumentation and listening skills, as well as the ability to mediate, ne-
gotiate, joint problem solve, and resolve conflicts. Although it is multifaceted, 
this cluster of skills and competences is clearly distinguishable from the more 
traditional planning and transportation engineering competence areas em-
phasized by the academic faculty. The distinct emphasis of the practitioners 
and the academic faculty corresponds to the T-model of expertise introduced 
by Tim Brown (2007). (See Fig. 3.)

One of the arguments arising from this study is that if we wish to achieve a 
genuine shift towards the horizontal axes of the ‘T’ in planning education and 
practice, it is not enough to add a course on negotiation to the curriculum. A 
much more profound shift in the entire field of research is needed, extending  
to how humans and human interaction is understood. The argumentative turn 
(Fischer & Forester 1993), despite its merits, did not provide means for develop-
ing skills that address the social reality of encounters, as people are reduced 

7 The master’s program design work was led by professor Marketta Kyttä.



7. why does finnish planning education need retooling? 

28 

in this theory to more or less rational argumentators.8 The implicit view is too 
narrow and rationalistic – unable to touch those aspects of human interaction 
that planners encounter in their daily work and for which they need better 
skills and preparation. 

It is perhaps not surprising that it was the practitioners participating in 
our workshop, and not the academic faculty, who emphasized that planners 
have to be skilled at working across not only disciplinary boundaries, but many 
other kinds of boundaries, too. Since our workshop, a general awareness of the 
importance the horizontal line of the ‘T’ has become more acute on a broader 
societal level. 

Amidst deepening divisions, the importance of empathy and collaborative 
skills are being recognized. Some of the workshops participants also forecast 
that Finnish planners would increasingly be required to come up with con-
structive ways to navigate climate change-induced challenges associated with 
inequality, resource scarcity, and social and environmental injustice. To the 
extent that these scenarios are already the reality in many parts of the world, 
they give rise to violent conflicts, the effects of which must be addressed also 
in Finland.

In the latter half of 2015, over 30,000 asylum seekers and migrants entered 
Finland (population 5.5 million) within a period of six months. The influx has 
since slowed, but the reality of such radical new challenges concerning also 
the field of urban planning should somehow be reflected in the education of 
planners. New capabilities must be fostered in order to cope constructively 
with the challenges ahead. 

8  A notable exception is found in John Forester’s work, especially on listening and 
deliberative practice, and his later works addressing directly the skills proven useful 
in contested contexts of planning and public policy (1987; 1999; 2011; 2012; 2014). 
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Figure 3. The T-shape model of expertise, image  
from https://www.inovis.cc/chances/63-shape- 
up-for-innovation-become-more-t-shaped
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8. Towards trading zone capabilities

One of the key findings of this study is that the education of architect-planners 
does not provide (young) planners with sufficient means and tools to produc-
tively cope with the challenges they face as professionals. Architect-planners re-
port that successful professional practice would necessitate many skills, which  
they have not acquired through their education. These include various negotia-
tion-related skills, such as listening, joint re-framing, building trust, creative 
joint problem solving, engaging communities and leadership skills. In line 
with the theoretical conceptualization of urban planning as a trading zone, 
employed and further developed in this research, these capabilities are concep-
tualized as trading zone capabilities. In addition to individual skills or compe-
tences, these trading zone capabilities are continually developing shared prac-
tices mediated by various technologies, novel concepts, rules, and division  of 
labour. Developing such trading zone capabilities requires expansive learning 
on the level of the planning system. Expansive learning addresses the contra-
dictions and attempts to find ways to transcend them through experimenta-
tion and retooling.

Situations of conflict and pathology described in this study can be seen as 
valuable opportunities for learning and transformation. Again, not that con-
flicts would disappear, or that life without conflict were an ideal, but that the 
deep values of what we care for and want to protect become the topic of dis-
cussions where new shared understanding can emerge as a result of dialogue. 
The overcoming of systemic contradictions does not happen on an individual 
level, yet an individual can play an important role in the process by mobilizing 
resources at her disposal in the context where she works. 

I propose trading zone capabilities as a set of multi-layered practical skills 
and capacities. I distinguish between four levels; the 1) individual, or intra-per-
sonal; 2) the inter-personal; 3) the organizational and 4) the systemic level. All 
four levels correspond to particular contradictions, or developmental tensions 
in the planning practice and, respectively, skills and tools. The levels of capa-
bilities are described below in Table 1.
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Table 1. Typology of developmental tensions and the  
corresponding capabilities required to respond and surpass them

LEVEL CONTRADICTION CAPABILITIES EXAMPLES

INTRA-
PERSONAL

Dilemma (Article I)

Necessity to expand 
the perceived con-
cept of art as inter-

nalized in archi-
tecture edu cation 
(Article I), Coping 

with organizational 
culture (Article II)

Personal resilience Self-awareness and 
self-reflection, a non-
judgmental mode of 

experiencing, 

Self-compassion

INTER-
PERSONAL

Conflict (Article IV)

Dealing with multiple 
perspectives and 

the necessity to cre-
ate  interlanguages 

in  planning

Dialogical competen-
cies and nego tiation 

skills

Listening, reframing, 
respect, and dia-

logical engagement

Compassion

ORGANI-
ZATIONAL

Paradox (Article III) 

Developing planning 
instruments and 

tools, e.g. structural 
scheme (Article III).

Organizational capa-
bility to sustain a 

community of inquiry 

Joint questioning, 
 analysis, problem- 

solving and the test-
ing of new models

Dialogue and 
 Deliberation (D+D)

the Mutual Gains 
 Approach

SYSTEM 
LEVEL

Pathology (Article II) Expansive learning 
and collective 

 knowledge creation 

Novel concepts

Institutional change 

Process design and 
 institutional design

New roles

INTRA-PERSONAL CAPABILITIES
Intra-personal capabilities allow planners to work without subjecting them-
selves to the effects of cognitive dissonance and alienation. Planners need to 
be able to face the challenges associated with the boundaries and underlying 
assumptions of their training (e.g. the strong emphasis on design and art in 
Finland, see Article I) and the organizational realities of power and bureau-
cracy (see Article II). They must learn to tolerate, reflect and transcend the dis-
tance between the ideal of their professional identity and their actual planning 
work in real-life settings. Actively reflecting on these inherent contradictions 
helps planners to avoid them from turning into handicaps that undermine 
their work and profession. 

Recent shifts in our general scientific understanding of humans and human 
interaction have emphasised the importance of intrapersonal capabilities. Views 
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are being updated with innovative technologies, research methods and study 
approaches that didn’t exist a few decades ago. A fairly robust understanding 
of the primary role of emotions in regulating our perception and action has 
emerged among psychologists, neuroscientists and social researchers (Siegel 
2010; Germer 2009; Haidt 2012)

We now know more about how human beings are driven by a deep craving  
for connection, autonomy and appreciation. We are also characterized by our 
vulnerability. When we are deprived of appreciation for who we are and what 
we value, our whole selves are threatened. We mirror each other on the neural 
level, and directly affect each other’s states and abilities – even on a physiological 
level. Aggression and indignation beget more aggression, whereas pro-social 
behaviour that shows empathy and compassion allows our vulnerabilities to 
show, making human growth possible. We need one another to become our 
best selves. Only together can we solve the sometimes mundane or overwhelm-
ing challenges that planning our living environment presents. 

INTERPERSONAL CAPABILITIES:  
DIALOGUE AND NEGOTIATION
Interpersonal capabilities are drawn from the practices of dialogue and nego-
tiation, both of which deal with unravelling and solving complex problems 
through an interactive process. Attention to the other parties’ ideas, interests 
and experiences is key – thus emphasizing the importance of active listening.9

Kai Alhanen (2016) beautifully describes the important role of dialogue in 
democracy. Dialogue is a key practice for diverse persons to come to under-
stand each other’s perspectives and create conditions for meaningful action 
in the face of complex challenges. He notes that the skills that are required for 
dialogue are not self-evident, and are not being widely taught or fostered in 
our current society. These skills may be essentially personal, but the process 
of exercising and cultivating them turns them into shared capabilities. For this 
reason, fruitful dialogue can have dramatic results. It can dissolve stereotypes, 
edit stories, re-humanize participants, change attitudes and enhance empathy. 
Dialogue can help new patterns of communication take root, and move par-
ticipants from fixed positions of certainty towards states of enhanced curiosity 
and, eventually, caring and empathy. 

The quality of conversations defines relationships and determines what 
communities can accomplish. The ability to listen well is a key property in the re-
sulting quality of conversations and fruitful dialogue in general. It is also a skill 

9  A recent study (Chopic et al. 2016) ranked Finland 58 out of 63 countries when it 
comes to the ability to put oneself in another person’s shoes. This indicates that Finns 
have comparatively poor interpersonal and listening skills. 
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that can be learned. Madelyn Burley-Allen (1982) points to several important 
components of good listening, such as attentiveness, staying non-judgmental 
and avoiding questioning the speaker excessively or discounting their feelings. 
The importance of listening in planning is highlighted by John Forester in his 
book Planning in the face of power.

Planners not only must be able to hear words; they also must be able 
to  listen to others carefully and critically. Such careful listening re-
quires  sensitivity, self-possession and judgement. This is a critical part 
of paying attention – to other people and to substantive issues 
(Forester  1987:107) 

Forester further discusses the distinction between hearing (passive) and lis-
tening (active), calling attention to problems in some of the planning process’ 
institutional practices, such as public hearings. In this formal setting, hearing 
does not necessarily enable active listening, and the two remain distinct and 
disconnected. 

The need for dialogic modes of engagement and understanding is anchored 
in our shared humanity. The reality is that we are in this world together, despite 
our many differences. Encouraging diverse participants to engage with each 
other in dialogue opens up new possibilities for joint-problem solving when 
there is a need for practical decisions on how to proceed. 

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPABILITIES:  
DELIBERATION AND JOINT PROBLEM-SOLVING
Organizational capacities influence the capabilities of an organization to sus-
tain a community of inquiry enabling shared or distributed agency with re-
gards to problem solving in a complex socio-political setting. Interpersonal 
capabilities also entail forms of deliberation and negotiation aimed at purpo-
sive outcomes, i.e. joint decisions, problem solving and conflict resolution. 
These can all benefit from dialogue. 

According to Oliver Escobar (2009), dialogue before deliberation can help 
build a safe space for relationships that fosters trust and creativity. Deliberative 
practices often require high-quality dialogic communication, where the par-
ticipants feel safe to question their own assumptions and stay open to change. 
To Escobar, the early stages of a deliberative process are crucial. For this reason, 
he argues for enriching the “communication fabric” supporting deliberative 
processes by including alternative ways of producing collective learning and 
public reason (ibid., 62). He further elaborates on the relationship between 
communication patterns and process, making key distinctions between the 
decision-orientation of the process and the advocacy vs. inquiry mode of com-
munication (see Figure 4.) 
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Based on this distinction, Escobar has proposed the D+D model (dialogue + 
deliberation). The model includes an inquiry process of creating shared mean-
ing, promoting reciprocal exploration and building relationships. The D+D 
model proceeds towards an advocacy process where alternatives are evaluated 
and decisions are made (see Figure 5).

In my efforts to bridge the interpersonal and organizational capability levels, 
I refer to Amy Cohen (2008) and her work on the similarities between negotia-
tion literature and new governance research. She argues that the two fields 

“share similar assumptions about subjectivity that drive their sense of political 
hopefulness” (ibid., 528). Recent research in both fields draws upon a type of 
subjectivity that is flexible, reflective and capable of problem solving. My work 
encouraging planners to evolve integrative and pragmatic attitudes and capaci-
ties is directly in line with parallel research that says these attributes are key 
elements of democratic governance.10

The distinction between negotiation and governance corresponds to the 
distinction I propose between the interpersonal and organizational capabilities 
within the trading zones of planning practice. Negotiation literature largely 

10  At the same time, I recognize the weight and relevance of the not-so-hopeful 
critiques raised with respect to, first, the distributional effects of negotiation or 
collaborative governance arrangements, and, second the Foucauldian critique of 
forging docile and flexible citizen-subjectivities (Cohen 2008).

Figure 4. The relationship between commu nication and process (Escobar 2009:60) 

DIALOGUE
Inquiry process: 

Reciprocal exploration
Creation of shared meaning

Relationship
+

DELIBERATION
Advocacy process: 

Weighting alternatives
Making decisions

→

COMMUNICATION MODE

Advocacy Inquiry

PROCESS

Orientated to  
decision making Deliberation Deliberative  

dialogue

Not oriented to  
decision making Debate Dialogue

Figure 5. The D+D process (Escobar 2009:61) 
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focuses on interpersonal dynamics, in addition to the theory and prescriptions 
behind the skills, techniques, and interpersonal interactions involved in volun-
tary instances of problem solving, dispute resolution, and deal making. New 
governance research is more concerned with institutional design and institu-
tional change. 

The Finnish planner typically seeks to be a designer, regulator, process man-
ager and public engagement officer, all at once. Differentiating between the 
roles and, for instance, through the introduction of specialized public engage-
ment staff in municipal planning organizations, is a fairly recent and emergent 
phenomenon and marks ‘re-tooling’ and learning on the organization-level. 
Beyond the organizational level, a system level change could arise from the 
introduction of new roles altogether, such as neutral third party mediators 
who assist all parties especially in conflictual cases to become a community of 
inquiry. Such shared transformative agency is needed for joint questioning of 
existing practices, analysis and creation of new modes of practice.

Developed by the Consensus Building Institute, the Mutual Gains Approach 
(mga) builds on negotiation theory by seeking to structure public processes 
into phases of inquiry, decision-making and implementation. mga does not 
explicitly articulate the intrapersonal or interpersonal dimensions, but these 
are implicit in the practice of skilled mediators assisting with the associated 
processes (see Appendix 1 for a list of this study’s interviews of senior US prac-
titioners). 

In the language of consensus building, the concept of consensus does not 
mean like-mindedness or unanimity; rather it means reaching overwhelming 
agreement by informed participants who understand what they have prom-
ised to each other and who can live with the proposed settlement (Susskind & 
Cruikshank 2006, 19). Consensus is accomplished under conditions of inclu-
siveness, self-organization and open dialogue with the help of a neutral me-
diator, who strives to make sure that the full range of stakeholders have been 
heard, their concerns have been taken into account and everything reasonably 
possible has been done to respond to the varied demands and requirements 
(Innes 2004). As a practical means to enable dialogue, deliberation and joint 
decision-making, the mga experiences from the U.S. have served as a ‘spring 
board’ – to use the terminology from the Expansive Learning theory, to envi-
sion alternative ways to organize joint public endeavours for changing and 
preserving urban environments in a way that has the potential to also renew 
and supplement forms of democracy. 

The scope of this study is limited to an analysis of the nature of the Finnish 
planning context, with special consideration for its particular contradictions. 
For this reason, it does not provide a detailed description of the practices of 
collaboration and mediation developed in the US. Consensus Building, or, the 
Mutual Gains Approach (see Figure 6) is an example of a collaborative approach 
that integrates multiple perspectives. It is especially useful in contentious con-
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texts where public decisions are being made, as it offers a structured process 
based on mediation, negotiation theory and a social psychological understand-
ing of conflict dynamics (see e.g. Kunreuther, H., Susskind, L., and Aarts, T. D. 
1991).

NEW PROCESSES: SYSTEM-LEVEL CHANGE
System-level change means establishing new processes across individual or-
ganizations, thus re-tooling the field of planning practice. As an example, I 
wish to draw attention on the The spectrum of processes for collaboration and 
consensus-building in public decisions (see Table 2), and the tools, methods, 
roles and skills related to these serve as an example of how, albeit in a differ-
ent context, the social practice of planning has been ‘retooled’. Adjustments 
have been gradually made to suit the new requirements of the job, including 
managing multiple perspectives, mediating conflicting interests and working 
out contested facts – all in a transparent and democratic manner. 

Figure 6. Mutual Gains Approach to Negotiation.  
Consensus Building Institute (2000).
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Developed by the US Institute for Environmental Conflict Resolution, the 
spectrum echoes earlier typologies used by the International Association for 
Public Participation (iapp)11. It also points to basic distinctions in participa-
tory processes, namely the differences between informing, consulting and par-
ticipation. 

The spectrum and the iapp typologies are both important system-level 
tools for developing and fostering a shared understanding. They help unite 
the demand-function of public processes within public bodies and planning 
organizations with the supply function of agencies and neutral third parties 
developing appropriate processes and services. 

More importantly, the spectrum allows a whole field of US practitioners 
to share a terminology and common frame of reference with respect to col-
laborative public processes. In a sense, this frame of reference helps constitute 
and maintain a cohesive ‘community of practice’ around collaboration and 
conflict resolution. 

Finland has few spectrum-like distinctions or typological maps for plan-
ning practitioners to coordinate their public engagement activities. People 
associated with the field commonly speak about public participation as if it 
were one thing (osallistuminen), and this is typically understood to be solely 
in conjunction with the legal requirements of review and comment that are 
stipulated in Finnish planning law. This one-dimensional view does not help 
planners or planning organizations in dealing more effectively with the inher-
ent complexities and conflicts of their line of work. 

Thus, the development of systemic capabilities and shared reference points 
for a community of practice is lacking – or still in the making in the Finnish case. 
Similar to the distinction between process and communication patterns sug-
gested by Escobar (2009) above, it can be argued that the capability of planners 
to make meaningful distinctions that inform the practice in the field is an im-
portant systemic capability that links with the other levels discussed previously. 

System level change and learning could mean, for instance, that the Spec-
trum (Table 2.) – and, more importantly, the skills and capabilities needed to 
conduct multiple, tailored communication, consultation and collaboration 
processes – be adopted and distributed across all Finnish planning organiza-
tions. The relevant skills include the self-reflective and diagnostic capabilities 
to identify varying stakeholder engagement / collaboration challenges such 
as conflicts or complex implementation tasks, and the adequate process-level 
responses to these situations.

11  iap2 public participation spectrum (https://www.iap2.org/). In some ways this 
echoes Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) ladder model of public participation, with a ladder 
depicting the stages from the non-participative bottom rung of manipulation to the 
top rung of fully delegated citizen power. 
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Furthermore, an expansive system level change could arise from the intro-
duction of new modes of engagement, ones that go beyond the current “par-
ticipation” (consultation) framework, moving to the right on the spectrum, 
towards joint decision-making, conflict mediation and multi-party collabora-
tion with the intent of strategic, multi-party implementation.

System level change may require institutional or regulatory reforms. Rights 
and obligations are crucial in defining the parameters of planners’ and plan-
ning organizations’ work. However, the evolution of novel practices is not only 
driven by regulatory change. Indeed, it may be an intellectual trap to assume 
that changing the law would directly affect planning practices. To this effect, 
the recent expert evaluation of the Finnish Land use and building act (Ministry 
of Environment 2014) noted that there had been little effective development in 
public engagement practices regardless of the intention of the law-maker to 
strengthen participation through legal provisions. Changing public engage-
ment practices is not restricted by law, but, rather, by the lack of training op-
portunities and respective resources. The evaluation report (ibid.) recognizes 
the importance of supporting new practices (toimintakäytännöt) to comple-
ment strictly regulatory change and, among others, proposes that planning 
communication, negotiation and conflict mediation skills be developed and 
integrated in planner’s training programs and events.
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9. Conclusions and reflections  
on the research contribution

This study set out to identify the current competence demands of Finnish plan-
ning professionals, and root them in an analysis of the internal contradictions 
of their working context. The notion of ‘retooling’ has been offered as a theo-
retically grounded means for determining the nature of the contradictions, 
as well as the ways to work around, and at times surpass, these. 

The research has been driven by a quest to understand the conditions for 
professional agency, efficacy and action potency in the contradictory and some-
times pathological settings of planning practice. The research has also identi-
fied ‘a missing ingredient’ in the previous research on urban planning’s trading 
zones, namely the perspective of living, human experience. The trading zone 
approach to planning (Mäntysalo, Balducci & Kangasoja 2011) requires further 
development, so it can evolve towards a developmental and interventionist 
paradigm in planning research. It could also contribute towards pedagogical 
development that builds on our most recent understandings of human behav-
iour and learning, emphasizing the role of emotions and empathetic resonance 
in human interaction.

A prominent planning scholar, the late John Friedmann, identified three 
tasks for planning theory. He said, “first of all, planning theory should evolve 
a deeply considered humanist philosophy for planning and trace its implica-
tions to practice; secondly, planning theory should help in adapting planning 
practices to the continually changing course of human affairs; and thirdly, plan-
ning theory should translate knowledge/s and ideas from other fields into the 
domain of planning” (2008: 247–257).

This dissertation has sought to address all three of these tasks. The first task 
of ‘creating a deeply considered humanist philosophy with practical implica-
tions’ has been formulated as a call to explicitly examine, and perhaps even 
update, the ontological and epistemological understanding of human interac-
tion implicit in planning theory and practical planning activity.  

My research intention has a close kinship to John Forester’s longstanding 
desire to highlight the importance of the subtle qualities of skilled planning 
practice in the face of political complexity and local constraints. His call has 
sometimes been misinterpreted in planning debates as a theoretical one, in-
stead of a practical, methodological and – at its core, ethical – proposal for a 
new paradigm, which is how I interpret it. 

This study has sought to seek out methodological tools from neighbouring 
research fields, where human interaction and various forms of collaboration 
have been studied for decades. 
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Table 3. Research questions and how  
the study has responded to the questions

NO. RESEARCH QUESTION STUDY RESPONSE

1. What kinds of competences 
do Finnish architect-planners 
need in their professional 
work? And how has the educa-
tion these professionals have 
received equipped them to 
meet the challenges they face 
in their everyday work?

Article I’s key findings are two-fold: On 
the one hand, a cluster of interactional 
competences, including negotiation, col-
laboration, conflict resolution, presenta-
tion and argumentation skills, emerged 
as critically important for the respondents’ 
work. On the other, a clear discrepancy 
between these demands and the edu-
cation they had received was reported. 
The study has shed light on the nature of 
urban planning in Finland as a contentious 
social and political practice, necessitating 
novel capabilities on multiple levels.

2. How can planning and plan-
ning communication be con-
ceptualized in new ways that 
would take into account the 
dynamic and developing na-
ture of the multiple practices 
involved?

In Article IV, the concept of trading zone 
is used to understand planning and plan-
ning communication as generating inter-
languages between various participants 
and multiple practices. The introductory 
section further develops this ‘trading zone 
approach’, proposed in Article IV.

3. How can the contradictory 
challenges identified in Finnish 
architect-planners’ work be 
conceptualized theoretically? 
What kind of a theoretical 
conception of learning would 
be meaningful in interpreting 
the learning challenges on 
the different levels of individ-
ual professionals, planning 
 organizations and the whole 
field of planning in Finland?

Various contradictory elements have been 
presented for the analysis of the challeng-
es that the planning professionals face, 
differentiating between dilemma (Article 
I), conflict (IV), paradox (Article III), and 
pathology (Article II). The introductory 
section presents a theoretical interpreta-
tion of these challenges as developmental 
tensions of the planning activity, and offers 
a learning-theoretical framework, within 
which the interpretation of the tensions 
and contradictions is taken as a starting 
point for expansive learning.

4. What kinds of trading zone 
 capabilities can be suggested 
for retooling planning, as 
based on the analysis of the 
contradictions identified in 
the study?

The introductory section synthesizes the 
trading zone capabilities. These include 
intrapersonal capabilities such as self-
awareness; interpersonal capabilities such 
as listening and dialogue skills (Article II); 
and organizational-level capabilities such 
as novel planning instruments and process 
design (Article III). On the systems level, 
this encompasses capabilities for such 
things as expansive learning, joint inquiry 
and questioning and analysis. 
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Classic practice theories, namely Deweyan pragmatism and Cultural Histor-
ical Activity Theory can offer a theoretical foundation for the study of changing 
practices. These traditions also offer a rich body of theoretically sound work, 
as well as proven intervention and experimental practices for diverse forms 
of collaboration, learning and transformation. 

Luca Bertolini and Alessandro Balducci have proposed that planning re-
search should be reflecting with practice (2007). This research has sought to be 
an instance of such reflection. It features many levels of dialogue between the 
researchers and the professionals examined. In my dual role of researcher and 
educator, I have learned over a sustained period about the practical needs and 
demands experienced by planning professionals and stu dents. Understanding 
this ‘need state’ – to use the terminology of expansive learning – has been a 
central motivation for this study. 

Another important aim of the study has also been to effect change and re-
tool planning by offering novel theoretical interpretations and methodological 
insights. The key takeaway is that it would be wise to devote more attention in 
planning education to the development of communication and collaboration 
skills. This would better equip planners for practical work in the increasingly 
diverse trading zones of land-use planning.
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Change occurs not just through arguments, 
not just through the reframing of ideas, not 
just through critique of expert knowledge, 

but through transformations of relationships 
and responsibilities, of networks and compe-

tence, of collective memory and memberships. 
( Forester 1996:295). 
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Appendix 1. List of data

The empirical research found in this dissertation includes three national sur-
veys of Finnish architects, and two sets of interviews: one with experienced plan-
ning professionals in Finland, and the other with experienced public policy 
mediators in the US.

SURVEYS 
Three national surveys were conducted: two in the year 2009, and the third 
in 2014. 

The first survey was conducted in January 2009. It focused on the compe-
tence demands and education of Finnish architects (Hirvonen & al. 2009). A 
web-based questionnaire was sent to the approximately 2,900 members of the 
Finnish Association of Architects who had submitted an email address, and 
726 replied, for a response rate of 27%. 

For the purposes of this research project, a subgroup of planner-architects 
was delineated from the overall response cohort for closer examination. This 
included respondents who said they were substantially occupied with urban 
planning and design or regional planning in their work. About 25% of the re-
spondents fit this definition, for a total of 192 persons. The survey was designed 
jointly by myself, Mikko Mälkki and Raine Mäntysalo from Aalto University, 
and Heini Korpelainen ja Pia Selroos from the Association of Finnish Architects 
safa. Jukka Hirvonen conducted statistical analysis of the responses, and Mikko 
Mälkki and I carried out the qualitative analysis. The results of the survey are 
reported in Article I.

The second survey was conducted in late 2009 and targeted architects in 
the public sector. I designed the survey together with safa’s Heini Korpelainen 
and Pia Selroos. Jukka Hirvonen again conducted the statistical analysis, while 
I carried out qualitative analysis of the responses to the open questions. 

The third survey was a follow-up to the first competence demands survey. 
It was conducted with safa in early 2014, five years after its predecessor. While 
the 2009 survey included architect students, the 2014 survey only approached 
full association members. The survey was sent via email to all 2,875 safa mem-
bers who submitted an email address, and 461 responses were received, for a 
response rate of 16%. 

The design was somewhat similar to the January 2009 survey, but includ-
ed a new set of questions about negotiation and dispute resolution needs. I 
was in charge of the design of the new set of questions, and Heini Korpelainen 
and Pia Selroos provided valuable comments. Here again Jukka Hirvonen con-
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ducted the statistical analysis and I conducted the qualitative analysis of the 
responses. This third survey was designed to foster a comparison of the results 
with the previous study gauging architect competences, five years later. It also 
contained a more thorough inquiry into respondent views on the needs for 
negotiation and conflict resolution skills, and the perceived need for an out-
side mediator. 

All of the surveys are utilized in Article V.

INTERVIEWS
I collected the first set of interview data from Finland in late 2013 and early 
2014. The interviews were used as data in Article III. The interviewees were:

�1. Raimo Airamo, head of city planning, Lahti (retired), 15 October 2013
�2. Leena Rossi, head of city planning, Jyväskylä, 24 October 2013
�3. Leena Strandén, Built Environment unit director, Pirkanmaa ely Centre, 

29 October 2013
�4. Heikki Saarento, planning director, Southwest Finland Association, 

Turku, 8 November 2013
�5. Markku Lahtinen, land-use architect, Kangasala, 30 January 2014

The article grew from a research project I conducted with Raine Mäntysalo and 
Vesa Kanninen regarding structural scheme models in five Finnish regions. The 
interviews are presented in a Finnish research report published by the Ministry 
of Environment (Mäntysalo, Kangasoja, Kanninen 2014).

Together with Lasse Peltonen, I gathered a second body of interview data 
in the US during our research visit (September 2012 – June 2013). The US inter-
views were very important for gaining an understanding of the nature of the 
work that eppm professionals do, as well as the competencies required and 
the professional trajectories of the facilitators and mediators. These interviews 
were not explicitly used as data in any of the individual articles, but they inform 
the overall approach of the dissertation.

The list of interviews conducted in the US:

�1. Abby Arnold, principal and senior mediator, Kearns & West, Washington 
DC, 21 February 2013

�2. David Batson, senior collaboration & adr specialist, Conflict Prevention 
& Resolution Center, Environmental Protection Agency, Washington DC, 
21 February 2013

�3. Patrick Field, managing director, Consensus Building Institute (cbi), 
Cambridge MA, 21 December 2012

�4. Robert Fisher, Office of Collaborative Action and Dispute Resolution, 
 Department of the Interior, 21 February 2013
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�5. Merrick Hoben, director & senior mediator, cbi, Cambridge MA, 
20  February 2013

�6. Rachel Milnes Giller, associate cbi, Cambridge MA, 20 February 2013
�7. David Konisky, assistant professor, Georgetown Public Policy Institute, 

21 February 2013
�8. Suzanne Orenstein, US Institute for Environmental Conflict Resolution, 

Udall Foundation 22 February 2013
�9. Lawrence Susskind, professor dusp, mit, Cambridge MA, 29 January 2013
10. Ellie Tonkin, New England (epa region 1), Boston MA, 14 December 2012
11. Stacie Smith, associate and senior mediator, cbi, Cambridge MA, 

4  December 2012
12. David Fairman, managing director, cbi, Cambridge MA, 22 March, 2013
13. David Thomson, senior mediator cbi Cambridge MA, 23 March 2013
14. Ona Ferguson, associate cbi, Cambridge MA, 22 March, 2013
15. Justin Wright, director Habitus Inc., Cambridge MA, 6 June 2016
16. Tad Mayer, Boston MA, 12 March, 2013
17. Eric Roberts, associate cbi, Cambridge MA, 4 April, 2013
18. Laurel Singer, Turner Odell, Peter Harkema, National Policy Consensus, 

Portland State University, Portland June 2013
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