
 
 

Delft University of Technology

Spatial Planning Policy Tools
A conceptual model
Stead, Dominic

Publication date
2022
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Teaching, Learning & Researching

Citation (APA)
Stead, D. (2022). Spatial Planning Policy Tools: A conceptual model. In R. Rocco, G. Bracken, C. Newton,
& M. Dąbrowski (Eds.), Teaching, Learning & Researching: Spatial Planning (pp. 152-166). TU Delft OPEN
Publishing.

Important note
To cite this publication, please use the final published version (if applicable).
Please check the document version above.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download, forward or distribute the text or part of it, without the consent
of the author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license such as Creative Commons.

Takedown policy
Please contact us and provide details if you believe this document breaches copyrights.
We will remove access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

This work is downloaded from Delft University of Technology.
For technical reasons the number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to a maximum of 10.



Edited by Roberto Rocco, Gregory Bracken, 
Caroline Newton & Marcin Dąbrowski

Teaching, Learning & 
Researching

Spatial 
Planning

SPS



Teaching, Learning & Researching

 
TOOLS, CONCEPTS AND IDEAS TAUGHT AT THE SECTION OF SPATIAL PLANNING AND STRATEGY OF THE 

OF URBANISM, FACULTY OF ARCHITECTURE AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

DELFT UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY, THE NETHERLANDS.

Published by
TU DELFT OPEN

Edited by
ROBERTO ROCCO, GREGORY BRACKEN, CAROLINE NEWTON & MARCIN DĄBROWSKI

Design and layout
ROBERTO ROCCO

Language review & copy editing
GREGORY BRACKEN

Contact
SECTION SPATIAL PLANNING & STRATEGY, DEPARTMENT OF URBANISM

FACULTY OF ARCHITECTURE AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT, DELFT UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY

JULIANALAAN 134, 2628 BL, DELFT, THE NETHERLANDS

ENQUIRIES: KARIN VISSER , E-MAIL: SPATIALPLANNING-BK@TUDELFT.NL 

ISBN/EAN: 978-94-6366-604-6

https://doi.org/10.34641/mg.50

COVER: TU DELFT CENTRAL LIBRARY BY MECANOO ARCHITECTS, TU DELFT. PHOTO BY R. ROCCO (2019).

URBANISM

Spatial Planning

Disclaimer:  This work is licensed under a CC-BY 4.0 license, except where otherwise mentioned. This means that the CC-BY license you can find 
here are not applicable where it is mentioned something different in this work (for example CC-license conditions are not applicable to works 
marked with a different CC license or “with permission” etc.). It is your responsibility to check what the conditions are to re-use the work further.  
Every attempt has been made to ensure the correct source of images and other potentially copyrighted material was ascertained, and that all 
materials included in this book have been attributed/used according to their license and/or the applicable copyright rules.  The book contains a 
fair number of photographs taken on the street. It is legally permitted to take photographs in public spaces and publish them, without having to 
ask permission from persons who happen to be in the picture. We have made sure pictures published do not interfere with the dignity and privacy 
of those portrayed. If you believe that a portion of the material infringes someone else’s copyright, please contact r.c.rocco@tudelft.nl.

2 Teaching, Learning & Researching Spatial Planning



Spatial Planning 
Policy Tools
A conceptual model*
DOMINIC STEAD
PROFESSOR OF LAND USE AND TRANSPORT PLANNING, AALTO UNIVERSITY,                         
DOMINIC.STEAD@AALTO.FI

This chapter outlines a conceptual model for understanding the range of policy tools 

which can be used in spatial planning. The classification of tools builds on the NATO 

model (nodality, authority, treasure, and organisation) proposed by Christopher 

Hood (1986) and differentiates between two separate functions of policy tools: sub-

stantive and procedural. Substantive policy tools refer to those which directly affect 

the delivery of the goals of a plan, while procedural policy tools refer to those which 

affect the process and procedure of developing or reviewing a plan. A further distinc-

tion is made between tools used for the activities of plan-making (and review), de-

velopment control and plan enforcement, since these activities make use of different 

types of tools. 

SPATIAL PLANNING, POLICY TOOLS, PLAN-MAKING, DEVELOPMENT 
CONTROL, PLAN ENFORCEMENT

* This chapter is an abridged version of an article published in the Journal of Planning Literature (Stead, 2021).
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The governance of spatial planning has been 
analysed and compared in several recent 
publications (e.g. Knapp et al, 2015; Reimer 

et al, 2014; Schmitt & Van Well, 2016; Nadin et al, 
2018). Each of these studies illustrates the diversity 
of planning practices and approaches depending on 
specific social, economic, environmental, and social 
contexts. A relatively underdeveloped feature of this 
literature is the types of policy tools that are used 
(or could potentially be used) for spatial planning. 
In general, conceptual thinking about policy tools 
used in spatial planning is relatively limited and not 
always consistent (Stead, 2021).

While the policy studies literature contains a 
number of extensive accounts of public policy tools 
(e.g. Hood, 1986; Howlett, 2000; Salamon, 2002), this 
literature has largely been overlooked in studies of 
spatial planning. Many of the most frequently cited 
tools of spatial planning are regulatory (e.g. conser-
vation orders, land appropriation, environmental 
impact assessment). In practice, however, spatial 
planning involves a much wider range of policy 
tools than regulation alone, as proponents of com-
municative and collaborative planning theory have 
recognised for some time (e.g. Forester, 1993; Healey, 
1997; Innes & Booher, 2010). Nevertheless, there is 
still a general tendency in planning literature to em-
phasise regulatory tools above most others. Accord-
ing to Rydin (1998), regulation is the ‘fundamental 
policy tool available to the planning system [oper-
ating] at different levels and on different aspects of 
the built environment’ (754). At the same time, Rydin 
explicitly recognises that achieving planning goals 
such as sustainability and social cohesion requires 

1. Introduction

more than regulation alone: these goals demand 
additional policy tools. This chapter sets out a 
framework for categorising, analysing, and compar-
ing spatial planning policy tools. It does so by build-
ing on literature from policy studies which has been 
applied to other areas of decision-making, including 
energy and urban policy (Acciai & Capano, 2021).

2. Understanding policy tools

Various taxonomies for categorising policy tools 
were developed and proposed during the 1980s and 
1990s (see for example Hood, 1986; Vedung1998; 
Howlett, 1991). Of the various taxonomies of policy 
tools that were proposed, one of the most well-
known is the model developed by Hood (1986) which 
classified policy tools into four sets using the NATO 
mnemonic: 1) nodality (i.e. information-based), 2) 
authority (i.e. regulatory), 3) treasure (i.e. fiscal), and 
4) organisation (i.e. direct action by government). 
Hood also distinguished between policy tools de-
signed to effect change in a policy environment and 
those designed to detect changes in it, which he 
termed ‘effectors’ and ‘detectors’ respectively (see 
Table 1). This model has since gained widespread 
use in many areas of public policy-making, although 
Hood’s classification of policy tools has seldom ap-
peared in spatial planning literature to date. Mean-
while, Hood’s ‘effectors’ and ‘detectors’ have largely 
been replaced by the distinction between substan-
tive and procedural tools (Howlett, 2000). Substan-
tive policy tools refer to those which directly affect 
the delivery of policy goals while procedural policy 
tools refer to those which affect the process and 
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procedures of developing policy. These two types of 
tools are closely interlinked: procedural policy tools 
support the functioning of substantive policy tools. 
For example, procedural policy tools structure how 
policies are formulated, implemented, and eval-
uated by government actors and agents (Howlett, 
2000). In the context of spatial planning, procedural 
policy tools can be utilised to facilitate interaction 
and consensus-building between stakeholders in 
order to generate or strengthen support for policy 
goals or initiatives (Runhaar et al, 2009; Macintosh 
et al, 2015). 

Three of the four main types of tool (i.e. nodali-
ty, authority, and treasure) contained in the NATO 
model require little further explanation. However, 
a short explanation is provided about the tool of 
organisation since its meaning is not straightfor-
ward to fully understand from its name alone. The 
tool has less to do with how government is or-
ganised or structured (as might be implied by the 
name) and more to do with the agencies, services, 
amenities, facilities, or infrastructure which gov-
ernments provide directly. While recognising that 
these types of tools often require a combination 
of nodality, authority, and/or treasure tools, to put 
organisation tools in place, Hood classifies them 
as separate and distinct tools and describes them 
in terms of the ‘stock of land, buildings and equip-

ment, and […] individuals with whatever skills they 
may have, in the government’s direct possession’ 
(72) which ‘enables government to act directly on its 
subjects, their property or their environment’ (73). 
Hood also refers to some examples of organisation 
tools that are particularly relevant to spatial plan-
ning, stating that government ‘may provide for the 
welfare of its subjects in general by facilities such 
as parks, gardens, bridges, dykes and dams’ (80). In 
addition to these different forms of physical capital 
or infrastructure, it is also important to note that 
organisation tools related to spatial planning can 
also include the stock of human capital and skills in 
the government’s possession, notably the stock of 
public officials involved in developing, implement-
ing, or enforcing spatial planning policy. In a num-
ber of contexts, the stock of human capital involved 
in spatial planning under the direct employment 
of government has been in decline in recent years 
and/or has been redistributed across public, pri-
vate, and voluntary sectors as part of the hollow-
ing-out, contractualisation, and outsourcing of 
government (Grijzen, 2010; Raco, 2013; Lennon, 2019).

Hood’s taxonomy, and others developed around 
the same time, generated a new academic literature 
on policy tools (Howlett, 2000). Initially, the majority 
of this literature focused on substantive tools – 
those that directly affect the production and deliv-

 Nodality Authority Treasure Organisation 
Detectors  
(to detect change) 

Surveys 
Information colla-
tion 
Registration 

Registers 
Censuses 
Inspections 

Consultancy ser-
vices 
Paid informers 

Coastguard 
Public archives 

Effectors  
(to effect change) 

Advice 
Promotion 
Reminders 
Training 

Certification 
Licences 
Prohibitions 
Patents 

Grants 
Loans 
Subsidies 
Taxes 

Quarantines 
Bonded ware-
houses 
Customs 

 

Table 1: Hood’s taxonomy of policy tools with selected examples. 
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ery of goods and services in society. Less attention 
was devoted to the systematic analysis of proce-
dural tools – those intended to support substantive 
policy tools by for example managing state-societal 
interactions in order to assure general support for 
government aims and initiatives – despite the fact 
that they can be categorised in a similar way to 
their substantive counterparts, and have an equally 
important role in determining outcomes. Even now, 
attention to procedural policy tools in the academic 
literature is less prevalent than attention to sub-
stantive tools. This is true for the policy studies lit-
erature in general as well as the spatial planning lit-
erature in specific (discussed below). However, this 
is not to say that procedural policy tools have been 
completely neglected. Bressers and Klok (1988), for 
example, describe how various procedural policy 
tools involving the creation, provision, and diffusion 
of information to policy actors can affect the level 
of support for policy. Their work helps to identify a 
range of procedural policy tools, such as education, 
training, institution creation, the provision of infor-
mation, formal evaluations, and hearings.

Literature on spatial planning and governance 
contains very few explicit references to the liter-
ature from policy studies (see above). Moreover, 
there are very few definitions or taxonomies of 
policy tools in the spatial planning literature. The 
situation is summarised by Van den Broeck (2008) 
who states that although ‘planning theory is ba-
sically all about planning tools, there is, however, 
hardly any literature that theorizes the concept of 
planning tools’ (262). A recent review of literature 
on spatial planning policy tools reveals substantial 
variations in how policy tools themselves are under-
stood (Stead, 2021). To date, most discussions of 
spatial planning policy tools place more emphasis 
on substantive rather than procedural tools.

3. Categorising policy tools in 
spatial planning

When considering procedural policy tools for 
spatial planning, a distinction can be made between 
the tools used by public officials for distinct parts of 
the process since different types of tools are re-
quired. In this paper, a distinction is made between 
three parts of the planning process: 

1. plan-making (and review)
2. development control
3. plan enforcement

Plan-making refers to the genesis, approval, and 
subsequent evaluation and revision of a spatial 
plan – the document which specifies the desired 
type, scale, and location of future development, 
and which may also specify the policies or rules to 
be adopted in order to achieve this desired vi-
sion. Development control refers to the granting of 
permission for development, a process involving 
the assessment of the compatibility of the pro-
posed development (e.g. residence, office, shopping 
centre) with the aims and policies of the plan. Plan 
enforcement is concerned with ensuring that urban 
development takes place in line with a plan and, in 
cases where it does not, taking action to address 
the situation. In other words, there is one set of 
tools which can be used to influence the process of 
plan-making, a second set which can be used in the 
process of fulfilling or realising a plan’s ambitions, 
and a third set which can be used to detect and act 
against contraventions to the plan. To date, such a 
distinction has not been made in the literature on 
spatial planning policy tools. Examples of procedur-
al and substantive policy tools for plan-making (and 
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review), development control, and plan-enforce-
ment are presented in Table 2.

It should be noted here that the distinction made 
here between three aspects of the planning pro-
cess (plan-making, development control, and plan 
enforcement) is separate to a distinction based on 
the main stages of the policy cycle (see, for exam-
ple, Howlett, 2019). The relationship between the 
three aspects of the planning process is illustrated 
in Figure 1. All three aspects of the planning pro-
cess have their own distinct policy cycles, involving 
different starting points, stakeholders, and times-
cales. In the process of plan-making (concerned 
with the genesis, approval, and revision of a spatial 

plan), decisions are made regarding the content of 
a spatial plan (and accompanying policies) which 
typically has a time horizon of 10-20 years. This de-
cision-making process can involve several iterations 
before a plan is approved and may involve multiple 
inputs from a wide set of stakeholders, including cit-
izens, businesses, and NGOs. This process may also 
involve inputs not only at the plan approval stage 
but also when a plan is periodically evaluated and 
revised (Alexander, 2006). Meanwhile, the process 
of development control (concerned with granting 
permission for development proposals) is shorter 
in duration than plan-making, typically within a 
prescribed number of weeks after the submission 

  Nodality Authority Treasure Organisation 
Procedural 
tools 

Plan-making (and re-
view): to secure pub-
lic/political support 
for a spatial plan and 
any revisions to it 

Public exhibi-
tion and con-
sultation  

Strategic envi-
ronmental as-
sessment  

Reward/ incen-
tive for in-
volvement of 
interest groups 

‘Urban experi-
ment’ (e.g. tem-
porary 
parklet[1]) 

Development control: 
to test the fit between 
the proposed develop-
ment (e.g. residence, 
factory, office, shop-
ping centre) and the 
aims of the spatial 
plan 

Public consul-
tation and 
scrutiny  

Environmental 
impact assess-
ment  

Commissioned 
independent 
assessment 

Aesthetic con-
trol committee  

Plan enforcement: to 
address cases of non-
conformance between 
development and the 
aims of the spatial 
plan 

Public infor-
mation about 
reporting non-
compliance 

Enforcement 
notice 

Fines Imprisonment 

Substan-
tive tools 

To deliver the ambi-
tions of the plan (i.e. 
to deliver develop-
ment congruent with 
the plan) 

Non-binding 
policy advice 
or guidance 

Greenbelt;  
Urban growth 
boundary; 
Zoning ordi-
nance 

Tax relief for 
land remedia-
tion; Tax cred-
its for rehabili-
tation of his-
toric buildings 

Provision of fa-
cilities (as a 
catalyst for ur-
ban develop-
ment) 

Note: [1] A parklet is a sidewalk extension that provides more space for public street amenities 
(e.g. green space, seating, art works).  Parklets are typically created by using parking lanes. 

 

Table 2: Categorisation of procedural and substantive tools for spatial planning with selected examples.
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of a planning application. Decision-making is insti-
gated by the submission of a planning application: 
no decision is needed if no proposal is submitted. 
In this case, decision-making involves inputs from 
a less diverse set of stakeholders than the process 
of plan-making, often limited to those with a direct 
interest in the development being proposed (e.g. 
land-owners and residents directly adjacent to the 
proposed development). Thirdly, the process of plan 
enforcement is either instigated by the planning 
authority’s own monitoring activities (e.g. on-site 
checks) or via information from third parties (e.g. 
NGOs, neighbours). No decision about plan enforce-
ment needs to be made until a policy breach is 
noticed and reported. Decision-making about plan 
enforcement involves relatively few inputs from 
stakeholders. 

3.1 Procedural tools for plan-making

Procedural tools for plan-making refer to the 
tools which can be used to influence public or polit-
ical support in the genesis and approval of a spatial 
plan (and any subsequent amendment).  A range of 
nodality, authority, treasure, and organisation tools, 
as outlined below, can be used for this purpose. 

• Nodality. There are several tools of nodality to 
secure public or political support for a plan, such as 
outreach activities to consult, inform, and persuade. 
Public consultations and exhibitions are typical 
examples where information can be gathered from 
stakeholders to generate (or co-create) the ambi-
tions of the plan before or during its formulation, 
or where information can be presented to stake-
holders to convince them about the content and 
direction of the plan. Clearly, the number and type 
of stakeholders involved in these processes, as well 

Substantial 
tools

Procedural
tools

Procedural
tools

Procedural
tools

Substantial 
tools

Substantial 
tools

Plan-
making

Development 
control

Plan 
enforcement

Figure 1: Relation between plan-making, development control and plan enforcement.
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as the stage of decision-making during which they 
are involved, has an important impact on the level 
of support which can be achieved for the plan. Also 
crucial for the level of support for a spatial plan is 
the way in which the benefits or advantages of a 
plan are formulated and communicated to different 
stakeholders.

• Authority. Strategic environmental assessment 
(SEA) is a statutory planning tool in many countries 
(including all European countries) which is designed 
to ensure that the environmental consequences 
of strategic decisions are identified and assessed 
during the plan preparation process and before 
plan adoption (Sadler et al, 2011). A key idea behind 
SEA is that the technique improves the information 
basis for planning by providing insights into pos-
sible consequences, as well as identifying alterna-
tive options and measures that can avoid negative 
impacts. Clearly, the statutory requirement to 
conduct an SEA can lead to amendments during the 
plan-making process, thereby affecting the content 
of a spatial plan. 

• Treasure. Policy tools which provide rewards or 
incentives to promote the involvement of certain 
interest groups in plan-making can be classified as 
procedural policy tools related to treasure (i.e. fiscal 
tools). The state-funded Landcare Australia pro-
gramme is an example of this type of tool, to which 
Curtis and Lockwood (2000) refer as a state-spon-
sored (i.e. state funded) mode of community partic-
ipation. Landcare Australia is a government funded 
programme which supports local Landcare groups, 
community not-for-profit organisations involv-
ing groups of volunteers who work on projects to 
repair and improve the natural environment. Rep-
resentatives from these local Landcare groups are 
represented on regional Catchment Management 

Committees and other important fora and make 
significant contributions to natural resource man-
agement decision-making (Curtis et al, 1995). Other 
fiscal tools that can be used to affect procedural 
aspects of plan-making include the hiring of plan-
ning consultants to organize citizen participation 
processes for urban planning (see, for example, 
Grijzen, 2010; Stapper et al, 2020), and the use of 
financial incentives (e.g. prize draws) to encourage 
public responses to draft plans. These tools not 
only influence the number and type of stakeholders 
involved in the plan-making procedure but also po-
tentially influence the spectrum of responses that 
are submitted (as a consequence of who is included 
and excluded, or supported and unsupported) in 
the participation process.

• Organisation. An organisation tool ‘enables 
government to act directly on its subjects, their 
property or their environment’ (Hood, 1986: 73). 
This type of tool encompasses a range of possible 
interventions, including ‘urban experiments’ – tem-
porary physical structures that could be used to 
demonstrate the benefits or advantages of propos-
als contained in the plan and, as such, influence 
public or political opinion and support during the 
process of plan-making. One specific example of 
a temporary experiment is a parklet where new 
space for public street amenities (e.g. green space, 
seating, art) is created by removing existing car-
riageway or car parking spaces. This could be used 
to physically demonstrate the impact of extending 
pedestrianised areas and/or removing car parking. 
A separate example of an organisation tool which 
can affect the plan-making process is the creation 
of new organisational structure or entity in govern-
ment. For example, interdepartmental commissions 
have been employed alongside informal processes 
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of consensus-building in the Netherlands as means 
of influencing and persuading ministers from other 
government departments to support national spa-
tial plans (Grijzen, 2010).

3.2 Procedural tools for development 
control

Procedural tools for realising the ambitions of 
the plan refer to the tools which can be used to test 
public or political acceptability of a new develop-
ment proposal.  

• Nodality. Public consultation in spatial plan-
ning is generally not only limited to the process of 
plan-making: it also extends to the development 
control process. In most countries, the nodality tool 
of public consultation forms an important part of 
the process in which planning authorities (usually 
local governments) decide whether to grant per-
mission for development. Applications for plan-
ning permission typically involve consultation with 
neighbouring residents and businesses as well as 
statutory consultees (e.g. authorities responsible 
for environment, transport, archaeology). Seemingly 
simple rules about which residents and businesses 
are allowed to express their views about proposed 
development, and the way in which they are in-
formed, can potentially have important impacts on 
the overall level of public or political support and 
acceptability for a development proposal. In the 
United Kingdom, for example, local planning au-
thorities have some choice in deciding how to notify 
neighbours for certain types of development (e.g. 
site notice or letter), which can potentially affect the 
number of responses.

• Authority. Environmental impact assessment 
(EIA) is applied to development control in a simi-
lar way that strategic environmental assessment is 
applied to plan-making (see above). It is an example 
of a procedural policy tool of authority that can po-
tentially influence public or political support in the 
development control process. EIA is used to iden-
tify the environmental impacts of a development 
(during all its phases – construction, operation, and 
decommissioning) prior to decision-making. The 
tool seeks to predict environmental impacts before 
development starts, to identify ways of mitigating 
potentially adverse impacts, and to present the pre-
dictions and options to decision-makers. In Europe, 
EIA is a statutory planning tool for development 
proposals of large projects such as power stations, 
refineries, chemical plants, airports, motorways, 
waste disposal installations, dams, quarries, and 
major power lines. While the content of EIAs is pre-
scribed by regulation, the way in which the impacts 
and mitigation measures are presented can vary.  
Clearly, EIA is an important tool in shaping the pub-
lic or political acceptability of a new development 
proposal. 

• Treasure. An example of a treasure-related 
procedural policy tool which can be used in the 
development control process is the commissioning 
of independent reports or assessments from spe-
cialist consultants on the impacts (economic, social, 
environmental) of proposed development. These 
assessments may be externally commissioned by 
planning authorities for several reasons. One reason 
could be the lack in-house capacity (expertise and/
or time). Another reason could be the objective of 
reaching a more independent, trusted assessment, 
particularly in the case of more contested develop-
ment proposals where certain parties stand to gain 
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or lose substantially from the development. A third 
reason could be that an independent assessment 
is commissioned as a way of reducing the likeli-
hood of legal challenges (by the developer or the 
opposing party) after a decision has been made by 
the planning authority to grant or deny planning 
permission. Whatever the reason for commissioning 
these independent reports or assessments, their 
content is likely to sway public or political opinions 
to some degree about the acceptability of a new 
development proposal. 

• Organisation. The inclusion of an aesthetic 
control committee or a similar body (e.g. architec-
tural advisory panel, design review board, urban 
design panel) in the development control process 
can influence the final decision that a planning 
authority makes about a development proposal. It 
can also affect the conditions applied to develop-
ment if planning permission is granted (e.g. building 
height, orientation, shape, materials). Various forms 
and remits of aesthetic control committees can be 
found in countries such as Canada, the Netherlands, 
New Zealand, United Kingdom, and United States.  
In the Netherlands, aesthetic control committees, 
mainly comprising nominated independent experts 
in architecture and spatial planning, were made 
statutory by the 1962 Housing Act (up to 2013 when 
the spatial planning system was decentralised), 
thereby introducing a new procedure for evaluat-
ing planning applications (Nelissen, 2002). As with 
any committee, its composition (e.g. disciplinary 
representation; aesthetic preferences; expertise) 
can play an important role in the type of advice or 
recommendations that it provides.

3.3 Procedural tools for plan 
enforcement

Most forms of physical development are subject 
to prior approval by the responsible planning au-
thority (i.e. the granting of permission to develop). 
Certain categories of development are exempted, 
mainly in cases where development is minor (e.g. 
a small extension to a home). Where development 
has taken place (or is taking place) without neces-
sary approval (e.g. construction of a building or the 
change of use of a building without obtaining per-
mission, unauthorised change to a protected build-
ing, non-compliance with the conditions attached 
to planning permission), the planning authority can 
take action to address the situation. To do so, it can 
draw on a variety of policy tools that include No-
dality, Authority, Treasure, and Organisation. Since 
effective tools for the enforcement of planning con-
trol are generally considered necessary for increas-
ing overall compliance with the planning system, 
all tools for plan enforcement can be considered as 
procedural in the sense that they are a pre-condi-
tion for substantive planning policy tools to func-
tion effectively (c.f. Howlett et al, forthcoming).

• Nodality. One example of a tool of nodality is 
the provision and promotion of public informa-
tion about how to report suspected incidences of 
non-compliance. In some countries, public report-
ing (rather than official surveys or inspections) is 
one of the main ways of identifying non-compliance 
with planning rules. 

• Authority. Where development does not conform 
to the plan, or the conditions attached to planning 
permission, the planning authority often has stat-
utory powers to take enforcement action, resulting, 
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for example, in obtaining a court ruling requiring 
a retrospective application for planning permis-
sion to be made, or for actions to be undertaken in 
conformance of the conditions of the permission 
granted, or for the development to be removed and 
the site returned to its prior condition. 

• Treasure. Fines are also used as a sanction 
against development taking place without the nec-
essary approval. In some cases, the calibration of 
the fine is related to the severity and/or frequency 
of non-compliance (e.g. Ireland – see Department 
of Environment, Community and Local Government, 
2012).

• Organisation. Although an extreme sanction, 
imprisonment can also be used as a policy tool (in 
addition to or instead of a fine) in some countries 
where non-compliance is considered serious. In Ire-
land, for example, penalties for breaching planning 
law vary according to the seriousness of the case. 
Offences involving the construction of unauthorised 
development carry a maximum penalty of €5000 or 
six months in prison or both (Department of Envi-
ronment, Community and Local Government, 2012).

3.4 Substantive tools of spatial 
planning

Substantive policy tools are more commonly dis-
cussed than procedural tools in the spatial planning 
literature. Although examples can be found which 
refer to tools of nodality, authority, treasure, and 
organisation, most of the examples cited in the 
planning literature refer either to tools of Authority 
or Treasure. Examples of tools from all four types 
are presented below.

• Nodality. Higher levels of government in many 

countries prepare indicative policy guidance (and/
or good practice guides) as a way of steering the 
content of lower-level plans. In cases where this 
guidance is indicative and non-binding (which is 
implied by the term ‘guidance’), they can be classed 
as a nodality-related procedural policy tool (binding 
policy advice on the other hand can be classed as 
tools of authority). Policy guidance related to urban 
design and planning exists in a variety of forms, 
amongst which are local design guides, design 
frameworks, design briefs, development standards, 
design codes, design protocols, and design char-
ters (Carmona, 2017). It is useful to acknowledge 
here that these nodality tools cannot usually be 
relied upon in isolation, particularly where there is 
a substantial tension between public and private 
interests, as there often is in the process of urban 
development (Carmona, 2017). Instead, a key func-
tion of these types of instruments is to internalise 
the desired behaviour into corporate and individ-
ual decision-making. As such, policy guidance for 
spatial planning represents a policy tool that offers 
the potential to deliver the ambitions of the plan 
primarily by means of persuading stakeholders and 
agenda-setting. 

• Authority. There are many examples of author-
ity-based procedural policy tools that are used 
in spatial planning. One of the most important 
regulatory tools in the development management 
process is the restriction of development in specific 
areas in order to steer development in preferred 
locations (e.g. urban cores, new towns, industrial 
parks). These restrictions can take various forms 
including greenbelts, urban growth boundaries, and 
zoning ordinances. A greenbelt is a zone of largely 
undeveloped, wild, or agricultural land surrounding 
a city, which in principle enjoys regulatory protec-
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tion against development. Greenbelts are used to 
restrict urban development around many cities 
around the world (e.g. Adelaide, London, Hong Kong, 
Milan, Ottawa, Seoul, Toronto, Vancouver, and Vien-
na). Similar to greenbelts, urban growth boundaries 
delineate the extent to which urban areas are per-
mitted to expand in countries such as New Zealand 
and the United States. Zoning ordinances are one 
of the most common regulatory tools contained in 
urban plans (LeGates, 2004) and are used to distin-
guish between different types of zones in the city 
(e.g. residential, industrial) in which certain land 
uses are permitted or prohibited. While greenbelts, 
urban growth boundaries, and zoning ordinances 
primarily regulate the location of development, 
other authority-based planning policy tools exist to 
control the scale, height and orientation of develop-
ment. 

• Treasure. Fiscal policy tools in the form of 
incentives can be used to attract development to 
locations of strategic interest, and to encourage de-
velopers to take actions that improve the conditions 
of the built environment and protect the natural 
environment (such as redevelopment, conservation, 
historic preservation, and rehabilitation). For exam-
ple, cities may seek to encourage urban regenera-
tion by offering tax relief for land remediation, tax 
credits for the rehabilitation of historic buildings, or 
exemptions from local business taxes. Meanwhile, 
fiscal tools in the form of taxes and penalties can be 
used to discourage development in less favoured lo-
cations. For example, cities may seek to discourage 
urban sprawl by means of property taxes, financial 
contributions for local infrastructure costs, or im-
pact fees for development in ‘greenfield’ locations. 
Tax incentives are generally more popular and well 
used than penalties (Adams & Tiesdell, 2013). 

• Organisation. Referring to policy tools of organ-
isation, Hood states that government ‘may provide 
for the welfare of its subjects in general by facilities 
such as parks, gardens, bridges, dykes and dams’ 
(1986: 80). Clearly, many of these types of facilities 
can be used as a catalyst to promote development 
in cities to underpin the objectives of a plan. Ex-
amples can vary from minor to major in size and 
impact. Frequently, major flagship projects are cred-
ited with significant impacts on urban development 
and change, such as the urban regeneration effects 
of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, the Expo site 
in Seville, or the Olympic Park in Barcelona (Bell & 
Oakley, 2015). However, direct introduction by gov-
ernment of much smaller facilities or physical urban 
changes, such as a pedestrianised street, a commu-
nity garden, or a river walkway can also act as cata-
lysts for new urban development in their immediate 
vicinity, thereby contributing to the ambitions of 
the plan in specific locations. This idea is reflected 
in Lerner’s notion of ‘urban acupuncture’ – projects 
or initiatives that uplift city life. Lerner states that 
‘sometimes, a simple, focused intervention can 
create new energy, demonstrating the possibilities 
of a space in a way that motivates others to engage 
with their community.  It can even contribute to the 
planning process’ (Lerner, 2014: 4).

4. Conclusions

Studying spatial planning policy tools is impor-
tant for identifying how to address complex soci-
etal goals in planning practice in a systematic and 
organised way. Meanwhile, from a more theoretical 
perspective, the classification of spatial planning 
policy tools is important when making compari-
sons and assessments of the governance of spatial 
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planning in different contexts, which in turn can 
add detail to studies of policy styles, professional 
cultures, and path dependence in spatial planning. 
In setting out a taxonomy of planning tools, the pa-
per not only differentiates between procedural and 
substantive issues; it also distinguishes between 
different groups of procedural tools related to three 
parts of the process of spatial planning: plan-mak-
ing, development control, and plan enforcement. 
Each of these parts of the process require the use of 
different tools, almost always in combination. 

The review and taxonomy presented in this paper 
can be seen as a new point of departure for more 
fine-grained empirical research on the governance 
of spatial planning in the future. At present, de-
tailed empirical information about trajectories of 
change remains relatively sparse, especially when 
it comes to recent comparative evidence (Nadin 
et al, 2021). What is already known is that certain 
types of policy tools are being increasingly used 
across many countries while others are not. For 
example, many countries have witnessed increases 
in the trends towards a wider use of ‘softer’ tools 
related to nodality (e.g. citizen engagement), while 
‘harder’ financial and regulatory tools have often 
been scaled back either in terms of their number or 
calibration (Schmitt & Van Well, 2016; Nadin et al, 
2018). While the link has already been made be-
tween the changing role of spatial planning and the 
skills that planners need (e.g. Ozawa & Seltzer, 1999; 
Alexander, 2007), there is still substantial potential 
in developing new research into the changing use of 
different types of policy tool and the skills that are 
required to use them. Ultimately, understanding the 
full range of policy tools is fundamental to being 
able to plan effectively.
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