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Abstract 
 

Since the mid 1980s performance-based planning has been actively promoted as a 

way of achieving more sustainable land-use planning outcomes in Australian cities 

and regions. The benefits of a more integrated, flexible approach to land-use 

planning appear to offer a compelling alternative to the rigid and blunt silo style of 

land-use planning that has shaped and defined the (increasingly unsustainable) 

morphology of Australian settlements since federation. In theory at least 

performance-based planning offers the possibility of achieving more sustainable 

planning outcomes by engendering innovation, creativity and a customized 

approach to urban and regional areas. In practice however, the ‘performance-based 

turn’ to planning emerges as an ill-understood concept that struggles to live up to 

professional and community aspirations. Yet, despite these concerns performance-

based planning has held only a ‘shadowy presence’ in urban planning that warrants 

more critical research and public policy attention.  

 

This thesis develops and applies an institutional framework to better understand 

and learn from the mobilisation and practice of performance-based planning as a 

strategy for sustainability in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 

(IPA). Within Australia this case is significant as the first statutory attempt to embed 

both ecological sustainability and performance-based planning at the heart of state-
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wide land-use planning amidst a pervasive political agenda of micro-economic 

reform. The methodological framework utilized for this study draws on a 

combination of two key institutional learning approaches:  

1. The spatial strategy-making approach outlined by Healey (2007); and  

2. The key principles around institutional change for sustainability put forward 

by Connor and Dovers (2004).  

 

The contribution of this thesis is a critical institutional approach to ‘what’ and ‘how’ 

we might learn from strategic spatial endeavours such as the transition to 

performance-based planning to better progress the meta-institutional quest for 

sustainable development (Connor and Dovers, 2004). As a strategy for sustainability, 

performance-based planning emerges from the Queensland experience as a shifting 

construct able to be appropriated by both regressive and progressive agendas. Far 

from being a purely technical planning activity, the ‘performance-based turn’ in 

land-use planning rests on ambitions that include both micro-economic reform and 

ecologically sustainable development. Behind the ‘state of the art, leading edge, best 

in Australia’ rhetoric that surrounds the performance-based planning ethos, the 

growing levels of professional and community dissatisfaction, and the results on the 

ground, underscore that there is still much work to be done. 

 

The institutional framework – Strategy-making for Sustainability - offers an empirical 

lens through which to examine and learn from the way strategies, such as 
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performance-based planning, are imported, adjusted and brought to bear within 

institutional settings to support and promote sustainable development. In this way 

both the proposed framework and the Queensland case-study have the potential to 

yield valuable learning insights that can be applied to other urban policy changes at 

local, state and federal levels within a contemporary climate of politico-economic and 

environmental change. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
_____________________________________________________ 

 

Land is the most basic aspect of economy, society and ecology…the 

ownership, regulation and use of land has major practical consequences – 

shaping the spatial form of development, the social distribution of its 

economic fruits, and the quality of the environment… These problems have 

only had a shadowy presence in Australian public policy debates: they 

warrant more systematic attention (Stilwell, 2000, p.23). 

 

1.0 The research problem 

In an era defined by the tripartite agendas of neoliberalism, globalisation and 

climate change, the quest for sustainability poses profound challenges to the way 

urban planners ‘do business’. As an overarching meta-agenda, sustainability raises 

important questions about the possibility of different kinds of desired futures, as 

well as the inter-generational, intra-generational and inter-species equity issues 

implicit in the choices that lead to different future visions (Dresner, 2002). Ever since 

the release of ‘The Brundtland Report’ (1987), more innovative ways of integrating 

the demands of economic development, environmental concerns and social justice 

have been sought (Dryzek, 2006). At the core of this agenda is recognition of the 

need for fundamental changes to the dominant ideological and institutional status 

quo.  
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Within urban and land-use planning the sustainability imperative has led to a 

‘restless search’ (Offe, 1977), for ways to transform deeply entrenched institutional 

patterns and value positions within the constraints of a capitalist political economy. 

The scope and scale of the democratic challenges that surround societal attempts to 

co-exist in shared urban spaces, has resulted in all kinds of “contradictory planning 

initiatives which often clash when they take concrete form and evolve into specific 

programs and interventions” (Healey, 2007, p.4). One important but often neglected 

dimension of the planning and sustainability nexus that epitomises this ‘restless’ 

quest for change, is the regulation and development of urban land-use, and its 

attendant distributive and spatial impacts (Stilwell, 2000).  

 

Since the mid 1980s a ‘performance-based’ approach to land–use planning has been 

actively promoted as a way of achieving more sustainable outcomes in urban 

settlements and regions. Performance-based planning is a multi-scalar concept with 

contemporary understandings ranging from the level of strategic spatial policy 

(Hillier, 2007; Steele and Sipe, 2007); ‘performing’ versus ‘conforming’ planning 

systems (Faludi, 2000; Rivolin, 2008); to the use of performance indicators and codes 

at the level of local planning schemes (Baker et. al., 2006; Elliott, 2008). Within the 

Australian context there has been an increase in bilateral political support for 

performance-based planning at both the national and state levels, as a means of 

advancing sustainability through creative and innovative planning solutions that 

operate ‘outside the regulatory box’ (DAF, 2005). 
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In theory at least performance-based planning offers the possibility of achieving 

more sustainable planning outcomes, by engendering an integrated and more 

customized approach to the spaces and places in urban and regional areas. The 

benefits of a more flexible approach to land-use planning are touted as the ability for 

planning to operate outside the constraints of traditional prescriptive regulatory 

frameworks. The performance approach thus offers a compelling alternative to the 

rigid and blunt silo style of land-use planning, that has shaped and defined the 

(increasingly unsustainable) morphology of Australian settlements since federation.  

 

In practice however, the ‘performance-based turn’ to planning emerges as an ill-

understood concept that struggles to live up to professional and community 

aspirations. Indeed, it has been heavily criticized for reducing certainty, transparency 

and accountability without delivering on the desired environmental outcomes in 

conditions of climate change (O’Hart, 2006). Closely linked to a neoconservative, 

‘new right’ political agenda, the performance-based model has been described as “so 

stripped of effectiveness by notions such as ‘flexible planning’ and discretionary 

decision-making, as to be almost the antithesis of the word planning” (Stein, 1998, 

p.72). Yet, despite these concerns the performance-based planning has held only a 

‘shadowy presence’ in urban policy and planning. In a landscape of planning change 

and experience the ‘performance turn’ as a strategic enabler of sustainability has 

been an under-examined institutional phenomenon that, in the words of Stilwell 

(2000, p.23), “warrants more systematic attention”. 
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1.1 Research approach, aim and objectives 

In this thesis, I develop and apply an institutional framework for better 

understanding and learning about performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability in the Australian state of Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 

1997 (IPA). As an activity of governance, performance-based planning reflects 

through spatial regulation, the structures of legitimate authority and the competing 

claims of economic growth, social justice and ecological sustainability (Gleeson and 

Low, 2000). It is thus a moving ‘institutional agenda’ located at the nexus of two key 

intersections: political-economy and intellectual history; and city/regions as a 

phenomenon and planning as a human activity (Campbell and Fainstein, 2005). 

 

To date there have been few empirically-based studies of performance-based 

planning in Australia, or in the international planning-related literature more 

generally. Previous research within the Western planning context has focused largely 

on the following three areas: 1) post-hoc assessments of performance-based planning 

implementation by planning consultants (Jaffe, 1993; Porter, 1988); 2) comparative 

meta-research based on the performance-based planning literature (Baker et. al., 

2006; Leung and Harper, 2000); or 3) new theoretical models developed around 

planning with an emphasis on the differences between conformance versus 

performance (Faludi, 2000; Hillier, 2007; Rivolin, 2008). Common to these research 

efforts is a convergence around the three key negative aspects or challenges offered 

by the performance-based planning approach, namely: 
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• uncertainty, that affects all developers and applicants, and in particularly those 

most marginalised members of the community; 

• the discretionary nature of planning decisions that confer valuable development 

rights; and 

• significant administrative costs and capacity limitations, due to the necessity to 

evaluate and negotiate each development project in the absence of formalised 

standards.  

(Rivolin, 2008, p.176) 

 

This thesis offers two key points of departure from the previous research around 

performance-based planning. The first is the development of an ‘institutional’ 

learning approach to the practice of performance-based planning within specific 

contexts and governance settings.  In particular a fine-grained empirical analysis of 

the drivers and challenges of performance planning - but also the opportunities – 

have been largely absent from Western planning and policy debates. The few 

notable exceptions to this are the research from New Zealand around the 

performance-based Resource Management Act 1992 (RMA) (e.g. Ericksen et. al., 2004; 

Memon, 1993), and an Australian-based unpublished doctoral study by Wallace 

(2006) on performance building codes through the Australian Model Code for 

Residential Development (AMCORD, 1990-2003). As a point of departure, the 

institutional learning approach developed and applied through this thesis offers the 
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potential for rich new insights into the activities and enterprise of performance-

based planning as a means of engendering sustainability.  

 

The second point of departure is the (re)-orientation of the institutional learning 

framework towards strategy-making for sustainability within an agenda of micro-

economic reform. This differs from the recent institutional literature which has taken 

a distinctly poststructuralist turn towards critical questions focused on the 

“conceptions of place and space that underpin approaches to spatial plan-making” 

(Davoudi and Strange, 2009, p.1). By contrast, the institutional framework outlined in 

this thesis takes a normative position towards the need to engender sustainability 

within a post-Fordist context.  

 

This critical institutional approach weaves together a combination of influences that 

draws from the political economic influence of regulation and urban regime theory 

(Fainstein, 1986; Jessop, 1995; Harvey, 1989; Logon and Molotoch, 1987), as well as 

the interpretive policy and relational geography offerings around discursive 

practices (Dryzek, 1998; Fischer, 2003; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003) and the networked 

nature of space and place (Amin, 1998; Massey, 1994; Thrift, 1996). The aim and 

objectives for this thesis are thus firmly on how performance-based planning as a 

strategic spatial agenda practically works to promote and support the meta-agenda 

of sustainability, within the context of political-economic reform.  
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1.1.1 Research Aim 

The aim of this thesis is therefore to contribute a critical institutional understanding 

of what and how we can learn about performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability within particular governance settings. In this sense the ‘how’ relates to 

the adoption of a critical post-positivist research methodology. The framework for 

analysis utilised in this study emphasizes the complex and contested institutional 

dimensions of strategy-making for sustainability that must be understood within 

context. This approach then leads to deeper understandings around the ‘what’ of 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability. Specifically the focus is 

on the institutional drivers, challenges and potentialities within an agenda of micro-

economic reform. 

  

To support this aim the empirical focus of this thesis is a case-study of performance-

based planning under the Queensland Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) during the 

period 1989-2009. Within Australia, this case is significant as the first institutional 

attempt to embed performance-based planning sustainability at the heart of state-

wide statutory land-use planning, amidst a pervasive political agenda of micro-

economic reform. Of significance is the attempt through the IPA of creating a better 

planning system within a Queensland context of ‘high growth’.  

 

Queensland is Australia’s fastest growing state (Gleeson and Steele, 2010). The 

pursuit of economic growth coupled with the courting (e.g. through tax incentives) of 
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high population growth have generated a sustainability dilemma particularly in 

relation to water shortages, housing affordability and the loss of green space. The 

‘liveability’ of the region that served to attract waves of internal and external 

migrants to Queensland is under threat. The South-east corner for example is now a 

sprawling urban hybrid region or ‘200 kilometre city’ (Spearritt, 2010). The 

institutional question around how to develop and deepen the governance capacity in 

Queensland to address the sustainability issue holds particular significance for the 

planning systems that both support and react to the high levels of growth. The 

institutional learning framework developed and applied in this thesis offers an 

empirical lens through which to examine and learn from the practices of 

performance-based planning as a means by which to engender sustainability-led 

change.  

1.1.2 Research objectives 

This research aim is supported by three interlinked objectives. The first objective is to 

develop an institutional framework that focuses on how performance-based 

planning works to support and promote sustainability within specific governance 

contexts. Building on the institutional literature and in particular, the learning-

oriented approaches outlined in ‘spatial strategy-making’ (Healey, 2007) and 

‘institutions for sustainable development’ (Connor and Dovers, 2004), a critical 

framework is offered. The resulting conceptual framework – Strategy-making for 

Sustainability - offers a normative approach to research that focuses on the 
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institutional practices of performance-based planning with a firm emphasis on what 

can be learnt in order to better engender urban sustainability. 

 

The second objective is to apply this institutional framework to an empirical case-study 

of performance-based planning in Queensland under the IPA (1989 - 2009). 

Queensland has been described as a land of extremes and ambitions, a “ragged edge 

of empire” (Evans, 2007, p.23). One in which everything depends on “taking, holding 

and exploiting the natural environment” (Schultz, 2008, p.13). The transition from 

prescriptive to performance-based planning was part of a micro-economic reform 

agenda that ushered in changes to land-use planning described as “revolutionary 

and comparable to a seismic change” (Fogg, 2006, p.3). As a radical state-wide 

statutory attempt to achieve sustainability through a reform driven overhaul of land-

use planning, the shift to a performance agenda in Queensland warrants closer 

critical attention. In this thesis the objective is to empirically examine the activities 

and enterprise of performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability, within 

a complex and ever evolving urban governance framework. 

 

Finally, the third objective of the research is to build on the development and 

empirical application of this framework in Queensland, to offer critical learning 

insights that extend contemporary understandings around performance-based 

planning as an institutional agenda. In particular as an institutional agenda that 

purports to enable sustainability within reform-led change. Within the Australian 
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context there has been a growing disquiet about the degree to which the rhetorical 

aims of sustainability more broadly, and national strategies such as Ecologically 

Sustainable Development (ESD) more specifically, have been achieved in practice.  

 

The lack of recognition of the scale of the problem, urgency of the situation and 

development of real strategic vision, has been linked to a succession of governments 

“obsessed with short-term economic priorities and ideologically committed to 

market-based approaches” (Lowe, 2006, p.58). Further to this, the re-establishment 

of an agenda of economic growth has been closely associated with a powerful 

conservative agenda in government within a pervasive Western land-use planning 

environment of political and economic reform (Gleeson and Low 2000). The 

framework for analysis developed and applied in this thesis provides a critical lens 

through which to reflect on what and how we can learn from these strategic 

institutional endeavours, in order to better progress the institutional quest for 

sustainable development (Connor and Dovers, 2004).  

 

In summary, the substantive original contributions of this thesis are three-fold: 

1. Methodological contribution – The thesis builds on the planning-related 

literature to develop an institutional framework for analysis - strategy-making 

for sustainability. The framework offers three key areas for analysis that 

include: 1) the evolution of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability; 2) the challenges in sustaining a strategic focus; and 3) the 
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potentialities that arise from the activities and enterprise of strategy-making 

even if the strategy does not work out as intended. 

 

2. Empirical contribution – This institutional framework is then applied to a case-

study of performance-based in Queensland (Australia) under the Integrated 

Planning Act 1997 (IPA). Within Australia this case is significant as the first 

institutional attempt to pursue ecological sustainability through a 

performance-based overhaul of the state-wide statutory land-use planning 

system. This strategic land-use reform has been driven by a pervasive political 

agenda of micro-economic reform. An in-depth institutional case-study 

around performance-based planning has not been undertaken in Australia 

prior to this study which constitutes a significant empirical contribution in 

and of itself. 

 

3. Theoretical contribution – The development and application of the institutional 

framework builds on and extends the contemporary planning literature 

around ‘what’ and ‘how’ can be learnt from performance-based planning as a 

strategy for sustainability. Through this lens the ‘performance-based turn’ to 

planning shifts beyond a static blueprint plan or set of measurements to 

become a shifting institutional construct able to be appropriated by both 

regressive and progressive agendas. The deeply intertwined roles of political 

economy and sustainability point to the need for institutional research to re-
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engage with the spaces and places of land-use planning as intimately linked 

with the dominant modes of production within a capitalist society. 

 

Through a critically reflexive interplay between the institutional framework 

developed and the Queensland case-study of performance-based planning in 

practice, the thesis offers rich empirically-grounded insights that can to be applied 

to other urban policy change agendas at national, regional or local levels.  

1.2 Structure of the thesis 

In order to further the research approach, aims and objectives outlined above the 

logic of the thesis is as follows. This first chapter has introduced the nature of the 

research problem being addressed, the identified gap within the literature, the 

driving aim and three key objectives, and the original contribution of the thesis. The 

remainder of the thesis is divided into four sections: 1) Literature review; 2) Research 

methodology; 3) Research findings; and 4) Discussion and Conclusion. The chapters 

within each of these sections will be outlined in more detail below.  

1.2.1 Section One: Literature review  

This section is comprised of two chapters that together form the basis for the 

literature review for this thesis. Chapter 2 focuses on the ‘performance turn’ to urban 

and land-use planning. The purpose of this chapter is to consider the role of 

performance-based planning as a tool for supporting and promoting sustainability 

within the context of wider ideological struggles. The implication is that the practice 
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and experience of performance-based planning, reflects the deeper reform shifts and 

tensions that shape contemporary planning within a democratic capitalist system. To 

this end Chapter 2 draws attention to early reformist agendas before turning to two 

key shifts in Western planning: 1) the Fordist period of regulatory zoning and land-

use planning that sought to establish order and uniformity within a welfare model of 

government; and 2) the emergence of the post-Fordist planning era that has been 

characterized by a quest for more flexible and customized strategic spatial planning 

located predominantly within a neo-liberal governance framework. This leads to the 

emergence of the hybrid role for performance-based planning, which needs to be 

understood within particular political economic and regulatory contexts.  

 

Building from this platform, Chapter 3 changes tack to focus on the research literature 

that underpins understandings of performance-based planning. The performance 

approach to planning is portrayed as an ever-shifting, frequently contested 

ideological and institutional construct, burdened by long-standing planning anxieties 

around how best to evaluate planning principles and outcomes. To this end the 

chapter begins with an overview of the shifts in understanding associated with 

evaluating performance-based planning, as part of the apparatus of formalised 

regulatory arrangements and practices towards strategic spatial policy. This leads 

towards the ‘new’ institutional analysis framework that drives this thesis. The range 

of institutional approaches and their potential for application to performance-based 

planning are considered in more detail. In particular the institutional learning 
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frameworks offered by Connor and Dovers (2004) and Healey (2007) are elaborated 

on, as a basis for evaluating performance-based planning within reform-driven 

governance contexts. 

1.2.2 Section Two: Research methodology  

The purpose of the chapters in this section is twofold: to make explicit the research 

approach and methodology adopted for this thesis; and provide the background 

context of the case-study. Chapter 4 outlines the critical post-positivist methodology 

utilised that lead to the qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and 

document review that drives the empirical dimension of this study. Consistent with 

the first research objective of the thesis, an institutional learning framework is 

developed and offered as a means by which to guide the direction and analysis of the 

single case-study data. The chapter concludes by highlighting the role of the 

researcher as a reflexive-bricoleur as a means by which to navigate the complex webs 

of practice that arise from an institutional approach to knowledge, inquiry and 

learning.  

 

By contrast Chapter 5 offers an important contextual background to the Queensland 

case-study through an overview of the Australian urban and land-use planning 

context. The empirical focus of the thesis is a single case-study of performance-based 

planning in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). However to 

understand the ‘radical’ and ‘revolutionary’ nature of the Queensland transition to 
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performance-based planning requires insight into the Australian land-use planning 

trajectory and regulatory context. It is from the broader socio-historical national 

perspective that the chapter charts with particular attention to national initiatives 

such as the Building Better Cities Program (1991), the Hilmer Report (1993) and 

AMCORD (1995) residential housing guidelines, before turning to focus on the 

Queensland context of performance-based planning under the IPA in Section Three. 

1.2.3 Section Three: Research findings  

This section addresses the second aim of the thesis by outlining the results that 

emerged from the application of the institutional framework to the case study of 

performance-based planning in Queensland under the IPA. Specifically, the key 

findings to emerge from the empirical data collection and analysis are presented in 

accordance with the three dimensions of the research framework; the evolution, 

challenges and potentialities of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability. To this end Chapter 6 focuses on problem re-framing through: 1) the 

institutional accommodation of a sustainability discourse; 2) legal change; and 3) 

normative change in group-held values.  

 

Chapter 7 focuses on the institutional challenges of implementing performance-based 

planning. Specifically these challenges include the need to integrate policy and 

practice, develop a subsidiarity of decision-making and foster reiteration of the 

‘performance’ ethos as part of a long-term sustainability agenda. Finally in this 
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section Chapter 8 assesses the potentialities that arise from the activities and 

enterprise of performance-based planning. Central to this agenda is the need to 

‘dissect, distil and disseminate’ the lessons that have emerged from the activities and 

enterprise of performance-based planning as a means by which to build on and learn 

from previous institutional experience.  

1.2.4 Section Four: Discussion and Conclusion  

What and how can we learn about the institutionalization of sustainability from the 

IPA performance-based planning journey? This question is taken up in more detail in 

the final concluding section of the thesis. Chapter 9 offers a critical discussion of the 

research findings that are interwoven with the insights raised in the planning-related 

literature. In particular the three research objectives guiding the study are critically 

re-visited. First, the chapter outlines the original institutional framework developed 

for this thesis contrasts with, and improves upon, other institutional learning 

approaches. The chapter then outlines the key findings from the empirical 

application of this framework to the case-study of Queensland’s Integrated Planning 

Act 1997 (IPA). To this end the context-specific institutional dimensions of strategy 

mobilization, governance re-organisation and the potential for transformative change 

and learning around the agenda of sustainability in Queensland under the IPA are 

emphasized. Finally, the chapter reflects on the theoretical contribution of the thesis 

which includes: the emergence and significance of the hybrid role of ‘performance-

based’ planning within an era of micro-economic reform; and the need to better 
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understand both the progressive and regressive agendas of reform as a means of 

supporting sustainability-led change.  

 

Chapter 10 concludes the thesis by summarizing the original methodological, 

empirical and theoretical findings offered through the thesis. Overall the thesis has 

identified that the drivers, challenges and potentialities of land-use initiatives such 

as performance-based planning, have been a shadowy area within Australian urban 

policy and planning that warrants greater critical research attention. Further to this 

the power of a critical institutional approach to understanding and learning from 

spatial strategies, as a means by which to better engender sustainability, is 

highlighted. The chapter concludes by offering key recommendations for future 

institutional research that seeks to support and promote sustainability in light of the 

findings from this thesis. 
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Chapter 2 

The ‘performance turn’ to planning 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.0 Introduction  

The purpose of this Section is to consider the role of performance-based planning as 

a tool for supporting and promoting sustainability, within the context of wider 

political, ideological and methodological struggle. As outlined in Chapter One the 

research aim of this thesis is a critical institutional understanding of what and how 

we can learn about performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability, 

within particular governance contexts. To this end this chapter focuses on the 

literature related to the ‘what’ about performance based planning, which requires an 

appreciation of the genesis of the ‘performance turn’ within the Western urban 

context. The implication is that the practice and experience of performance-based 

planning reflects deeper shifts and political reform tensions shaping contemporary 

planning, and that these in turn have significant implications for achieving 

sustainability. 

 

The chapter begins by outlining the early Western planning reform agenda before 

drawing attention to two key eras that have shaped the ‘performance turn’ to 

planning. The first is the Fordist period of regulatory zoning and land-use planning 
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that sought to establish order and uniformity within a welfare model of government. 

The second is the transition to the post-Fordist planning era that has been 

characterized by a quest for more flexible and customized strategic spatial planning 

located predominantly within a neo-liberal governance framework. The chapter 

concludes by highlighting the contemporary hybrid performance-based role of land-

use planning which as agenda for sustainability, must be understood within political 

economic and socio-spatial regulatory contexts.  

2.1 The early planning reform agenda 

As an intellectual and professional movement, urban planning has been intimately 

linked with the dominant regime of capital accumulation and distribution (Harvey, 

1989). British planning historian Peter Hall (2002, p.4) describes urban planning as “a 

response to the capitalist system and the problem of organizing production”. For 

others the central question for planning praxis should be focused on “what kind of 

role planning can play in developing the good city and region within the constraints 

of a capitalist political economy and a democratic political system” (Campbell and 

Fainstein, 2005, p.1). This quest for the ‘good’ city and region reflects the origins of 

modern Western planning, which were closely associated with strong reformist 

ideals around improving the human misery and squalor. Much of this was linked 

with early industrialism in the late 19th century and dreams of creating a better, more 

humane urban world.  
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These utopian planning visions of creating the ideal city permeated the efforts of 

early urban pioneers such as Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd Wright and Le 

Corbusier (Fishman, 2005). Whilst the planning responses to these early conditions 

varied significantly at the time, they converged in their focus on the slum conditions 

associated with poverty, inadequate housing, overcrowding and sanitation and faith 

in the combination of modern technology. Through powerful driving economic, 

social and public health reform agendas planning-related knowledge and action 

converged around a larger purpose – the improvement of urban areas and the plight 

of  the poor (Hall, 2002). The driving ambition of early 20th century Western planning 

was thus to bring about orderly change as a means by which to counter the 

“detrimental effect of laissez-faire capitalism and haphazard, unchecked 

development on land-use, transport, housing, economic efficiency and the general 

well being of the metropolis and its residents” (Garnaut, 2000, p.46).  

2.1.1 The quest for orderly land-use through zoning  

Quickly grafted onto this early reformist agenda was the twin drive for orderly 

organization and separation of land-uses through regulatory zoning. As an early 

planning tool, zoning was promoted and implemented as a means by which to shape 

the built/spatial environment by: a) dividing communities into distinct zones; and b) 

determining what ‘could’ or ‘could not’ be built within those discrete zones (Stair et. 

al, 2008). The implications of the zoning approach are far reaching and affect the 

ownership, use and spatial impact of land distribution in a number of key ways. 
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First, early zoning initiatives worked as an economic tool by protecting property 

values and the value of land based upon the zoning qualifications (Rosenburg, 2009). 

Secondly, zoning was seen to hold a powerful social role through the protection of 

public space and amenity by excluding unacceptable or inappropriate activities, 

facilitating the supply of additional housing by changing land-use type or density, 

and also as a tool for social control through the creation of exclusive areas of 

privilege. Finally, zoning also served as an environmental tool through attempts to 

regulate the impacts of air and noise pollution, ensuring appropriate access to both 

sunlight and shade, and by segregating potentially noxious industrial uses (Stair et. 

al, 2008). In many respects these echo similar sets of principles that would, by the end 

of the 20th century, underpin notions of planning for ‘sustainability’. 

 

Whilst zoning has at some time informed all systems of planning and owes much to 

early experiments in Singapore and Germany (Sutcliffe, 1981), a salient example of 

this early tripartite zoning agenda is evident in the lead up to the enactment of the 

Zoning Regulation 1916 in the City of New York (NYC) (Fischler, 1998). Zoning in 

New York did not emerge in a regulatory land-use vacuum however as restrictions 

were already in place around the location of land uses deemed publicly unacceptable 

such as slaughterhouses and prostitution (see L’Hote v. New Orleans 1900). There 

were also regulations related to building set-backs and height limits already in place 

through legislation such as the Tenement Laws of 1867, 1879, 1901.  
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However as a growing financial centre and early metropolis three issues converged 

in New York to bring about more prescriptive regulatory changes. The first related to 

technological advances. Whilst New York was no stranger to tall buildings, the 

engineering advantage of steel beam construction techniques and improved 

elevators ushered in a new era of hitherto unimagined towers. The construction 

in 1915 of the forty-two story Equitable Building cast a seven-acre shadow over 

neighbouring buildings which significantly reduced both their value and outlook 

(NYC Dept. City Planning, 2009) (See Figure 1 below). The city thus came to be divided 

into a two-tier architectural and land-use system of “zones and boxes within which 

buildings had to fit” (Elliott, 2008, p.10). 

 

                     

 

Figure 1: Postcard portrait of the Equitable Building in New York City in 1919 

(Source: Wikimedia Commons, accessed on 12/7/2009) 
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The implementation of zoning ordinance regulations meant that any future use of 

land could be further restricted, controlled and separated under key categories such 

as commercial and industrial. Importantly within a high growth metropolitan region 

this also included residential. Alongside this protection of existing buildings and 

public space through the regulation of height and setbacks, the NYC 1916 zoning 

regulations also provided a powerful mechanism for social control in response to the 

growth pressures largely associated with the rising needs of a predominantly 

immigrant workforce population. This was as much about the economic and social 

implications of the “intrusion of warehouses and factories beginning to edge 

uncomfortably close to the fashionable stores along Ladies’ Mile close to Fifth 

Avenue” (NYC Department City Planning, 2009), as a means of addressing the 

immigrant housing shortage crisis.  

If you can imagine the chaos of New York during the early 

twentieth century when it was bursting at the seams with more 

poor immigrants arriving daily, you can understand why the 

city leaders felt they needed to do something… tenements were 

sprouting up everywhere, even near factories – and, worse yet, 

near the mansions (Elliott, 2008, p. 9-10). 

 

The rigid structure of prescriptive zoning thus provided a powerful economic, social 

and environmental tool for direct land-use control that was designed to clearly 

outline the parameters and methods of compliance (Kelly, 1993). Politically and 

practically it was promoted as a means of “separating noxious uses, promoting 
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sound development and providing an appropriate government policy response to 

combat the ills of early industrial cities” (Burdette, 2004, p.9). As a tool for managing 

urban growth in the City of New York, the adoption the 1916 Zoning Resolution was 

instrumental in shaping the spatial urban form and became a model for other high 

growth cities in both the United States and beyond.  

 

In an early example of performance-based thinking, the entrepreneurs and architects 

of New York City euphemistically interpreted the new prescriptive zoning law as 

“not a restriction, but a form-giving principle for new, modern skyscrapers” (Ferriss, 

1922, p. 8-9). However the resulting outcome in New York was overwhelmingly the 

creation of segregated, internally homogeneous and mono-functional districts where 

unwanted ‘intrusions’ of all descriptions were excluded. This was just as the city 

leaders had intended. With the onset of post-war prosperity and increased urban 

growth, this model of prescriptive regulatory zoning was quickly replicated through-

out the Western developed countries. 

2.2 Performance-based planning 1: flexible zoning in the Fordist era  

By the 1940s, Euclidean zoning as it came to be known after a Supreme Court ruling 

that legitimized the contested zoning ordinances of the town of Euclid (Ohio, USA), 

was virtually de rigueur across the Western regulatory planning context from Europe 

to Australia. This regulatory style of land-use planning gained ascendancy as part 

and parcel of the Fordist era, a period of capital accumulation that was dominant in 
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more highly developed countries between the 1920s and 1970s. Under Fordism, 

named after the standardized product, planning and control of car manufacturer 

Henry Ford, “mass consumption combined with mass production to produce 

sustained economic growth and widespread material advancement” (Thompson, 

2009, p.1).  

 

There are close links between Fordism and the prevalence of a welfare or Keynesian 

state system to support this style of economic system (Allen and Cars, 2002). As an 

instrument of political-economy Fordism emphasized mass production and 

consumption. This included the standardization of outputs, the detailed division of 

tasks, a preference for technical methods and a rigid system of labour relations 

(Amin, 1995). As a pattern of socio-economic organization Fordism involved “the 

consumption of standardized mass commodities and the provision of standardized, 

collective goods and services by the bureaucratic state” (Jessop, 1991, p.137) 

 

Within the broader Fordist framework, prescriptive, regulatory land-use zoning was 

both driven and shaped by a number of key assumptions. The first key assumption 

was that the regulation of land-use was an easy and simple process. Secondly, that it 

should work to uniformly separate uses. The third assumption was that a single set 

of development standards could apply across the diversity of urban region – ‘cookie 

cutter’ style. Fourthly, that any exceptions to zoning regulations would be rare and 

that nonconformities that did not meet the stated regulatory requirements would go 
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away over time. The fifth assumption was that zoning rules would remain static over 

a set period of time. Finally, it was assumed that zoning would be largely a technical, 

professional exercise (Elliott, 2008). The clear result of these shifts for land-use 

planning was a “highly schematized rational comprehensive approach to social 

engineering” (Scott, 2000, p.251).  

2.2.1 The rise of a performance-based planning agenda 

By the 1950s however it was clear that these assumptions were deeply flawed and 

that this style of zoning was unable to respond effectively to an ever-widening range 

of urban problems (Dalton, 1989; Marwedel, 1998). In practice development control 

proved far from simple and evolved to be administered largely through the granting 

of re-zonings rather than the processes specified in the original ordinance (Nelson, 

1989; Staley, 1997). This was compounded by newly conceived spatial agendas that 

both demanded and were driven by, a diversity of land-use responses never 

previously imagined. These include but are not limited to: 

• a dramatic rise in the speculative real estate market economy; 

• the corporatization of real estate and proliferation of franchising/chain stores; 

• outward suburban development and bigger residential houses; 

• new mass transit routes and the growth corridors they created (including 

airports);  

• the emergence of technology and consequent economic and lifestyle 

changes;  
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• the introduction of government housing and development programs; and  

• the rise of the automobile and associated traffic and parking problems  

(Elliott, 2008; NYC, 2009) 

 

As a result of these emerging new agendas, land-use zoning sustained widespread 

critique as a static land-use regulatory tool unable to evolve with the complex 

changes (re)-shaping urban settlements. Further to this zoning was criticized for 

actively working to prevent the provision of affordable housing. Euclidean zoning 

began to be framed not as a progressive reformist agenda, but as an impediment to 

mixed-use development and a tool for social and economic exclusion (Burdette, 

2004; Elliott, 2008). Strong anti-zoning sentiments began to emerge from a 

groundswell of community frustration such as those reflected in the writing of New 

York City based planning critic such as Jane Jacobs (1961) who famously argued 

that: 

The greatest flaw in city zoning is that it permits monotony. 

Perhaps the next greatest flaw is that it ignores scale of use […] 

or confuses it with kinds of use […] and this leads to 

indiscriminate attempts to sort out kinds of uses no matter what 

their size or empiric effect. Diversity itself is thus unnecessarily 

suppressed…” (p. 237-238). 

 

These critiques led to early tentative experiments that sought a shift away from the 

rigid uniform regulatory restrictions offered by the prevailing zoning model with its 
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emphasis on land-uses to incorporate notions of performance quality as well. As a 

result a ‘performance-based’ approach began to be adopted in industrial building 

codes and standards (O’Harrow, 1952; Salzenstein, 1971). In the United States this led 

to further experimental application in performance zoning which specified the 

intensity (performance) of land as an alternative to traditional land use zoning which 

specified the uses of land (Tyler, 2009).  

 

The intent was to provide a better, more flexible means of adapting to the changes to 

communities over time such as the shifting dynamics of land-use economics and site 

carrying capacity.  This was to be achieved through quantitative measures around 

key impacts such as noise, smoke, emissions and glare. However, it was noted even 

in the early experiments that “the factors necessary for adequate performance 

standards in zoning are much more complex than performance tests in building 

codes and thus there should be no optimism that zones will quickly be replaced” 

(Horack, 1952, p. 75).  

 

In particular two key issues emerged which rendered the early US-based attempts at 

performance zoning problematic: the writing and administering of performance 

standards; and the lack of consistency and predictability associated with creative 

(read ‘inconsistent’) performance outcomes (Elliott, 2008). Both of these were seen to 

reduce certainty and increase the complexity of land-use regulation just as Horack 

(1952) had predicted. As a result, aside from their use in building regulations and 
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industrial areas, performance standards and zoning offered one necessary alternative 

to - but did not replace - Euclidean zoning in the USA on a broad scale regulatory 

land-use level.  

2.2.2 Different directions - The British experience (Town and Country Planning Act 

1947) 

In Britain however quite a different approach to land-use planning was being 

adopted at the same time through the Town and Country Planning Act 1947. In 

contrast to a regulatory zoning approach the post-war British Labor government 

adopted a more radical system premised on a quite different agenda. Whilst the 

Americans sought to enhance certainty in land-use planning by limiting 

discretionary decision-making, the British deliberately blurred the distinction 

between policy and implementation to focus on a discretionary land-use planning 

model (Booth, 2003).  

 

The reason for this difference between the two countries was that in Britain, the 

practical ability for zoning regulation to achieve higher levels of certainty, 

predictability and accountability was viewed with suspicion. As Booth (1999) 

highlights provocatively in his review of British land-use planning: 

…sooner or later all zoning systems come up with a mismatch 

between the predicted future and the realities of the moment, 

and all zoning systems develop mechanisms for circumventing 

the rules which were supposed to set the limits for future 
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action…How much better, we may conclude with British 

smugness, is a system which acknowledges the inherent 

uncertainty of planning for the future and makes explicit the 

need for flexibility by building in an overt reference to 

discretionary action (p.32). 

 

The outcome was a shift in Britain from a system of regulatory zoning that sought to 

conform to prescribed standards and measures, towards a discretionary system that 

seeks to perform to a development plan. There are two important points that Booth 

(1999) raises in relation to the USA and British land-use systems. First, he questions 

the validity of a distinct divide between regulatory zoning and discretionary systems 

of planning which falsely implies that there is no discretion in zoning. Evidence of 

‘slippage’ and the ability to fudge or circumvent zoning rules through acts of 

interpretation, re-zoning applications or other means is well documented 

(Cullingworth, 1993; Wakeford, 1990). The key point according to Booth (1999, p.34) 

is that “although discretionary action is present in zoning systems because it has to 

be, zoning is legitimated by the absence of discretion, not its presence”. Both systems 

he concludes hold significant strengths and weaknesses which must be understood 

within the context of the particular planning system. 

 

This leads to the second important issue raised by Booth (1999) which is that land-

use planning systems must be understood within their particular socio-political and 

economic circumstance. They do not exist as “independent phenomena” but are 
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indeed “creatures of the constitutional and cultural context which give rise to them” 

(p.43). For example the discretionary land-use planning approach in Britain gained 

statutory ground as a centralized, national response to the reconstruction to cities 

and towns required in the aftermath of wartime bombing. The 1947 Town and 

Country Planning Act offered two key discretions that emphasized the role of 

planning applications and the time taken to decide them:  

1. The duty of local authorities to consider not just the development plan but all 

material considerations before making a decision on applications; and 

2. The power of local authorities to impose conditions as required. 

 

In the face of such discretionary decision-making the role of the public inquiry and 

appeal process came to occupy a central role in the British planning system as a 

means of ensuring local authority accountability. By contrast to this the US planning 

system for example, does not have a centralized planning system or national plan. 

Rather the state serves as the principle unit of government, and then is able to 

delegate authority to local government through planning and zoning statutes. Land-

use development takes place ‘as of right’ based on zoning ordinances rather than by 

permit and permission granted through the local authority as in Britain (Callies, 

1999).  

                          

Thus by the mid 1960’s there were two dominant types of land-use systems in place 

within the Western planning context: the regulatory zoning model evident in the 
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United States and most of Europe; and the discretionary system that developed in 

Britain and some of its colonies. Yet despite their contextual evolution and 

subsequent key differences between these two planning systems, a number of 

commonalities remain that reflect the prevailing political economy of the Fordist era 

within which they were both located.  

 

First, the emphasis of both systems was focused around the principles of regulating 

the orderly arrangement and use of land for a range of economic, social and 

environmental purposes (albeit located within different planning systems). This 

reflects the more overt government-led context for land-use planning in the era 

following the 1930s Depression and the two World Wars. Widely referred to as the 

‘golden age’ of planning the ideological emphasis of the time was on social 

democracy and Keynesian economic strategies that positioned the state with a 

positive role in macro-economic, social and environmental management. Drawing on 

inspiration from the British model of comprehensive town and country planning, 

state planning authorities and town planning legislation were rolled out. Planning 

was increasingly codified as a profession through the formation of professional 

bodies absorbed almost completely into the public bureaucracy. By the end of the 

1960s this professional codification was increasingly challenged (Hall, 2002; 

Sandercock, 1998). 
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Second, this was accompanied by a growing awareness in both systems, that many of 

the driving assumptions underpinning land use planning and development as a 

simple, orderly and technical administration process were flawed. Indeed that 

planning systems generally were not ‘performing’. In particular concerns fermented 

around the belief that planning had become too bureaucratic, that timeframes for 

decision-making were too long, that there was inadequate public involvement, and a 

general dissatisfaction with the resultant planning outcomes (Shaw and Lord, 2007). 

Paradoxically far from being a simple, rigid system of land-use planning, 

prescriptive zoning was also becoming “remarkably flexible and increasingly 

complex” (Cullingworth, 1993, p.59). 

 

By the end of the Fordist era the bureaucratic and largely physical determinist 

approach to land-use planning was increasingly under challenge. This led to 

experiments with a ‘performance turn’ to planning at different spatial scales ranging 

from performance standards and measures evident in building codes and industrial 

zones in the USA, through to the performance oriented system of planning in post-

war Britain. Whilst the early social reformist concerns around public issues such as 

crime, overcrowding and ill-health remained, the solution to these problems focused 

on improvements to the physical conditions of urban growth settlements through 

zoning and other regulatory development control mechanisms. However this 

“physical determinist approach failed to come to terms with the real causes of the 

problem – the existence of poverty and the nature of the economic system” 
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(Sandercock, 1990, p. 213). Although a key planning aim was to control the worst 

abuses of the free market, the sanctity of private property rights and values remained 

inviolate. 

 

These issues re-emerged dramatically in the 1970s in response to a new system of 

global capital accumulation, and a growing awareness of an environmental crisis. 

Within land-use planning the implications of these transitions served to re-ignite 

diverse reform interests (both progressive and regressive) in the desirability of a 

more flexible performance-based approach to planning in response. During this time 

the focus shifted from the uniform, large production emphasis of Fordism towards 

the more tailored flexible mode of production ushered in by the post-Fordist era. The 

potential benefits of performance rather than conformance-based planning gained 

popular ascendancy within the broader planning imaginary.  

2.3 Performance-based planning 2: spatial strategies in the post-

Fordist era  

 
 

The rule-based, normative, decentralised methods which enabled cities 

and regions to grow during the post-war era of industrialisation and 

rural-urban migration now stand in the way of an easy adjustment of 

territories to the new economy, and make the pursuit of sustainable 

development objectives more costly and time consuming (OECD, 

2001, p.3) 
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The 1970s marked a period of intense change in western capitalism that has had a 

deeply significant impact on the role and practice of Western land-use planning. 

Within this context there was a discernable shift away from the more narrowly 

defined land-use planning associated with physical determinism, towards a much 

broader spatial policy and planning orientation (Healey et. al., 1997; Nadin, 2007). 

This section focuses on the ascendancy of performance-based flexibility as both 

planning process and outcome, intimately linked to post-Fordism, globalisation and 

the spatial conditions associated with the late modernist project.  

 

Post-Fordism ushered in a shift in Western urban planning that has been described 

as a quasi-utopian reform agenda, “alive to multiple futures rather than fixed 

blueprints” (Freestone, 2000, p.13). Within land-use planning the focus began to 

transition from the “scientific prediction and regular patterns of events and 

outcomes” associated with Fordism, towards spatial diversity “rather than 

uniformity and flexibility as a key word” (Hardy, 2000, p.76). This shift served to 

problematise commonly held notions of prescriptive and/or Cartesian space, 

resulting in more complex and relational understandings of the planning context 

operating at various, networked scales of governance. 

 

The post-Fordist regime is characterised by increased flexibility in terms of the 

processes of global production and consumption, the evolution of a new spatial 

order, the demise of the welfare state and the subsequent rise of a neoliberalised 
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political regime (Jessop, 1995). Of note is that the shift to a post-Fordist era straddles 

both political-economic and socio-cultural spheres thus broadening the spatial scope 

and impact. American urban geographer David Harvey (1989) describes this as a 

new and quite different regime of capital accumulation that contrasts with the 

rigidities of Fordism.  

It rests on a startling flexibility with respect to labour processes, 

labour markets, products and patterns of consumption. It is 

characterized by entirely new sectors of production, new ways 

of providing financial services, new markets, and, above all, 

greatly intensified rates of commercial, technological, and 

organizational innovation (p.256).  

 

Instrumental to Harvey’s work is a focus on the complex links between spatial 

practices, politics and capitalist modes of production. In particular he was concerned 

with the characteristics of a new regime increasingly flexible in terms of the processes 

of production and consumption. The intense and rapid structural change in terms of 

capital, labour and the state was coupled with a greater emphasis on market 

orientation and a reduced role for the state. The emergence of a ‘new right’ 

ideological framework spawned a raft of neo-liberal policies designed to 

“subordinate a wide array of possible social goals to more narrowly defined 

economic priorities” (Stilwell, 2000, p.14). The intensified rates of innovation under 

post-Fordist flexible accumulation are closely aligned with the increased speed and 
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movement of economic growth, capital and territorial competitiveness within the 

context of globalisation.  

 

Although a highly contested term, the multi-scalar dynamic of globalisation is a key 

defining epoch has been variously described as:  the intensification of global 

interconnectedness (McGrew, 1992); a condition of complex connectivity and 

proximity (Tomlinson, 1999); and multivalent connections, interconnections, 

networks and flows (Castells, 1996). Rather than a single mode of production urban 

sociologist Appaudurai (1999) locates five key interrelated dimensions (or scapes) 

that work to shape the globalized cultural conditions of planning in deeply 

disjunctive and profoundly unpredictable ways. These include: Ethnoscapes (persons 

who constitute the shifting worlds e.g. tourists or refugees); Mediascapes (the 

distribution of electronic capabilities to produce and disseminate information, 

images and narratives); Technoscapes (global configurations of technology that 

operate at a trans-boundary level); Finanscapes (the disposition of global capital that 

is increasingly mysterious, rapid and difficult to follow); and Ideascapes (the political 

realm that relates to the flow of ideologies and counter-ideologies).  

 

Together the dialectical tensions between these different cultural scapes summon up 

cultures of ‘possibility and mobility’ but also ‘discontinuity and disengagement’ 

amidst the increased rate and unpredictability of changing circumstances 

(Appadurai, 1999, p.23). The precarious and uncertain conditions of flexible post-
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Fordism have been described as a condition of liquid modernity (Bauman, 2000). In 

contrast with the solid phase of Fordism characterized by the “routenization of time 

that tied labour to the ground and bounded rationality’ (p.113-118), liquid modernity 

is characterized by processes of instantaneity and creative destruction whereby “life 

cannot stand still, it must modernize or perish” (Bauman, 2000, p.3). Within this 

increasingly uncertain, complex and shifting global context, a number of key changes 

affecting planning have been identified: 

• Mobile capital and multinational corporations 

• Competitive and strategic territorial positioning 

• The global demand for resources 

• Climate change and the need for mitigation and adaptation measures; 

• Energy security and diversity 

• Changes to population composition by people living longer 

• Growth of cities and sub-regionalism as the scale for place-making  

                                                             (Koresawa and Konvitz, 2001; Morphet et. al. 2007) 

2.3.1 New performance-based planning agendas 

For land-use planning systems already straining under the trifurcate burden of 

delivering certainty, flexibility and accountability, the transition to post-Fordism has 

resulted in a ‘restless quest’ (Offe, 1977), for ever-more creative (some argue 

creatively destructive2

                                                 
2 See David Harvey (2005) in A Brief History of Neoliberalism, Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

) planning experiments. This has led to three sets of changes 
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that have re-shaped land-use planning; the first is within statutory planning systems; 

the second is a shift in policy content of decision-making; and the third is 

transference of the locus of power and control (Booth, 2003). Spearheading these 

experimental changes has been a performance planning emphasis that has further 

built on some of the traction that was gained in the post-war era.  

 

Within the European Union (EU) context in particular these shifts have had a 

profound influence on the thinking and activity surrounding both at the national and 

supra-national planning level (Albrechts, 2004; Davoudi and Strange, 2009; Faludi, 

2008). The term ‘spatial planning’ rather than ‘land-use planning’ has emerged from 

the EU context through efforts to better reflect the multidimensional nature of 

planning as a ‘geopolitical vision’ (Dijking, 1996), or ‘geographical expression of 

policy giving direction to regional development’ (Council of Europe, 1984, p.2).  

The Governments of OECD Member countries apply spatial 

planning to a broad spectrum of policy objectives, including to 

improve regional economic performance, to create a more 

rational organisation of land uses, to balance demands for 

development with the need to protect the environment, to 

strengthen social cohesion and to take advantage of the 

opportunities presented by globalisation and technological 

innovations (OECD, 2001, p. 9). 

 

In line with its geo-political and territorial development, the EU has sought to 

engender collective action by building a “credible narrative about the need for a 
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territorial dimension in European policymaking” (Hague and Hachmann, 2008, 

p.40). Spatial planning for Europe, and the implications of this for spatial planning in 

Europe, have been driven by a twin quest for a more competitive and sustainable 

Europe within a global economy (Bohme and Waterhout, 2008). Whilst the scope of 

spatial planning varies, nearly all planning systems of this style function best within 

a context of uncertainty and include the following fundamental features and/or 

functions: 

1. A long or medium-term strategy for territories in pursuit of common 

objectives, incorporating different perspectives of sectoral policies; 

2. Land use and physical development dealt with as a distinct sector of 

government activity alongside transport, agriculture, environment, etc.; 

3. The planning of sectoral policies according to different spatial scales; and 

4. Plans need to take into account a wide range of variables and be revised at 

shorter intervals. 

(Koresawa and Konvitz, 2001) 

 

A normative perspective around the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of strategic spatial planning 

has been outlined by European planning academic Luis Albrechts (2006). He argues 

that spatial planning should be “transformative and integrative, (preferably) public-

sector-led, socio-spatial process through which a vision, coherent actions, and means 

for implementation are produced that shape and frame what a place is and what it 

might become” (p.1152). In this sense ‘strategic ‘spatial planning is deeply connected 
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to process, institutional dynamics and the politics of mobilization as about the 

achievement of substantive outcomes. The emphasis is on how planning can 

‘perform’ to a selective strategic and action-oriented vision, rather than ‘conform’ to 

technical, legal regulation or land-use plans.  

 

In the absence of formal land-use regulation and in the face of a growing sense of 

crisis around climate change, energy security, transportation, labour shortages and 

an aging population, the European Union has fostered a ‘performance’ approach to 

spatially-oriented territorial processes (Morphet et. al., 2007). This involves the 

promotion of non-binding policy programs and projects that are able to ‘perform’ to 

a collective spatial strategy (Albrechts et. al., 2003; Healey et. al., 1997; Rivolin, 2008). 

In his assessment of conforming and performing planning systems in Europe, 

Umberto Rivolin (2008) argues that the distinction between the two planning systems 

is the modality of delivering development rights within a strategic framework.  

 

In ‘conforming’ systems for example the rights are assigned in advance and 

translated into zoning ordinances which are binding. In the ‘performing’ system 

however development rights are assigned as a non-binding policy reference that 

must be assessed in conjunction with the strategic framework. There is a recurring 

dichotomy that exists between the idea of conforming (regulative) and performing 

(strategic) plans, despite the co-existence of both types within many planning 

systems as a whole (See Table 1). 
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 ‘Conforming’ 

planning systems 

‘Performing’ 

planning systems 

Principles Hierarchy Vertical and horizontal subsidiarity 

Advantages Certainty Flexibility 

Disadvantages Rigidity Discretion 

Role of plan Regulative Strategic 

Function Implementation Application 

Scale Local Regional, National, Supra-national 

Examples USA, most European countries UK, NZ, EU Spatial Planning 

 

Table 1: Two models of Planning Systems 

(Source: adapted from Rivolin, 2008, p.178) 

 
The research by Rivolin (2008) suggests that the critical question for spatial practice is 

not whether conforming or performing plans are preferable, but rather the focus 

should be on “how the strategic and regulative functions of planning should be differently 

correlated in a planning system addressed to performing rather than conforming aims” 

(p.171). The emphasis is then on the performance of planning systems as a whole 

(incorporating both top-down and bottom-up processes), rather than a dichotomy 

between strategic and/or regulatory plans.  Rivolin (2008) concludes by arguing that 

in principle performing planning systems are “more suitable than conforming ones if 

planning is to fulfil its social role” (p.178). This is because the “prevailing diffusion of 

conforming planning systems in Europe tend to counteract the performing planning 

processes needed to achieve territorial cohesion” (p.181). Specifically the following 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

56 

operational advantages of performance planning systems at the territorial level are 

posited to include: 

• Better control of spatial transformation and property income; 

• More flexibility and political autonomy in the design of public strategies; 

• Pivotal function of spatial development control through technical evaluations; 

• Overall incentive to social responsibility and to democracy; and as a result  

• The trigger of a virtuous circle in spatial governance processes  

      (Rivolin, 2008, p.176) 

2.3.2 Different directions: the United Kingdom experience (Planning and 

Compulsory Purchase Act 2004) 

To date the United Kingdom (UK) is so far the only nation-state inside the 

supranational territorial dimensions of the EU to embrace an overtly spatial 

‘performance’ planning system. The enactment of the Planning and Compulsory 

Purchase Act 2004 ushered in a new spatial planning system that built on the 

discretionary foundations set up in the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act. The aim 

was the creation of a more flexible and integrated spatial planning process that 

would help to deliver more sustainable communities (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-

Jones, 2006). As a proponent of spatial planning, the system was envisaged to go 

“beyond traditional land-use planning to bring together and integrate policies for 

the development of land use with other policies and programs that influence the 

nature of places and how they function” (ODPM, 2004, p.6).  
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The spatial planning context of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 was 

designed to mark a clear break from the past that focused largely on a narrow 

definition of land-use planning. To this end five key reform themes have been 

identified in the new legislation in order to foster ‘performing’ planning systems 

that are able to support and promote sustainability (Nadin, 2007; Shaw and Lord, 

2007). The first is the need for planning to be more proactive rather than reactive 

thus enabling local authorities to positively shape planning outcomes, rather than 

simply react to unwanted development.  

 

The second key reform theme is the provision for greater community and 

stakeholder engagement in the plan making process as a means of gaining public 

understanding and thereby political support for the decision-making processes. 

Thirdly, a requirement for better coordination and integration across policy 

portfolios as a necessary key agenda for planning that seeks to actively foster place-

making practices.  The fourth theme builds on this to facilitate the creation of place 

specific policies that better recognize locally specific character and needs. Finally, 

the overarching focus is on delivering more sustainable communities.  

2.3.3 Performance-based planning for a sustainable future 

The central pillars of the new ‘performance’ system are thus an emphasis on spatial 

policy that is integrated and evidenced-based and that offers a strategic future vision 

for ‘sustainable communities’ within a globally competitive framework (Healey, 
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2007; Shaw and Lord, 2007). This agenda is broad and encompasses strategic 

investments, conservation priorities, social cohesion and diversity as well as “new 

ways of thinking about the flows of people, goods and waste products” (Koresawa 

and Konvitz, 2001, p.16).  

 

In particular the key term - sustainable communities - is still quite an ambiguous 

concept that is open to a wide variety of quite different political interpretations. For 

example the recent White Paper entitled Planning for a Sustainable Future defines a 

vision for the UK planning system that “supports vibrant, healthy sustainable 

communities, promotes the UK’s international competitiveness, and enables the 

infrastructure which is vital to our quality of life to be provided in a way that is 

integrated with other sustainable development objectives, and ensures that local 

communities and members of the public can make their views heard” (CLG, 2007, 

p.3).  To this end performance-based spatial strategies seek to: 

…exert influence by framing ways of thinking about and 

valuing the qualities of a place and of translating plans into 

reality. This work in turn helps to mobilise the many actors 

inventing the futures of places by shaping their understanding 

and guiding their investments towards more sustainable 

outcomes (p.16). 

 

Building on the sustainability agenda outlined in the Brundtland Report (1987), the 

work of the EU Expert Group on the Urban Environment Sustainable Cities Project 
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(1996) and other academic literature (e.g. Blowers, 1993), a different set of principles 

for spatial planning for sustainability have been outlined by Nadin (2001). These 

include as a priority the need for: 

• the absolute protection of critical natural capital;  

• the maintenance of the stock of substitutable capital;  

• the adoption of the precautionary principle;  

• greater respect for the environmental carrying capacity;  

• improving the efficiency of resource use and minimisation of waste;  

• the self-sufficiency of geographical units (negotiating outwards) and non-

exportation of externalities;  

• the closure of resources loops, re-use and recycling;  

• the maintenance of biodiversity; and  

• Accounting for the principles of inter-generational equity and futurity  

 

In his assessment of the effectiveness of spatial planning systems Nadin (2001) 

foreshadows the later conclusions of Rivolin (2007), by recommending that the 

‘overall performance’ of both the traditional conformance forms of land use 

planning, as well as spatial policymaking should be jointly emphasized. The overall 

performance of spatial planning is thus linked to the delivery of sustainable outcomes.  

 

Within the Australian context for example the key principles of Ecologically 

Sustainable Development (ESD) offers the national policy framework for sustainability. 
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This is not necessarily however, the set of sustainability principles adopted in 

Australian land-use planning systems at the State and local levels. This will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6 which examine the 

Australian/Queensland land-use planning context in more detail. 

2.4 Performance-based planning reform - competing agendas 

The post-Fordist era has ushered in some unique challenges and changes for 

planning at the meta-urban scale. The goal of sustainability remains a central, if not 

‘fuzzy’ agenda of this contemporary ‘quasi-utopian’ performance-based planning 

reform agenda (de Roo, 2007). Chameleon-like urban planning has been “constantly 

adapted to time, place, culture and circumstance, and not always for the good” 

(Freestone, 2000, p.9). Unlike the early reformist endeavour however these more 

recent reform agendas have emerged as a double-edged sword that do not 

necessarily seek to further progressive democratic and environmentally just aims 

(Gleeson and Low, 2000; Yiftachel, 1998). 

 

The transition to neoliberal governance is intimately connected with the shifts to 

post-Fordism and the global networked economy that has re-shaped labour and land 

markets, and restructured political institutions and policy processes (Jessop, 2000). 

Harvey (2005, p.3) describes this as ‘creative destruction’, of not only institutional 

frameworks, but also of “welfare provisions, social relations, ways of life, 

attachments to the land, and matters of the heart”. The shift away from the welfare 
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state model that characterized the Fordist era, and concomitantly the pursuit of 

privatization, contracting out, deregulation, market-based solutions, downsizing and 

cost cutting, has led to a strong politico-administrative emphasis on economic 

efficiencies. This is fuelled by “a belief in the superiority of the market over the state, 

the introduction of competition between government departments and agencies, a 

simultaneous process of centralisation and decentralisation, and the fragmentation of 

public services providers” (Dupont, 2003, p.16).  

 

Spatial planning re-badged as an institutional ‘strategic enabler’ rather than 

provider, increasingly operates within a de-regulated governance framework 

(Fainstein, 1994; Stoker and Young, 1993). This style of planning rests on promoting 

rather than restricting entrepreneurial activity and development, by streamlining 

planning decisions and seeking “outcomes that aid market-led prosperity” (Booth, 

2003). The quest for flexibility and speed has led to a reduction of regulatory 

guidelines and standards which might unnecessarily restrict development and cause 

delays. These are hall marks of the neoliberal agenda. Further to this the capacity for 

spatial planning systems to deliver on sustainability principles, has been 

compromised by an overriding emphasis on financial or operational criteria 

(Koresawa and Konvitz, 2001).  

 

These tensions have been raised particularly in relation to the micro-economic 

agenda of New Public Sector Management (NPSM) which has achieved ascendancy 
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within the neoliberalised governance model. The NPSM approach embraces the 

three E’s of economy, efficiency and effectiveness, and elevates the use of strategic 

management techniques such as performance indicators in the pursuit of 

performance effective outcomes and value for money (Spigelman, 2001).  These 

mechanisms are associated with “corporatist governance that is associated with 

advancing private sector interests and keeping bureaucratic regulation to a 

minimum” (England, 2004, p.25).   

 

In light of this emphasis British-based planning academic Jean Hillier (2007) argues 

that the principles of NPSM result in performance measures and indicators that have 

reduced spatial planning to a process that is overly mechanistic, reductionist, and 

“too-often reduce value to economic value, ‘efficiency’ and ‘effectiveness’ to 

financial cost-per-unit, and ‘sustainability’ to economic viability” (p.22). Through 

this process inherently complex issues are divided into measurable targets in the 

name of efficiency, effectiveness and accountability (e.g. SMART targets in the UK -

Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bounded). In practice SMART 

targets are extremely specific and have proliferated with microscopic detail.  

 

Despite the more flexible spatial planning context, ‘performance-based’ plans are 

widely criticized for remaining too detailed and prescriptive with an emphasis on 

land-use functions at the expense of broader, more strategic spatial visions 

(Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006). The result is that in spite of the rhetoric, this style 
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of spatial planning is still often in practice (if not originally conceived), with 

“conformance (of evidence and policy, policy and outcome) rather than performance 

(or ‘doing’) in mind” (Hillier, 2007, p.21). 

 

2.4.1       The New Zealand experience (Resource Management Act 1991)  

Outside of the EU, one significant national example of a shift towards performance 

planning that reflects the twin tensions of sustainability and micro-economic reform 

is in New Zealand. The enactment of the Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 has 

been described as innovative legislation which sought to enable a new paradigm of 

planning for environmental sustainability (Connor and Dovers, 2004; Memon, 1993). 

The policy intent of the RMA was to provide “an overarching framework for 

integrated and sustainable management of renewable resources” and a “flexible 

resource management framework” (Ericksen et. al., 2004, p.11).  

 

The driving reform agenda was a twin alliance between environmental and 

neoliberal interests that sought substantive change to the planning status quo. 

Despite a common mantra to transform the prevailing system of governance, the 

differences between the two reform drivers (particularly in relation to political 

ideology) were marked (Buhrs and Bartlett, 1993; Memon and Gleeson, 1995). Thus 

whilst the ‘new right’ agenda sought the reduction of red-tape, increased efficiencies 

and a greater role for the market sector, the environmentalists pursued greater 

controls on development and a more devolved participatory democratic process.  
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Over a decade later New Zealand is still struggling to resolve these tensions amidst 

concerns that the learning curve around performance-based planning under the 

RMA was too steep for the skills of the planning profession (Spiller, 2003). Caught 

within the competing ambitions of ecological sustainability and a neoliberal agenda 

focused around economic growth and investment, planners have struggled to find 

ways to effectively respond to the pace of transformation within complex and 

contested governance frameworks (Hall, 2002; Hillier, 2007; Tewdwr-Jones, 1999).  

 

In New Zealand, the ‘schizoid character’ of the reform regime in which a centre-left 

party implemented ‘New Right’ policies, resulted in a confusion of policies and 

practices on the ground in the name of environmental sustainability. As Ericksen et 

al. (2004) conclude in their evaluation of the shift towards performance-based 

planning under the RMA: 

Changing suddenly from activities to effects [performance] -

based planning – to say nothing of moving from state welfarism 

to market liberalism – was a dramatic and risky policy shift that 

involved all levels of government. In a newly devolved system 

where strong guidance from central government was suddenly 

eschewed in favour of innovation at the local level, the risks 

escalated along with the costs as councils struggled to achieve 

success. Perhaps the learning curve needed under such 

dramatic change was too steep? (p. 295). 
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2.5 Hybrid planning futures? 

What has emerged in practice not just in New Zealand but across other Western 

planning contexts as well, is not one single model of performance-based planning. 

Rather a series of experiments within the “complex, multilayered, fluid, and 

sometimes fuzzy scales of policy and governance arrangements […] that are 

breaking away from the rigidities associated with the formal scales of statutory plan-

making” (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009a, p.618-619). This constitutes a 

profound shift towards increasingly ‘schizoid’ systems of land-use/spatial planning 

that are both rooted within the old-style regulatory functions of government, whilst 

simultaneously being uprooted by the “constantly evolving governance systems for 

place-making at all scales” (p.618). The result appears to be a spatial planning 

hybrid. 

 

The notion of hybridity is a recurring and powerful leitmotif around interbreeding 

and mixing, juxtaposition and fusions - a melting pot of previously uniform 

understandings or typically separate entities. Importantly hybridity is understood as 

more than the merger of incompatible elements but the introduction of a ‘third space’ 

or new possibilities for connecting ‘originally incommensurable terms and 

irreconcilable realities’ (Alsayyad, 2001, p.3). The notion of hybrid planning cultures 

as a type of ‘borderlands’ is offered by Sanyal (2005) who links the concept of 

hybridity to the spaces created as a result of: the globalisation of production (de-

industrialisation); the ascendancy of neoliberal politics; and the effect of multi-



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

66 

pronged economic reforms to reinvent the role of government and discredit 

regulatory practices as a means of achieving sustainable outcomes.  

 

These themes resonate in the work of Australian-based geographer Pauline McGuirk 

(2005) on the neoliberal dimensions of urban governance. She cautions, however, 

against viewing the neoliberal governance framework as an impenetrable force field 

or unified coherent project, but rather as a series of complex and overlapping 

strategies that offer the potential for multiple, albeit often contradictory political 

projects. Drawing on the writing of Wendy Larner (2005), McGuirk suggests there is 

a need for increased sensitivity to the hybrid nature of planning roles and practice in 

order to reveal the opportunities for what she describes as an ‘after-neoliberalist’ 

state based role. This potential, she suggests, can then be used to ‘enact new and 

different spatial and social distributional outcomes than those framed by a 

neoliberalised imagination’ (p.62). 

 

Not everyone is convinced however. American geographer Katharyne Mitchell 

(1997) coined the term ‘the hype of hybridity’ in reference to what she perceived to 

be the premature celebration of ‘spaces of resistance’. Mitchell (1997) argued that 

hybrid roles can in fact work to reinforce hegemonic narratives and dominant 

capitalist discourses such as neoliberalism, rather than disturb or interrupt dominant 

ideologies. Hybridisation, she suggests is ‘produced in the context of economic as 

well as cultural processes that must be theorised in tandem’ (Mitchell, 1997, p.274).  
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Similarly fellow American urban theorist Ananya Roy (2001) argues that the idea of 

hybridity can be more seductive than subversive. In particular she calls for the need 

to ground hybridity amidst the ‘actual geographies of capital accumulation’ (p.237). 

For planning theorists Allmendinger and Haughton (2009a) this is best explored and 

understood historically-empirically within the broader framework of political urban 

economy. Located at the heart of these shifts towards hybrid planning systems is the 

‘performance turn’ to spatial strategy-making as a means of achieving sustainability 

which must be understood within particular governance contexts. 

2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the evolution of the ‘performance turn’ to planning 

within Western planning contexts since the early 1900s. In particular two key reform 

eras have been outlines that have shaped and defined the performance-based 

approach to planning. The first is the Fordist period of regulatory zoning and land-

use planning that sought to establish order and uniformity within a welfare model 

of government. The second is the post-Fordist planning era characterized by a quest 

for more flexible and customized strategic spatial planning located predominantly 

within a neo-liberal governance framework. This has led to a hybrid role of planning 

systems which typically contain both conforming and performing planning elements 

which can only be understood within context.  
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Within the ambit of these changes what has remained constant is that regardless of 

the function, scope and scale of performance-based planning, this approach has a 

long history of being mobilized in order to better integrate a complex mix of 

economic, social and environmental agendas. Yet despite being presented as a 

creative and innovative means of achieving sustainability, performance-based 

planning is still very much an experimental quasi-utopian urban reform endeavour 

that has received surprisingly little empirical attention.  

 

As this chapter has demonstrated the links to neoconservative and new right 

reforms have worked to muddy the performance based agenda around 

sustainability. The following chapter focuses on the emergence and potentialities of 

an institutional learning approach to performance-based planning, as a means of 

conceptually framing and better understanding the implications of the 

‘performance-based turn’ in practice. In particular the ambitions of performance-

based planning as a strategy for sustainability are highlighted. 
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Chapter 3 

Towards an institutional approach to  

performance-based planning 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.0 Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to offer a critical, institutional understanding of what and how 

we can learn about performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability 

within particular governance contexts. The purpose of this second literature review 

chapter is to consider more deeply ‘how’ research can best contribute to a virtuous 

learning cycle around performance-based planning, as a strategy for supporting and 

promoting sustainability. To this end this thesis adopts a normative, post-positivist 

approach to the analysis of performance-based planning as an institutional learning 

agenda for sustainability. The innovation of this approach needs to be understood 

within the context of previous research into the performance planning agenda. 

 

As outlined in the previous chapter, rather than a singular construct performance-

based planning operates on a range of scales, and includes both regulatory and/or 

strategic spatial functions. The performance approach to planning thus operates as 

an ever-shifting and contested institutional agenda. This poses a number of 

significant challenges to positivist approaches that seek to quantitatively measure the 
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outcomes of planning in practice. The logic of the institutional approach is that it 

embraces the networked and relational dynamics of the practices of spatial strategy. 

In particular new variants of institutionalist research that seek to probe the ‘messy’ 

dialectics of governance amidst the complicated web of relationships that flow 

between institutions, strategic ideas and interests, are outlined (Healey, 2007). The 

chapter concludes by emphasizing the need for institutional frameworks that focus 

not on performance-based planning per se, but rather on ‘what’ and ‘how’ we can 

learn from spatial strategies such as performance-based planning as a means of 

engendering sustainability-led institutional change. 

3.1 Understanding performance planning – a research continuum 

The research literature on approaches to understanding and assessing plans, 

planning systems and outcomes has traditionally been defined by a strong desire for 

efficacy and accountability, tempered by the difficulties inherent in undertaking such 

a task (Alexander, 2006; Bryson, 1991; Burby, 2003; Faludi, 2000; Talen, 1996). 

Historically there has been a strong positivist emphasis driving Western planning 

which posits for example that “the outcome of planned action must conform to what 

the plan says” (Faludi, 2001, p.108).  Key issues with this approach have according to 

Brody and Highfield (2005) tended to include:  

• How to decide when the outcome of planning should be determined and what 

it should be compared to; and  

• How to go about measuring or assessing planning effectiveness. 
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In this vein early attempts to understand performance-based planning focused on the 

‘conformance’ of action to formal planning procedures and regulatory powers. Of 

central concern was the need to measure the efficacy of performance-based planning 

that as a method of land use control sought to regulate private interests and limit 

individual rights through flexible standards and indicators. For example the 

performance-based planning evaluations to emerge from the United States during 

the 1980s and 1990s were largely post-hoc positivist assessments at the scale of 

performance-based zoning (Kendig, 1980; Porter et. al., 1988).  

 

A number of emergent key challenges around the practical implementation of 

performance-based planning resulted from this style of assessment. These included: 

no clear models of performance-based planning working well; a lack of consistent 

guidelines for implementing performance-based planning; high levels of stakeholder 

and community uncertainty; and difficulties in explaining and applying complex 

performance based standards (Humphreys, 2002; Jaffe, 1993; Leung and Harper, 

2000). In particular four core areas of concern were identified that reflected 

prevailing concerns around delivering certainty and conformity through planning.  

These included: 

1. The difficulties in setting performance standards (i.e. how do you ensure that 

performance standards are clear, precise and measurable?); 
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2. The economic impact of performance measures (i.e. does a performance-based 

approach deprive landowners of economic use through the cumulative 

impacts of performance standards?); 

3. The room for heightened margins of error and an increase in non-conforming 

uses (i.e. how do you define room for error within performance standards and 

allow for changes in use and regulations?); and 

4. The challenges of the implementation process (i.e. how do you ensure that 

there are adequate resources for administration and enforcement?)  

 (Duerksen, 1996) 

 

Concerns around the need to improve conformance to plans and certainty of 

outcomes, led to a focus on performance indicators and codes as a tangible means by 

which to “measure the efficacy and accountability of plan content and their 

correlation to plan implementation and outcomes” (Brody and Highfield, 2005, 

p.159). A strong emphasis on performance measurements have been encouraged to 

be “comprehensive (embracing all the development standards), simple (not too 

difficult to administer) and technically worded (use legally defensible technical 

measurement)” (Baker et. al. 2006, p.11). As such they are located predominantly 

within a scientific realist (Law, 2004) or reductionist linear planning approach that 

implies, ”a one to one relationship between plans and their effect and employs ends-

means logic” (Hillier 2007, p21).  
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This approach to planning research is a technical-administrative approach to 

planning which frames ‘the urban’ as a two dimensional physical space or a material 

social system that is somewhere ‘out there’ (Healey, 2007). As Leonie Sandercock 

(1998) points out for most of the 20th century this has constituted a hegemonic 

approach within modernist planning, that privileges a scientific and technical model 

of knowledge. 

The social sciences have been dominated by a positivist 

epistemology which privileges scientific and technical 

knowledge over an array of equally important alternatives – 

experiential, intuitive, local knowledges; knowledges based on 

practices of talking, listening, seeing, contemplating, sharing; 

knowledges expressed in visual or other symbolic, ritual and 

artistic ways rather than in quantitative or analytical modes 

based on technical jargon that by definition exclude those 

without professional training (Sandercock, 1998, p.5). 

 

In the wake of such criticisms and ill-fated attempts of social science researchers to 

mimic the methods employed in the natural sciences, a post-positivist approach3

                                                 
3 I include here a reference to the other posts such as post-structuralism and postmodernism using 
post-positivism as an umbrella term to mark the shift from positivism. 

 

gained in precedence at the end of the twentieth century. Whilst by no means a 

singular approach, this epistemological framework broadly focuses on the socially 

constructed nature of space/place and the overall ‘performance’ of planning as an 

important area of social scientific inquiry (Albrechts, 2006; Davoudi and Strange, 

2009; Healey, 1997) (See Figure 2 below). 
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Conformance                                                                                                     Performance 

 (Cause/effect)                                                                                       (Openness/flexibility) 

                                             PLANNING  RESEARCH CONTINUUM 

 

                Positivist  orientation                                                    Post-Positivist orientation 

                            

Figure 2: A Basic Planning Research Continuum 
 

3.2 The ‘spatial turn’ to planning 

The shift in contemporary planning research from a predominantly positivist 

approach to include a range of post-positivist orientations, elevates the ‘performance’ 

rather than ‘conformance’ of plans, planning systems and strategic policies. The post-

positivist approach infers a greater appreciation of the complexity of the planning 

process including an emphasis on: interactions as opposed to objects; relational webs 

and layers over physical patterns; structure and agency; institutions and individuals; 

dynamics not statics; embedding and emergence; multiplicity of relations versus 

homogeneity; and the friction of conflict not equilibrium (Healey, 2007). This has 

involved a purposeful shift towards: the contextual; the subjective; and the relational. 

More recently the focus has been on understanding space as a multidimensional, 

contextual and inherently relational undertaking (Amin, 2002; Davoudi and Strange, 

2009; Harvey, 2006; Hillier, 2007).  
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For American political geographer David Harvey (2006), space can be understood as 

being absolute, relative or relational. The first division in the Harvey triumvirate, is 

absolute space; a material, concrete entity that can be fixed and discretely bounded. 

This is the space that is most commonly associated with cadastral mapping, 

engineering practices and architectural blueprint drawings. This according to Harvey 

(2006) is “the space of Descartes and Newton, the space of Euclid, the space of 

private property and other bounded territorial designations (e.g. states, 

administrations, city plans and urban grids)” (p.121).  This variant of space is well 

suited to recording and planning events and standardized measurement that forms 

the basis of a positivist approach planning analysis and evaluation. 

 

The second division identified by Harvey (2006) is relative space that is dependent 

upon the frame of the observer. This is the “space of Einstein and the multiple 

geometrics of 19th century that emphasizes space and time-spatio-temporality” 

(p.122). In relative space the bounded and absolute Euclidean space shifts to an 

emphasis on multiplicity and variety of choice. Harvey argues that this does not 

however “reduce or eliminate calculability or control but makes it more difficult to 

integrate different understandings and thus highlights problems of political choice” 

(p.123). He uses the example of the increasing complexity that surrounds public 

transport options and choices as contrasted with a privately owned home on a single 

cadastral block. 
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Relational space is the third division highlighted by Harvey (2006) in his continuum. 

This is the socially constructed space that does not exist outside the processes that 

define it. These processes according to Harvey “define their own spatial frame so 

space is embedded or internal to the process and cannot be disentangled so the focus 

must be on the relationality of space and time rather than space in isolation” (p.124). 

This space represents challenging terrain in which measurement is difficult due to 

the tendency for “a wide variety of disparate influences swirling over space in the 

past, present and future to concentrate and congeal at a certain point” (p.124). These 

three divisions of space are outlined below in Table 2: 

 

 
Types of space 

 
Described by Harvey (2006) 

 
Expressed through… 
 

 
Absolute  

 
Concrete, material, fixed 
Bounded territorialisation 
Space of Euclid 

 
Blueprint plans 
Cadastral maps 
Private property 

 
Relative  

 
Multiple geometrics 
Frame dependent 
Variety of choice 

 
Public transport networks 
Water infrastructure 
Telecommunications  

 
Relational 

 
Complex 
Socially constructed 
Space-time convergence 

 
Ground zero 
Port Arthur 
Rented land 

 

Table 2: Tripartite divisions of space 

(Source: Harvey, 2006) 
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This focus on the socially produced and relational nature of space has gathered 

further momentum through the work of the ‘relational geographers’ who have 

highlighted the implications of the ‘spatial turn’ for practice (Amin, 2002; Massey, 

1994; Thrift, 1996). They emphasize that relational space must be understood as: open 

and fluid (Thrift, 1996); multiple processes that combine to bring particular spatial 

formations into being (Massey, 1994); and a multi-edged edged sword that can 

facilitate movement and access as well as marginalization and exclusion (Amin and 

Graham, 1997). The key characteristics of ‘relational space’ can be summarized as 

follows: 

• Space cannot be held fast in fixed compartments, or regular, measured 

intervals but is in a constant fluid process of being formed and 

transformed ; 

• Space is a turbulent field of structures, solidarities, disruptions and 

dislocations;  

• Space is understood as relational; produced or constituted through 

‘action’ and ‘interaction’;  

• Space necessarily entails plurality and multiplicity; and  

• Productions of space are inseparable from the structures and 

functioning of capitalism. 

(Johnston et. al., 2000, p.770-771) 
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3.2.1 Implications of the ‘spatial turn’ for planning in practice 

The implications of the spatial turn’ on understandings around planning practice and 

evaluation cannot be understated. Within this framework planning must be critically 

reflexive and focus on relational understandings amidst the ‘flow of practice’ (Thrift 

and Dewsbury, 2000). For Thrift (1999, p.303) there are “very strong limits on what 

can be known and how we can know and numerous perspectives on what counts as 

knowledge”. Knowledge in this sense is understood as being inherently ‘situated’ 

(Haraway, 1991) with a focus not just on what is being studied but also how it is 

studied (Murdoch, 2005, p1).  

 

For example in UK based planning theorist Jean Hillier (2007) builds on the spatial 

turn to offer an alternative approach to planning praxis that promotes, “exploring 

contingencies, resisting universal abstractions and emphasises situated 

practices”(p.1). This multiplanar planning perspective recognises that policy making 

inevitably takes place “in conditions of immanence, uncertainty and fluidity” (p.27). 

This fluidity is viewed as the basis for developing not only “collaborative 

relationships within complex social and political processes” but also for “generating 

diverse multiplicities of visions and strategies” to typically wicked problems (p.6).  

 

Within this multiplanar perspective, performance-based planning is understood as 

contingent, ever-changing and unfinished business. For Hillier (2007) any efforts to 

examine the ‘performance’ of planning should include an emphasis on rich 
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qualitative data grounded in: different actors understandings of what is going on; the 

processes through which meanings are constructed and attached to practices and 

events; and a focus on power differentials and power-plays. The intent is for research 

that remains ever-mindful of the purpose and processes of spatial planning rather 

than becoming diverted into demonstrating productivity and efficiency.  

 

Through the post-positivist lens notions around measuring ‘effectiveness’ have been 

critically re-considered in light of the challenges posed by ‘the spatial turn’.  In this 

sense there has been a shift away from former planning research pre-occupations 

with “Euclidean geographies of space as containers for places and events and to 

command-control notions of governance” (Hillier, 2007, p.3). By contrast planning as 

socially produced and relational requires very different understandings that 

emphasize ‘performance’ as opposed to ‘conformance’ to a means-to-ends linear plan 

(Mastop and Faludi, 1997). To illustrate the differences between these two 

epistemological positions I have developed (based on earlier work by Healey, 2007), 

a comparative table of two different ways of seeing the urban as illustrated in Table 

3: 
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Ways of ‘seeing’ 
the urban  

 
Planning approach 
 

 
Epistemology 

 
Evaluation 

 
-The urban as a 
material social 
system, ‘out there’ 
 
-Two dimensional 
physical space 

 
-Blue-print plans 
for intended end 
states of physical 
development 
(means to ends) 
 
-Expressed through 
codes, indicators 
and measures 

 
Positivist  
 
-Scientific 
realists 
 
-Rationalistic 
inquiry 

 
Conformance  
 
-Objective measures of 
isolated variables 
 
-Quantitative e.g., 
statistical methods 

 
-The urban as a 
socially situated 
representation, 
called into 
‘presence’ through 
social processes 
 
-Multi dimensional 
spatial approach 

 
-Strategic spatial 
agenda or vision 
(flexibility) 
 
-Expressed through 
policy-in-practice 
 
 
 

 

 
Post-positivist 
 
-Interpretive, 
heuristic 
 
-Social 
constructivist 
inquiry 

 
Performance 
 
-Subjective 
understanding of 
relational processes 
and complexity 
 
-Qualitative 
e.g. document review, 
interviews 

 

Table 3: Two epistemological approaches to urban planning research 

(Source: adapted from Healey 2007, p.240) 

 
 
As outlined in Table 3 above, the ‘performance’ approach stresses the interplay 

between process and outcomes, rather than a set of operational standards (Albrechts 

et. al., 2003). This is a value driven approach grounded in social constructivism as 

opposed to a scientific realist emphasis on “a limited number of objects, forces and 

processes that may be more or less well known” (Law, 2004, p.137). From this 

perspective choices about research hold profound significance for as “different 

methods and practices of evaluation of the same data will produce different realities, 
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with concomitant policy implications” (Hillier, 2007, p. 297). This shift towards post-

positivism and planning ‘performance’ thus constitutes: 

…a retreat from the Absolute. This is more than merely the 

observation that policymaking now operates under conditions 

of radical uncertainty and deep-value pluralism. The retreat 

from the Absolute implies the acknowledgement both on a 

philosophical and pragmatic level, that the epistemic notion of 

certain, absolute knowledge and its practical corollary of 

command and control, in concrete, everyday situations are 

deeply problematical (Hajer and Waagenar, 2003, p.24). 

 

3.3 The performance of policy – strategic spatial planning  

The role of policymaking in planning has emerged as a central feature of the post-

positivist, post-Fordist planning landscape (Dryzek, 1998; Fischer, 2003; Hajer, 1995; 

Hajer and Waagenar, 2003). As a key dimension of strategic spatial planning, policy 

analysis focuses on the diverse and multifaceted ways that policy agendas are 

formed, how policies are translated into action, who gets involved in policy, and the 

relationship between these processes and particular governance regimes (Vigar et. al. 

2000, p.32). At the core of this approach, is that the processes of policymaking 

constitute a complex web of spatial relationships, deeply embedded within an 

institutional framework that is itself shaped by broader socio-economic, cultural and 

political forces.  
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The key elements of complexity within public policy processes which pose 

considerable challenges for policy analysis/evaluation, have been identified by 

Sabatier (2007) to include: 

• The involvement of multiple actors (individual or corporate; public or 

private) with different values, interests, perceptions of the situation and 

policy preferences; 

• A time span that can frame decades from emergence of the policy problem to 

practical experience of policy outcomes; 

• The myriad of different programs involving all levels of government in any 

given policy domain; 

• Technical disputes about the severity of the problem that must be taken into 

consideration in terms of the role such disputes play in shaping the overall 

process; and 

• Deeply held values and interests, large sums of money and the possibility of 

authoritative coercion which results in attempts to misrepresent or discredit 

opposing positions that characterize most policy disputes (p.3-4). 

 

These concerns around policy analysis and evaluation resonate with Hajer and 

Waagenar (2003), who argue that policymaking occurs in post-Fordist conditions of 

uncertainty and complexity. This results in an institutional framework characterized 

by a “deeply felt unease about the limits of knowledge and the ability of government 

to respond quickly and effectively to issues as they arise as a result” (p.10). A number 
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of key features of this new institutional landscape have been identified as 

contributing to this malaise.  

 

The first is the rise of ‘new spaces of politics’ that now operate under, between and 

around conventional organizational or government levels (p.9). The second is the 

need to recognize the ‘increased importance of ‘difference’ as modern cultures 

become more complex and conceive the world in different terms and in doing so 

“employ new vocabulary, concepts and categories to express their position” (p.11). 

To balance this however there is also an increased ‘awareness of interdependence’ 

and that despite significant differences people still suffer the same social and 

environmentally-related spatial problems that require joint responsibility and 

collective action (p.11).  

 

Finally, Hajer and Waagenar draw attention to what they describe as ‘policymaking 

amidst the dynamics of trust and identity’ within an institutional context (p.12). To 

this end they stress that it is important to situate policy within the context of strategic 

spatial planning practice which includes both: the transition to a more flexible, 

entrepreneurial post-Fordist within a largely neoliberalised governance framework; 

as well as “the struggles of everyday people with concrete, ambitious, tenacious, 

practical problems and questions (p.14). 
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One emerging framework for evaluating strategic spatial agendas in a way that 

addresses both political economy (structures) and everyday practices (agency) is the 

institutional approach to policy-in-practice. Institutionalism provides a critical lens 

into how diverse practices shape - and are in turn shaped by – the strategic 

mobilization of policy, the legitimization of procedures and the effect of power 

relations within urban areas (Healey, 1998; March and Olsen, 1990). This perspective 

directs analysis towards institutions as the key features of society and/or polity 

which includes:  

1. Formal such as government agency or legislation;  

2. Informal such as networking organisations; or  

3. A set of shared norms or common values amongst members  

 (Peters, 2005)  

 

It is this area of scholarship that drives this study and will be the focus of the 

following section which centres in particular on the variants of new institutionalism, 

and their application to the ‘performance turn’ to planning as a strategy for 

sustainability. 

3.4 The institutional approach to planning 

Institutionalism as both a theoretical and methodological framework has a long 

history of use within the arenas of political science, economics and sociology (see 

Weber, Durkheim, Marx, Veblen, Schumpeter, Polyani). The rediscovery of 
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institutionalism or ‘new institutionalism’ emerged in the 1980s as counter-

reformation offering new theoretical and empirical directions that led away from the 

prevailing positivist context. This marked a revamp of ideas that were prevalent in 

the Second World War but largely abandoned as individual-oriented theories such as 

rational choice theory and behaviouralism gained ascendancy from the 1940s 

through to the early 1980s. The pre-war institutionalist methods were considered 

‘unscientific’ by proponents of behaviouralism that sought an objective, quantified 

approach to explaining and predicting behavior in a similar vein to the natural 

sciences (Peters, 2005).  

 

The ‘institutional turn’ that reformed in the 1980s aimed at reinterpreting human 

action within diverse and complex institutional frameworks. The broad thrust of this 

‘new institutionalism’ is an emphasis on the context specific and deeply embedded 

multiscalar dimensions of cultural, social and political fields (March and Olsen, 

1990). In particular new variants such as ‘sociological institutionalism’ seek to 

address the far ‘messier’ debates and dialectics around the activities of governance 

such as: structure and agency; state-society relations; institutional creation and 

change; and the complicated web of relationships between institutions, strategic 

ideas and interests.  

 

Within the broad umbrella of new institutionalism three different strands have 

evolved: 1) rational choice theory; 2) historical institutionalism and 3) sociological 
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institutionalism (Hall and Taylor, 1996). The first of these ‘rational choice theory’ 

represents the approach that has shifted the least from the previous period defined 

by an emphasis on the analysis of the rational choice preferences of individuals. The 

role of institutions is largely understood as the context within which causal 

explanations of individual actions can be made (Dowding and King, 1995). Indeed 

institutions are understood to be largely the creation of utility-maximising 

individuals (Koelble, 1995).  

 

The second dominant strand associated with new institutionalism is the historical 

institutionalist approach that seeks to understand how political outcomes understood 

as the combined product of groups, ideas, individuals and institutions are mediated 

by institutions. In this sense institutions are seen to play a determining role because 

they shape individual actions but are at times affected by collective and individual 

choices. Thus whilst the rational choice model emphasizes individual preference 

formation that is to use an economic term, exogenous (coming from outside the 

system), historical institutionalism reflects an endogenous perspective (originating 

from inside the system) (Steinmo et. al. 1992, p.9). 

 

The third new institutional approach identified by Hall and Taylor (1996) is 

sociological institutionalism which takes an even broader focus around the structuring 

relationships and interactions within the diversity of governance landscapes. It is 

concerned with the intersubjective meanings often expressed through discourses, 
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symbols and frames, as well as shared understandings and practices. Evaluation thus 

tends to include an emphasis on the role of deconstruction as a means of focusing on 

the complex, multiplicity of the interplay between actors’ actions and institutional 

goals within conditions of change (Selznick, 1996).  

 

This interrelationship between both structure and agency and the emphasis on social 

practices and power follows on from the earlier work of British sociologist Anthony 

Giddens (1984) around structuration theory. For Giddens (1984) all actors are 

“knowledgeable agents who know a great deal about their own circumstances 

although this knowledgeability is bounded by both the unconscious and unintended 

consequences of action” (p.281). Within institutions actors undertake routinised 

practices which are “the prime expression of the duality of structure” (p.283).  

 

Following on from this ‘structure' is regarded as the resources of social reproduction 

that include: 1) authoritative resources, which derive from the co-ordination of the 

activity of human agents; and 2) allocative resources, which stem from control of 

material products or of aspects of the material world’ (p. xxxi). These structures are 

important because they specify the types of society and point to the role of power as 

a “primary concept around the relations of action and structure” (p.284). As Giddens 

(1984) explains: 

Power is the means of getting things done and, as such, directly 

implied in human action. It is a mistake to treat power as 
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inherently divisive, but there is no doubt that some of the most 

bitter conflicts in social life are accurately seen as 'power 

struggles'. Such struggles can be regarded as to do with efforts 

to subdivide resources which yield modalities of control in 

social systems. By 'control' I mean the capability that some 

actors, groups or types of actors have of influencing the 

circumstances of action of others. In power struggles the 

dialectic of control always operates, although what use agents 

in subordinate positions can make of the resources open to them 

differs very substantially between different social contexts 

(p.286). 

 

As an approach to research, new institutionalism is very interested in how power is 

expressed through the interaction of actions, resources and structures to affect 

institutional transformation (Alexander, 2005) and institutional dynamism (Thelen 

and Steinmo, 1992). These are terms that relate not just to how “institutions mediate 

and filter politics but also turns the question around to emphasize how the impact of 

institutions is itself mediated through the broader political context” (p.16).  Within 

this framework four key areas for analysis emerge to include:  

1. Broad changes in the socio-economic or political context that can produce a 

situation in which latent institutions suddenly become salient;  

2. Changes in socio-economic context or political balance of power that can 

produce a situation in which old institutions are put in the service of different 
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ends as new actors come into play who pursue their new goals through 

existing institutions; 

3. Exogenous changes that can produce a shift in the goals or strategies being 

pursued within existing institutions – that is changes in outcomes as old actors 

adopt new goals within the old institutions; and 

4. Political actors who can adjust their strategies to accommodate change in the 

institutions themselves through dramatic, piecemeal or ongoing strategic 

manoeuvring for change within institutional constraints (Thelen and Steinmo 

1992, p.16).   

 

The focus of new institutionalist research is thus on unpacking the ‘patterned 

relations’ between ‘players, their interests, strategies and power distribution amidst 

the complexity of real political situations’ (Steinmo et. al., 1992). Researchers are 

concerned with critically examining how institutions and the individuals within 

them shape a variety of political phenomena and outcomes such as public programs 

and policies (Lecours, 2005). This has led to an increased interest in finely grained 

empirical studies or ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1983) of institutional activities such 

as policymaking that reflect the formation of strategies to obtain desired goals by 

actors within institutional contexts over time (Koelble 1995).  



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

90 

3.5 Key institutionalist influences 

Historically, planning has been closely connected with government action and state 

intervention but now operates within far more complex and blurred governance 

boundaries (Alexander, 2007). Whilst institutional frameworks around policymaking 

have long been a core part of the urban planning landscape, until recently the 

planning related literature has been largely disengaged from the debates around 

institutionalism. This changed with the rise of the ‘new institutionalist’ approach in 

the 1990s (Verma, 2007). This oversight is shifting as variations of the new 

institutionalist approach gain greater recognition as an alternative approach to 

planning theory with insights for practice.  

 

Particularly in Europe (Healey, 1997; Vigar et. al. 2000, Davoudi and Strange, 2009), 

and more recently in the United States (Alexander, 2007; Verma, 2007), this approach 

is promoted as a “useful theoretical lens and means for practical action” (Teitz, 2007, 

p.32). Urban researchers in New Zealand (Ericksen et. al., 2004; Memon, 1993) and 

Australia (Adams, 2007; Wallace, 2006) have also adopted an institutional 

framework. At a macro level the struggles over policymaking and institutional 

change have been identified as a way of gathering insights into deeply embedded 

antimonies within planning through analysis that focuses on conflicts around 

interests, ideas and power. Whilst at the micro-level in conditions characterized by 

complexity and the absence of clear guidelines or directives, individuals will tend to 
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weigh up alternatives and dip into what has been described as “the garbage can of 

possible solutions” (March and Olsen, 1989, p.13).  

 

Institutionalism thus operates as an empirical lens for understanding complex 

questions related to: why spatial policy emerges; how spatial policy forms, gets 

mobilized and translated into action; as well as who gets involved and how they 

work together to form policy coalitions. Four key theoretical directives inform 

contemporary institutionalist research that is applied to urban planning: 1) the work 

of relational geographers around space and place (e.g. Amin, 2002; Massey, 1994; 

Thrift, 1996); interpretive policy analysis within governance contexts (e.g. Dryzek, 

1998; Fischer, 2003; Hajer, 1997); 3) a political economy approach through regulation 

and urban regime theory (Fainstein and Fainstein, 1986; Jessop, 1995; Harvey, 1989; 

Logon and Molotoch, 1987); and 4) the socio-spatial collaborative and communicative 

approach to planning (Forester, 1999; Innes and Booher, 2003; Healey, 1997). The first 

two of these have been outlined previously in this chapter, but the regulation and 

urban regime theory and communicative/collaborative planning approaches will be 

outlined in turn briefly in the sections below. 

3.5.1 Regulation and urban regime theory 

This approach to institutional research combines some of the tenets of both 

‘regulation theory’ and ‘urban regime theory’ to focus on the “patterning processes 

in the dynamics of governance relations and the way these may lead to clearly 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

92 

evident and enduring sets of relationships through which governance is 

accomplished” (Vigar et. al. 2000, p.39). For regulation theorists the focus is on 

transitions in the dominant ‘modes of regulation’ and in particular the shift from 

Fordism to post-Fordism (Amin, 1995, Painter, 1995) and from a managerialist to 

entrepreneurial state (Harvey, 1989). For example research by Gabrielle Wallace 

(2006) on the development and outcomes of the transition to performance-based 

building codes under the Australian Model Code for Residential Development 

(AMCORD) in Australia (1990-2003), focuses on the micro-economic reform agenda 

that shaped building regulation during that time.  

 

One of the key criticisms of the regulatory approach is that it tends to privilege 

economic forces at the expense of local histories, contexts and actor agency (LeGales, 

2002).  By contrast ‘urban regime theory’ focuses on case-studies of local practice 

with an emphasis on social relations and power coalitions within a governance 

context (Elkin, 1987; Fainstein, 1986; Logon and Molotoch, 1987). Regime analysts 

direct attention towards the rise and coherence of governance regimes including 

“the conditions under which such effective long term coalitions emerge in order to 

accomplish public purposes” (Stoker, 1995, p.55). This approach focuses research 

attention towards the challenges of collective action that have to be adequately 

addressed before effective urban governance can emerge (Stoker and Mossberger, 

1994) 
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3.5.2 Collaborative planning theory 

A quite different focus on the dimensions of collective planning action has emerged 

within the new institutionalist research that draws heavily on the 

communicative/collaborative planning agenda. This approach is grounded in the 

Habermasian critical theory (Forester, 1989) and the reflective learning literature 

(Schon, 1983). The emphasis is on the insights that can be gained from the everyday 

context of planning practice mostly at the level of agency. The seminal work by 

British planning theorist Patsy Healey (1997a) Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places 

in Fragmented Societies ushered in an institutionalist approach that sought to blend 

both agency and structure. Her focus was on the dynamics of spatial strategy-

making as a lens through which a better understanding of the planning politics, 

processes and techniques that occur within specific governance contexts might be 

gained - particularly within the European context (Healey, 1997b).  

 

This socio-spatial approach to institutionalist analysis has been critiqued however 

for either “consciously or unintentionally supporting the neo-liberal transformation 

of society” (Sager, 2005, p.6). The neglect of structuring forces particularly in relation 

to capital accumulation and the economic means of production and consumption 

has been increasingly called into question (Tewdwr-Jones and Allmendinger, 1998). 

In particular concerns converge around a critique of planning literature which tends 

to assume that “issues of institutional structure are settled, that market logic is 
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idealized and universalized to the extent that its workings are excluded from 

debate” (Beauregard, 2005, p.205).  

 

In response to these criticisms Healey (2005a) points out that the collaborative 

paradigm does not set out to emphasize the rational technologies of communicative 

practices over the political and economic structures that shape the planning agenda. 

Rather she argues the approach seeks to highlight politically situated questions 

around: 1) the nature of the issues being debated; 2) the particular contexts in which 

practices are located; and 3) the complexity of power issues that determine who gains 

and who loses as a result. Healey (2005a, p.306) does concede however that perhaps: 

…too little attention has so far been given to how far the 

emergence of such practices in some parts of a governance 

landscape carries the force to transform the practices and 

cultures of the wider systems in which they are situated.  

 

3.5.3 Spatial strategy-making – a relational institutional framework 

In her more recent framework Healey (2005b, 2006, 2007) outlines spatial strategy-

making as an institutional approach that attends to the interplay of planning at the 

nexus of economic, socio-cultural and political shifts. Firmly located within the 

sociological institutionalist tradition, the focus of the spatial strategy-making 

framework is on the importance of both formal and informal roles that institutional 

structures play, the role of policy communities and networks, and the reciprocal 

implications of these for individual action. Grounded largely in the work of 
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relational geographers (e.g. Amin, 2002; Massey, 1994; Thrift, 1996) and interpretive 

policy analysts (e.g. Dryzek, 2005; Fischer, 2003; Hajer, 1997), the framework offers a 

‘window’ for examining planning practice/s within evolving, complex and relational 

governance landscapes (Healey, 2007).  

 

At the heart of spatial strategy-making is a focus around strategies: what they are; 

the institutional work they perform; and how they come to have effect. Healey (2007) 

views the meaning of ‘strategy’ as a complex social construction that encompasses a 

range of meanings from a physical structure such as a map to an inspirational vision 

portrayed through storylines and metaphors (see Table 4). To this end strategies 

operate within a network of institutional relationships that “co-evolve with the 

knowledge, values and politics that give them authority, legitimacy and framing 

power” (p.31).  

Strategy as… Underpinned by… Illustrated by…. 
 
Physical structure 

 
Morphological analysis 

 
Plans as maps or 
designs 

 
Orienting goals 

 
Socio-spatial analysis to identify 
threats to goals 

 
Policy statement about 
programs of action to 
achieve goals 

 
A framework of 
principles 

 
Systematic technical and interactive 
search procedures to reduce 
uncertainty 

 
Framing concepts, 
projects and programs; 
policy criteria 

 
An inspirational 
vision 

 
Interactive processes to imagine 
futures and mobilise attention 

 
Metaphors, storylines 
and manifestos 
 

 

Table 4: Meanings of strategy 

(Source: Healey, 2007, p.180) 
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As an institutional framework spatial strategy-making is concerned with different 

ways of ‘seeing’ the urban within the 21st century governance context of change and 

insecurity. In this way the powerful discourses and practice of strategic spatial 

planning work to “mobilise attention, change discourses and practices and alter the 

way resources are allocated and regulatory powers exercised, and as an intellectual 

project through which new understandings are generated and new concepts to frame 

policy interventions are created to sustain the political project” (Healey, 2007, p.9). 

Four key questions underpin this research agenda: 

1. How are understandings converted into actions through a focus on strategies? 

2. How are concepts of place and space that are deployed in these episodes of 

governance? 

3. How is knowledge through which understandings and meanings of place and 

space are generated? And 

4. How does the power of spatial strategy-making shape governance capacity 

and landscapes and impacts on the broader dimensions of urban life?  

 

To support this research agenda Healey (2007) outlines a framework for analysis that 

offers three levels of analysis:  

a. Specific episodes;  

b. Governance processes; and  

c. Governance cultures  
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Collectively these levels offer “the provision of a more systematic academic 

treatment so that planning practices can be better understood, developed and 

changed” (p.266). The first level focuses on the specific episodes of spatial strategy 

making which includes the actors and institutions involved and the relations 

between structuring forces and individual agency. These three levels are outlined in 

Table 5: 

 
Level 

 
Dimension 

 
Specific episodes  Actors – roles, strategies, interests 

 Arenas – institutional sites 

Governance processes  Networks and coalitions 

 Discourse – language, metaphor, 

derived from frames of reference 

 Practices 

Governance cultures  Range of accepted modes of governance 

 Range of embedded cultural values 

 Formal and informal processes of 

critique through which governing 

processes are rendered legitimate 

 

Table 5: Three Levels of Governance Performance 

(Source: Healey, 2007, p.21) 

 

The second level focuses on institutionalised governance processes or the routenised 

practices and discourses of established agencies. The third level refers to governance 

cultures and how power dynamics are perceived, and the extent to which the 
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initiatives have provided new dimensions to urban governance discourses and 

practices. A further dimension to the framework is a normative one focused around 

institutional learning, and the role of planning as a means of achieving 

environmental sustainability, social justice, material well-being and democratic 

citizenship.  

3.6 Institutional learning for sustainability 

This emphasis on institutional learning resonates strongly with the institutional 

research undertaken by Australian academics Connor and Dovers (2004). They have 

developed a set of principles for advancing normative learning about institutional 

practices, as a means of supporting and promoting sustainability. They propose that 

the sustainability agenda should be the overriding focus for institutional learning as 

the most “profound intellectual and political agenda facing human society today” (p. 

203). This critical institutional learning agenda focuses purposively on “what and 

how we might learn from institutional reform, change and development in response 

to the sustainability imperative” (p.9).  

 

Sustainability in this sense is framed as a dramatically different kind policy problem 

that requires navigation across and between traditional sectoral values and political 

boundaries. In particular the characteristics of the sustainability imperative raise a 

number of institutional challenges at the practical, policy and cultural levels that 

require, “persistence, purposefulness, information richness and sensitivity, 
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inclusiveness and flexibility” (Dovers, 2001, p.13). These include: the multi scalar 

nature of the problem (both spatial and temporal); complexity within and 

connectivity between problems; an atmosphere of pervasive risk, uncertainty and 

ignorance; cumulative rather than discrete impacts; a lack of defined policy, 

management, property rights and responsibilities; and systemic problems caused by 

embedded patterns of production and consumption (p.12). 

 

Building on this ‘wicked’ institutional agenda, Connor and Dovers (2004) identify 

four different types of institutional learning frameworks: 1) instrumental learning; 2) 

government learning; 3) social learning; and 4) political learning. All emphasize the 

need for increased understanding that goes beyond mere mimicry from one policy 

situation to another. For example instrumental learning focuses on a better 

understanding of the design and use of particular policy instruments as a means of 

affecting sustainable outcomes. By contrast, government learning draws attention to 

organizational dynamics, structures and processes of departmental re-structuring as 

opposed to an analysis of the instruments themselves.  

 

A social learning framework encompasses the “policy problem itself, the scope of the 

policy or policy goals […] as well as the wider policy network that participates in 

modelling and sustaining the prevailing social construction of the problem” (Connor 

and Dovers, 2004, p.22). Finally, political learning builds on the notion of advocacy 

coalitions whereby political actors work together to construct “more effective 
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strategies for getting their concerns onto the policy agenda, countering opposition to 

their proposals and eventually getting their preferred policies adopted by decision-

makers” (p.25). 

 

Drawing on a combination of these learning styles and empirical research on 

performance planning in case-studies ranging from the European Union to New 

Zealand under the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA), Connor and Dovers (2004) 

identified two key principles designed to progress institutional change for 

sustainability. First is problem re-framing which focuses on the institutional 

accommodation of a sustainability discourse, normative change in group-held values 

and legal change (including international law and policy as drivers).  

 

The second key principle is (re)-organizing government which involves the integration 

of policy and practice, subsidiarity of decision-making, and reiteration of processes 

as part of a long-term adaptive institutional learning agenda for sustainability. By 

adopting these two guiding principles, this approach provides the scope for analysis 

that considers institutional structure and agency including (but not limited to): the 

shifts in political economy; the processes of bureaucratic organisation; cultural 

change at the level of practice; and normative ideals and discourses around 

environmental sustainability. 
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3.7 Towards an institutionalist learning framework 

As an object of institutional analysis and learning around planning for sustainability, 

the strategic transition to the performance-based agenda of the RMA in New Zealand 

has received considerable scrutiny attention (Buhrs and Bartlett, 1993; Connor and 

Dovers, 2004; Ericksen et. al., 2004; Memon, 1993; Memon and Perkins, 2000). For 

example Memon (1993) provides a review of planning and administration under the 

RMA, as well as the genesis of the legislative and policy framework. His work 

emphasizes that in order for strategic spatial planning to achieve sustainable 

environmental outcomes, the substance of policy is just as important as the process of 

formulating that policy. This is particularly salient when the strategic spatial policy is 

located within a context of micro-economic reform and neoliberal governance 

restructuring.  

 

A decade late Neil Ericksen and colleagues (2004) revisit these themes in their book 

Plan-making for Sustainability: The New Zealand Experience which takes an institutional 

approach to evaluating plan-making and implementation, within the context of a 

devolved system of governance. Similarly intertwined in their assessment of 

performance planning is a neoliberal reform agenda driving a sustainability agenda 

focused on integrated outcomes. Their theoretical framework makes explicit that 

plan-making must be understood within a wider context that includes institutional 

structures and procedures that influence the sustainability of the resultant planning 

outcomes (See Figure 3 below) 
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Figure 3: Institutional milieu affecting plan-making for sustainability 

(Source: adapted from Ericksen et. al., 2004, p. 40) 

 
 
The institutional learning framework for sustainability used by Ericksen et. al. (2004) 

sought to evaluate the quality of policies and plans, the institutional processes that 

supported them, as well as the factors that led to their mobilization and 

implementation. This entailed a consideration of approaches to planning and 

governance, intergovernmental planning within a cooperative framework, plan 

quality and influencing factors, specific contextual case-studies and lessons learnt. 

They conclude on a sombre note observing that the “great expectations for the RMA 

were not realized” (p.284) with subsequent deleterious implications for planning. 

Further that improved governance and adequate funding to support better plan-

making should be the focus of future action if better planning performance is to be 

achieved. Instead: 

For most of the 1990s, the Government starved its departments 

of the resources needed to implement the new mandate, 

especially for capacity-building at regional and local levels. 

Macro context 

Statutory 
mandate 

Organization 
capacity 

Plan 
Development 
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Consequently the credibility of the planning system was 

undermined, the planning profession demoralized and, we 

must assume, the environment suffered as a result (p.283). 

 

As a result of their analysis a number of key learnings emerged from the project and 

translated into five recommendations aimed at improving the implementation and 

outcomes of the RMA. These include:  

• Improving the framework for sustainability by revising policy on sustainable 

development and clarifying key provisions;  

• Building planning capability in order to better co-ordinate the actions of 

government agencies;  

• Developing local capacity by assessing the implementation of plans and their 

environmental outcomes:  

• Developing an integrated monitoring system involving all three levels of 

government aimed at helping to improve the monitoring of plans and policies; 

and  

• Improving the quality of planning documents by strengthening both the 

organizational processes for plan development and the technical aspects of 

plan-making (p.298). 

3.7.1 New challenges 

Recent institutional research by British urban planning scholars Simin Davoudi and 

Ian Strange (2009) have re-emphasized the need to understand the ambitions of 
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spatial strategies in terms of the following key urban governance processes: 

continuing socio-economic transformations; changing political and administrative 

landscapes; emerging spatial planning contexts; and the legacy of past practices and 

processes. As Davoudi (2009) points out, despite a shift in spatial planning towards a 

flexible ‘performance’ model that shapes how planners plan this has largely “failed to 

change in a meaningful way what planners plan” (p.242).   

 

Indeed as Allmendinger and Haughton (2009b) caution ideas around strategic spatial 

planning have proven to be particularly malleable and slippery notions in relation to 

achieving sustainability.  This they argue has provided “a useful comfort blanket for 

many around feel-good notions such as collaboration, participation and sustainable 

development” (p.2544). The outcome of this slipperiness has been planning 

presented as both apolitical and progressive in terms of achieving sustainability, 

which has led to dissatisfaction when desired outcomes are not achieved.  

The inherent tensions and vagueness of spatial planning makes 

it amenable for reappropriation in support of various potential 

new policy directions, but of itself spatial planning offers no real 

clues or steer on what these might be and how planning might 

play a meaningful role …it is inherently reactive at this wider 

political level, undermining the aspirations of those who would 

present it as a far-seeing exercise in future thinking (p.2547) 
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This perspective outlined by Allmendinger and Haughton (2009b) has significant 

implications for understanding and learning from the spatial or performance turn to 

planning, as a means by which to engender sustainability. As Rees (1999, p.120) 

cogently argues more than half of the world’s total population now live in cities and 

as such there is an urgent need to “better understand the spatial relations and the 

role of urban regions in facilitating the transition to sustainability”. The challenge is 

to develop an institutional framework that can unpack the shifting discourses and 

malleable practices shaping the institutional land-use setting, in order to foster 

constructive insights and recommendations to better engender sustainability 

(Connor and Dovers, 2004).  

 

Institutional research provides a powerful lens in this regard as it focuses on the 

ambitions of spatial strategies within the politics, practices and processes of the 

governance framework. To this end an institutional learning research agenda 

emphasizes what can be learnt from critically informed empirical analysis around 

strategies for sustainability (i.e. performance-based planning) within context. The 

need to engage directly with the world of practice and in particular those involved 

in key spatial strategy-making activities is thus important, not just for the insights 

gained, but also as a means by which the learnings can then travel back to the 

institutions themselves to further support and promote a virtuous cycle of 

sustainability-led change. Developing and applying an institutional learning 

framework around performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability are 
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two of the key research objectives driving this thesis and the subject of the following 

sections and chapters. 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on developing a deeper understanding of ‘how’ we can 

learn from the scholarly literature about performance-based planning as a strategy 

for sustainability through an institutional learning framework. Through the chapter I 

have offered a critical synthesis of previous research on performance-based planning 

to develop a continuum of two different planning epistemologies; the means-ends 

‘conformance’ approach through to the more flexible post-positivist ‘performance’ 

orientation. This laid the ground work for advancing a more detailed understanding 

of the normative, post-positivist approach to the analysis of performance-based 

planning that will be further developed and applied in the following chapters of this 

thesis.  

 

In particular the salience of the institutional learning approach for supporting and 

promoting sustainable development has been highlighted (Connor and Dovers, 2004, 

Healey, 2007). The institutionalist approach draws attention to the power that is 

expressed through the interaction of actions, resources and structures to affect 

transformational institutional change. This includes how institutions both mediate, 

and are mediated by the complex interplay of the broader political context, special-

interest coalitions and everyday practices of actors. The chapter concludes by 
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emphasizing the need for institutional frameworks that focus not on spatial strategies 

such as performance-based planning per se, but rather on ‘what’ and ‘how’ we can 

learn from spatial strategies embedded within patterns of production and 

consumption as a means of engendering sustainability-led change.  

 

In Section 2 of this thesis I turn from the literature review to the process of 

operationalising the research aims and questions driving this thesis. The purpose of 

the two chapters in the next section is twofold: to make explicit the research 

approach and methodology adopted for this thesis; and provide the background 

context of the case-study. This includes articulating the research methodology and 

the institutional framework developed for this thesis, as well as reviewing the key 

reforms that have shaped Australian land-use planning as the background to the 

Queensland case-study. 
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Chapter 4 

Research methodology 
_____________________________________________________ 

 

4.0 Introduction 

The previous Section incorporating Chapters 2 and 3 provided a critical synthesis of 

the scholarly research literature, as a platform for guiding and refining the empirical 

components of the study. By contrast the purpose of this Section of the thesis is to 

operationalise the conceptual insights gleaned from this process in order to advance 

the research aims and objectives of the research. That is to further a critical 

institutional understanding of what and how we can learn about performance-based 

planning as a strategy for sustainability within particular governance contexts. 

 

In this chapter I focus on the first research objective of this thesis, which is the 

development of an institutional learning framework – Strategy-making for 

Sustainability – as the methodology used to guide the direction and analysis of the 

case-study. The single-case-study approach is then outlined in more detail including 

the empirical focus of performance-based planning in Queensland under the 

Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). This entails a justification of the single case study 

approach and a description of the qualitative data collection methods employed such 

as in-depth interviews, documentary evidence and participant observation. The 
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multi-layered approach to analysis developed through the data collection process is 

described as well as the strategies used to enhance the credibility and overall 

robustness of the study. The chapter concludes by highlighting the role of the 

researcher as a reflexive-bricoleur who looks for creative ways to navigate the 

complex webs of practice related to knowledge, inquiry and learning (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1998). 

4.1 The institutional framework - strategy-making for sustainability  

Research methodology frames and guides the choice, explanation and justification of 

methods employed in the study (Hay, 2002). The choice of methodology thus reflects 

deeper core issues related to the nature of the relationship between theory and 

practice and underpinned by questions related to ontology and epistemology. The 

directional relationship between Ontology (what is the nature of the knowable?), 

Epistemology (what is the nature of the relationship between the knower (the 

inquirer) and the known (or knowable), or how can we know about it?) and 

Methodology (how should the inquirer go about finding out knowledge?) is 

illustrated in Figure 4: 
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Ontology                                   Epistemology                                Methodology 

 

What is the nature  

of the knowable? 

                                                  How can we  

                                                 know about it? 

                                                   

                                                                                                    How should we go    

                                                                                                    about acquiring            

                                                                                                     that knowledge? 

 

Figure 4: Ontology, Epistemology and methodology: a directional relationship 

(Source: adapted from Hay, 2002 and Guba, 1990) 

 
 
This study deploys an institutional learning approach to performance-based 

planning in practice.  As outlined previously in Chapter 3, institutionalism is both a 

theoretical and methodological framework that emphasizes the context specific and 

deeply embedded dimensions of cultural, social and political fields (Davoudi and 

Strange, 2009; Healy, 2007). In particular new sociological variants of 

institutionalism adopt a post-positivist epistemological approach that seeks to 

address the far ‘messier’ debates and dialectics around the activities of governance. 

This includes state-society relations, institutional creation and change and the 

struggles between strategic ideas and interests (March and Olsen, 1990). The 

sociological approach stresses the socially constructed, relational and interpretive 
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nature of research which holds that: all knowledge is partial, structured by the 

processes of the inquirer, which are in turn situated in a particular historical and 

geographical context; and that the knowledge acquired in the practical day-to-day 

engagement in the world and during the reflection of experience is of value (Healey, 

2007, p.240). The methodological framework utilized for this study draws on a 

combination of two key institutional learning approaches outlined in Chapter 3:  

3. The spatial strategy-making approach outlined by Healey (2007); and  

4. The key principles around institutional change for sustainability put forward 

by Connor and Dovers (2004).  

 

The result is an emergent institutional framework – Strategy making for sustainability - 

that directs the emphasis of the research towards how a strategy (such as 

performance-based planning) works to support and promote sustainability within 

particular planning contexts.  In particular the framework offers an empirical lens 

through which to examine and learn from the way a strategy such as performance-

based planning is brought to bear as a means of engendering sustainability-led 

change. As a lens for empirical enquiry the Strategy-making for Sustainability 

framework offers three levels of institutional analysis:  

1. The evolution of the strategy;  

2. The challenges in sustaining a strategic focus; and  

3. The potentialities that arise from the activities and enterprise of strategy-

making even if the strategy does not work out as intended. (See Table 6) 
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Levels of 

institutional 
Analysis 

 

 
Strategic 
function 

 
Guiding 

questions 

 
Indicative 
principles 

 

 
1. Evolution 
 

 
Problem  
re-framing 

 
How are understandings 
about sustainability 
converted into actions 
through a focus on 
strategies? 

 
• Accommodation of 

a sustainability 
discourse 

• Legal change  
• Normative change 

 
 
2. Challenges 
 

 
Governance  
re-organization 
 

 
How do strategies work 
to shape governance 
capacity around the 
agenda of sustainability? 

 
• Integration of 

policy/practice 
• Subsidiarity 
• Reiteration 

 
 
3. Potentialities 
 

 
Transformative 
change/ 
learning  
 

 
What and how can we 
learn about the 
institutionalization of 
sustainability from the 
activities and enterprise 
of strategy-making? 

 
• Adaptive learning 

process 
• Political 

acceptance of 
mess/disjuncture 

• Critically reflexive 
practice 

 
 

Table 6: An emergent institutional framework: ‘Strategy-making for 

Sustainability’ 

(Source: adapted from Connor and Dovers, 2004; Healey, 2007) 

 

 
As indicated in Table 6 above, the first level of analysis is the evolution of a particular 

institutional strategy. The emphasis is on how the policy problem is (re)-framed in 

the institutional conversion of how understandings about sustainability are 

converted into strategic action (i.e. performance-based planning). Indicative 

principles include the institutional accommodation of a sustainability discourse 
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through the strategy including legal change at all statutory levels and normative 

change to practices, processes and understandings. By contrast the second level of 

analysis focuses on the institutional challenges associated with the governance re-

organisation necessary to accommodate the strategy. A key guiding question for this 

level focuses on how a strategy (i.e. performance-based planning) works to shape 

governance capacity around the agenda of sustainability. Indicative principles 

include efforts to integrate policy and practice, an emphasis on institutional 

subsidiarity and the re-iteration of the sustainability objective and outcome through 

governance processes.  

 

Finally, the third level of the framework turns to the potentialities of a strategy (i.e. 

performance-based planning) for sustainability. The strategic function is the 

possibility for transformational learning and/or change. In particular the guiding 

question focuses on unpacking what and how we can learn about the 

institutionalization of sustainability from the activities and enterprise of strategy-

making. Indicative principles include the adoption of an adaptive learning process, 

political acceptance of mess and disjuncture as well as the need for critically reflexive 

practice or institutional praxis.  

 

The framework contrasts with and improves upon other institutional learning 

approaches in three key ways. First, the institutional learning approach blends the 

work of both Healey (2007) and Connor and Dovers (2004) to draw attention to how 
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spatial strategies purposively work to support and promote sustainability within 

particular governance contexts. This emerged from a normative desire to direct 

analysis around “how understandings are converted into actions through a focus on 

strategies” (Healey, 2007, p.10) specifically towards the types of institutional action 

necessary to help inform and improve the meta-agenda of sustainability.  

 

Secondly, the framework responds to recent calls for an ‘historical-empirical’ 

approach to research (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009a) by focusing the first level 

of analysis on the ‘evolution’ of the strategy, followed by a more detailed 

interrogation of the challenges and potentialities. This is different to the multiscalar 

governance approach that seeks to evaluate governance episodes, processes and 

cultures (see Healey, 2007), or a critical emphasis on the dimensions of space and 

place (Davoudi and Strange, 2009). 

 

Finally the third aspect of the framework improves on other institutional learning 

approaches, by expanding on the three levels of analysis to include their strategic 

function, a series of guiding questions and a set of indicative principles. As Dovers 

(2001, p.6) points out institutions are “monstrously complex” and as such the 

strategy-making for sustainability framework offers a pragmatic empirical lens that 

offers a way of bringing the activities of strategy-making – the practices, discourses 

and initiatives - into the spotlight. It is useful as Healey (2007) observes, to separate 

out a series of analytical levels through which governance activity is performed. To 
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this end each level is able to form a discrete institutional research focus, if necessary 

but can also be used together (as in this study) to constitute the institutional learning 

framework. 

 

Within the literature there are two recurring critiques of the institutional approach 

that would also apply to the framework outlined above. The first key criticism is that 

this style of institutional approach seeks to be ‘all things to all people’ by attempting 

to straddle diverse (and often incompatible) theoretical and methodological terrain 

(Hillier, 2007, p.51). The second is that the institutionalist learning approach is overly 

structural and static underpinned by a normative perspective that seeks to ‘fix 

things’ rather than problematise, challenge and move beyond existing structures and 

practices (Callon and Law, 2004; Hillier, 2007). Within the context of this thesis both 

of these critiques whilst valid- are defensible for the following reasons.  

 

The Strategy-making for Sustainability framework outlined above offers a critical, 

normative approach to sustainability (Connor and Dovers, 2004). In this framework 

the emphasis is on learning how a spatial strategy such as performance-based 

planning might work to better support and promote the sustainability agenda, and in 

doing so help to transform the prevailing institutional framework. Recent reflections 

in the planning literature emphasize the role of planning as intimately linked with 

the discourses of sustainability and the “challenges of co-existence in shared spaces” 

that require planning theory and practice to relate together in “mutually enriching 
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ways” (Healey, 2008, p.431).  This is held to increase collective learning by 

challenging the introspection that can result from an (over)-emphasis on the 

institutionalization and routinisation of practice.   

 

One of the strengths of the institutional approach is that it seeks to transcend the 

conventional dichotomies such as structure/agency, micro/macro, policy/practice and 

process/content by casting a wider methodological and empirical net. The rich 

insights come from examination of “the complex and evolving ensemble of formal 

and informal norms and practices through which governance processes and 

discourses are constructed, consolidated, challenged and transformed” (Healey 2007, 

p14). Such a project however raises significant challenges particularly in relation to 

the scope, scale and complexity of practically achieving such a multi-layered task. 

Efforts to understand the “multiple and dynamic interrelations between entities, 

issues and places” (Hillier, 2007, p.42) are particularly problematic. The danger of 

institutional research becoming bifurcated around macro level or micro level factors 

without linking the critical tensions between them is well documented. It may 

however reflect “an artefact of data availability and graduate training rather than the 

actor/structure connection being an insurmountable problem” (Vaughan cited in 

Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.138).  

 

Research that prioritizes and seeks out information on the interrelationships between 

structural features and individual actions helps to further support the institutional 
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agenda. For example suitable empirical inquiry can allow researchers to “make the 

connections among lived experience, larger social and cultural structures and the 

here and now” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998, p. xi). The case-study approach has been 

used to refine the empirical ambition of the study. Flyvbjerg (2001) recommends 

selecting critical cases that can be examined in-depth to enhance the quality of the 

research. It must be a case of something – be it individual, group, organization, 

community, policy or process - that requires a deeper examination or insight. This 

process will be elaborated further in the following section as part of the discussion 

around the single critical Australian case-study that forms the empirical basis for this 

thesis. The following sections build on the broader epistemological and 

methodological post-positivist approach outlined previously in Chapter 3. 

4.2 The single case-study  

This study involves a single case study of performance-based planning in 

Queensland (Australia) under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). The case study 

is used in the social sciences in order to understand complex social phenomena 

within specific contemporary contexts (Gilgun, 1994). This methodological approach 

is particularly useful for research that seeks to ask “how” or “why” questions 

coupled with an emphasis on gaining a greater depth of understanding within 

natural settings or real-world contexts (Punch, 1998). The key benefits of the case-

study approach have been summarised in the following ways: 
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1) They furnish the dimensions of context to the study which includes 

uncovering the historical dimensions of a phenomenon or setting;  

2) They provide information from a number of sources and over a period of 

time; and  

3) They permit the grounding of observations and concepts about social action 

and social structures in natural settings situated at close hand.  

                                                                                                               (Feagin et al., 1991) 

 

Despite these purported benefits the single case study approach has also been 

described as “one of the most challenging of all social science endeavours” (Yin, 

2003, p.1) with a largely “ambiguous place in social science” (Punch, 1998, p.155). In 

his book entitled Making Social Science Matter – Why social inquiry fails and how it can 

succeed again, Flyvbjerg (2001) highlights five key ‘misunderstandings’ or “gross 

oversimplifications” about the validity of the case-study as a scientific method” (p. 

67) which he argues are inherently flawed judgements grounded in a positivist 

perspective best suited to the naturalist sciences (See Figure 5 below).   
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Misunderstanding 1. That general, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge to be 
considered more valuable than concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge  
 
Misunderstanding 2.  That one cannot generalize on the basis of an individual case, 
therefore the case cannot contribute to scientific development. 
 
Misunderstanding 3. That the case study is most useful for generating hypotheses, 
that is, in the first stage of a total research process, while other methods are more 
suitable for hypotheses testing and theory building. 
 
Misunderstanding 4. The case study contains a bias toward verification, that is, a 
tendency to confirm the researchers preconceived notions. 
 
Misunderstanding 5. It is often difficult to develop general propositions and theories 
on the basis of specific case studies. 
 

 

Figure 5: Five key ‘misunderstandings’ about the case-study as a scientific method 

(Source: Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.66-67) 

 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3 in the discussion of the shift in urban planning research 

towards a post-positivist orientation, Flyvbjerg (2001) argues that rather that 

research should not attempt to artificially graft a positivist approach to all social 

scientific endeavours. Rather, he suggests a better approach is to recognize that both 

the social sciences and natural sciences have strengths and weaknesses that are 

“defined along fundamentally different dimensions” (p.3). That is that different 

epistemological approaches can (and often do) complement each other by offering 

unique research perspectives and insights which together, collectively deepen 

empirical understandings.  
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The single case-study approach adopted in this study utilizes a qualitative (post-

positivist/interpretive) perspective. As indicated in the work by Feagin et. al. (1991) 

this allows for the grounding of observations and concepts about institutional action 

and structures in natural settings situated at close hand. The aim is not to then use 

these insights to generate generalizations that purport to be context-independent on 

the basis of the case-study data. Rather the case-study findings which are by nature 

context-dependent, can be used to contribute to theoretical understandings in the 

social sciences by generating ‘grounded theory’ or supporting and/or questioning 

current theoretical directions outlined in the literature. 

 

As a vehicle for empirical enquiry the single case study holds four key 

characteristics. First, it must be a significant case of something. The single case study 

approach is typically adopted when the phenomena under investigation represents 

a critical case that holds strategic importance in relation to a general problem 

(Flyvbjerg, 2001). The context for this study is the adoption and implementation of 

performance-based planning in Queensland under IPA 1997, with a particular focus 

on the years between 1997 and 2007. Queensland is a state of Australia located on 

the North-Eastern seaboard (See Figure 6 below). 
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Figure 6: The Location of Queensland in Australia 

(Source: Google images, Sunshine Coast Australia, accessed on 8/11/2009) 

 
Within Australia this case is significant as the first institutional attempt to embed 

both ecological sustainability and performance-based planning at the heart of state-

wide statutory land-use planning amidst a pervasive political agenda of micro-

economic reform. This transition has been described as “radical” (England, 2004, 

p.xi) and “revolutionary….comparable to a seismic change” (Fogg, 2006, p.3). As a 

unique and ambitious centralized attempt to strategically transform the traditional 

prescriptive planning system into a performance-based framework, this critical case 

warrants closer institutional analysis and empirical attention. The context and 

details of this case study will be the focus of the following chapters.  

 

A further key characteristic of a single case-study is that there needs to be a 

purposeful attempt to embrace and penetrate the wholeness and interrelated 
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dimensions of this critical case (Punch, 1998). Indeed within the single case study 

great importance is attached to unpacking and clarifying the deeper causes behind 

any given problem within the case study and the relational nature of the connections 

between agency and structure. As part of a broader learning process the case study 

thus offers the opportunity for researchers to develop and communicate an 

empirically grounded and “nuanced” view of reality embedded with the rich detail 

of real-life situations, processes and contexts over a period of time.  

 

The emphasis here is on what anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983) describes as 

“thick description” which seeks to incorporate a deeper discussion of the context-

specific nature of the phenomena as well as information about the way the research 

itself was conducted. In this way the case study attempts to offer a more complete 

picture of the phenomena under investigation by providing “concrete, practical and 

context dependent knowledge” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.70). These rich detailed examples 

can then be used to increase the opportunities for dialogue with groups outside the 

academy (e.g. policy and planning practitioners/ educators/ the community/ 

politicians). 

 

Finally, the case study must be bounded to some degree whilst still recognizing that 

the boundaries between the phenomenon under investigation and the context may 

not be clearly demarcated (Punch, 1998). In this study the case has been bounded in a 

number of key ways which in turn help to frame the selection of actors, forums and 
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arenas. To this end the study focuses specifically on the three levels of analysis 

offered by the Strategy-making for Sustainability framework outlined above (see Table 

6). In particular this institutional learning framework addresses the evolution, 

challenges and potentialities of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability within the context of the IPA.  

 

A second method of bounding the study was to focus on a two decade timeframe 

from 1989 to 2009. Within this strategic and temporal framework the empirical study 

is further bounded by a focus on the role of planning related professionals within the 

broader governance context from policy through to practice. This includes primarily 

planning professionals operating within the different governance tiers of the public, 

private sector and third or not-for-profit sectors. Other relevant actors outside the 

urban planning related professions such as the broader community, politicians or 

other professional bodies were considered to be outside the aims of this study and 

thus not included. Finally, the fourth key characteristic of a case study employed was 

the use of multiple sources of data based on multiple data collection methods such as 

interviews, document review and participant observation (Punch, 1998). The details 

of the three key approaches used and the methods employed for selection, collection 

and analysis of the data will be outlined in the following section. 
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4.3 Research methods 

The institutionalist learning framework and single case study methodology driving 

this research embraces a set of qualitative methods which work to “reassert the 

importance of the social, the agency of the individual, and the particularity of place” 

(Winchester, 2000, p.16). The qualitative approach can be useful for highlighting the 

political nature and context of the research, as well as elucidating the “tensions, 

contradictions and hesitations” within the research problem area (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1994, p.ix). Methods commonly drawn on for qualitative research include 

the textual (e.g. documentary), the oral (i.e. interview based) and the observational 

(Winchester, 2000, p.7).  

 

The approach taken in this thesis embraces all three types of methods and in 

particular the use of documentary evidence and semi-structured interviews. An 

overview of the research methods and their place within both the institutional 

framework and the case study are illustrated in Figure 7. 
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         Post-positivist Research Methodology 

-------------------------------------------------- 

Institutionalist learning framework 

“Strategy-making for Sustainability” 

Evolution Challenges Potentialities 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Overview of research data collection methods from 2006-2009 

 

4.3.1     Participant observation 

Participant observation offers the opportunity for both direct observation and active 

interaction with the phenomena or processes being examined (Yin, 2003). The 

researcher is able to get ‘inside’ the case study rather than reside at an external level 

in order to better understand the meanings, contexts and process involved at the 

Single case study 
 

Performance-based 
planning in Queensland 

under IPA 1997 

1. Participant 
observation 

e.g. 
• Attendance at 

seminars/meetings 
• Planning profession 

committee member 

2. Documentary 
evidence  

e.g. 
• Parliament records 
• Government reports 
• Institutional 

memoranda 

 

3. Interviews 
 
e.g. 

• Government planners 
(state, local) 

• Consultants 
• Architects of the IPA 
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level of experience. Four possible research roles within the ambit of participant 

observation are offered by Gold (1958):  

• the complete observer (watching someone through a one-way mirror);  

• the observer-as participant (being part of a crowd in an unfamiliar activity);  

• the participant-as-observer (seeking to understand change in an area you are 

familiar with); and  

• Complete participation (living in a community that is adapting to processes of 

change).  

 

While these categories appear to be quite discrete as Kearns (2000) points out the 

differences between participant and observer can be quite indistinct and it can be 

difficult to determine “one’s positioning vis-à-vis the observed” (p.110). Indeed the 

degree to which one can actually be a ‘non-participant’ in research is a recurring 

theme in the literature “not least because it seems to imply that the non-participant 

observer plays no recognized role at all” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1994, p. 248). 

This in turn raises important issues related to the uses of power within the context of 

the researcher position.  

 

In my own case I am a planning academic, accredited member of the Queensland 

planning community and registered member of the Queensland chapter of the 

Planning Institute of Australia (PIA). At the onset of this research in late 2006, I 

joined both the PIA (Qld) policy and education sub-committees and thus became 
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part of the discussions around planning developments in Queensland under the 

IPA. Over the duration of the research (2006-2009) I attended meetings, seminars 

and conferences related to the IPA agenda and the role of performance-based 

planning. As some-one doing a PhD in the area I was at times asked for (or indeed 

offered) my opinion on performance-based planning matters during the data 

collection process. I also presented papers on performance-based planning under the 

IPA at conferences which were attended by members of the Queensland planning 

profession. I was thus recording, analysing, participating and co-creating the history 

of performance-based planning in Queensland under the IPA through the process of 

the study.  

 

In this sense I have been involved as three of Gold’s (1958) categories, namely: that 

of observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer and complete participation. 

Furthermore I have been both aware and reflexive of my multiple roles in relation to 

my place “within the social relations attempting to be studied as well as the reasons 

for the research agenda” (White and Jackson, 1995 cited in Kearns, 2002, p. 121). 

Whilst I do not refer to this explicitly in the Findings outlined in Section 4 the 

insights from these experiences, recorded as field notes have been used reflexively to 

infuse and inform the collection and analysis of the other two key data collection 

methods; semi-structured interviews and documentary evidence. 
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4.3.2 Archival/Documentary evidence 

A large component of the original data sourced and analysed for this study is 

archival and/or documentary evidence. The use of both historical and contemporary 

documentary evidence offers a rich seam of resources for social research and analysis 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1994; Punch, 1998; Yin, 2003). This approach was used 

both in conjunction with other methods, and as the primary data source in and of 

itself. The range of documentary evidence in social scientific research is wide and can 

include data as diverse as video and visual evidence, diaries, letters, memoirs and 

journals.  

 

To this end four categories of documentary evidence have been proposed by 

Macdonald and Tipton (1996). They are public records, the media, private papers and 

visual documents. For the purposes of this research the documents selected have 

been confined largely to the public records category to include: 

• Institutional memoranda and reports; 

• Government pronouncements and proceedings; 

• Statutory documents and parliamentary records 

• Professional seminar power point notes and articles; and  

• Agendas and minutes of meetings (Jupp, 1996).            

                    

Within the ambit of each category of documentary evidence such as public records, 

Jupp (1996) has developed a typology of documents based on authorship (i.e., 
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personal, official-private, official-state) and access or availability (i.e. closed, 

restricted, open-archival, open-published). The resulting twelve cell typology yields 

four key questions in relation to the use and evaluation of documentary evidence 

which have been used to guide documentation selection including: authenticity (is it 

original and genuine?); credibility (is it accurate?), representativeness (is it 

representative of documents in its class?) and meaning (does it say what it intended 

to say?). Importantly this includes consideration of the social production and 

organization of any selected document as a precursor to analysing its meaning 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1994; Punch, 1998). 

 

For this study documents were selected initially via a ‘purposive’ technique which 

was later extended to include ‘snowball’ and ‘opportunistic’ sampling methods 

(Patton, 1990). This involves selecting documents because of some characteristic 

importance to the research but also being open to new leads that may emerge. In so 

doing the research focused on four main groupings of public record documents:  

1. Statutory planning documents (e.g. IPA Legislation, Hansard transcripts, 

local council planning schemes);  

2. Government reports and outputs (e.g. explanatory notes, training material, 

planning reform discussion papers, press releases);  

3. Planning profession documents (i.e. journal articles, editorials, seminar 

Powerpoints); and  

4. Wider professional and community documents (i.e. commentaries, articles, 

submissions, briefings).  
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These documents were collated concurrently rather than undertaken in set phases or 

stratified waves. For example all editions of both the Queensland and Australian 

professional planning journals from 1988 through to 2009 were assessed for 

potential insights and analysed. So too were all papers and presentations from the 

Queensland Planning Institute conference and professional series power-point 

hand-outs. This included documents and journals from outside the planning 

profession including the Property Council of Australia (PCA), The Local Government 

Association of Queensland (LGAQ), The Queensland Environmental Law Association 

(QELA), The Environmental Defenders Office (EDO) and the Queensland Conservation 

Council (QCC). 

 

Importantly, the breadth of the documentation from different but related sources 

served as a means of ground-truthing, any given document even if the argument 

made was different. Even though much of the information was not directly useful 

for this thesis, indirectly the deeper understanding gained around the institutional 

and cultural context of planning in Queensland during the set time-span was very 

important and cannot be overstated. There came a point however when the data 

started to become saturated and repetitive, which signaled that this part of the data 

collection had naturally come to an end for this study. 

 

One of the biggest obstacles faced during data collection was not being able to gain 

access to some government documents, or being unable to refer to any internal 
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government documents obtained due to confidentiality clauses around sensitive 

material. Indeed one fortunate discovery that emerged was during one of the 

research interviews in which a secret cache of Government documents was 

discovered stashed at a former bureaucrat’s house. By chance during the interview, 

the aforementioned person indicated that they were there. With torch in hand the 

interviewee and I pushed past cobwebs in the garage and located the dusty box full 

of documents under a pile of other boxes. What a find! Although I was not allowed 

to take the documents from the interviewees’ house I was able to review them and 

take notes under supervision. 

 

The central reflexive role of the researcher is reinforced in these circumstances as 

s/he becomes the conduit of privileged knowledge to the public through inferences 

in the writing and results rather than through direct quotation or conventional 

referencing format. In this more subtle way the insights are retained and 

communicated. This is not dissimilar to ‘off-the-record’ conversations in interviews 

which formed the second key data collection method. 

4.3.3 Semi-structured interviews 

The role of the interview is well established within qualitative data collection as a 

means to access individual actor understandings of their own role and practice 

including individual meanings, perceptions, definitions and circumstances.  It is a 

particularly useful technique by which to fill gaps in knowledge, investigate 
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complex behaviours and motivations, penetrate the diversity of opinion and 

experience, and as a means by which people can be actively included in the research 

process. As Dunn (2000) explains: 

Interviews bring people ‘into’ the research process. They provide 

data on peoples’ behaviour and experiences. They capture 

informants views of life. Informants use their own words or 

vernacular to describe their own experiences and perceptions.  

(p. 80). 

 

The emphasis for this research was on using the interviews to gain greater insight 

into the different perspectives that arise from personal stories or accounts. These in 

turn served to reinforce counter and times disrupt the dominant claims that 

emerged in the public records and other documentary evidence. Importantly, the 

interviews were not used to represent the ‘truth’ about particular events or practices, 

but rather to serve to:  

1. Introduce different understandings and themes; and  

2. To “check, verify and scrutinize” emergent and /or tentative research 

conclusions (Dunn, 2000, p.53).  

 

A further aim of the interviews was to purposefully engage key players within the 

Queensland planning community in reflexive thinking around the activities and 

enterprise of performance-based planning. To this end the interviews were dynamic 

and semi-structured in nature (Tremblay, 1982). The former refers to the ability to 
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make changes to the research interview format and questions as the research project 

progresses in light of new information or insight. The latter refers to the use of a list 

of pre-prepared but open-ended questions around the driving research aims.  

 

The semi-structured approach provided a framework and guiding direction for the 

interview, whilst still allowing participants the space to shape the interview process 

by taking the interview in new or hitherto unforeseen directions (Patton, 1990). The 

interview questions were used more as a guide than a rigid interview schedule and 

were adapted to respond to the needs of different informants interviewed at 

different stages through-out the research process as a whole (Dunn, 2000). 

 

In order to maximize the opportunity that each interview provided to gain rich 

insights into the research problematique a number of interview strategies were used. 

First the research participants were sent a list of the indicative questions prior to the 

interview so they could prepare as they saw fit (See Appendix A). This proved to be 

very useful in that participants often came with additional documentary evidence 

that would not otherwise have been obtained. Second, the research interview 

process utilized a number of conceptual diagrams, where appropriate, as a platform 

for discussion. For example, in a number of interviews a conceptual model 

developed by England (2004) illustrating the key drivers of reform for performance-

based planning under IPA, was brought out during the interview (See Figure 8).                          
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Figure 8: The Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) – Key drivers of reform 

(Source: adapted from England, 2004, p.28) 

 
Where appropriate interviewees were asked to comment on the model and offer 

insights into how the key reform drivers might have changed since the model was 

offered in the late 1990s. Further to this participants were invited to generate their 

own diagrams if desired to better illustrate a point. This resulted in a further layer of 

data not otherwise anticipated - but extremely useful in furthering the research aims 

and agenda. This exercise elicited detailed discussion particularly around how the 

drivers of planning reform had shifted away from sustainability towards a more 

economic and growth oriented agenda as well as a more centralized role for the 

State. Other insights were also revealed that would not otherwise have emerged 

such as the perceived absence of climate change as a short term planning agenda or 

driver of reform, and the emphasis on planning efficiency and accountability. 

 

PBP 
Public 
Sector 
Reform 
(Including private 
certification) 

Ecologically 
Sustainable 
Development 

Increasing 
Responsibilities 
of local 
government 

IDAS 

Notes: 
PBP Performance-based planning 
IDAS Integrated Development Assessment System 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

135 

Thirdly, a purposeful effort to use a strategic questioning style in line with the 

institutional learning framework was utilized during the interviews (Refer to 

Appendix A). There has been much written about the value of strategic questioning as 

a tool for transformative change and learning. To facilitate strategic questioning the 

work by Fran Peavey (1995) outlines a number of levels that start with describing 

the issue or focus and move on to strategic concerns of visioning, change and 

personal action (See Table 7 below). 

 

1. The First Level: Describing the 
Issue or Problem 

2. The Second Level: Strategic Questions. 
...Digging Deeper 

Focus Questions gather information that 
is already known. What do you know 
about this topic? 

Observation Questions What do you 
see? What do you read about this 
situation?  

Analysis Questions (Thinking 
Questions) What are the main economic, 
political, cultural, and social structures 
that affect this situation? 

Feeling Questions 
How has this situation affected you? 

Visioning Questions are concerned with 
identifying one's ideals, values, and dreams. 
How would you like it to be?  

Change Questions address how to get to a more 
ideal situation. How might changes you would 
like to see come about? Name as many ways as 
possible.  

Considering All the Alternatives. What are all 
the possible ways you could accomplish these 
changes?  

Consider The Consequences What political 
effect would you anticipate from each 
alternative? 

Consider the Obstacles What would need to 
change in order for alternative "a" to be done?  

Personal Action Questions How can you get 
others together to work on this? 

 
Table 7: The strategic questioning process 

(Source: Peavey, 1995, p.36) 
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As part of the semi-structured interview process Peavey (1995, p.36) suggests that 

strategic questions: generate creative engagement with a topic; to create options for 

action rather than a single track response; dig deeper into issues by using questions 

as strategic levers; avoid asking ‘why’ which forces people to defend existing 

decisions; and avoid ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions that limit the capacity for reflection.  This 

approach proved to be very useful as a guide for directing the flow of the 

interviews, and for developing a more comprehensive understanding of both the 

formal and informal dimensions of performance-based planning in practice. 

 

Participant selection 

As outlined above the focus of the case study is the role of planners and planning 

related professionals in the shift to performance-based planning under the IPA. For 

the purposes of the interviews this was further refined to planning-related 

professionals in the South-East Queensland region in line with the resources, 

capacity and location of the researcher (See Figure 9 below). 

                                               

                                   Figure 9: Location of South-East Queensland 

(Source: Google Maps, Gold Coast water, accessed on 8/11/2009) 
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In early 2007 invitations to participate in the study were sent to three main 

groupings that emerged from the preliminary document analysis4

• The key architects of the IPA legislation  

. These included: 

• Public sector planners (i.e. state (all departments) and local government); 

• Private sector planners (i.e. development, planning and planning law 

consultants); 

• Other special interest groups (i.e. Urban Development Institute Australia 

(UDIA), Environmental defenders Office (EDO) 

 

Where possible invitations were sent out by email including attached information 

detailing the purpose of the study, the research personnel (including supervision) 

involved and seeking an expression of interest in participation. This was followed 

up by a personalized telephone call. Once initial contact had been established and a 

tentative interview date agreed, a formal letter of invitation and consent form for 

participation in the study was sent out to participants (Refer to appendix B). In the 

early stages of the research the aim was to make the call for participants as wide as 

possible within the target group not only to maximise the potential for insights, but 

also to gain an understanding of the level of interest in the topic within the planning 

                                                 
4 The Griffith University Ethics Committee requires that research must be designed to ensure that 
“respect for the dignity and well being of the participants takes precedence over the expected benefits 
to knowledge” (NHMRC, 1992, p.23). Three key areas include: 1) the need for informed consent, 
research merit and safety and ethical review and conduct; 2) that participants must be able to 
withdraw at any time without reason or justification and; 3) researchers must ensure that the privacy, 
confidentiality and cultural sensitivities of the participants are respected and that the results must be 
made publicly available. On this basis ethics for this study was approved and due process followed 
(EVP/05/07/HREC).  
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community as well as raise awareness of the projects existence, aims and objectives 

more broadly. 

 

The literature and personal professional contacts had elicited the names of the four 

key architects known to be involved in the drafting of the IPA legislation. These 

were contacted and interviewed first. This was followed by an email to the overall 

planning manager within each of the 24 local councils in South East Queensland. 

Contact was also made via email to each planning director within the various State 

Government Departments. Within the State Planning Department, sub-managers 

and team leaders were also approached via email with an explanation of the study 

aims and objectives. Planning consultants were sourced via the website of the 

Queensland chapter of the Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) which has a list of 

South-East Queensland based consultants. A number of special interest groups (e.g. 

EDO, PCA) were also contacted because of their prominence within the 

documentary review and analysis. Finally, a number of contacts were suggested 

during the interviews which were also followed up as part of the ‘snowball’ and 

‘opportunistic’ sampling methods (Patton, 1990) adopted for this study.  

 

The response to this broad but targeted invitation to the South-East Queensland 

planning community was of interest in itself. There was a strong response from all 

those approached except for the planners working at the State Government level, 
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both within and outside the Department of Planning5

 

. In contrast out of the 24 local 

government councils listed in South East Queensland, I was able to interview 

planners from 19 of them. This served to cover a spectrum of larger urban to smaller 

regional local council contexts.  

Within the State government however, outside the remaining key architects of the 

IPA and the higher management levels, there was very little interest in participating 

in the research. This was despite repeated attempts to make contact and the fact that 

the research was funded-in-part by an Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage 

scholarship in conjunction with the then Queensland Department of Local 

Government, Planning, Sport and Recreation (QDLGPSR)6

 

.  

To a certain extent this problem was compensated by the fact that many of the 

consultants had worked previously within the State government. One benefit of the 

multiple hybrid roles of contemporary Queensland planners7

                                                 
5 The exception to this was at the higher level of Director where the response was high 

 is that the perspectives 

of multiple sectors could be accessed and interrogated within the one interview. As 

part of this selection process there was also a conscious attempt to seek out a range 

of planning-related professionals in terms of gender, age, planning experience and 

familiarity with Queensland planning systems. To this end the combined experience 

6 During the study timeframe the Department changed its name to the Queensland Department of 
Infrastructure and Planning (DIP) which currently stands. 
7 The increasingly hybrid role of the planners is discussed further in an article that emerged from this 
research and published in Urban Policy and Practice 27(2), p.191-205. 
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of the research participants in terms of their knowledge and understanding of 

planning in Queensland both during and before the IPA was considerable. 

 

In total 52 interviews were undertaken each lasting approximately one hour 

between early 2007 and completed by mid-2008. Whilst this is a reasonably large 

number of interviewees by qualitative research standards, for the purposes of this 

research this was appropriate (and indeed necessary) as I was able to gain a 

confident sense of the complex interplay and range of planning-related professional 

discourses and perspectives around performance-based planning, as a strategy for 

sustainability under the IPA.  A summary of the participants interviewed by sector 

and gender is offered below in Table 8: 

 

 

 

Local Government  State Government Private 
Consultant* 

Special 
Interest  

Total 
number of 
Interviews 

25 7 18 2 

Female 
participants 

5 0 7 1 

Male 
participants 

20 7 11 1 

 
*Half (9) of these consultants had previously worked for either Local or State Government (some in 
very high positions of management) before moving across to the private sector 
 

 
Table 8: Total number of participants involved in the research by sector/gender 
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Of the 52 interviews undertaken for the study more than half of the participants 

had in excess of ten years planning experience and thus had been witness to a 

number of iterations of statutory planning reform agendas in Queensland which 

included both prescriptive and performance regimes. This was interesting to 

contrast with the narratives of those who had only experienced performance-

based planning as expressed through the IPA in their professional planning career. 

This is illustrated below in Table 9. 

 

 0-4 years 5-10 years 11-20 years >21 years 
 

Queensland planning 
professionals 
interviewed 

 
4 

 
5 

 
12 

 
21 

 
 

Table 9: Years planning experience for participants interviewed in the study 
 
 

Through the research data process I started out as a “vicarious observer” (Yin, 2003) 

through the documentary data around other people’s communication which moved 

to actively participating in planning related meetings, forums and interviews. As the 

research progressed I became more attuned, involved and increasingly familiar with 

the nuances of the ever-unfolding story including the interplay of key players, 

coalitions, arguments and themes, as well as my own research role.  
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The interviews were axiomatic in the research data collection process because they 

provided an interactive forum for the testing and exchange of ideas. Further to this 

they evolved as a series of stimulating and creative discussions more akin to an 

exploration of ideas amongst ‘co-researchers’ as opposed to a more formalized 

interviewer/interviewee structure. The triangulation process involving the use of 

three data collection methods greatly enhanced the richness of the interview data 

analysis and has worked to strengthen and substantiate the resulting findings (Yin, 

2003).    

4.3.4       Reading text – a hierarchy of analysis  

The data collection – participant observation, documentary evidence and semi-

structured interviews – generated of a substantive amount of ‘text’ for analysis. This 

included the original form of some documents (e.g. report), notes based on original 

source documents, individual interview transcripts, as well as field notes from the 

participant observation (including the interviews). A significant challenge in the 

research was thus the organisation, collation and analysis of this text-based data.  

 

For the purposes of the study data was stored as text predominantly in a series of 

Endnote libraries (a computer software program used for string bibliographic and 

documentary data) and hardcopy notebooks. A number of strategies were developed 

to systematically guide the critical reading of this text which formed the basis of the 

research analysis. Firstly the institutional framework - Strategy-making for 
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Sustainability – provided the overall guiding direction for analysis attention under 

the three levels of evolution, challenges and potentialities as outlined in the section 

above. However within that meta-framework four strategic mid-level strategies for 

analysis emerged which helped to further organise the data: chronological; thematic 

relational and discursive. This necessitated a series of readings for any given text that 

tended to take place in hierarchically as illustrated below in Figure 10: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Levels of analysis - hierarchical, critical reading/s of text 
 
 

For example the first reading was used to help build a temporal sense of the 

sequence of events surrounding the mobilization of activities and enterprise around 

performance-based planning in Queensland under the IPA. The result was a 

chronological overview in which the key events or documents were identified and 

ordered. This proved to be very helpful in the first level of the framework for 

analysis, which focuses on the historical evolution of performance-based planning as 

a strategy for sustainability under the IPA. 

Analysis - Critical reading/s of 
Text 

1. Chronological 
2. Thematic 
3. Relational 
4. Discursive 
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By contrast the second reading focused on the thematic dimensions of the text. The 

focus of this analysis was on the main ideas or topics that emerged and were 

repeated and reinforced through-out the collected data (interviews, documents, 

observation).  This provided a basic framework for understanding the different 

issues and agendas that were being raised in the Queensland governance setting in 

relation to IPA, and of particular concern to planners and the planning related 

community. Predominantly these included themes related to the three cornerstones 

of sustainability: economic considerations (i.e. globalization, market-based planning, 

economic rationalism); social and community considerations (i.e. housing 

affordability, community engagement, public interest) and ecological considerations 

(i.e. climate change, vegetation clearing, loss of green space). Other significant meta-

themes were institutional and bureaucratic dimensions related to issues of efficiency, 

certainty, innovation and administrative load, as well as Queensland specific themes 

(i.e. sunshine/ smart state, state politics, population growth).  

 

The next level of textual reading focused on the relational dimension. The emphasis 

here was to move the analysis beyond the chronological and thematic analysis, 

towards a deeper understanding of the interrelated relationships between the key 

actors and agendas involved. This entailed attempts to map out some of the 

connections, interconnections and disconnections that were revealed in the texts both 

individually and as a whole. For example the high rate of movement for planners 

between the public, private and not-for- profit sectors was clearly illustrated during 
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this part of the analysis. This was particularly salient for addressing the institutional 

challenges involved in the implementation of a strategy for sustainability such as 

performance-based planning. 

 

The final critical reading of the texts used for this study was a discursive or discourse 

approach to analysis focused on the way in which particular issues or problems are 

constructed, framed and defined (Dryzek, 2005; Fairclough, 1995; Foucault, 1972; 

Hajer, 1995). Discourses are understood as unconsciously shared ways of 

understanding the world and are bound up with both political power, institutional 

embeddedness and material reality (Dryzek, 2005).  Three key dimensions for 

discursive analysis have been identified by Philip and Hardy (2002) to include an 

emphasis on: language and practices that construct rather than reveal; research that 

is grounded in historical processes; and the need for research to engender meanings 

and alternate representations. These dimensions are outlined below in Table 10. 

 

Key Dimension Role of discourse analysis 
 

1. Acknowledge that language and 
practices construct rather than reveal 

 Discourse analysis rests on a basic 
assumption that language/practices 
constructs social reality rather than acting 
as a route to the discovery of an objective 
reality 

3. Engender meanings and alternate 
representations 

 Discourse analysis is interpretive and 
aims explicitly at uncovering multiple 
meanings and interpretations 

 

Table 10: Key Dimensions of Discourse Analysis 

(Source: adapted from Phillips and Hardy, 2002) 
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The discursive level used in this institutional study draws on the work of European 

academic Martin Hajer (1995, 2001), who offers a middle range approach to analysis 

that seeks to critically highlight the interplay between actors, institutions, discourses 

and practices. From an institutionalist perspective discourses shape definitions, 

interpretation and action. To this end Hajer (2001) offers two related concepts which 

I employ in this study. The first concept of ‘storylines’ refers to “the narratives on 

social reality which provide actors with a set of symbolic references that suggest a 

common understanding” (p.62).  

 

The second concept is the ‘discourse-coalition’ which builds from the concept of 

storylines. By broadening the focus of storylines out to discourse coalitions the focus 

of analysis extends to include strategic action in the context of specific socio-

historical discourses and institutional practices (Hajer 1995, 2001). Discursive 

strategies thus provide “an essential variable for political action…since the image of 

problems that can be regulated are defined through the employment of specific 

historical references, symbols, metaphors etc” (Hajer, 1995, p.23-24). 

 

For example a key discourse coalition to emerge from both within the literature and 

texts themselves to shape the analysis for this study involves the storylines of 

neoliberal governance. Within the institutional literature, a loose coalition of 

storylines have been pushed by global organisations such as the World Bank to 
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promote a range of neoliberal principles around the need to increase efficiency, 

privatization, new public sector management and a general hollowing out of the 

state (Stilwell, 2000). The mantra of ‘less government and more governance’ 

typically seeks to displace a welfare and interventionist approach and has strong 

resonance with the rational choice model and the role of utility-maximising 

individuals seeking profit maximisation (Jessop, 1995). As a global discourse 

coalition, neoliberalism/s are capable of being diffused over space at great speed and 

implemented at scales ranging from the local, the regional, the national and even 

international (Leitner et. al., 2007). 

 

This has also led to the emergence of what Leitner et. al. (2007, p.2) describe as 

neoliberal subjectivities which “normalizes the logic of individualism and 

entrepreneurialism, equating individual freedom with self-interested choices, 

making individuals responsible for their own well-being, and redefining citizens as 

consumers and clients”. Harvey (2005) argues this is ‘creative destruction’ of not 

only institutional frameworks but also “welfare provisions, social relations, ways of 

life, attachments to the land, and matters of the heart”. He points to the dangers of a 

pervasive hegemonic set of discourses that have become “incorporated into the 

common-sense way many of us interpret, live in and understand the world” (p.3). In 

the face of this dominance there is a need for critical engagement with neoliberal 

discourses as a means by which to “identify and construct alternative political and 

economic arrangements” (p.4).  
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Through the four levels of analysis identified that constituted the critical reading/s 

of text and underpinned by the guiding institutional framework developed for this 

study, the large bulk of raw data was able to be sifted and synthesized in a 

meaningful, scholarly manner. The results are outlined in detail in Section Four. To 

this end Chapters 6 focuses on the historical evolution, of performance-based 

planning as a strategy for sustainability and draws predominantly on archival and 

document analysis originally sourced and analysed for this study.  

 

It is not until Chapters 7 and 8 that the interview data really comes to the fore as a 

means by which both the challenges and potentialities of performance-based planning 

as a strategy for sustainability under the IPA can be better understood. This was not 

a pre-determined intention for the write-up of the analysis but rather emerged as the 

best way as the thesis was in the process of being crafted. 

4.4 On research ‘mess’ and rigour  

Recent directions in social science research methodology have suggested that the 

methodology/methods chosen for research do not simply describe social realities but 

actively work to create them (Law, 2004).  Further, in situations that are inherently 

complex, diffuse and ‘messy’, attempts to simplify and make the phenomena clear 

through precise, rigorous methods are at best suspect and at worst highly 

problematic.  This contemporary view disrupts the idea that such ‘messy’ findings 

are a product of poor, sloppy research, or demonstrate a lack of rigour in which the 
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research does not follow a set of established or defined procedures or protocols (Yin, 

2003, p. 10). 

 

The work by John Law (2004) suggests that issues around method link back to 

ontological politics - that is towards questions about the nature of the knowable. He 

argues for a politics of knowing as ‘situated inquiry’ which includes considerations 

around both procedural (how to conduct studies well) and organisational (divisions of 

labour between researcher and researched, and the embodiment of the personal) 

dimensions. In particular Law (2004) argues against “general rules for a general 

world” in favour of quieter, more modest and more generous versions of method 

that focus on “particular conclusions in particular locations for particular studies8

 

” 

(p.155).  

So what does this mean in practice? How might research ‘perform’ within conditions 

of ‘mess’ as opposed to conform to rigid, prescriptive criteria or protocols. My own 

interpretation of this ontological dilemma has been three-fold. First I have drawn 

from the ideas raised by Denzin and Lincoln (1998) around the ‘researcher as 

bricoleur’. An understanding of social scientific research as bricolage offers an 

emergent set of practices that take new forms and adopt different tools as required. 

The choice of practice is thus pragmatic, strategic and self reflexive whereby the 

                                                 
8 Italics inserted by author in original text 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

150 

researcher attempts to “connect the parts to the whole and stress meaningful 

relationships that operate in the situations and social worlds studied” (p. 4-5).  

 

Secondly, this points to the importance of ‘critical reflexivity’ through-out the 

research process. Critical reflexivity highlights both the insider and outsider roles of 

the researcher and the ways these direct, change and overlap within the research 

process amidst the “dynamic and ongoing social processes that constantly throw up 

new relations and issues that require constant attention” (Dowling, 2000, p.28). In 

particular this involves “a process of constant, self conscious scrutiny of the self as 

researcher and of the research process” (England, 1994).  The ‘reflexive research 

bricolear’ thus carefully attends to the craftwork of practice with collage-like 

creativity as a means by which to navigate the complex webs related to knowledge, 

inquiry and learning (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998; Law, 2004). 

 

Given that this renders research as an ever-evolving process comprised of multiple 

methods, there is a need for the researcher to make the process as transparent as 

possible by communicating the emergent findings to the world ‘out there’ and well 

as within. This involves both formal and informal communication processes as well 

as an ongoing commitment to iterative reflexive practice.  

 

For example during the PhD process I took the opportunity to present papers based 

on stages of the research at National conferences such as the State of Australian Cities 
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(SOAC) in 2007 and 2009, as well as at International conferences such as the American 

Collegiate School of Planners Conference (ACSP) and the Association of European Schools 

of Planning Conference (AESOP) both in 2007. These opportunities helped to exchange 

and refine ideas and translated into a number of peer reviewed articles that are in the 

process of being published in scholarly journals.  

 

Similarly I have taken the opportunity to present ideas at Queensland professional 

planning seminars and forums. The intention on completion of the thesis is to find 

ways to feed the institutional learning back into the institutions themselves, by 

providing participants and interested parties with a summary of the key findings 

and by making publicly available the research outcomes. A full list of the 

communication strategies used for this study is illustrated below in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11: The PhD research communicative process from 2006-2009 

 

4.5   Conclusion 

This chapter has made explicit the post-positivist methodology and qualitative 

methods that drives the empirical dimension of this study. The Strategy-making for 

Sustainability framework originally developed for this thesis, offers the overarching 

guide for the study within which the research design unfolds. This involves 

primarily a single case-study of performance-based planning in Queensland under 
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the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) utilizing a triangulation of data collection 

methods such as in-depth interviews, document evidence and participant 

observation.  

 

As outlined through a variety of strategies in the Chapter, the role of the researcher 

as a reflexive-bricoleur has been purposefully developed and deployed as a means of 

addressing the uncertainty and ‘mess’ inherent within the research process. The 

application of the institutional framework and methodology developed above to the 

case-study of performance-based planning in Queensland under the IPA is presented 

in detail in Section Four. Through Chapters 6, 7 and 8 the three dimensions of the 

research framework unfold to reveal the key findings that emerged in relation to the 

evolution, challenges and potentialities of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability under the IPA. In order to provide the background context to the case-

study a review of the key reform shifts that have affected Australian land-use 

planning, are outlined in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 5  

Background to the case-study  

The Australian urban planning context 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.0 Introduction 

The adoption of a performance-based agenda land-use planning agenda in the late 

1990s under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA), represented an attempt to 

radically overhaul the way planning was understood and practiced in Queensland. 

Central to these ambitions was an emphasis on a flexible, integrated planning system 

that would put Queensland at the ‘leading edge’ of planning for sustainability in 

Australia (McCauley, 1997). To understand the radical nature of the Queensland 

case-study in terms of the transition to performance-based planning requires insight 

into the Australian land-use planning and regulatory context. In this way a deeper 

contextual understanding of Australian land-use planning is outlined, that helps to 

situate the evolution, challenges and potentialities of performance-based planning as 

a strategy for sustainability, within the Queensland case-study. 

5.1 The Australian land-use planning context  

The British settlement of Australia in 1788 ushered in a modern (European) practice 

of human-environment relationships that has continued to this day. The newly 

colonized land was seen – erroneously – as an unoccupied terra nullius. The colonial 
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project centred, therefore, on urbanizing and civilizing both the ‘natural’ landscape 

and, where necessary, the indigenous people (Proudfoot, 2000). This period has been 

described by Australian environmental historian Frawley (1994) as ‘exploitative 

pioneering’. The focus for colonial planners was growth and development and 

productive contribution to the British Empire. The exploitative practices used to 

establish an economic base for the colony led to overstocking and over clearing. 

These practices were exacerbated further by the intensification of land settlement and 

ad hoc squatting. 

 

By the 1850s the pressures of urban growth were being felt throughout the fledgling 

colony. Health and congestion dominated the agenda re-igniting civic fears around 

the slum conditions that marked and scarred industrial England. The distribution of 

water, the disposal of sewerage and the transportation and organisation of rapidly 

increasing numbers of people and goods through the cities were of particular 

concern. The end of the 1800s peaked in critiques of the ad hoc nature of 

development paving the way for more formalised town plans and land-use zoning. 

The development of public policy legislation began to emerge which helped to 

organise and facilitate better services for the city through capital works (Proudfoot, 

2000, p.18).  

 

With the birth of the Australian Federation in 1901 came the first ‘Congress of 

Engineers, Architects, Surveyors and Members of Allied Professions’ which provided 
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a national forum for public concerns around transport, water supply, waste 

management, parks and gardens, and residential density (Freestone, 2000b, p.27). 

Surveyors as planners and government officials dominated early planning amidst 

increasing collaboration with architects and engineers to produce “expert-led 

research and design, modern development and civic beautification” (Freestone, 

2007a, p.73). In 1917 the first national conference in town planning was held in 

Adelaide. It was a ‘broad church’ that included state town planning associations, 

government representatives and the general public as well as representatives from 

architecture, engineering and the surveying professions. A mood of social reform 

attracted wide-spread support. Town planning was emerging as a “tool for urban 

reform and a set of clearly defined social, environmental and administrative goals” 

(Garnaut, 2000, p.47).  

 

It is within this period that town planning advocate, architect and British expatriate 

John Sulman (1921) wrote his seminal book Town Planning in Australia which 

outlined the first substantive Australian planning theory practice and history 

doctrine. In contrast to utopian reformists such as Ebenezer Howard, for Sulman the 

virtues of town planning were pragmatic - efficiency, neutrality and technocracy. 

These he distilled into ten main principles for physical planning: 

• Ascertain conditions via civic survey; 

• Lay out in accordance with natural conditions; 

• Allocate areas (like rooms in a house); 
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• Lay out streets to serve actual needs; 

• Provide open traffic spaces; 

• Provide open spaces for recreation; 

• Subdivide city into units; 

• Obtain the best conditions for health (light, air and sunshine); 

• Solve practical needs artistically; and 

• Town planning should pay for itself.  

                                                                      (Sulman, 1921 cited in Freestone, 2007b, p. iii) 

 

As Freestone (2007b, p.vi) notes, the book became “the quintessential statement of 

the agenda and values of the early town planning movement in Australia”. A key 

part of the Sulman (1921) agenda was the need for building regulations. The 

regulation of construction, such as zoning, he argued is “essential if a city or town is 

to be what it ought to be, so far as its buildings are concerned” (p.169). In particular 

he was concerned that the regulation of buildings be related to health, proper placing 

and grouping, sound construction and satisfactory design in terms of light and air. 

The spectre of the pre-modern age and the reversion to hill towns with narrow 

winding streets and fortified walls permeates the volume. 

Rigidly enclosed by walls, the towns as they grew and grew in 

population became more and more congested, so much so that 

dwellings overhung or crossed the narrow streets and even the 

bridges were built upon. Hence with an almost entire absence of 

drainage, a scant water supply from polluted wells, and neglect 
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of personal cleanliness, epidemics of plague, fever, and cholera 

which swept off whole populations were of frequent occurrence 

(p. 169). 

 

A recurring theme of the book is therefore the need for general laws and principles 

and a strong commitment to orderliness, uniformity and homogeneity through 

zoning and building regulations. This is particularly linked to conditions that are 

humane and healthy, with an emphasis on abolishing the narrow lane and 

considering the working conditions of indoor people. To enhance the quality of light 

for example requires that the height of building should not be “more than one and a 

half times the width of the street from which the light is obtained” (p.170). 

Dangerous, unhealthy or offensive land-uses such as stables in inner city areas 

should be segregated due to sanitation but also to “avoid extension of intrusions and 

the lowering of value rendering it less suitable for its purpose” (p.170). Concerns 

around fire are also highlighted and the desirability of access to all sides of mostly 

timber buildings reinforced.  

 

Finally, Sulman (1921) argued that city appearance, whilst secondary to health has a 

“direct bearing on the good mental outlook and well-being of the citizens” (p.170). 

Design he suggested should be subject to approval as well as minimum and 

maximum height requirements and the need for sound construction with height. Yet 

whilst a strong advocate of prescriptive – or uniform - regulation, Sulman (1921) also 
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recognized the challenges inherent in such a task. The negative character of 

regulation and the ‘flat uniformity’ and monotonous character of detached dwellings 

with similar setbacks was identified. However he concluded that “no doubt it will be 

a difficult task to draft regulations that will be effective without being too drastic, but 

it can and must be done if the present ‘go as you please system’ with all its 

disabilities is to be abolished and provision made for the inevitable extension of 

districts in the future” (p.171). 

 

Despite these public visions and goals, a number of tensions were beginning to 

emerge around the challenges of coordinating administration, legislation and policy 

in relation to strategic urban and regional planning (Hutchings, 2000). As Sulman 

noted (1921, p.173) “regulation and its evasion is as old as the buildings themselves 

particularly if authorities are weak and corrupt”. The disjointed developments of 

government processes, and the coordination of strategic urban and regional plans 

and regulations, ushered in a newly codified professional planning role that was 

seen to be distinct from the disciplines of surveying, architecture and engineering. 

 

The development of a more formalised planning profession emerged through 

planning education initiatives and a national planning institute. In 1949 a part-time 

postgraduate course was offered in Adelaide, a diploma course at Sydney University 

and a post-graduate course at Melbourne University. This fledgling planning 

education curriculum was taught predominantly by British expatriates (Wright, 
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2001a). By 1951 the Australian Planning Institute formed focusing on issues of 

accreditation and education and a new text superseded John Sulmans’ (1921) Town 

planning in Australia. The new volume by Brown and Sherrard (1951) Town and 

Country Planning was dedicated to Sulman as an ‘important factor in the education of 

many Australian architects, engineers and surveyors in the principles of town 

planning’ (p.viii). The emphasis on uniformity and order through prescriptive 

regulatory zoning and the values of efficiency, neutrality and technocracy continued 

to gain traction. 

 

The 1950s widely referred to within the Western context as the ‘golden age of 

planning’, saw the rise of ambitious large projects designed to further promote 

growth and productivity such as the Snowy River Dam project in Australia. 

According to Frawley (1994, p.66) “this did not fundamentally affect the dominant 

developmentalist ethos, but saw that development being organised through a public 

policy framework designed and managed by experts who increasingly tried to apply 

scientific and economic principles to the efficient utilisation of resources”. On a 

smaller scale by the 1960s, there was a rise of metropolitan plans and the adoption of 

the ‘six-pack’ block of uniform mid-density development in the nation’s inner cities. 

Architect and public commentator Robin Boyd (1967) observed at the time the ‘six-

pack’ blocks were: 
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…spec-built, usually un-architectured […] built in conformity 

with quite a number of rules […] They are three of four storey 

high because that is the economical optimum for brick 

construction without a lift. Every material is selected for being 

the cheapest and hardiest of its kind. What could be more 

functional? (p.25) 

 

However as Lewis (1999, p.90) describes they were also “blocky boxes of two or three 

storeys on concrete stilts over a car park, built as near as possible to the boundaries 

that took over tracts of suburbia”. More pointedly he argues the ‘six-pack’ blocks 

were “cheap, nasty and parasitic upon the space, light and amenity of their 

neighbours” and the community resisted them. Importantly these changes were 

presided over by public planners who argued that the flats were ‘functional’ 

products best suited to the times. In the face of growing civic unrest, the ‘heroic’ role 

of the planner as expert and apolitical was beginning to be challenged (Sandercock, 

1998). Pursuant to this were previously engrained ideas around uniformity and 

prescriptive-style building regulations which were under attack amidst increasing 

debates around housing affordability. 

 

The 1970s witnessed a significant rupture to the golden age of planning in Australia 

as economic, political and social conditions shifted. The pace of urban development 

and change began to accelerate and the post-war Keynesian welfare era of ‘the 

government as a vanguard for social change’ was under siege (Howe, 2000, p.97). 
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Despite these shifts the Whitlam-led Labor government came to power in 1972 on a 

social democratic mandate of “redistributing the benefits of economic growth and 

dealing with the environmental and social costs and disadvantages of growth” 

(Huxley, 2000, p132). Significantly a Department of Urban and Regional 

Development (DURD) was instituted to facilitate the development of Australian 

urban and regional areas, and produce urban-focused policies at the national level.  

 

The fall of the Whitlam Labor Government in 1975 saw DURD quickly dismantled as 

part of an emerging economic rationalist agenda of the new Liberal-National 

coalition government, in concert with an increasing economic recession. The new 

mantra was that less government interventionist planning was better. Resistance to 

planning came from two key sources: those who felt powerless in the face of top-

down planning by the state and pursued a bottom-up planning agenda; and those 

who sought a more market-based planning approach. Both groups sought planning 

reform that shifted away from the prescriptive regulatory function that had 

dominated the agenda. Rather than uniformity what was sought was diversity, 

creativity and opportunity – a ‘performance’ rather than ‘conformance’ approach to 

planning driven by very different political and ideological reasons. 

 

A rare example of different party political interests converging over the bipartisan 

need for performance-based planning, was outlined in the seminal monograph in 

this area A Mansion or No House by John Paterson (Liberal party), David Yencken 
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(Labor party) and Graeme Gunn (1976). Their discussion links unaffordable housing 

with uniform standards of regulation, and promotes the need for a flexible, 

performance-based urban planning agenda. In particular they argued that rather 

than negative, reactive regulatory approach, a more positive and proactive approach 

was required in order to facilitate innovative practices. From the perspective of these 

authors: 

…development standards and methods of regulation are a 

major limitation on the ability of designers and builders to fit 

new built form to social functions. Standards, it is argued, seek 

to prevent the bad. Instead they increasingly limit innovation 

and the pursuit of economy. They create social barriers and 

distort the allocation of household budgets. A better future for 

Australian cities in the late twentieth century depends upon a 

clearer understanding of the pernicious efforts of many current 

standards…incentives rather than restrictive standards are the 

effective means of achieving better, cheaper and fairer development 

(p.i). (Italics added). 

 

By the mid 1980s the performance-based approach had evolved into the first version 

of AMCORD – the Australian Model Code for Building Development (Westerman, 

1989). The thrust of AMCORD was the “establishment and promotion of 

performance-based specifications and controls for the provision of housing…deemed 

necessary in light of the excessively prescriptive controls which had emerged in the 

post-war period of suburban expansion” (Howe, 1993, p. 165). These prescriptive 
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controls were seen to be restricting innovative practices in urban design, form, 

materials and construction, and inhibiting the progressive change necessary for 

Australia to join the increasingly competitive global world context.  

 

In an article to Australian Planning, the journal of the Royal Australian Planning 

Institute (RAPI), visiting European scholar Andreas Faludi (1985) mounted a strong 

argument for the need for more flexible planning and development processes. The 

conventional prescriptive status quo he argued “assumes that at 'plan-making time' 

the authority can and must make up its mind once and for all, so that its plans, once 

adopted, can be regarded as self-executing” (p.20). But what if the developer 

proposes something better?  

 

In this context the planning authority must bridge the gap between plan-making 

time and development time and prescriptive systems become liabilities rather than 

assets. “They are built on the wrongful assumption that planning is somehow like 

architectural design” (Faludi, 1985, p.20). Flexibility, he suggested provides the 

necessary bridge gap between plan making and development control and to facilitate 

this three golden rules should be observed: 1) plan as little as possible; 2). plan as late 

as possible; and 3). let the decision makers do their own planning as far as possible 

(p.24). These ideas were quick to take root in the micro-economic reform agenda that 

was re-defining land-use planning Australia. 
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5.2 An era of reform-led change 

Performance-based planning was swept into the Australian planning imaginary in 

the 1980s and 1990s through early national initiatives such as AMCORD and 

positioned as a dynamic new way of planning within a context of a reform-led 

change. This ushered in a transformative time of change as the perceived 

“obsolescence of the old order” was replaced by “a new Australia grounded in the 

promotion of new political ideas” (Kelly, 1992, p.1). The thirsty global quest for 

competitive economic globalisation was being both promoted and countered by 

community anxiety over the need for change and a desire for stability and certainty. 

The result was an uncertain period of Australian ‘un-settlement’ (Gleeson, 2006). An 

era characterised by experimentation and change - ideological, cultural, political and 

practical. Social researcher Hugh Mackay (1993) describes an Australian mood 

defined by ‘discontinuity’ and ‘redefinition’. Much of this unsettled mood spilled 

over into the land-use planning arena. 

 

This period constituted an important turning point for Australian political economy 

amidst a re-positioning of the national position, standing and attitude relative to an 

increasingly competitive global world context. The long boom or golden age of 

Keynesian policy in post-war Australia had fallen over in the face of increasing 

concerns about escalating foreign debt, poor trade performance and the decline of 

manufacturing (Broomhill, 2009). The then federal Labor treasurer Paul Keating 

(1986) famously remarked that Australia would end up as a ‘banana republic’ if it 
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did not act swiftly to make the ‘adjustments’ necessary to be competitive within a 

global economy.  

 

What followed in Australia was intense and rapid structural change in terms of 

capital, labour and the state. This was coupled with a re-orientation of policy and 

institutional frameworks in order to open the economy to global forces through a 

greater emphasis on market mechanisms and a reduced role for the state. Australian 

political commentator Paul Kelly (1992) describes this as a time when the idea of the 

‘Australian Settlement’ one that is steeped in faith in government authority, belief in 

egalitarianism, protection of industry and jobs and hostility to its geographical 

location, underwent “a process of creative destruction from which there would be no 

return” (p.1). These changes he argues worked to cut across traditional Labor/Liberal 

political lines and split the Australians political community into two different 

bipartisan groups: 1) those that supported the shifts to reduced government 

intervention and sought to further encourage internationalisation through neoliberal 

policies; and 2) those who wished to retain government regulation as a means of 

protecting against the negative impacts of internationalisation more consistent with a 

social democratic policy agenda.  

 

A culture of aggressive reform around de-regulation, privatization and 

commercialization of government activities was actively encouraged in the pursuit 

of national progress and a better, more prosperous ‘quality of life’. The welfare 
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mentality of State paternalism, the so-called ‘nanny state’ that had guided Australia 

since the 1940s was seen as an impediment to building competitive, entrepreneurial 

activity that could operate at the global scale. The acceleration of a government 

agenda of privatization witnessed the increased sale of public assets and a higher 

level of public goods and services contracted out to the private sector. A ‘new right’ 

faith in free market capitalism was rapidly re-defining Australia (Stilwell, 2000). The 

paradox of the ‘new right’ reform was that it was predicated on the need for 

expanding consumer choice (by removing restrictions on the market), but imposed 

on the basis that “there is no alternative” (Quiggin, 1998, p.225).  

 

At the same time this political economic restructuring was occurring in Australia, a 

parallel transformative agenda around environmental sustainability was also gaining 

greater ascendancy with the release of the Brundtland Report in 1987. As an 

overarching political discourse, the concept was penetrating at global, national and 

local levels raising important questions about the need for fundamental changes to 

the status quo in the face of the scope and seriousness of the environmental problems 

confronting humankind (Baber and Bartlett, 2005).  

 

Although largely separate to the debates around political reform and economic 

restructuring, the impact of this international agenda was strongly felt in Australia 

and beginning to apply more overt political leverage to government policies and 

processes. The imperative of sustainability and the need for new ways of imagining 
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and balancing the tripartite of economic development, environmental concerns and 

social justice jostled for space on the national political platform (Dryzek, 2006).  

 

The result was a plethora of reform-based initiatives including an agenda for more 

performance-based approaches to planning and development as a means of 

achieving the dynamic and flexible environment desired to compete on the 

international stage. Wallace (2006, p.2) argues that “planning, building and 

construction, particularly within the housing sector, are multi-dimensional, complex, 

politically powerful and economically crucial industry”.  

 

Key national strategies and initiatives at this time that influenced the Queensland 

planning agenda included: Local Approvals Review Program (LARP, 1989); Building 

Better Cities Program (BBC, 1991); National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 

Development (NSESD, 1992); The Hilmer Report (1993); A Resource Document for 

Residential Development (AMCORD, 1995); and the Development Assessment Forum 

(DAF, 1998). Each of these will be addressed in the order that they emerged on the 

national stage. 

5.2.1 Local Approvals Review Program (LARP, 1989) 

A direct product of this micro-economic reform agenda was the LARP (1989) 

designed to advise councils on better development assessment practices and 

opportunities for reform such as streamlining current systems, amalgamation and 

http://www.environment.gov.au/esd/national/nsesd/index.html�
http://www.environment.gov.au/esd/national/nsesd/index.html�
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structural change (Wiggins, 1993). Following from a review of regulatory processes 

undertaken by the then Department of Immigration, Local Government and Ethnic 

Affairs (1990, p.35) existing regulatory systems were framed as “unwieldy, complex 

and difficult to use”.  

 

As a component of the regulatory system the areas of urban planning and building 

were targeted for reform. The review favoured a single approval system which 

would integrate the processing, assessing and granting of development approvals 

and argued that ‘radical’ change would be necessary to see this enacted at the 

institutional level. The role of LARP was to implement this agenda (England, 2004, 

p.15) and by doing so “attempt to change the culture of regulation so that the 

process was more integrated, had less duplication and contradiction, and had less 

inefficiencies” (Sproats and Creighton, 1997, p. 260). The intent was that by doing so 

this would lead to better planning assessment decisions and ultimately the 

achievement of better outcomes. 

5.2.2 Building Better Cities Program (BBC, 1991) 

A response to some of these pressures, and in particular the need to better integrate 

social, economic and environmental issues, emerged through the BBC (1991). 

Originally an initiative of the Hawke Labor Government and thus administered by 

the Department of Housing and Regional Development (DHRD), the overall 

Program was a product of its time designed to “promote improvements in the 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

170 

efficiency, equity and sustainability of Australian cities and to increase their capacity 

to meet the following objectives: economic growth and micro-economic reform; 

improved social justice; institutional reform; ecologically sustainable development; 

and improved urban environments and more liveable cities” (Neilson, 2008, p.1). 

(Refer to Appendix C). 

 

The BBC program focused on capital works initiatives. It emphasized performance 

against outcomes particularly around encouraging and promoting urban 

consolidation through compact cities, thus restricting ‘unsustainable’ suburban 

expansion and over-reliance on the motor car. The program coincided with a 

transition in metropolitan planning. “[O]ld-style, static regulatory plans became 

inadequate” and were increasingly discarded (Lennon, 2000, p.153).  

 

In his timely, polemic Troy (1996, p.144) argues that the program failed to achieve 

progressive aims as it “did not evolve from a sustained critique of urban issues and 

the problems confronting Australian cities…but rather a short term pragmatic desire 

to do something and … to take advantage of some resources that had become 

available”.  Importantly on the issues of distributive planning in terms of social 

justice and ecological sustainability there was Troy (1996) suggests a resounding 

silence. 
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5.2.3 National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (NSESD, 1992) 

The NSESD (1992) represents a substantive attempt to integrate competing national 

agendas. The strategy recommends an expanded conceptualization of the terms 

‘progress’ and ‘development’ that shifts beyond economic considerations to include 

ecological dimensions and social improvements in areas such as justice, education 

and community participation. The strategy makes a number of recommendations in 

relation to the governance, planning and management of urban and regional areas. It 

promotes the establishment of institutional arrangements for the inclusion of ESD 

principles in policy formulation and policy making processes. This involves: 

• Incorporating ESD principles as a fundamental objective of relevant 

government authorities;  

• Improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the development, 

implementation and integration of ESD-related policies;  

• Clearly defining the roles and responsibilities of each level of government; 

and 

• Avoiding the duplication of functions and establish effective processes for 

cooperation between governments. 

NSESD also recommends more sustainable use of energy and natural resources in 

urban areas through integrated urban planning and more efficient design. 

Significantly this includes the development of ‘performance-based’ codes and 

indicators for infrastructure agencies and local government; and improvements to 

http://www.environment.gov.au/esd/national/nsesd/index.html�
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the efficiency and effectiveness of local government approval and regulatory 

processes. Finally, a third recommendation of the NESD national strategy was that 

land use decision-making processes and land use allocations at all levels of 

government should seek to do the following: 

• Streamline planning and decision making processes while ensuring effective 

public input;  

• Encourage environmental and economic land use decision making which take 

full account of all relevant land and resource values; and  

• Achieve clarity, certainty and accountability in the land-use planning 

processes used. 

The focus of the NSESD strategy is thus the need to consider in an integrated way, 

the wider economic, social and environmental implications of decisions and actions. 

This includes changes to patterns of resource use, improved outcomes in relation to 

air, land and water quality and the development of new processes to support long-

term rather than short-term environmental objectives. The emphasis is clearly 

positioned around better outcomes in terms of growth, prosperity and employment 

through:  the minimization of inefficiencies; ensuring that the environmental 

resources and social capital that underpin economic progress are sustained; and 

indeed where possible improved.   



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

173 

5.2.4 The Hilmer Report (1993) 

The need for better outcomes through integrated regulatory reform was further 

emphasized in the Hilmer Report (1993) offered by the National Competition Policy 

Review Committee commissioned by then Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating.  The 

report focused on the need to develop more flexible, streamlined market 

arrangements. A point summarised by Keating (1992, p.15) when he noted that “the 

engine which drives efficiency is free and open competition”. The report outlined a 

number of key elements of the national competition policy including: limiting anti-

competitive practices; reforming regulation which restricts competition; reforming 

the structure of public monopolies to facilitate competition; and fostering a 

competitive mentality in and between the public and private sectors.  

 

Overall however the greatest impediment to enhanced competition in many of the 

key sectors of the economy was identified as the “restrictions imposed through 

government regulation” (Hilmer and Taperell, 1993, p.15). As part of the new agenda 

the competitive tendering and contracting out of government services was 

encouraged particularly at the local government level often at the expense of regional 

local employment and services (Fitzgerald et. al., 2009; Quiggin, 1998). 

 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

174 

5.2.5 A Resource Document for Residential Development (AMCORD, 1995) 

Principles of integration and streamlined performance-based regulation were applied 

at the building and local council scale.  A stark example of this is found in AMCORD 

(A National Resource Document for Residential Development) which was an 

initiative grounded in national objectives for housing and urban development 

established by the Council of Australian Governments (COAG).  It emphasises the 

need to “contain the cost of housing and urban development and promote efficient 

expression of housing and locational choice through regulations and building codes 

which are performance based rather than prescriptive, and through streamlined 

approval processes” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1995, p.6).  

 

Supported by the Local Government Development Program (LGDP) and building on 

previous versions of the model set in motion in the late 1980s (see Westerman, 1989), 

AMCORD outlines a performance-based response to “community demands for more 

sustainable residential environments” (p.i). For example the need to “recognize the 

relationships between urban form, housing density and type, transport systems and 

street design, the use of non-renewable resources and energy, and subsequent 

greenhouse impacts” is emphasized (p. 30). It was also a contribution to broader 

micro-economic reform initiated under the National Competition Policy (The Hilmer 

Report, 1993) that sought to reduce delays and increase efficiencies. 

As a national resource document AMCORD aims to achieve 

national objectives of sustainable development, social justice, 
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micro-economic reform and efficiency in land use. It proposes 

innovative approaches to design and regulation, and 

encourages more integration of planning and control processes. 

Importantly, it provides the vehicle for disseminating nationally 

the results of current housing research as well as information on 

‘best’ practice throughout Australia (p.1). 

 

AMCORD was designed to offer a means to “simplify and clarify the performance-

based approach” (p.i) in relation to building codes, as well as actively promote the 

adoption of a flexible approach to local planning regulations. The rationale offered at 

the time, was that there are a diversity of needs and interests held by urban 

development stakeholders including: sustainable environments; affordable housing; 

preserving the quality of the urban environment; less development control to reduce 

costs; faster processing of applications; and flexibility to innovate.  To meet these 

diverse needs and interests requires trade-offs and compromises which cannot be 

guaranteed if controls are too rigid. As a result AMCORD offers a performance-based 

system of control which provides “a basis for making these judgements through the 

promotion of a performance-based approach to design and development” (p.9). 

 

The proposed system is premised on the desirability of performance criteria (general 

statements of the means of achieving the intent) and desired outcomes, as opposed to 

the application and regulation of prescriptive standards. According to the guidelines 

“experience shows that the implementation of innovative ideas outlined in codes is 
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often stifled because of outdated or poorly structured planning processes” (p.11). Yet 

despite this the large majority of planning systems are based on fixed prescriptive 

standards of development approval. By contrast a performance system focuses on 

matters to be addressed without specifying in detail how that will be achieved. The 

benefits and disadvantages of both approaches are outlined in Table 11 below: 

 

 Advantages Disadvantages 
 

Prescriptive 1. Offers a measure of certainty 
and predictability to applicants, 
councils and the community. 
 
2. It simplifies the assessment of 
development applications, as 
areas where a judgement has to 
be made are relatively few. 
 
3. Standards are usually set at 
‘safe’ levels which mean that no 
matter where they are applied, a 
reasonable result can be expected. 

1. The original purpose of and 
justification for the standards are often 
obscure. 
 
2. Standards are inclined to become 
overly rigid, leaving little flexibility. 
 
3. They restrict choice, are unable to 
respond to changing demands and stifle 
innovation. 
 
4. They protect outmoded practices and 
inhibit cost effectiveness. 
 
 

Performance 1. Focuses on objectives and 
desired outcomes. 
 
 
2. Offers an opportunity for 
diversity and choice. 
 
 
 
3. Provides flexibility to respond 
to market needs and preferences. 

1. It could involve too great a 
discretionary judgement, which could 
create uncertainty and misunderstanding. 
 
2. If the objectives and policies are too 
general, they may be open to too wide a 
range of interpretation, and lead to 
approval of some inferior work. 
 
3. Assessors may not have the time and 
expertise in administering a performance-
based system. 

 

Table 11: A comparison of prescriptive vs. performance planning 

(Source: adapted from AMCORD, 1995) 
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The ambit of performance-based planning within AMCORD covered both strategic 

planning (i.e. sustainability, housing needs, urban form and density, transport, 

employment and accessibility and infrastructure), and development planning (i.e. the 

preparation of development plans, urban character and design, environmental care, 

development standards, funding and approval processes). AMCORD stresses the 

need for tailoring planning systems to particular local and state contexts and 

recognizes that more than one system exists and that “wide variation in scope exists” 

(p.20). This includes the provision of examples of how desired outcomes can be 

achieved (without precluding other options) through the use of ‘acceptable 

solutions’. The overall benefits of such a system are listed as: increased opportunity 

for diversity and choice; flexibility to respond to market needs and preferences; and 

changes in approaches and technology.  

Rigid zoning based on land-use categories is no guarantee that 

sustainable environments will result. Objectives, Performance 

Criteria (i.e. requirements for environmental impact and 

management) and Acceptable Solutions (indicating examples of 

appropriate outcomes) provide a better safeguard and offer 

greater scope for more flexible and innovative planning and 

design (p. 31). 

 

The regulatory model outlined through AMCORD is designed to sit within an 

integrated planning framework that prioritises the need for: partnership between the 

three spheres of government, local communities and the private sector and a strong 
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role for local government as a leader in “bringing about more effective local or 

regional strategic planning and integration” (p.13). This coupled with the 

performance-based agenda necessitates a ‘cultural change’ and commitment by all 

levels of Government to the planning and design principles embodied.  

It is not envisaged that the prescriptive approach will 

disappear. It is simple, predictable, practical and appropriate for 

routine applications, most of which are small in scale. However, 

it is expected that there will be an increasing need for more 

flexible and responsive approaches. There is a need, however, to 

build confidence and develop expertise in such a system. This 

can be achieved by clarifying interpretation, documenting 

experience, and training (p.58). 

 

Key to these institutional processes is clarity of interpretation through interaction, 

collaboration and good channels of communication. To this end the AMCORD 

directive stresses the need for appropriate “allocation of sufficient quality resources 

and time to the facilitation process and to the training and education of staff, so that 

the performance-based approval system can be introduced and operated 

successfully” (p.9). The intent was that the exact process for adaptation at the State/ 

Territory level and indeed the degree of planning culture change, “would vary and 

depend on existing legislative frameworks and administrative practices” (p.9). It is 

thus no surprise that performance-based planning took different form in different 

contexts (e.g. Vic Code 1 and 2 in Victoria, IPA in Queensland). The AMCORD 

agenda was further supported and reinforced by the perceived need for greater 
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improvements in Australian development assessment systems as evidenced by the 

formation of the Development Assessment Forum (DAF). 

5.2.6 The Development Assessment Forum (DAF, 1998) 

DAF was formed in 1998 in recognition of the growing complexity of land-use 

planning and the need to include the three spheres of government (Commonwealth, 

State/Territory and Local), as well as the development industry and related 

professional associations. The forum exists to recommend ways to streamline 

government processes and regulations around development assessment and cut red 

tape. The primary aim is to reduce compliance burdens and develop more ‘flexible’ 

regulatory systems as a means by which to stimulate growth and improve business 

efficiency. The ethos is that “planning systems must adopt more efficient processes 

that deliver the best possible social, environmental and economic outcomes” (DAF, 

2005, p.1).   

 

A number of key documents paved the way for DAF including the report  - Time for 

Business (Commonwealth of Australia, 1996) - and the then Prime Minister John 

Howard’s response in More Time for Business (1997). The latter in particular sought to 

reinforce the need for a reform strategy for the building and development industry to 

reduce the burden of regulation and red tape for small business (Howard, 1997, p.iii). 

This in turn led to a joint industry submission around the prospects for an 

intergovernmental agreement on development assessment entitled Unfinished 
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Business (Australian Council of Building Design Professions, 1998). The argument 

mounted at the time was that the built environment which “underpins almost every 

economic activity that takes place in Australia” (p.9) was being held back by a 

development system that delivers poor outcomes. 

 

To resolve this Unfinished Business recommends consistency (but not uniformity) 

across the nation’s regulatory frameworks and development assessment procedures. 

This would reduce fragmented and incoherent systems that are too complicated, 

technical, prescriptive and stifling of innovation, anti-competitive and un-

cooperative practices that have no accountability measures such as performance 

indicators. The message was clear: 

Australia’s development assessment system penalises the 

economy unnecessarily, retarding investment and jobs growth. 

It suffers from much unnecessary procedural and 

administrative variation (p.12). 

 

To this end an intergovernmental agreement to be adopted by the Council of 

Australian Governments (COAG) was sought around a best practice model for 

development assessment. The implementation of such a model was anticipated to 

provide greater responsibility for local government to focus on policy-making, 

strategic planning, community consultation and urban design; closer community 

involvement in planning; more certainty for both business and the community; a less 

costly, more efficient and effective public sector; less delay and dispute in the 
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determination of development proposals; more affordable housing; and job creation 

through economic growth estimated at $1.1bn per annum (Australian Council of 

Building Design Professions, 1998, p.iii). Specifically the model was envisaged to 

encourage systems that are: cost effective; performance-based; innovative; integrated; 

comprehensive; streamlined; and transparent. These key best-practice criteria are 

outlined in Table 12 below: 

1. Cost-effective, having regard to the economic, social and environmental 

impact of development assessment processes. 

2. Performance-based to encourage policy-makers to focus on outcomes and 

enable industry to adopt advanced, innovative solutions. 

3. Able to encourage innovation and variety in development, rather than 

stock-standard development. 

4. Require integration of all policies and controls applying to a site, to 

facilitate strategic planning and to allow overlapping and inconsistent 

approval requirements to be reduced. 

5. Comprehensive, dealing with all procedural and administrative aspects of 

the development assessment process. 

6. Streamlined, easy to understand, and easily accessible to the public. 

7. Transparent, clear accountabilities and reporting requirements. 

 

Table 12: Best Practice Criteria for Development Assessment 

 (Source: DAF, 2005, p.7) 

 
 
In order to achieve the goal of environmentally sustainable outcomes a number of 

efficiency enhancing measures were advocated. Firstly the recommendations 
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included adoption of a purchaser/provider model to land-use planning at the local 

level. Under this model government becomes a purchaser of services under which 

government or private sector bodies may provide services. 

The move to a purchaser/provider arrangement not only 

improves efficiency but, if properly handled, can greatly 

strengthen the ability to deliver complex outcomes. The 

discipline of preparing a contract for the provision of services 

enhances the opportunity to concentrate on the outcomes to be 

achieved. Once someone has been given the responsibility for 

the achievement of an outcome a range of means to achieve the 

desired ends can be considered (p.18). 

 

Second, community consultation would focus on the strategic agenda of desired local 

outcomes rather than debate about individual development proposals or rights. This 

would give “more certainty to regulators and proponents of development” (p.19). 

Thirdly, and following from this that frameworks for assessment allow development 

without the need for approval “where this is consistent with the desired outcomes 

defined by council and the community” (p.20). A fourth recommendation was the 

ability for certified and properly qualified professionals to undertake technical or 

nondiscretionary aspects of the development assessment process thereby introducing 

competition into the service provision process. Finally, the need to allow for an 

outcomes- or performance-based approach to land-use and development as has been 

developed for AMCORD (Australian Council of Building Design Professions, 1998, 

p.20). 
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In 2005 DAF published the Leading Practice for Development Assessment which offered 

a blueprint for simpler land-use planning processes in Australia that would, “ensure 

appropriate scrutiny of development applications, while delivering faster, cheaper 

assessments” (Verwer, 2005, p.1). In order to both maximise efficiency and deliver 

certainty, DAF leading practice principles include: a focus on achieving high quality 

sustainable outcomes; encouraging innovation and variety in development; the 

integration of all legislation, policies and assessments applying to a given 

development  site; and a performance based approach to regulation. The DAF 

blueprint was adopted in varying degrees in all Australian states - and with mixed 

results. 

 

For example a comprehensive review by Buxton et al. (2005) highlighted the chronic 

‘under-performance’ of the new newly reformed Victorian planning system 

grounded on the DAF recommendations. Shrouded in the language of neoliberalism 

in documents such as Better Decisions Faster (Victorian Government, 2003) was the 

need for planning to: facilitate development; reduce local variation; improve strategic 

planning; reduce the size and complexity of planning schemes; provide greater 

certainty; and make schemes more efficient and less costly to administer. Buxton et. 

al. (2005) concluded that there were a number of key issues affecting the 

sustainability of planning practice and outcomes including: the increased complexity 
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of the planning structure; an over-reliance on discretion; reductions in prohibitions; 

and vagueness in policy interpretation. These reform strategies they concluded had 

far-reaching spatial implications that would lead not to ecologically sustainable 

outcomes but rather to “an increasingly dysfunctional system unless corrected” 

(p.58).  

 

However it was in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) that 

arguably the most ambitious interpretation of the DAF best practice principles and 

performance-based approach was realised. Schomburgk (2007) a consultant to DAF 

found the project “has proven to be one of the most frustrating and time-consuming - 

and so far least productive in Queensland” (p.5).  In an address to the New Zealand 

Resource Management Law Association he offered the following lessons learnt from 

the Australian example of DAF: 

• it will not be easy;  

• it will not happen overnight; 

• it will not work if all levels of government, industry bodies and the 

professions are not all involved and committed to the project; 

• it will require an ongoing commitment and funding; 

• it will require strong leadership and a “champion” to continue the push the 

benefits of greater consistency; and 

• there will be parochial resistance to be overcome along the way (p.12) 
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He concluded by suggesting that “especially within Queensland this has come to the 

point where the public – that is, the people for whom we are supposed to be 

planning – has lost faith in the system entirely” (p.11). The Queensland case-study 

will be examined in detail using the institutional framework for analysis – Strategy-

making for Sustainability - in the following section. 

5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the Australian context of land-use planning as part of the 

background to the case-study of performance-based planning under the Queensland 

IPA. Previously in Chapter 4, an institutional learning framework was detailed to 

include three key levels of analysis around strategies for sustainability: evolution; 

challenges and potentialities. In order to understand the ‘radical’ and ‘revolutionary’ 

nature of the Queensland case-study around the transition to performance-based 

planning requires critical insight into the Australian land-use planning and 

regulatory reform trajectory and context. It is from the broader socio-historical 

national perspective that this chapter has charted with particular attention to 

national reform initiatives such as the Building Better Cities Program (1991), the Hilmer 

Report (1993), and the AMCORD (1995) residential housing guidelines. The following 

Section and chapters build on this contextual background to operationalise the 

framework and present the findings that have emerged from the Queensland 

institutional experience of performance-based planning under the IPA as a strategy 

for sustainability. 
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Chapter 6 

Evolution 1988-1998 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.0    Introduction 

In this section of the thesis I operationalise the institutional learning framework – 

Strategy-making for Sustainability – developed and outlined in Chapter 4, in a study of 

performance-based planning in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 

(IPA). The three chapters in this section draw on a large body of original archival and 

documentary evidence, semi-structured interviews and reflective notes based on 

participant observation. The data were collected and analysed during fieldwork in 

South-East Queensland during the period from 2006-2009.   

 

The purpose of this chapter is to focus specifically on the data that emerged in 

response to the first level of the institutional framework related to the evolution of 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability. This level of analysis 

offers a deeper understanding of how understandings about sustainability are 

converted into institutional action through a focus on strategies. To this end the 

emphasis of the chapter is on problem re-framing particularly through: 1) the 

institutional accommodation of a sustainability discourse; 2) legal change; and 3) 

normative change in group-held values.  
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Due to the historical-empirical nature of this chapter on ‘evolution’, the emphasis of 

the data is largely on the findings that emerged from the originally sourced archival 

and documentary evidence (i.e. government reports, speech transcripts, editorials, 

professional articles, legislation, parliamentary records, minutes of meetings etc.). 

Thus whilst the interviews and participant observation have served to strengthen 

and corroborate the analysis for this level, these methods more overtly frame the 

findings related to the challenges and opportunities of performance-based planning 

as a strategy for sustainability in Chapters 7 and 8. This chapter focuses on 

recovering the drivers and discourses that shaped the strategic evolution of 

performance-based planning as a means by which to support and promote 

sustainability in Queensland between the ten-year span from 1988 and 1998.  

6.1 Mobilizing performance-based planning in Queensland 

Since the late 1980s Queensland, the fastest growing state in Australia has held 

aspirations to be a globally competitive economic powerhouse. In many ways its 

evolution reflects the national tensions at a state-based level. Like the other states in 

Australia, Queensland emerged within the nexus of two powerful reform agendas 

that have worked to re-shape the Australian settlement ideal; micro-economic reform 

associated with neoliberalism, and ecologically sustainable development. Driven by 

this trajectory the State sought  - but did not achieve due to the role of strong Labor 

unions and a recalcitrant National party9

                                                 
9 Gleeson, B (2009) in personal email communication. 

 - to pursue an aggressive reform agenda 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

188 

focused on de-regulation, privatization and commercialization of government 

activities within a framework broadly consistent with the principles of sustainability 

as outlined in the Brundtland Report (WCED, 1987).  

 

The dominant political driver in the state was thus the desire to create a globally 

competitive and sustainable environment in which “the economy can operate 

efficiently with minimal government interference with commercial decision-making” 

(Queensland Government, 1992, p.2). The shift to a more flexible, performance-based 

planning system under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) was a foundational 

part of this new agenda – one that sought distance from  the perceptions of corrupt 

urban and land-use planning under the Bjelke-Peterson National Party-led political 

regime.  

6.1.1 Pirates in paradise 

Queensland has been described as a harsh, insular state: a ‘ragged edge of empire’ 

where things were done differently (Evans, 2007, p.23). There are echoes here of the 

early colonial capitalist ventures located on the margins of civilization; “brazen and 

uncaring of either people or place’ and somewhat ‘euphemistically called 

development” (p.268). Planning in Queensland has a longstanding national 

reputation of a supporting ‘development at any cost mentality’ (Hamnett, 1985, p.2). 

When R. Cummings addressed the 9th Australian Architectural Convention in 

Brisbane in May 1959 he made the following claim: 
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From the standpoint of a widespread acceptance of planning, 

Queensland, in many ways, is the most backward state in 

Australia. There is a high degree of apathy towards planning 

and some uncertainty as to its value (p.1).  

 

Long held as an ad hoc, iterative process Queensland planning has been pre-

eminently a function of local governments. In 1987 Law Professor Alan Fogg likened 

planning in the state to the “insoluble problems encountered by King Canute” (p.xii). 

In particular he pointed to the “relentless tides of statutory reform”, the 

decentralized nature of planning responsibility, and the absence of a philosophy in 

planning clarifying “the appropriate balance between private and public interests” 

(p.xii). As part of the evolution of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability, the issue of the ‘public interest’ is seen as increasingly problematic 

within the drift in post-industrial planning away from its roots around social 

democratic aspirations.  

 

In Queensland, the abuse of the public interest was painfully exposed at the national 

level through the 1987 Fitzgerald Inquiry which found high levels of corruption 

within both the police and government (Fitzgerald et. al., 2009, p. 185). Mike Ahern 

the National party Queensland premier tasked with overseeing the changes 

undertook to implement the recommendations of the Fitzgerald report ‘Lock, stock 

and barrel’. The aftermath was a change of Government to Labor under the 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

190 

leadership of Wayne Goss and a significant reformist agenda designed to shift 

Queensland into a more positive national and global spotlight.  

 

The changing agenda bought with it a set of progressive reform policies linked to 

local government, development and environmental issues and the promise of new 

planning legislation to follow. In an open letter to Queensland planners the Labor 

party stated “town planning matters are properly the responsibility of local 

government” and that as far as possible, “ministerial responsibility will extend only 

to matters such as the overall effectiveness of the local government system and its 

contribution to the well-being of the inhabitants of the state” (Australian Labor Party, 

1989, p.18). Significantly this local control extended to “Councils having the power to 

reject development proposals which they deem to be inappropriate for their area” 

(p.18). This followed comments by the President of Queensland Planning Institute at 

the time Phil Heywood (1988) who observed: 

The year 1988 is an important year for Queensland […] In place 

of secret deals with overseas investors, the new government is 

already funding studies reviewing the role of physical planning 

[…]1988 should be a year of renewal for the planning profession 

in Queensland (p.2)  

 

Perhaps less optimistically (but an early reflection of the tensions that would later 

polarize the Queensland planning profession around the transition to performance-

based planning), the editorial of Queensland Planner (the journal of the Queensland 
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planning profession) at the time observed that “any present assessment of the state of 

planning and of the profession and the Institute in Queensland is confronted with a 

volatile target and some curious paradoxes” (Day, 1988, p.1). Specifically outlined 

were the following concerns:  

• A planning system in an appalling mess and difficult for the lay person to 

understand;  

• The ‘commendably’ non-prescriptive mode of Queensland planning (in 

comparison to other States such as Victoria and New South Wales);  

• An increase in the number and sophistication of operating town planners 

particularly in the private sector; and  

• Many relatively inexperienced planners who might be “tempted to succumb 

to the established Queensland ethos”. 

 

In particular environmental concerns were expressed about the efficacy of tools such 

as environmental impact assessment being used only as an “ad hoc, remedial device, 

an adjunct grafted somewhat uneasily, onto the planning system” (Day, 1990, p.2).   

A pointed editorial in Queensland Planner (1990) highlighted for readers a ‘disturbing 

dichotomy’ in the institutional dimensions of Queensland planning that artificially 

divided urban and land-use planning, the responsibility of the Department of 

Housing and Local Government, from issues related to conservation and the 

environment, overseen by a quite separate Department for Environment and 

Conservation. The editorial argued that caught betwixt the two, planners had 
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become far too “preoccupied with the effects of various land uses upon one 

another…and too little concerned with “the effects of land uses on the environment” 

(Day, 1990, p.2). As Aiden Jeffreys (1988) of the Queensland Conservation Council 

points out in an article entitled ‘Pirates in Paradise’: 

Following in the footsteps of the graziers and settlers of old, 

tourism developers have taken on the mantle of the great 

pioneers. Like their predecessors they have ventured ‘where no 

man has gone before’ to establish an industry in remote places. 

[…] The solution to most problems is simple: if something gets 

in the way – just get a bigger bulldozer (whether it be of the 

political or the mechanical kind) (p.29). 

 

Serving to further problematise this ‘disturbingly’ bifurcated planning agenda were a 

number of significant legislative remnants of the ‘old’ Queensland planning ethos. 

For example increasing use of ministerial re-zonings, by way of section 33 (6) of the 

Local Government Act 1936-1987 and section 7 of the City of Brisbane Town Planning 

Act, started to cause increasing consternation amongst the planning and wider 

community.  Of particular concern was the use of the re-zoning powers by the State 

to ‘circumvent’ the planning process: overturning decisions of the local authority; 

‘side-stepping’ the local authority; or denying public access to the Local Government 

Court (Schomburgk, 1988, p.1). 
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Another salient example was the increasing (mis)-use of planning decision-making 

powers evident in legislation such as the Integrated Resort Development Act. This Act 

was introduced to help ‘streamline’ a “plethora of rezoning and consent applications 

to Council which required considerable time, expense and public input” 

(Schomburgk, 1988, p.4). In practice there were concerns expressed amongst the 

planning profession that the lack of a definition of what constitutes ‘integrated’ left 

the Act open to diverse and often conflicting interpretations. This in turn offered the 

strong potential “for the Act to be misused for political purposes and to grant 

favours” (p.4).  

 

These concerns were compounded by increasing use of the Special Facilities Zone. This 

feature was introduced in the early 1980s (and subsequently misused) as a means by 

which to cater for proposals which did not fit inside the ‘regulatory box’. As an 

article in Queensland Planner noted for members as early as 1988, the increasing (over) 

use of this zone served to highlight “the inadequacy of the present system and points 

to a need for greater flexibility in zoning, or indeed, a move away from conventional 

zoning towards a more performance-oriented system of development assessment 

widely used in the USA and Europe” (Schomburgk, 1988, p.5).  

 

These and other calls for a more performance-based planning agenda resonated with 

stories from planners returning from overseas of other more ‘enlightened’ ways of 

planning such as was occurring in overseas in places like Vancouver (Allan, 1988, 
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p.7). Back in Queensland there was mounting pressure for the new-look reformist 

state Labor government to pursue its goals around efficient and effective land-use 

planning and development by “embracing the town planning innovations being 

successfully used in other parts of the world” (Schomburgk, 1988, p.5). 

 

Others took a similar view but from a different angle. In a paper presented to the 

Annual Planning Conference, Queensland planning consultants Geoff Humphreys 

and David Perkins (1988) suggested that the Special Facilities Zone could be used as a 

‘prototype’ for devising a “standard system which would allow it to fulfil its 

potential as a useful town planning tool” (p.22). Their proposal was to build on the 

growing use of the existing flexible zone, advocating an “evolutionary not 

revolutionary” approach that “balances flexibility with certainty whilst offering 

sufficient protection to third parties in relation to rights of objection and appeal” (p. 

22).  

 

Within the profession there was optimistic expectation of progressive reform-led 

change. The then president of the Queensland Planning Institute and consultant Greg 

Vann (1990) urged members to ‘carpe diem’ – to seize the day – in light of the 

interesting and challenging times that would make the 1990s the decade for planning 

in Queensland. His message was that the pieces of the institutional jigsaw were being 

laid out and re-configured and Queensland planners with the expertise, experience 
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and knowledge contained in their professional membership body were well placed 

to participate. 

Planners now find their world full of new challenges as the 

winds of change blow in Queensland. A new and vigorous State 

Government has overseen a smorgasbord of new initiatives and 

reviews (some of which had been commenced by the previous 

government) which will impact on the future direction of 

planning in this State. It seems to me this is an epoch in 

Queensland planning history (Vann, 1990, p.3) (highlighting in 

original). 

 

6.2 The long march  

In the decade long gestational build-up to the 1997 enactment of the IPA, 

performance-based planning featured prominently as a key part of systemic change 

designed to make Queensland more sustainable. This was to be achieved with 

integrated legislation that would found “the most efficient planning and 

development system in Australia” (Queensland Government, 1993, p.1). Dubbed by 

planners ‘the long march’ the transition to performance-based planning was so 

lengthy that even those who had “a close professional interest and were 

sympathetically disposed became overwhelmed and wearied” (Day, 1994, p.1). To 

understand the significance and impact of the legislation on Queensland planning 

and development requires an appreciation of the genesis of IPA and the complexity 

of performance-based planning within it.  
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Five key documents laid the political and intellectual foundation stones for what 

was to become the IPA: the bridging legislation of the Local Government (Planning and 

Environment) Act 1990-1991; the economic development policy of the newly elected 

Goss Government Queensland - Leading State (1992), the subsequent discussion paper 

New Planning and Development legislation for Queensland - Planning for the people of 

Queensland (1993), the draft Planning, Environment and Development Assessment Bill 

(PEDA) (1995) and the Integrated Planning Bill (IPB) (1996). The significance of each is 

discussed in turn. 

6.2.1 The Local Government (Planning and Environment) Act (1990-1991) 

In 1990 the Queensland planning statutory system was “revised, collated and 

incorporated” into the Local Government (Planning and Environment) Act 1990-1991. It 

was a move that was widely regarded as an interim measure with more substantive 

legislative reform in the offing (Chenoweth, 1992). Indeed it was seen as just one of 

the many reforms being considered by the Planning and Infrastructure Co-ordination 

Standing Committee of Cabinet. Other initiatives included the re-establishment of 

the Office of the Co-ordinator general and environmental management and impact 

assessment legislation.  

 

In a paper entitled ‘The Local Government (Planning and Environment) Act 1990-

1991 - A basis for Progressive Planning?’ Queensland-based Lawyer Alan 

Chenoweth (1992, p.12) observes that the ambitions of the legislation were “modest 
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and did not purport to create a better world through planning”. Rather the aim was 

to provide a planning code to “facilitate orderly development and the protection of 

the environment” through a continuation of the dual planning process comprised of 

the plan-making process (zoning, strategic plan, subdivision by-laws) and the 

development control process (lodgement, assessment and determination of 

development applications) (p.13). 

 

The legislation retained the prevailing Queensland system of zoning, a “relatively 

static and coarse instrument based on the principle that certain land uses are 

incompatible per se and must be separated” (p. 14). A focus on performance criteria 

and positive planning was absent and deemed to be required. Past PIA Queensland 

president and academic Phil Heywood (1992) put Queensland regulatory planning 

control into a national and international context: 

In the matter of control Australia has not surprisingly adopted 

the American and European model of certainty enshrined in 

zoning, rather than the flexible British approach of indicative 

development plans administered with discretion. Queensland 

has gone as far as to effectively tie control of its planning system 

into a Planning and Environmental Court presided over by non-

expert District Court judges […] If Australian systems of 

physical planning are to respond successfully to the 

increasingly rapid rate of the country’s social economic and 

technological change, they will have to invent new ways of 

combining selectivity and flexibility of control with 
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commitment to key social, environment and economic 

objectives (p.17). 

6.2.2 Queensland - Leading State (1992) 

In April 1992 the newly appointed Labor premier of Queensland Wayne Goss 

released a reformed vision of Queensland entitled Queensland – Leading State. This 

state economic development policy reinforced the Goss Government’s general policy 

of ‘market enhancement’ in order to create “an environment in which the economy 

can operate efficiently with minimal government interference with commercial 

decision-making” (p.2). One of the key reforms centred on the planning system 

amidst concerns that ‘in a future where capital funds are moved around the world 

almost at the push of a button, the regulatory systems affecting investment and 

development will increasingly influence the ability to attract investment (Yearbury, 

1997, p.2). 

 

In so doing it picked up the threads of reform introduced by the previous National 

government housing reform document Is It Too Complex? (Queensland Government, 

1990), and the Labor offering Systems Review: the Queensland Government Review of 

State and Local Government Development Decision-making Systems (Queensland 

Government, 1991). Both of these documents highlighted systemic problems 

associated with inefficiencies and overlap causing delays to development and costs 

to business. Both outlined and evaluated a number of alternative systems in efforts to 

find a solution to: fragmentation of assessment processes; costly development control 
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mechanisms; cumbersome impact assessment procedures; and an over-reliance on re-

zoning. The New Zealand example of the performance-based Resource Management 

Act 1992 (RMA) featured prominently in the latter ‘Systems Review’ report. 

 

A key focus of the ‘Leading State’ policy was aggressive micro-economic reform 

which sought to: 

• Enhance public sector efficiency through an extensive overhaul of public 

service delivery; 

• Ensure competitive arrangements through the removal of outdated regulation 

• Provide clear and consistent guidelines which allow for the development of 

competitive industry; 

• Reject a general strategy of direct Government intervention; and 

• Work with the private sector to identify and develop project opportunities and 

facilitate projects through to approval (Queensland Government, 1992, p.4-5). 

 

To facilitate this agenda the reform of development approval and land use processes 

was highlighted in order to provide “certainty to business and a low cost, efficient 

regulatory environment” (p.51). Specific initiatives to further what was framed as a 

progressive economic agenda that would lead the state out of the national recession 

included under the proposed Integrated Development Approval System (IDAS) - a 

one stop shop for development. For IDAS to occur in Queensland a new planning 

system was required that would provide greater efficiency by replacing “overly 
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prescriptive planning controls with more flexible arrangements including reduction 

in the number of zones included in town planning schemes” (Queensland 

Government, 1992, p.55).  

 

The intention was to integrate the inputs of all state agencies into the locally 

administered planning scheme and dramatically reduce the need for developers to 

prepare separate, and time-consuming, impact assessment documents. Although as 

the Queensland Planner editorial wryly noted “a streamlined development 

approvals process will be a hollow benefit if the resources available at the local 

government level are insufficient to put some genuine planning and environmental 

substance into the process” (Day, 1992a, p.1).  

Let’s beware however in the pursuit of efficiency we don’t 

succumb to seeing form and process as ends in themselves. If 

we don’t see them as means to pursue equity and social justice 

and environmentally sustainable human settlements then our 

labours will stand condemned as mechanistic and technocratic 

(Day, 1992b, p.23) 

6.2.3 Planning for the People of Queensland (1993) 

The following year and building on the Leading State mandate, a discussion paper 

entitled New Planning and Development legislation for Queensland - Planning for the 

People of Queensland (Queensland Government, 1993) was released. In the foreward to 

the paper the then Minister for planning Terry Mackenroth welcomed the fact that 

Queensland was the fastest growing state in Australia and the benefits growth 
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brought to Queensland communities, industries and businesses. He cautioned 

however that “for some time it has been clear that we need to plan more effectively 

for growth and development to ensure the qualities which make our environment so 

attractive are maintained” (p.1). He pledged “prescriptive and fragmented approval 

procedures which slow decision-making will be eliminated” (p.1). 

 

The consequence of this thinking is contained in an internal document circulating 

within the state apparatus at the time, entitled ‘What style of Act do we want?’ 

(Queensland Government, 1994a). The document states that “in accordance with the 

commitment in ‘Queensland-leading State’ to replace overly prescriptive controls 

with more flexible arrangements, the new planning legislation should be 

predominantly performance-based” (p.1) (highlighting in original). The document 

notes the potential for keeping increased costs and time in check by: greater local 

government autonomy in planning development assessment; eliminating duplication 

of assessment at the state level; and enabling systems of independent certification. 

The key objective of any new planning legislation - one that required this style of 

new style of flexible planning- was articulated as higher order outcomes related to 

environmental sustainability (Queensland Government, 1994b).  

 

The Planning for the People of Queensland discussion paper, similarly, outlined the 

need to shift away from a ‘command and control’ style of statutory regulation to one 

that placed more emphasis on desired planning outcomes as well as the strategic 
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means to produce those outcomes. Problems with the current planning system were 

cited as including: fragmentation of development assessment processes; costly 

development control mechanisms; cumbersome impact assessment procedures; and 

an over-reliance on re-zoning. Planning schemes were portrayed as outdated, overly 

rigid and prescriptive, largely inhibiting rather than facilitating the innovation 

deemed necessary for the needs of a thriving growth economy. Servicing the needs of 

the development industry through flexible, performance-based planning resonated 

strongly in the discussion document’s rhetoric, echoing the findings of the Hilmer 

Report: 

It is vital that the development assessment process, while being 

rigorous and comprehensive, allows the private sector to 

operate with confidence. The private sector through its use of 

productive resources is the generator of the wealth necessary to 

maintain investment that keeps people in employment and 

enables the state to pay its way. Accordingly there must be a 

consistent, predictable and efficient regulatory framework 

within which the private sector can operate. It must not be 

needlessly onerous or intrusive on the rights of individuals and 

others (Queensland Government, 1993, p.12). 

 

Over one hundred and fifty written submissions were received by the Government 

in response to the discussion paper (See Table 12 below). The key issues were 

identified with each of the key stakeholder groups that participated including: 

national, state and local government; environment and heritage; development sector; 
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community and human resources; the legal sector; and the design professionals. 

Overall the submissions registered a high level of support for performance-based 

planning and standards and IDAS. Concerns revolved around the need for 

performance-based planning to be supported by minimum standards and guidelines, 

as well as the need for resourcing and training at all levels of government. 

 

 Supported Concerns 
Local Government    -outcomes oriented 

   - performance based standards  
      ( + the ability to include    
                prescriptive provisions) 

- removal of re-
zonings 

- IDAS 
private certification related to 
town planning issues on merit 

-powers of minister  
-ability of state departments to 
fulfil their role 

National/State 
Government 

-planning schemes  
-State policies 
-private certification 

-costs and resourcing 
       implications for departments  

-the need for training 
Environment/ 
Heritage 

-whole of government 
integration 

 
 

-development working against 
EIA  
-development assessment ---
categories open to 
manipulation 

Development 
sector 

-changes to system 
-outcomes orientation 
-IDAS  
-flexible strategic plans 
-performance-based standards  
-private certification  
-the abolition of rezoning 

-concerned about ministerial 
powers  
-the need for training at both 
state and local level 

Community/ 
Human resources 

-  community consultation - no minimum environmental 
standards  

- performance-based standards 
should have minimum 
standards 

Legal sector - performance-based   
   planning 

- ministerial call in  
- a need for guidelines in 

relation to performance 
based planning to ensure not 
too much discretion is left up 
to local authorities 
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Design 
professionals 

- performance based planning  
- IDAS 
- ministerial call-in 

- resourcing at local level to 
cope with IDAS 

 

Table 12: A review of submissions in response to the proposed planning 

legislation 

(Source: Morrison, 1994) 

 

For the Queensland planning community the discussion paper raised a series of 

questions related to planning legislation and the proper mode of a town plan. The 

choice, although not a real one, was starkly posed as between “an inspirational 

document or one steeped in the old regulatory, prescriptive tradition virtually 

unintelligible to any ordinary citizen who attempts to read it” (Day, 1992, p.22). 

Unsurprisingly, the strong recommendation from the Queensland planners was that 

new planning legislation should adopt “performance-based standards and 

principles…or at the very least the abolition of the prohibited column in a much 

simplified zoning table” (p.22).  

 

Whilst broadly supportive of the performance-based reform agenda the Queensland 

Professional Planning Association expressed concern that there were: no indicative 

criteria or principles to guide councils in assessing the environmental impact 

assessment of development proposals; no clear indication of who will be responsible 

for monitoring and implementing; and that whilst the intention was for the adoption 

of performance-based standards, the listed categories of development seemed likely 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

205 

to encourage councils to retain rigid zoning boundaries and perpetuate the problem 

of slow and unsatisfactory re-zoning (Baker, 1994). 

 

The issue of re-zoning was a significant contributing factor to the debates within the 

State Government about the ‘style of planning in Queensland’. A briefing paper to 

the minister at the time on planning ‘compensation and injurious affectation’ 

highlighted that difficulties stem from prevailing legislation that supports re-zoning 

thereby fostering an idea that land use zoning confers a 'legal right' to development. 

Rather the position of the State was that “zoning should not of itself bestow 

development rights but instead set out the conditons under which it can be expected 

development would be approved” (Mackenroth, 1994, p.5).  

 

The prevailing position was that regardless of any zoning change, landowners would 

still be able to come forward with a proposal and have it considered on its merits 

against the planning scheme. For the planning community the real issue however 

was about bringing town planning schemes ‘up to scratch’ and make them relevant 

in the 1990s and beyond through the principles of performance-based planning. 

“With a performance-based system uses that once might have been incompatible can 

co-exist without detrimentally affecting one another” (Schomburgk, 1995, p.10). 
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6.2.4 The Planning, Environment and Development Bill (PEDA) (1995) 

When the draft Planning, Environment and Development Bill (PEDA) was released for 

public comment in May 1995 it prefaced the need to position Queensland to better 

“respond to a changing world where the approaches and solutions of today may not 

be applicable tomorrow as values, knowledge and technologies shift at an ever faster 

rate” (Queensland Government, 1995, p.i). The proposed PEDA Bill laid out an 

overarching legislative framework to integrate all development related planning and 

control systems, reduce red tape and provide greater certainty and accountability in 

development decisions. It was to be underpinned by the principles of Ecologically 

Sustainable Development (ESD). 

 

The Bill claimed to introduce the first ‘true planning legislation into Queensland’ 

(McCauley, 1997) by dealing with issues of environment, society and economy in an 

integrated manner, as well as making a major contribution to micro-economic 

reform. By replacing three separate acts dealing with planning, building and water 

supply and sewerage, integrating approximately 250 separate approval processes 

affecting land use and development, and removing 50 separate approval processes, 

the Bill was expected to generate economic benefits estimated at $78.5 million per 

year, or $600 million over 10 years (Queensland Government, 1995, p.i). 

The current system does not have a focus on sustainable 

outcomes. It is too inflexible to accommodate today’s rapid 

changes in values, knowledge and technology. It regulates 
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through rigid processes rather than looking to achieve desirable 

outcomes. PEDAs primary objective is to promote sustainable 

land use and development. It encourages market-driven 

development which meets the important objectives and does 

not impose unreasonable costs on the wider community. 

Economic, environmental and social considerations are 

balanced by properly assessing the impacts of development 

(Queensland Government, 1996a, p.1) 

 

Unsurprisingly the Building Owners and Managers Association (BOMA, later 

renamed The Property Council of Australia) were effusive in their support of the 

reform agenda. A BOMA supported audit of best practice planning and development 

control legislation in Australia’s states and territories concluded there was a need to 

“promote a philosophy among consent authorities of seeking to enable proposals 

rather than one that seeks to refuse all applications” (Deane and Dawson 1995, p.15). 

As the self-proclaimed ‘voice of the property industry’ in Queensland BOMA had 

been a major lobby group during the development of draft PEDA Bill: 

The explosion of government legislation each with its own 

approval regimes makes the innovation of the IDAS under 

PEDA one of the most fundamental micro economic reforms to 

be undertaken in QLD. To secure the concertina of the current 

myriad minefield of government approvals into one integrated 

approval will be one of the most outstanding achievements of 

any Australian Government (1995, p.1). 
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Not everyone however was as enthusiastic as evidenced by the Queensland 

Conservation Council’s (QCC) submission at the time unambiguously entitled 

Philosophy and Purpose of the Bill (Lost Labor Opportunities and Queensland's Sustainable 

Future in Doubt). Highlighting agendas other than economic reform, QCC questioned 

the desirability of the outcomes that would result from the proposed planning Bill. In 

particular they argued that fundamental sustainability outcomes such as 

environmental protection, quality of life, healthy communities, social justice and 

equity would not be attained through the proposed legislature changes. “The Bill 

maintains a pro-development, pro-developer, hands off, behind closed doors, 

corruption prone approach more characteristic of a Queensland conservative 

government than that of a supposedly reformist Labor government” (p.1). The 

President of the Pallara & Districts Residents Association in Brisbane concurred:  

When it comes to challenging town planning decisions, 

community groups in Qld are particularly frustrated…we 

would like to say to governments and councils that we are 

disillusioned…we are appalled at the wasted years and, above 

all, we are weary” (Ellis, 1996, p.6). 

 

The ‘long march’ towards legislative change was also taking its toll on the planning 

profession where tensions had begun to run high and for many the future of town 

planning was in doubt as evidenced in the editorial in Queensland Planner. 

Among members of the profession of course there will be many 

who will reflect upon the high hopes kindled in 1989 and the 
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wasted years since and feel angry and disappointed that 

something better than a still incomplete draft planning 

environment and development assessment bill was not 

achieved. And if PEDA is abandoned after all the expenditure of 

time and effort and paper there will be cynics who will ponder 

the wry aphorism that it is only a rich country that can really 

afford a democracy (Day, 1996, p.2). 

 

6.2.5 Integrated Planning Bill (1996) 

A change to Conservative government in 1996 however brought about the demise of 

the PEDA Bill.  Rather than dismantle the reform process mobilized by the Goss 

Government, however, the new conservative Borbidge National/Liberal coalition 

government re-badged it almost in its entirety, as the Integrated Planning Bill (IPB). In 

a letter published in Queensland Planner the then planning Minister Di McCauley 

(1996) assured planners that the new Government was “committed to maximising 

the performance of the planning and development system and in particular 

promoting ESD and streamlining decision-making processes” (p.5). This did not 

include streamlining the Bill itself however which contained 439 clauses, 10 

schedules and 239 accompanying explanatory note making it difficult to 

comprehensively review. As a result the IPB was quickly pegged as inherently 

process-driven in which “the devil was in the detail” (Fogg, 1997, p.5). 
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Within the planning reform environment a performance-based approach to land use 

development and regulation systems was positioned as a key determinant in the 

quest to attract global investment as well as increasingly mobile capital funds 

(Yearbury, 1998). Most of the reform features of the earlier PEDA Bill such as 

integrated planning that coordinate state, regional and local concerns through the 

planning scheme, the Integrated Development Assessment System (IDAS) to 

streamline planning processes and a flexible performance-based approach were 

retained in the IPB. However, whilst the former PEDA Bill had treated all 

development as assessable unless otherwise prescribed effectively widening the 

regulatory net, IPB reversed this thinking by considering all development exempt 

unless listed in the act as assessable (McCauley, 1996).  

 

The issue of re-zoning reared its head again in a ministerial taskforce working paper 

on the implementation of IDAS in the new legislation and links to prohibited 

development. Typically uses are prohibited when they are contrary to the planning 

intentions of a zone. In Queensland however through re-zoning an applicant is able 

to do what is prohibited in the scheme. The taskforce considered the option of 

excluding a prohibited category in schemes thereby removing mandatory 

compliance standards that must be “changed or somehow formally relaxed 

whenever an otherwise acceptable development cannot meet all the requirements” 

(Queensland Government, 1996b, p.6). In this sense development applications can be 

considered on their merits.  
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The view of the taskforce was that “Planning schemes should act as policy 

'yardsticks' against which development proposals are measured and should not of 

themselves prohibit or regulate development outcomes which will allow the private 

sector to bring forward innovative solutions to address the policy objectives of state 

and local government” (Queensland Government, 1996b, p.1). However as the 

Queensland Planning editorial noted “the only real problem has been the lack of any 

clear declaration of planning and environmental principles and standards…and in 

the absence of planning and environmental principles and yardsticks, one is left 

wondering whether the IPB will really do anything for the substance of planning” 

(Day, 1996, p.2). Thus in terms of enabling sustainable outcomes: 

… it will be a considerable time before the community can have 

a real understanding of the practical implications of the new 

planning system - and the period of uncertainty which is the 

inevitable consequence of revolutionary change will continue 

until a substantial body of law has developed […] The 

community must be prepared to accept the pain and suffering 

which will be involved in the conversion of an existing and 

effective planning system to a new and untried model (Bowie, 

1997, p.40) 

 

6.3 IPA days and nights 

When the Integrated Planning Act (IPA) was finally enacted in December 1997 and 

proclaimed in March 1998 it ushered in a performance-based statutory agenda that 

sought to marry both micro-economic reform and ecologically sustainable 
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development. The stated purpose of the act was defined as ‘ecological sustainability’ 

broadly defined as a ‘balance’ that integrates protection of ecological processes, 

economic development and maintenance of the social well being of people and 

communities (s.1.3.3). This was to be achieved by: coordinating and integrating 

planning at the local, regional and State levels; managing the process by which 

development occurs; and managing the effects of development on the environment 

(including managing the use of premises) (s.1.2.1).  

 

With IPA Queensland claimed to have “legislation that responds to the benchmarks 

of contemporary best practice… leading the way in planning and development in 

Australia (McCauley, 1998, p.5). Although not stated directly in the IPA legislation, 

at the heart of the planning transition was a policy shift to flexible, performance 

based planning that constituted “a turnaround in official planning thought in 

Queensland” (Fogg, 1997, p.11). 

 

The then Minister for Planning, the honourable Di McCauley, outlined the important 

role of planning and development legislation in “managing the spatial implications 

of human activities and the relationships between people and the natural and built 

environment” (p.3). The estimates of the economic benefits of the new planning 

legislation had grown and were now anticipated to be somewhere between 4-10 

million consequent on improved coordination, red tape reduction and streamlined 

processes (McCauley, 1997, p.5). Planning, it was held, had shifted away from 
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prescriptive zoning that kept uses separate and created urban areas with “an ugly 

car-dependent, disconnected and dysfunctional pattern” (White, 1998, p.1). 

 

For many in the planning and wider community however the actual enactment of 

IPA was something of an anticlimax. Whilst IPA marked out a greater focus on 

environmental issues than its predecessors, it remained predominantly concerned 

with setting out administrative procedures with the more substantive questions 

related to the ability of the new legislation to improve sustainability left unanswered 

(Harris, 1998). Tellingly the then planning profession president Chris Buckley’s 

report in Queensland Planner entitled ‘IPA days and nights’ offered a weary yet 

cautiously optimistic assessment of the new planning legislation. 

Like most people, I woke up feeling the same as I did the day 

before. The eagerly anticipated IPA came into force on that day 

and it appeared to me that it was business as usual at all the 

planning agencies, institutions and consultancies through-out 

the state. Certainly the public and media were unaware of the 

significance of the event… IPA is a fundamental legislative re-

focus of planning that will bear fruit with the next 

generation...The long days and nights felt by all of us will be 

worth it (Buckley, 1998, p.4) 

6.4  Conclusion 

The focus of this chapter has been on the applying the first level of the institutional 

framework of analysis to the evolution of performance-based planning under IPA as 

a strategy for sustainability. In keeping with other neoliberal reform agendas, 
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twenty-first century planning in Queensland was envisaged to be integrated, 

strategic, innovative and responsive (Yearbury, 1998). An ethos of flexible planning 

and development was promoted that would embrace a commitment to sustainability, 

as well as the key elements of micro-economic reform such as the reduction of red 

tape and enhancing the efficiency of government. At the heart of the transition was a 

shift to performance based planning and flexible standards that constituted “a 

turnaround in official planning thought in Queensland” (Fogg, 1997, p.11).  

 

The IPA sought to reframe the way planning was both understood and practiced in 

Queensland. In its genesis it formed part of a broader agenda of micro-economic 

reform but evolved to encompass a significant attempt at statutory change around 

the concept of ecological sustainability in response to international and national 

sustainability agendas around ESD. This opened a discursive space for the role of 

performance-based planning as a means of achieving sustainability that had not 

previously been a substantive part of the state planning vernacular. The attempt at 

normative change did not go uncontested, however, and raised a number of 

institutional challenges related to the re-organization of governance into an 

integrated, performance-based framework. The key challenges of this contested 

strategic enterprise will be outlined in the following chapter which focuses on the 

second level of the institutional framework around the re-organisation of 

government that resulted from the performance-based agenda of the IPA. 
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Chapter 7 

Challenges (1999-2009) 
____________________________________________________ 

 

The IPA has been in force for six months and it’s fair to say that we've 

all been through a fairly steep learning curve in that time. The bad 

news is that the learning is a long way from over […] as we all come to 

grips with a different way of doing things (Schromburgk, 1998, p.9). 

 

7.0 Introduction 

The driving aim of this thesis is to contribute an institutional learning approach to 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability within particular 

governance settings. The previous chapter outlined the first level of the framework 

analysis focused on the evolution of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability. This chapter builds on these historical-empirical findings to use the 

second level of the framework to critically examine the institutional challenges 

associated with the mobilization of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability from 1999-2009. This is done by drawing on originally sourced 

documentary evidence and in particular insights that emerged from the 52 

interviews undertaken with Queensland planning-related professionals who were 

part of the transition to performance-based planning under the Integrated Planning 

Act 1997 (IPA) during this timeframe. For the purposes of clarity during the chapter 
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any direct quotations from the interviews will be identified by the use of italics, 

whilst the archival and documentary data will be presented in quotation marks and 

with the normal font adopted for this thesis. 

 

The framing question at this level of the analysis is how performance-based planning 

works to disrupt, unsettle and re-organize governance capacity around the agenda of 

sustainability. It was envisaged the IPA would erect a legislative frame for achieving 

environmental sustainability by encouraging planning innovation and coordinating 

planning, to manage the development process and its environmental effects. The 

institutional challenges for performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability therefore include: the need to integrate policy and practice; to develop a 

subsidiarity of decision-making; and to foster reiteration of the ‘performance’ ethos as 

part of a long-term sustainability agenda. This chapter addresses each of these in 

empirical detail below.  

7.1 Integration 

A statutory planning regime such as the IPA represents regulatory reform that seeks 

to integrate strategic ambitions around economic growth and development, 

ecological sustainability and community cohesion. An integral component of the 

performance-based IPA reform agenda was the idea of ‘integration’ both 

procedurally and substantively as a prerequisite for the achievement of more 

environmentally sustainable outcomes (England, 2004). The notion of ‘integration’ 
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permeates the performance-based agenda of the IPA. It is manifest in an IDAS 

designed to accelerate and simplify decisions on development proposals by creating 

a single integrated system of approval  and further to integrated planning in which 

“local, regional and state policies are to be coordinated and integrated into local 

government planning schemes” (Fogg, 1998, p.5).  

 

At a policy level such a flexible, integrated approach to sustainability was to infuse 

every level of IPA - from the Desired Environmental Outcomes (DEOs) at the level of 

the local council planning scheme, to the purpose of the Act itself (s.1.2.1) broadly 

defined as a balance that integrates protection of ecological processes, economic 

development and maintenance of the cultural, economic, physical and social well 

being of people and communities (s.1.3.3). A worthy purpose but as Meurling (1999, 

p.1) observed “is it one that can be achieved within the context of IPA?” As one of 

the architects of the IPA emphasises: 

The nature of the beast in IPA which is an integrated development 

system where you are drawing together different approval systems and 

integrating them, makes it difficult to do within a highly prescriptive 

or prohibitive type of system. I think it was naturally easier to move 

towards a system where the concepts in the legislation were relatively 

simple. 

 

Under the IPA, environmental decisions had to be ‘integrated’ into the decision-

making process consistent with the purpose of an Act focused on ‘ecological 
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sustainability’ (ES).  However an emphasis on ES displaces achievement toward a 

‘balance’, between economic, social and environmental outcomes, and away from the 

benchmarks outlined in the nationally accepted ESD definition. There is in effect no 

‘environmental bottom line’ in the IPA and therefore no minimum requirements as to 

what integration might actually mean in practice. This puts the onus on decision-

makers to demonstrate how and in what ways performance-based integration will be 

achieved. Thus whilst the “legislation enables ES it has few if any, actual mechanisms 

for requiring its achievement under a performance-based system” (Maher, 1998, 

p.34).  

 

As Queensland environmental barrister Ted Christie (1997) observed “reliance on the 

IPA definition of 'balance' will in all probability lead to uncertainty in terms of 

achieving the purpose of the act as well as potential for inconsistency in decision-

making” (p.5). Further, given the general scientific and technical usage and 

acceptance of this ESD concept in Australia for over a decade the definition of ES in 

the IPA appeared “inadequate, incomplete and in some regards and in all probability 

open to many interpretations” (p.13). There is a statement about balance and broad 

objectives. But according to others “when it comes to the crunch balance gets tossed out 

the window and whichever bit gets leaned on depends on the flavour of the council and 

whichever button their constituents are pushing” (State Government Department 

Director). 
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For proponents of ESD, an integrated approach to land-use planning is essential for a 

more holistic environmental and development decision-making (Margerum and 

Born, 1995). However the quest for more integrated approval processes is also the 

hallmark of the micro-economic reform agenda around increasing efficiency, red-

tape reduction and streamlined fast-tracked approval processes. The point about the 

blurred agenda of ‘integration’ was strongly argued at the time by Brown and Nitz 

(2000, p.98) who noted:  

IPA is focused on an ‘integrated assessment’ system for 

development but the emphasis on ‘integration’ is process 

oriented - cutting red tape and increasing efficiency of the 

development process. To achieve the sustainability element of 

the Act the emphasis has to shift away from process integration 

towards content integration – integrating environmental, social 

and economic dimensions through planning. 

 

Of particular concern was that environmental impact assessment should be “part and 

parcel of all development control decision-making rather than something reserved 

for particular designated uses” (Mackenroth, 1997, p.4544). The implication is that 

development projects would be able to be undertaken with a minimum of red tape if 

there is “sufficient up-front assessment of environmental capacities done to enable 

certain uses to proceed with minimal further investigation giving the ample market 

flexibility to explore other development options […] this is performance-based 

development control in action” (p.4544).  This approach to IPA was a pragmatic one 
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and echoed by others particularly in the planning legal community as evidenced by 

the following comments from Meurling (1999, p.1) 

IPA is a piece of planning legislation it is not an environmental 

statute or a social justice statute. IPA can only achieve its 

purpose through planning documents and the DA process. 

Therefore expectations must be commensurate with the inherent 

limitations of the legislation.  

7.2.2  Attempts at integration through IPA planning schemes  

Under the IPA local planning schemes were envisaged to be the key tool for co-

ordinating and integrating state, regional and local policies and their provisions. As 

Schromburgk (1998, p.9) observed in Queensland Planner, “you should be able to look 

at a local government planning scheme and see all the interests of any relevant 

agency as well as the economic, infrastructure, social and environmental plans for 

that locality in the one document”.  Significantly the new IPA performance-based 

planning schemes could not prohibit development as each application had to be 

considered on its merits against the desired environmental outcomes (DEOs). This 

makes the job harder for local government by requiring them to simultaneously 

“anticipate in advance the potential adverse impacts of development, while at the 

same time preventing planning schemes from prohibiting unacceptable 

developments” (Kingham, 1999, p.6). As Queensland lawyer Alan Fogg (1998), in his 

presentation to the Queensland Environmental Law Association (QELA) entitled 
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IPA: Context, Promise and Performance, reported the implementation of performance-

based planning under IPA resulted in turmoil at the local government level. 

All the traditional disciplines involved in the development 

process have had their substratum of knowledge and experience 

de-stabilized by a revolution. Local government have been used 

to legislative incrementalism and must accustom themselves to a 

different development process as assessment managers of a 

completely new and gradually enlarging empire. They must also 

accustom themselves to a different type of scheme in which 

location by type of development appears less important than the 

confection of performance standards and environmental impact 

(p.4). 

 

Concerns quickly formed around the challenges of scheme-drafting as the basis for 

key performance-based planning and policy documents were expected to be more 

inclusive strategic and corporate documents representing state, regional and local 

interests. Despite this substantively more integrated approach the popular 

perception amongst the planning community was that “performance based planning 

requires complex planning schemes” (Local Government Planning Manager). Meurling 

(1998, p.1) concluded “the complexity of the purpose of IPA and its complicated 

structure are not conducive to its implementation”.   
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Horizontal integration through the State departments 

Part of this complexity arose from the paucity of policy that came from the 

horizontal integration that required other State Government Departments to bring 

their approval processes within IDAS (Christie, 1997). Other state departments, 

particularly those responsible for matters related to environmental issues, were 

reluctant to relinquish their statutory responsibility for planning and development 

assessment to the one-stop shop (e.g. vegetation management). As a State 

Government Department Director further outlines: 

I think I can talk confidently on behalf of non-planning state agencies 

pretty frustrated with the whole IPA focus on process at the DA level and 

its inability to deliver state interest outcomes… If you want to achieve that 

state interest you leave it to the council or take up a concurrence role 

which is a huge impost in terms of resources…the councils hate us…we 

were dragged kicking and screaming into the IPA process. 

 

The resource implications meant that significant additional demands were placed on 

state department budgets along with the need to further develop policies, guidelines, 

and codes; as well as the collation of information for inclusion in planning schemes. 

The cost of the implementation of the IPA above and beyond the current approval 

processes was estimated to be in the region of five million dollars by one State 

Department (Queensland Government, 1997, p.1). 
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There was historical precedence to this. Prior to the enactment of the IPA many of the 

state departments had raised concerns about practical implications of the draft 

legislation proposed by the then Department of Local Government and Planning 

(DLGP). In particular the following concerns were raised:  

• the inadequacy of skills and resources within local government to undertake 

greater responsibilities in planning and assessment impact;  

• the need for additional funding for an integrated cross-government 

information system and costs that may arise as a result of the DA process to 

fulfil referral agency services and responsibilities;  

• the lack of certainty for landholders in planning schemes as a result of a 

change to broad land designations; and  

• the adoption of a performance based approach to planning and development             

(Queensland Government, 1996, p.5).  

 

There were also complaints that the Integrated Planning Bill (IPB) had not been 

formally circulated to Departments but only a select number of agencies received a 

confidential draft (e.g. The Premiers Department). A memorandum to DLGP from 

another state department (1997) raises this issue directly:  

This Department has not been allowed to view it. It is complicated 

and has implications for the Department and we are not confident 

that the messages we are receiving from DGLP are favourable in 

terms of what DNR is seeking [...] DGLP has advised us that we 

will likely only be able to see it at time of cabinet submission which 
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provides too little time to coordinate our Department views on it 

(p.1) 

 

By the time the legislation came to be implemented much of the legislation was yet to 

be rolled in to the IPA and few departments had developed a good working 

understanding of the requirements and timeframes inherent in the new performance-

based legislation. For all intents and purposes agencies went on with business as 

usual despite the radical shift in planning legislation and process adopting an 

attitude of 'wait and see'.  As Meurling (1997, p.52) observed this begs the question, 

“How long will they wait and how can they (or indeed anyone) see the benefits of an 

integrated DA and approval system until the process is truly integrated?” As a 

former strategic planner with DLGP admits, mistakes were made: 

Unfortunately very few state interests have been put into good policy. 

There was a basic assumption when IPA came in. Kevin Yearbury had to 

calm the state departments about this monster being thrust upon them and 

he told them that IPA will be cost neutral and they would not have to do 

any more work then they do now. That was a mistake. The agencies said we 

will not put resources to policy if it is an additional effort outside our 

normal role because it is cost neutral. 

 

The lack of horizontal integration became the source of much frustration for the 

planning community particularly at the level of local government. The result was an 

institutional catch-22. Tensions mounted on both sides with several state 

departments referring to the IPA as an ‘Immense Pain in the Arse’ (Booth, 1998). This 
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was despite the fact that ultimately “the quality of local government planning is 

governed by the commitment of both State and local government to the process and 

by the resources available for the purpose” (Bowie, 1997, p.33). As one State 

Department Director acknowledged the majority of state agencies did not, for a 

variety of reasons, come to the party.  

7.2 Subsidiarity 

A key challenge under the IPA was the issue of subsidiarity. It was hampered by a 

lack of leadership by state departments, and particularly the lead planning agency 

DLGP in terms of resource provision for essential institutional capacity building. 

According to a local government planning manager “I think they [DGLP] could have 

done better, to be still getting out implementation notes, practice notes and drafting notes five 

years after IPA came in is ludicrous”. More directly from this Local Government 

Planning Manager: 

I’d don’t wish to throw stones but the simple facts of the matter are 

that the biggest non-performer here are the state government 

department. They [DLGP] just don’t have the attitude or sufficient 

experienced staff or resources to play the role they are supposed to play. 

The co-ordinating and getting state interest checks on issues and 

providing a whole of government response to proposals that are before 

you are not being properly administered, supervised by the department. 

 

This under-performance is partly explained by the political context of the time. The 

shift to performance-based planning under IPA was championed by political 
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powerbroker and institutional heavyweight the then Labor Government Minister 

Terry Mackenroth zealously supported by his Executive Director, Kevin Yearbury 

(Fogg, 2007). The process leading up to the enactment of the legislation benefited 

from both a strong political mandate and public resources to pursue it. By stark 

contrast the implementation phase of IPA and in particular the rolling out of the new 

performance-based agenda was undertaken at a time when the planning department 

was overseen by a junior conservative party minister with much less institutional 

clout and thus powers of political persuasion. As one ex-State planning manager 

now consultant revealed during interview: 

There was the change of government and the new government comes in 

and says we want the Bill out as quickly as possible and the department 

wasn’t ready for that. We had this huge program of preparing working 

briefs, planning notes etc. to support the legislation. The act was 95% 

finished [….] but what happened was a new minister came in and 

wanted to stamp their authority by saying “I’m giving you six months 

to get this thing finished”. Ok, so we haven’t got time to do all these 

briefing notes as planned so let’s just get the act packaged and gazetted 

and that’s what happened. 

 

The impact of this transition was profound. IPA was an ambitious overhaul of the 

state planning system and without the strong support of a champion within 

parliament, the roll out of this ‘revolutionary’ legislation was left to the best efforts of 

senior bureaucrats within the planning department at the time. Having worked for 

nearly 10 years to get performance-based planning legislation enacted, this was an 
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overwhelming challenge for a state planning department with few resources, little 

inter-departmental support and even less energy and morale.  

 

The political and practical implications of this were not lost on the Queensland 

planning community even before IPA formally commenced. As Day (1997, p.2) 

observed “whether a junior minister will ever secure the co-operation from other 

departments in bringing more approvals within the ambit of the IPA remains to be 

seen until then the much publicized multimillion dollar cost savings are pie in the 

sky”. Twelve months later similar observations were made by Booth (1998, p.11) who 

commented that, “to suggest that an under-resourced junior Department of Local 

Government and Planning was well placed to negotiate with the more senior and 

well resourced Departments such as Main Roads, Environment, Natural 

Resources….displays a lack of understanding of how politics and public policy 

works in Queensland”. Another problem about bringing in such radical reform such 

as a shift to performance-based planning was noted by one of the IPA architects: 

We had a couple of ministers who were totally bloody useless and just 

didn’t understand it so it was pointless trying to get anything through 

them so we just gave up in the end as they just couldn’t understand it. 

If you didn’t have the political support you were stuffed. 

 

A second key reason for the perceived lack of state leadership was the Queensland 

cultural context of largely autonomous local government councils used to operating 

with little direct input from a centralized State. This relationship was reinforced with 
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the introduction of the Local Government Act 1993 (LGA) which significantly 

expanded the powers and scope of local governments in Queensland.  

When IPA was being conceived there was a big push for the role of 

local government and the expansion of local government and talk about 

incorporating local government under the constitution – the Local 

Government Association was very strong and at the time that IPA was 

actually passed we had a national party government who traditionally 

get a lot of their power base from local government. Local government 

played a very strong role in the constitution of the act. There were 

constant reminders of the need to focus locally when we were 

integrating and hence the emphasis on planning schemes being the 

source of integration and that has led us into some issues because we 

didn’t concentrate enough on how the state was going to integrate its 

own policy before loading it into local government planning schemes 

(State Government IPA architect). 

 

The effects of these tensions around institutional subsidiarity reverberated through 

the institutionalization of performance-based planning. Outside of an inner core of 

original IPA architects just what constituted performance-based planning and how 

this was to support ‘ecological sustainability’ was unclear to those in practice. This 

lack of clarity was raised in the interviews. 

A lot comes down to people’s understanding of the term….People will 

profess support for a lot of IPA fundamentals but then promote 

positions that are ostensibly inconsistent with them and that is very 

much the case with performance-based planning, prohibition and 

regulation. So we have been riding the tiger a bit in terms of the reform 
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agenda and yes there has been a move back I think from the 

performance-based agenda (State Government IPA architect) 

 

For many of the State Departments this was the antithesis of their approach which 

was described during the interviews as a need to “make sure that the system works in 

our favour basically” (State Government Department Director). However, as a former 

State planner explained “the act requires local government to coordinate and integrate but 

the local government won’t know what the state dimension is unless the state has a policy 

about it”. Further to this policy produced by State agencies was of varied institutional 

quality in that it could be “a whole of government agenda and signed off by the minister or 

developed by one person sitting at their desk” (former State planner).  

 

The shift to a performance-based planning regime under the IPA was not a collective 

institutional endeavour. It was rather a process driven from within the planning 

department and imposed on the Queensland governance framework. As a result “the 

local councils have been left holding the can and the can is heavy - they had a lot to complain 

about.” This led the Local Government Association of Queensland (1999) to bemoan:  

…very few policies, codes or guidelines have been developed by 

individual state government agencies to clarify interests in 

planning and development. While we are aware that the State has 

in place a State Agencies Working Group attempting to address 

this issue, the Group needs to develop its guidelines as a matter 

of urgency. 
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In Queensland Planner the journal of the Queensland planning profession, Edward 

(1999) notes that institutional integration requires resourcing, time and patience and 

the establishment of forums as a means by which to resolve differences of opinion. 

This was outlined when the IPB was introduced into parliament with the success of 

IPA coupled to “a total commitment by the State to open and transparent 

government, and to comprehensive co-ordination between government agencies” 

(Mackenroth, 1997, p4545). This ethic of collaboration within an environment of 

micro-economic reform however was seen to “fly in the face of the prevailing ethic 

across the public sector to introduce competition into governmental operations” 

(Edward, 1999, p.32).   

 

A catchcry of the IPA was that local governments would be able to tailor planning 

schemes to suit their particular context. Local planning schemes would then be 

signed off by the State. The IPA placed substantial obligations on local government 

to develop planning schemes “which will, if properly considered, lead to far more 

complex planning schemes than those presently in place” (Kingham, 1998, p.37). As 

Bowie (1997, p.38) earlier indicated at a special Queensland Environmental Law 

Association (QELA) seminar on the IPA: 

A performance based planning scheme is an unknown factor in 

Queensland because no such schemes currently exist. In turn the 

lack of a benchmark upon which to bases such a planning 

scheme contributes to uncertainty as to achieving the purpose of 

the Act. 
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In light of the lack of precedence around performance-based schemes and the 

anticipated complexity, the distribution of a model planning scheme was mooted. 

The common view from the profession was that “given the revolutionary approach 

of the Bill, Local Government would benefit from the preparation by the state 

government of a model planning scheme” (Kingham, 1998, p.36). Yet in practice the 

model scheme idea did not eventuate and from the point of view of Local 

Government the goal posts around planning scheme requirements from the State 

were subject to change.  

Terry Mackenroth [then Minister of Planning] said that there would 

not be a template scheme because every council was different and each 

would have its own scheme… all of a sudden the department says you 

can’t do it that way you have to do it this way. So we were half way 

through drafting ours and we had to re-draft it all (Local 

Government Planning Development Assessment Manager). 

 

Much of this was due to different internal understandings and interpretations of the 

new performance-based planning agenda recalls this planning general manager 

working in development assessment at the local council level. For example the 

planning schemes were now required to identify: desired environmental outcomes 

(DEOs), measures that enable those outcomes; and performance indicators to assess 

that achievement of the outcomes. As Bowie (1997: p.38) forewarned at the QELA 

seminar, “the definition of environment is very broad and yet local government is 

expected to identify the desired environmental outcomes and set out measures that 
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enable the DEOs to be achieved”. This complex process proved to be very frustrating 

for all concerned. 

We had to redraft elements of this scheme on a number of occasions 

because the state was still resolving a number of key issues. 

…Fundamentally IPA had been in place for 5 years and the State was 

still resolving how schemes should be drafted, the structure of 

particular elements of the planning schemes. The state was still 

resolving how they were doing that which made it very difficult for 

local governments who were all madly trying to draft schemes to meet 

deadlines established by IPA. So every local government had to have an 

IPA scheme in 5 yrs but they were still putting out guidelines (Local 

Government Planning Manager). 

 

Many in Local Government saw this as a lack of experience and understanding of 

performance-based planning at the State government level. As this Planning 

Manager describes “part of the issue is that most of the planners that are in there have very 

little experience and have never worked in local government and don’t know what the 

implications of the decisions are or don’t fully understand what it means”. Those who 

worked with the State planning department at the time concurred to some extent but 

pointed to the poaching of its experienced senior staff:  

The Department struggled because within a year of the Act coming in 

all of the senior people got poached. Just before the ACT came in 

Directors of planning were getting 80 thousand per annum or 

something like that, one of our senior planners got poached to the Gold 

Coast City Council for 140 thousand and that is the point in time when 
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all the wages went ballistic for planners [...] the State government 

doesn’t work that way you got levels you stick to, so that turn around 

happened. Even surrounding councils were offering 10 grand more 

than BCC was offering. When all that lined up whenever you rang up 

the State Department there was a different person there and the only 

people left were juniors acting in senior roles (ex-State Planning 

Manager). 

 

The lack of institutional capacity led to the phenomena of the Queensland mega-

scheme which could turn in at three volumes of more. Early planning schemes (e.g. 

Brisbane City Council and Maroochy Council) emerged with “huge amounts of 

definitions, huge amounts of layers, codes within codes, referrals to other codes, secondary 

codes which referred to Australian standards and it just went on and on, layer upon layer like 

a big cake of planning schemes” (ex-State planning Manager). The increasing size and 

complexity of the IPA planning schemes was causing professional and community 

concern as  evidenced in the following illustrations shown during a retrospective 

seminar around the IPA put on by the Queensland Planning Institute in 2005  (See 

Figure 12 below). 
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           Figure 12: Planning under IPA: A retrospective 

(Source: Baker, M (2005) PIA seminar, 10 August) 

 

Despite the growing criticism and concern amongst the planning community, the 

mega-schemes were quickly replicated in some form or another by many local 

councils. As one Local Government Strategic planner explains, in the absence of 

standard templates, the drafting of crucial desired environmental outcomes was ad 

hoc and largely unsatisfactory. 

I’m not too sure whether it has to do with who you speak to within the 

State government and if you speak to one person they’ve got this idea 

and if you speak to another they’ve got another idea or whether it’s just 

we’ve introduced something relatively new and nobody really has 

much idea. Well we couldn’t really find anyone who had much 

idea and so we all tried to make our way through it and you 

looked at what Brisbane did and you looked at what Gold 

Coast did and you looked at what Maroochy did and we like 

this bit and that bit and we’ll try and put that together. I don’t 
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know to me it was more process-driven then it was outcome-driven and 

the staff turnover in the State meant that we dealt with 4 or 5 people 

and of course everybody has got a slightly different view on things and 

that just didn’t help. 

 

Amidst this planning resource re-shuffling, the interventionist role of the 

Queensland Professional Planning Institute and allied planning consultants in the 

‘standard template’ negotiations was highlighted by State-based planners:  

We didn’t have a template out there because when the IPA was being 

produced the senior people in what was the RAPI [Planning Institute] 

at the time heard that the Department was going to do some templates, 

came to the Department and said don’t tell us how to ‘suck eggs’ 

basically. “We are professionals we know how to prepare 

planning schemes and we don’t think you need to prepare any 

templates”[…] Basically they convinced the Department that we 

shouldn’t prepare a template because effectively it meant that they 

couldn’t put their own stamp on things and go out and market their 

own product  - so no template was prepared (State Planning 

Manager) 

 

The rise and rise of the private sector 

Whilst the reform impact of IPA was felt across the different planning sectors the 

most significant gains were made in the private consultancy sector at the expense of 

the public sector. “The number of consultants has quadrupled due to [the] IPA, changing 

work practices and outsourcing of work from council” (Local Government Planning 

Manager). The public sector was overwhelmed by the increased workload under IPA 
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and to meet their obligations due to difficulties in public sector recruitment 

increasingly contracted consultants to do core tasks such as planning scheme 

drafting.  

Public planners don’t have the confidence or the skills. In particular, 

there is a lack of experience as private consultancies and developers 

have ripped the heart out of a lot of councils. We are still in a booming 

market so a lot of the experienced and good council officers have ended 

up in private practice so you haven’t got the experienced people in 

council who can make a judgement call (Local Government 

Planning Manager). 

 

The requirements of the IPA in terms of planning scheme development and training 

in particular created an employment boom for private consultants. The more the 

public sector has outsourced its activities the more private consultancies have 

thrived. Of high value within such an environment, were the consultants who come 

with experience working within the public sector – the ‘belly of the beast’ .This was 

particularly evident in relation to drafting new planning schemes which was a 

requirement under IPA for all Queensland councils as noted by this Local 

Government Planning General Manager: 

The reality is it was a windfall for Queensland planning consultants – 

IPA was an absolute windfall. Planning consultants were far quicker 

to position themselves to have the internal expertise to write planning 

schemes than local government ever did. They had more resources, 

expertise and capacity. 
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This was not the purview of the planning consultants who were also very critical of 

the lack of leadership from the State Government which resulted in the “development 

industry putting four big page advertisements in the paper saying how terrible the schemes 

are” (Queensland planning consultant). At the institutional level this resulted in 

great pressure on consultants to generate the first planning schemes with no clear 

models as to what they might look like. As this Ex-State planning manager explains, 

“What then happened was the Department put great pressures on planning consultants to 

prepare planning schemes, but they too had staff shortages and lots of firms were losing 

money hand over fist on planning schemes just because of the time to do it”.  For many 

consultants the biggest influence on design and delivery of the complex new 

performance-based planning schemes was market pressure. The result was low cost 

planning schemes produced with little leadership or guidance from the State.  

There was little leadership until quite late by the State Government on 

what an IPA planning scheme should look like and should entail, and 

to a large extent a lot of people invested a lot of their own intellectual 

property and time into creating schemes […] to a large extent people 

just took the old planning schemes and IPA-ized them […] The 

other aspect to it was a lot of schemes were put out to tender 

and small rural local authorities would go for the lowest bidder 

who would use the same approach and just churn out another 

scheme using a different name. That’s where the department could 

have invested its time and resources, not necessarily funding those 

councils to do the work but even doing the work on behalf of those 

councils – the State could be a bit more creative (Queensland 

planning consultant).  
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As early as 1999 the then Queensland Planning Institute president Chris Buckley 

explicitly called for State government leadership and resources to be “expanded as 

far as practicable in order to bring the new planning schemes to fruition” (p.33). The 

disappointment felt within the planning community was palatable as evidenced by 

the comments of this former State planner turned consultant: 

We were so excited we were told that each planning scheme was going 

to be different, innovative and wonderful and even consultants were 

clamouring for that and I think it was just a ruse to make money…IPA 

was going to be a brave new world and at the end of the day it 

was a shemozzle. If you went from one council to another planning 

schemes looked different, smelt different. I can’t see the benefit of it 

there is just confusion….. 

 

A major review of the IPA planning system launched in 2006 recommended more 

clarity around planning scheme processes with a greater emphasis on the 

achievement of sustainable outcomes. Specifically the submissions called for: clearer 

and timelier State interests in planning and development assessment matters 

including clarification of the State role; more effective and less complex planning 

schemes demonstrating greater simplicity, certainty and consistency; and the need 

for greater Departmental leadership and stakeholder support in the planning and 

development system (Queensland Government, 2007).  
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As one of the State architects of the IPA noted during the interviews, “what’s 

happening now is that the state is buying in at a great rate of knots in all sorts of different 

ways”. A State Planning Director similarly concurred: 

There is no doubt in the last couple of years that the state is taking a 

greater leadership role. With IPA the pendulum was very much over to 

local government that it carry this burden – I think the state has 

come to the view that it has to be an active participant in the 

planning system and you can’t just leave it to local government 

to resolve all the issues. You need local, state and to an extent the 

federal government playing active roles in planning and in certain 

types of assessment to get those outcomes and that is where 

accountability and responsibility lies and what we are seeing[…]The 

state’s role is developing from being reactive to a proactive role. 

 

Calls for greater state leadership resulted in a shift towards a more proactive 

centralized Queensland planning coordination and in direct response to growing 

institutional confusion around how to implement the performance-based agenda of 

the IPA at both the state and local level. This was accompanied by a widespread 

belief within the planning community that far from being improved, planning in 

Queensland had become far less efficient and sustainable than under the previous 

more prescriptive statutory planning regimes. The spirit of this growing sentiment is 

captured in an illustration presented by Baker (2005) at a PIA seminar on the IPA (See 

Figure 13 below). 
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             Figure 13: Planning under IPA: A retrospective 2 

(Source: Baker, M (2005) PIA seminar, 10 August) 

 

This confusion reverberated through-out the institutionalisation of performance-

based planning in Queensland. Key findings from an independent report 

commissioned by the Queensland Government (C and B Group, 2003) highlighted a 

systemic and generic lack of understanding, certainty and awareness around 

performance-based planning (Wypych et. al., 2005). In particular, they noted a lack of 

reiteration of the performance-based approach to planning during the 

implementation phase. Any early efforts that were made were quickly 

counterbalanced by a plethora of competing prescriptive or hybrid approaches that 

manifested through the early planning schemes and practices. 
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7.3 Reiteration 

A new strategic agenda for sustainability requires processes of reiteration to be 

firmly in place as a means by which to reinforce and embed the new institutional 

agenda and ultimately shift the prevailing planning culture towards a new direction. 

The strategy adopted by the State Government in Queensland for this purpose was 

the use of education and training as the primary vehicle for reiterating the 

performance-based planning agenda. This involved the development of training 

materials and the delivery of educational seminars and workshops. These efforts 

were countered however by the institutional confusion outlined including reduced 

support and resourcing for such efforts, but also a lengthy transitional planning 

scheme arrangement, varied interpretation as to the role and scope of codes within 

the planning schemes and ultimately the introduction of new more prescriptive 

planning legislation. Each of these will be outlined in more detail below. 

7.3.1 Education and training 

The need for education and training to support the magnitude of changes that would 

result from the passing of the new legislation was quickly identified. As the State 

Director of Local Government and Planning Chris Schromburgk (1998) was quick to 

recognize, the cultural dimension of planning in Queensland would take time to 

shift: 

Local government - and industry to a lesser extent - have 

entrenched systems and operations that cannot be refined 

quickly. They have cultures within the personnel that in some 
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cases cannot be changed around. State government have even 

more entrenched systems and cultures. Detailed and specific 

training is essential with the reform of the magnitude we were 

proposing. Not just a seminar here but repeat training. As the 

broad principles sink in the detail takes over (p.13). 

 

To this end the State Department ‘ran seminars and workshops around the state, had 

focus sessions with professions, targeted elected representative training, trained the 

trainer, and prepared guidelines, internet web site and explanatory notes’ (p.13).  The 

importance of reinforcing the new planning agenda through training and education 

could not be underestimated. In the words of Schromburgk (1998): 

In short there is no upper limit to the amount of investment in 

training and education that can and should be undertaken…The 

training and education aspect of reform cannot be 

underestimated. I recall the day the legislation was passed, we 

had a great celebration – five years of work (the hard part) was 

over. Wrong. Five years or more of work (the really hard part) 

was just about to begin (p.13). 

 

The extent of the training undertaken and some of the barriers encountered by Local 

council the State planners were recounted by this former State planner turned 

consultant, “I trained up around 1000 people anywhere from half day to 2 day training 

sessions depending on what they were...but it wasn’t seen as a priority in SE Qld…when you 

are a DA planner with 30 applications on your desk you won’t get involved it’s not a high 
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priority and that is why you will struggle to get a performance based planning approach up 

and running in this climate”.  

 

The training and education was delivered by a state agency structure of regional 

teams who had little agreed ‘collective’ understanding of the overarching agenda 

and purpose of performance-based planning agenda under the IPA. As this former 

State planner reveals: 

You have to understand the department was structured in a way that 

you had the policy and legislation division working on the IPA system. 

Then you had the regional teams, north, central, south and these were 

the people on the operational side and they were the first point of 

contact in the council. …The regional teams had a very high level 

of independence and they would develop guidelines that were 

wrong and inconsistent with Act. I think it was a lack of 

internal discipline. So the councils did get conflicting advice. 

The regional teams would give advice that was often wrong and 

inconsistent with the act and the policy and legislation division within 

the department had to correct it. If I was a council I would be very 

pissed off. 

 

The different institutional understandings and practices that emerged around 

performance-based planning from those involved in policy and legislation compared 

with those responsible for operationalising planning worked to obfuscate the impact 

of this strategy for sustainability. This process was further complicated by the 
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lengthy transitional period in which both the ‘old’ prescriptive system and the ‘new’ 

IPA performance-based planning system needed to co-exist to operate. 

7.3.2 Transitional schemes 

The reiteration of the performance-based agenda was complicated by the transitional 

nature of the planning schemes which involved the simultaneous use of both the old 

(prescriptive) scheme and the new (performance-based) scheme. For many local 

councils this transition continued for over five years. “I think the intention was to try 

and do something totally different but the problem that we had was we were trying to work 

with old planning schemes under a new system but it took us 6.5 years to get an IPA 

planning scheme” (Local Government statutory planner). 

The new schemes had to be drafted and part of the problem was they 

created these transitional schemes which were a camel created by a 

committee. They were neither the new IPA schemes nor the old 

schemes they were sort of half way houses – but because people weren’t 

trained to write planning provisions within a performance-based 

environment they seemed to come out as prescriptive ones (IPA 

architect).  

 

Perhaps the most significant consequence of this delay was the impact on the 

mindset of the professional planning and general community. For many local 

councils this was particularly influential in the education of councillors around 

performance-based planning: 
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There was delay between the commencement of IPA and the commencement 

of IPA compliant planning scheme so that presented some interesting 

challenges just in terms of transitioning. Then you are trying to translate old 

uses and prescription - officers had to adjust to look at where we could relax 

things and where we could justify things and that created a shift in the mind 

of councillors to adopt the scheme (Local Government planner). 

 

Particularly in terms of moving towards a performance-based regime this Local 

Government planner admitted “the transitional phase has caused most of the confusion, a 

lot more confusion than anything else”. 

7.3.3 Acceptable solutions versus performance criteria 

The evolving hybrid system that developed at the Local Government level was the 

result of a performance-based agenda still legally constrained within a prescriptive 

planning scheme. Many of the councils adopted the format outlined in the AMCORD 

guidelines which included both performance outcomes and a set of acceptable 

solutions. Whilst this approach offered a pragmatic way forward for development 

assessment (i.e. by allowing for a self assessment category) the use of ‘tick and flick’ 

style acceptable solutions worked against the widespread uptake of a pure 

performance-based system.  

 

For many the acceptable solutions offer the ‘lowest common denominator’ rather 

than the ‘desired’ environmental outcomes that fulfil the purpose of the Act in terms 
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of ecological sustainability.  “If you go in and you have a development that satisfies all of 

the acceptable solutions then you probably don’t need to go to the performance criteria because 

you have met the lowest common denominator, the most detailed detail so to speak”(State 

planner). As one consultant observes “a lot of developers now just go straight to the 

acceptable solutions and if they can comply with them it is a case of tick and flick and they are 

out the door and that to me defeats the whole purpose of performance-based planning”. 

 

The flip-side of the acceptable solutions option is that councils can also become 

overly attached to the much faster and more straightforward ‘tick and flick’ approach 

as opposed to weighing up the criteria in relation to meeting performance outcomes. 

As one planning consultant confided, “we know what the ground rules are but it is how 

they are applied by council and they seem generally reluctant to go down that performance 

based approach to deciding an application”. 

 

Similarly, according to another planning consultant who previously worked for 

council in development assessment the problem is good design is not rewarded. “The 

more prescriptive you get the more standardized the development becomes, there is no 

incentive for being innovative because the system punishes you for that if you are trying to 

provide something that is a high quality design but it may not fit the box”. The frustrations 

were evident in the response from a consultant who worked previously within one of 

the larger metropolitan councils: 
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The difficulty I have seen in a lot of councils is that they are not 

interested in those performance criteria - they refer you back to the 

acceptable solutions. So we can put an argument to say that we want 

to relax rear boundary set-back or we want a different performance-

based solution but a lot of the time council isn’t willing to go down 

that path of a performance solution they just want to tick the box of the 

acceptable solution. It is certainly not the way IPA was intended.  

 

In terms of reiterating a performance-based approach a number of consultants linked 

the problem with the shortage of experienced planners in Queensland unable to 

make a judgement call on performance-based assessment which has created “a real 

void which I think is pushing everything back to prescriptive because they are not willing to 

look at the performance-based planning approach – I think that is key (Planning 

consultant/lawyer). More specifically as this experienced design professional 

outlines, the area of development assessment further exacerbates the performance-

based assessment experience: 

Development assessment is an area that traditionally people don’t want 

to work in for too long because it’s very stressful, and very demanding. 

It tends to be the domain of hard bitten old planners or young green 

planners. Hard bitten old planners can be hard to sway on the merit of 

a case. A young planner usually doesn’t have enough experience 

to know when they can go outside the guidelines. The assessment 

of work by inexperienced staff in my observation has not produced very 

good outcomes if you are trying to go outside the defined parameters of 

the plan.  
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Perhaps more fundamentally many planners (public and private) referred to the 

need for greater clarity about what constitutes planning scheme ‘performance’. 

The problem with all planning schemes is to become too prescriptive 

even if it’s in a performance-based structure you still get referenced 

back to the prescriptive plans as part of the assessment process. The 

more you prescribe the less flexibility there is so if you are 

trying to do something outside on a performance basis you end 

up trying to design by numbers, ticking off all the codes and 

checking all the requirements. Planning documents are not design 

documents and that’s where they fundamentally fail in the hands of a 

bad designer. They arguably protect bad design outcomes. In the hands 

of a good designer they often frustrate good design outcomes. 

 

The need for performance based schemes that are a lot clearer about levels of 

‘performance’ at the higher strategic policy level was linked to issues of population 

growth and urban development. The following observation came from a junior 

planner in local government development assessment but was reflected at all levels 

of the planning-related profession. 

There needs to be clear policy statements about the city policy in 

regards to dealing with building height, population growth and 

density. When you are faced with that question now you have to sit 

there and you could sit there for weeks to read that document and still 

not work out what the strategy is because of contradictions. If you are 

working with a performance scheme it shouldn’t be that hard to work 

out what a high ‘performing’ development is. 
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7.3.4 New (more prescriptive) statutory directions  

There is a level of irony that just as the first waves of performance-based IPA 

planning schemes were approved, implemented and beginning to get bedded down 

new more prescriptive statutory agendas were emerging at the State level. The 

legally binding status of the South East Queensland Regional Plan (SEQRP) in 2005 

heralded a return to prescriptive prohibitions at the regional scale. For many in the 

planning profession this signalled the beginning of the end of the performance-based 

planning ethos in Queensland – “the burden of performance-based planning was just one 

bridge too far” (Planning consultant).  

The impression by some is that performance-based planning 

may be too much effort for the results gained. While 

performance-based planning is working in Queensland it has 

come at a cost. The creation of a performance system has come at 

a time when Queensland is undergoing a rapid growth in 

population, which has placed a heavy burden on planning 

professionals and the planning system (Wypych et. al., 2005). 

 

By the time the SEQRP was enacted the Queensland performance-based planning 

‘experiment’ was widely perceived to have not lived up to its promises of supporting 

and promoting sustainability within the state and creating better urban planning 

outcomes (Gibson, 2005; Hopewell, 2003; Schomburgk, 2005). In particular the ability 

of performance-based planning to adequately respond to the pressures of high levels 
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of urban growth such as the availability and provision of affordable housing was 

increasingly under question. 

I see the tensions between the prescriptive regional plan and 

performance-based planning but I think it is necessary and this is 

where my interventionist hat comes on as opposed to my free market 

hat. I firmly believe that there are very big challenges ahead 

particularly in Queensland which has always prided itself on 

its liveability….Performance-based planning is at the margin of 

how it assists with those pressures. I think Qld went too far 

towards performance-based planning and its now coming back 

particularly with the SEQ regional plan setting some firm boundaries 

(Planning consultant). 

 

The SEQRP was seen to offer a strategic agenda that had hitherto been absent under 

the IPA framework, which whilst focused on integration and coordination, did so on 

a case-by case basis rather than providing an overall vision or strategy. Under the 

IPA the policy of performance-based planning - was the strategy. 

I believe there needs to be an overall framework in place to ensure that 

a level of service is provided to communities… One observation I 

would make about Queensland is up until the SEQ regional plan there 

was no overall strategic framework to guide things. There hasn’t been 

a good consideration in the past in terms of how the system will 

grow up. In Queensland we haven’t had the strategic view of how 

areas will be progressively serviced. The laissez-faire approach is not 

going to work and we have limited resources to do it anyway 

(Planning/design professional) 
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From 2009, a decade after the radical overhaul of planning under the IPA, 

Queensland will embrace new planning legislation that continues to pursue 

performance-based planning (albeit with increasing prescription) under the 

Sustainable Planning Act (SPA) 2009. The Act supersedes the Integrated Planning Act 

1997 and seeks to achieve an “improved and streamlined planning and development 

framework with reduced costs, improved development timeframes and greater 

efficiency, clarity, flexibility and responsiveness” (Meurling, 2009). The shift has been 

greeted with a widespread lack of enthusiasm from within the planning community 

in contrast to the spirit of hopeful anticipation evident a decade before. 

Unfortunately the new system is going to be as complex or more 

complex than it is at the moment - we are trying to fix the legislation at 

the moment whereas in fact what needs fixing is the culture. I think 

we will probably head back towards a regulatory approach and 

we will be faced with same pressures in terms of time, cost, lack 

of resources, and lack of skilled professionals. I don’t see too much 

changing in the next ten years I’m afraid. Maybe I’m being a little 

morose about the prospects (State Government senior planner) 

 

As with the IPA the achievement of ecological sustainability under the SPA is 

grounded within a commitment to integration at all levels, but now includes a 

resurgence of prohibitions, the standardization of planning schemes and a greater 

role for the centralized power of the State (QELA, 2009). As long time Queensland 

statutory planning chronicler Philippa England (2010, p.54) notes “the State has 

entrenched its position at the apex of the planning system and indicated its intention 
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to make its role a dominant one”. Fellow lawyer Roseanne Meurling (2009, p.19) 

observes that to this end the SPA represents “an erosion of the performance-based 

planning system that the IPA sought to establish in Queensland” and effectively 

“introduces prohibitions without any ability to evaluate performance”. Yet as one of 

the State agency Directors concluded when interviewed: 

We’ve got performance-based planning and its bad performance. The 

pendulum has swung back to something I am much more comfortable 

with and there is a higher degree of certainty. But we haven’t seen the 

end of it yet and we don’t know what it’s going to look like… 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the second level of the institutional framework for analysis 

developed for this thesis around the re-organization of governance. In particular the 

empirical lens has focused on the ‘challenges’ associated with the mobilization and 

institutional implementation of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability. Drawing predominantly on the findings from the 52 interviews 

undertaken with Queensland planning related professionals but also originally 

sourced archival/documentary data and participant observation, key themes around 

the institutional principles of ‘integration’, ‘subsidiarity’ and ‘reiteration’ were 

outlined.   
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The performance-based agenda of the IPA was premised on the need to 

substantively re-organize the dynamics of urban planning governance, and in 

particular the machinery of government, to achieve more sustainable outcomes in 

Queensland. As outlined extensively in this chapter, at the institutional level the 

implementation of the performance-based ideal faced a number of serious challenges 

that inhibited the capacity of the strategic agenda to be effective. This was 

particularly true with regard to its stated goals of engendering sustainability by 

encouraging planning innovation, coordinating planning, better managing the 

development process and reducing environmental impacts. 

 

Guided by the Strategy-making for Sustainability framework, the chapter highlighted 

the key institutional challenges for performance-based planning as threefold: the 

need to integrate policy and practice; to develop a subsidiarity of decision-making; and 

to foster reiteration of the ‘performance’ ethos as part of a long-term sustainability 

agenda. Of these the issue of ‘subsidiarity’ emerged as the most significant factor 

impeding the radical change required for the systemic transition to a performance-

based planning agenda in Queensland. This in turn influenced the prospects for both 

institutional integration and reiteration. 

 

The key issue of subsidiarity that emerged from the study relates to governance 

tensions around centralization versus fragmentation. As a strategy for sustainability 

the performance-based agenda strongly emphasized the importance of local level 
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decision-making and power. Queensland was defined by strong local governments 

who actively resisted centralization. The introduction of the Local Government Act 

1993 (LGA) significantly expanded the powers and scope of local governments in 

Queensland, which had unlike other states in Australia, a history of relatively 

autonomous power and a weak ethos of centralization. The intention was that this 

devolved planning responsibility would enable local government to promote 

environmentally responsible development through streamlined approval systems 

and in doing so offer greater certainty to the community at large.  

 

Yet in practice the IPA was both conceived and driven as a top-down state-based 

initiative that would oversee and co-ordinate the integrated planning system. The 

growing momentums of micro-economic reform and the agenda of sustainability 

were driving the state to re-insert itself at the apex of the planning system. This led to 

a second related challenge. In order to generate the political and momentum 

required for transformative change strong at a statutory level, state leadership and 

vision were required. Due to the political dynamics of electoral change and 

ministerial appointments in Queensland there was a lack of leadership particularly 

during the implementation phase. In the gestation phase of performance-based 

planning the powerful partnership of then treasury and planning Minister Terry 

Mackenroth and the director of planning Kevin Yearbury was able to build on the 

reform agenda. By contrast the implementation phase was overseen by a very junior 

planning minister with little political clout and perhaps more importantly, conviction 
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that the system needed to radically change. Caught in the institutional flux and 

power play was confusion over the role and functioning of performance-based 

planning as a strategic agenda of sustainability - and at what governance level. 

 

Far from reinforcing and empowering local levels of decision-making, the 

performance-based agenda of IPA left many councils feeling as if they had been left 

‘holding the can’. The struggles over the design and delivery of local planning 

schemes were a visceral example of the extent of this governance decision-making 

malaise. The result was a set of widely different (and largely prescriptive) planning 

schemes that evolved across the State. As a number of the interviewees pointed out 

this provided fertile ground for the private sector to fill the implementation gap. The 

replacement of IPA for the more prescriptive Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (SPA) was 

coupled with a return of a more centralized role for the state in the wake of the 

‘failings’ of the performance-based planning experiment. 

 

Thus whilst IPA provided a discursive and enabling space for achieving 

sustainability through the statutory transition to a performance-based agenda, this 

was thwarted in a number of ways including: the conflicting approaches to 

performance-based planning which served to confuse the shift away from a 

prescriptive land-use agenda; and the lack of leadership, resources, staff, education 

and training available for such a ‘radical transition’. 
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The following chapter builds on the insights gleaned from the institutional 

challenges outlined above but takes a quite different tack by focusing on the 

‘potentialities’ of the performance-based planning in Queensland as a strategy for 

sustainability. Central to the agenda offered in the following chapter and picked up 

in further discussion in Section Four is the need to ‘dissect, distil and disseminate’ 

the lessons of performance-based planning as a means by which to better enable 

sustainability. 
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Chapter 8  

        Potentialities (2009 and beyond) 
________________________________________________________________ 

 

8.0 Introduction 

The previous two chapters have outlined key findings around the ‘evolution’ and 

‘challenges’ associated with performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). This chapter applies the 

third and final level of the institutional framework to the ‘potentialities’ for 

transformative change that might arise from the activities and enterprise of strategy 

making - even if it does not work out as intended. To this end four key learning 

insights have been identified including: the diversity of institutional discourses and 

practices; institutional ‘embedding’ through implementation; institutional culture 

and change; and the institutional learning curve – ‘dissect, distil, disseminate’.  

 

As with the previous chapters the findings outlined draw on the triangulation 

employed for the case-study and outlined in detail in Chapter 4. This includes the 

analysis of 52 semi–structured interviews (highlighted in italics), originally sourced 

archival and documentary evidence and participant observation. The key finding to 

emerge at this level of analysis are outlined below and focus on the implications for 

2009 and beyond. To this end a narrative style is further developed in this chapter in 
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order to include the diversity of voices and perspectives of the Queensland planning 

professionals themselves.  

8.1 A diversity of discourses and practices  

The IPA process attempted to marry the twin agendas of micro-economic reform and 

ecological sustainability through a performance-based planning strategy. These 

resulted in quite different institutional constructions of how this should (or could) 

then translate into practice. As an institutional transition rhetorically framed around 

‘ecological sustainability’, the enactment of the performance-based agenda of the IPA 

according to environmental law expert Ian Wright (2001b, p.78) represented “a 

radical shift in the theoretical basis and practical application of planning legislation 

which was revolutionary”.  

 

The emphasis of an efficient streamlined ‘one-stop shop’ however is (arguably) not 

the same as the collaborative spirit of integrated sustainability advocated in the 

Brundtland report (1987). As one IPA architect explains the micro-economic agenda 

drove the initial reform process towards performance-based planning, “the nature of 

the beast in the IPA where you are drawing together different approval systems and 

integrating them makes it difficult to do within a highly prescriptive or prohibitive type of 

system”. 
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At the core of these debates are notions such as ‘flexibility’ and ‘innovation’ which 

are widely embraced as inherent goods but are able to be mobilized by both 

progressive and regressive agendas. For example under the performance-based 

agenda of  the IPA “there is flexibility that developers can drive a bus through so if you get 

rid of prohibition it’s about reducing red tape and allowing development to go through faster” 

(Environmental/Community Lawyer). A quite different perspective is the pursuit of 

flexibility as a means by which to engender innovative and sustainable urban 

planning. 

The move into IPA was the first time that we had to demonstrate that 

we are going to achieve ecological sustainability and demonstrate how 

that will be achieved by moving away from the prescriptive and 

offering an opportunity where you can demonstrate a range of 

performance outcomes. It is all about some degree of flexibility 

and innovation where you can attain or achieve outcomes or results 

through techniques, designs, solutions that may not have been 

anticipated by the acceptable solution or prescriptive standard (Local 

Government planning manager) 

 

However as this environmental planner eloquently (if not succinctly) emphasizes 

‘innovation’ does not easily translate across environmental resources such as the 

provision of green space which are finite and once gone – are gone for good.  

IPA is supposed to assist with innovation and outcomes and those 

performance oriented items. But the reality is that performance in 

a business sense is often geared towards the lowest common 

denominator as far as environmental outcomes are concerned. 
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When you are talking environment it is just a misnomer because the 

word innovative is applicable when looking at building design in terms 

of efficiency, orientation, flow through, and materials.  

 

But in relation to the environment you really have to protect the 

environment in situ where it sits – there is nothing innovative about it 

– once you have knocked down a tree or cleared land its gone and there 

is no innovative way to protect. The innovation comes in to 

mitigate the impact but the ultimate impact is land clearing. 

Once you’ve cleared it and its gone – it’s gone. From then on in 

you only have mitigation of successive effects. Innovation in water 

quality for example but it doesn’t replace the natural ecosystem that 

has been destroyed. 

 

Landscape sings a song of community and togetherness – to say the 

planning consultancy world out there is innovative – the innovation 

comes in how they get around the rules and get more gross floor area 

for their clients - it’s very very skewed towards quantity not quality.  

 

This view was most common in the interviews with environmental planners working 

at the local government level. For many of them performance-based planning was 

viewed as ‘the line of least resistance’ in a high growth and development-led 

environment such as 21st century Queensland. 

State government in Queensland has a clear agenda about ensuring 

growth so what you do is change the planning system to make it 

performance based so nothing is prohibited, so then it’s a merits 

assessment on everything. So you have broad statements in an IPA 
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based planning scheme such as the DEOs that are so broad it would 

take a significant development before you would ever contravene one of 

those -  so basically the waters become a bit more muddied (Local 

Government planning manager) 

 

The outlook for developers is muddied too as they are caught between a desire to 

pursue a performance approach on the one hand (e.g. to gain greater height or 

density), but wish to see the process move quickly as a result of holding costs which 

points back to a quick ‘tick and flick’ approach. 

Developers all want to push the envelope but some are more bullish. 

That is why performance based appeals to developers because 

even though there is less certainty it means you can push the 

envelope and try and respond to the site a bit better but you see the 

land holding costs are huge so you go down a performance based 

solution you can expect it to take longer. At the end of the day the 

client just wants to get his development up and running (Planning 

consultant) 

 

A more positive agenda for ‘innovative’ performance-based planning as a tool for 

increasing urban density (in line with the footprint set out in the SEQ regional plan) 

was also evident. As this Local Government planner cautiously opines: 

I think we are seeing some innovative and different built outcomes and 

developments as a result of saying let’s look outside the box and not be 

constrained by a series of straightforward rules that pretty much 

dictate what it is going to look like. Like in every profession you get 

some architects and developers at the high end of the spectrum 
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that want to do the job well and leave their mark - something 

that is iconic and makes a statement to the vision of the city 

and then you get people on the other end of the spectrum where 

it is all about profit and being cost effective and bottom line – they 

don’t care what it looks like they just want to get an outcome that is 

better for them financially. 

 

An experienced local government planner from a different council concurred that the 

approach offered benefits in a changing planning and development environment: 

I don’t have a problem with performance criteria – times are a 

changing and people want to live in smaller lots and they need to be 

close to centres and there is this whole peak oil thing going on and 

people won’t be able to put petrol in their cars so they have to be 

close to the public transport or where they work – the performance 

approach allows for a better look at what’s happening 

because planning schemes are only reviewed every 3-4 years, 

they are not really state of the art documents at any given 

time. 

 

One of the architects of the IPA and a keen proponent of performance-based 

planning offered the following assessment of the more flexible development 

assessment ethos. 

There are two ways to do it. You can prohibit things or you can 

promote things and a performance-based system is about promoting 

good outcomes and not prohibiting or preventing good outcomes. It 

recognizes that planners aren’t prescient and circumstances 
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change and circumstances arise where a good outcome is 

entirely possible that one might not have foreseen. If you took a 

regulatory approach it might be prohibited. 

 

Another view of these two approaches to planning is offered by this ex-senior 

planner from the State department who makes the link to broader dimensions of 

political-economic philosophy: 

There are two broad philosophies in planning; 1. if you own land you 

can do with that land as you wish unless the authorities can prove 

otherwise: 2. the authorities will tell you what you can do with you 

land unless you say otherwise – it is two approaches which are 

totally different. One says you have an inherent right to do with 

your land as you see fit within broad parameters. The other is we 

shall tell you what is good for you and society and if you want to 

change that you have to convince us. Performance-based planning 

has moved to the side where each person has a basic right to 

deal with their land as they like within reason. It shifted the 

philosophy a bit. The conservative view is I shall decide for myself. 

The other extreme is the nanny state. 

 

Yet there have been few demonstrably better (that is more sustainable) development 

outcomes to emerge in Queensland in the ten years since the implementation of the 

IPA. As this experienced planning consultant explained it is just what constitutes 

‘performance’ that continues to remain elusive thereby causing confusion. 

I wouldn’t say it [performance-based planning] has helped 

sustainability in any way whatsoever. I can’t put my hand up and say 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

264 

this has been a vast improvement to the outcomes than in the past. If 

anything it is certainly the impression I have formed is that the 

performance-based context within which people work if anything 

creates greater uncertainty… Performance-based planning is a 

system that allows for things to be assessed on merit so it sets 

an outcome without prescribing a way of getting there. The 

opportunity is there for people to come up with creative ways to 

achieve certain outcomes. But it relies on a far greater articulation of 

what that ‘performance’ might mean.  

 

Performance-based planning in Queensland policy and planning is an ever evolving 

agenda as a means of achieving ecological sustainability (the stated purpose of the 

Act). However as one former senior State planner recalls sustainability was never the 

original driver of the performance-based agenda of the IPA.  

IPA started because of red tape. It didn’t have much to do with 

ecological sustainability. When PEDA was introduced Kevin 

Yearbury [Director of planning] had to come up with an explanation 

and he came up with ecological sustainability on a napkin. It wasn’t 

driving IPA - that came later; IPA was driven by the need to 

reduce red tape that’s what the whole reform was about. 

 

Performance-based planning emerges from the Queensland experience as a shifting 

construct able to be appropriated by both regressive and progressive agendas. This 

environmental and community based lawyer makes the following point: 

You’ve got the government going on about climate change and yet 

they are encouraging coal production. Are we doing the same thing in 
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planning? We are looking at tidying it up and improving the IPA but 

let’s face it most of the push for the reform of the IPA is to make it 

more efficient to allow for faster development. It’s on that stage 

that performance based planning is happening and maybe that’s the 

problem. Maybe it’s not the fault of performance-based planning 

but rather the stage it is operating on. 

 

This strongly suggests that there are benefits in carefully teasing out and critically 

examining the dominant discourses and practices driving strategic institutional 

reform agendas. This process in turn can offer valuable insights into the competing 

political and/or ideological agendas that shape and re-shape collective efforts 

towards sustainability (Dryzek, 2006). 

8.2 Institutional ‘embedding’ through implementation 

The common consensus expressed both in the broader planning literature and within 

the Queensland planning profession is that performance-based planning is a ‘good’ 

idea but difficult to implement (Baker et. al., 2006). As this planning consultant 

offered when interviewed about performance-based planning it is “a noble idea which 

is a difficult thing to carry off because of the nature of planning and still worth pursuing 

performance based planning - but can it work? Similarly this State Planning Director 

queried: 

What’s planning delivering for who? I think one of the challenges 

is that no-one really knows what a performance-based system 

is but they know what it is not delivering. It is almost like a 

double negative. 
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This perspective was reflected in the interviews with many of the planners across all 

sectors. “The conceptual level the principles of a performance-based approach I think we had 

a really good understanding of but the mechanics of how a scheme operates I didn’t have a 

very good understanding of at all” (Local government planner).  For other planners 

Queensland has a performance-based planning system in name only. “We don’t have 

performance based planning – we just don’t have it – no-one does it or uses it to its potential, 

a planning scheme is like water it will try and find the shortest way to get from A to B” 

(Planning consultant). The institutional context of the implementation of 

performance-based planning did not go unrecognized. 

I’m not against performance-based planning, the idea is wonderful, the 

theory is fantastic but it’s the practicality of it in an environment 

where decision-making is necessarily complex. Where councils are torn 

apart by lobbies and different interests and they have to find that 

balance which is incredibly difficult between the three pillars. The 

theory is good but the practice behind it is dubious. The idea is 

good but it all falls down on the implementation. Performance-based 

planning is hard, it is not easy you need the policy to back it up and 

people to make those judgements and that is going to be the hardest 

one of all. We don’t have the people the planners, whose going to make 

those judgements? 

 

The emphasis on the resourcing of councils and experience of local planners emerged 

as a recurring theme within the boom growth state of Queensland making the 

transition to performance-based planning much harder. As one consultant explains 

there is “a lot of development and these applications aren’t easy and there is a lot of money 
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involved so you are asking people to make judgements which are subjective despite the 

criteria”. The need for experienced and qualified people to make decisions becomes 

increasingly problematic when there is a chronic shortage of skilled planning staff 

both in Queensland, but also at the national and international levels.  

When you have a performance-based planning scheme you have 

performance criteria and a person that has to make the judgement. 

How many planners are there with the necessary experience in Qld 

who can make that judgement? It takes a person with experience, 

insight and we don’t have it. So you have these poor buggers who 

come out of university and they have to make a call on 

performance criteria and defend that with counsellors, the public etc. 

That’s one of the reasons they burn out. Our young planners are 

burning out. They can’t handle it and we are losing them. 

 

The link between experienced planning staff as the conduit for delivering more 

sustainable planning outcomes was also raised within an environment where the few 

planners that are available get poached by related areas such as the development 

industry, mining and resources or project management roles. 

One of the things that I feel we suffer from as an industry is that we do 

lose a lot of people in terms of employees to other streams. A 

performance-based process works best when you have got great 

strategic minds – someone who is able to really relate the 

strategic statements into an on the ground situation. You need 

to understand the intent behind the words themselves. If you 

understand the intent you are so much further down the line. You 

need to have a good understanding of what is a good outcome. The 
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performance-based system only operates at its potential when you have 

got people that can assess them effectively.  

 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, a closer examination of the Queensland 

example under IPA illustrates that there are many factors that have influenced the 

implementation of performance-based planning. From an institutional perspective 

this includes confusion over core definitions, cross-sectoral support and 

communication, access to resources, a clear political mandate and champions able to 

see the strategy through legislation to sustainable urban outcomes. As academic Lex 

Brown (1998, p.17) observed at the time the IPA was implemented: 

The IPA has all the correct words with respect to environment 

and sustainability but in order to fulfil the purpose of the act 

with respect to these matters some hard innovative work is 

required: creative and collective collaboration between planners 

and environmental and social planning specialists in a way we 

have not seen before.  

 

This strongly suggests that rather than an inherently flawed planning approach or 

tool, there is a need for a longer-term political vision, resourcing and institutional 

capacity- building to support strategies for sustainability through different stages of 

evolution. This highlights the importance of institutional ‘embedding’ that goes 

beyond the achievement of new legislation to include implementation, a culture of 

collaboration and on-going evaluation in order to deepen the new institutional 

footprint. 
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8.3 Institutional culture and change  

A discussion paper released in 2006 by the Queensland Government as part of a 

major review of the IPA, the Dynamic Planning for a Growing State Discussion paper 

highlighted that planners and other stakeholders needed to change the dominant 

planning culture “to deal with the uncertainty that naturally accompanies 

performance-based planning” (Queensland Government, 2006, p.14). The discussion 

paper goes further to argue that historically Queensland planners have tended to 

“rely on their technical knowledge but must now adopt a broader policy based 

approach’ (p.13). Specifically this requires planners to think more strategically, 

exercise new levels of discretion, develop strong negotiation and communication 

skills and be able to justify and validate their decisions with a performance-based 

environment. This is rarely an easy institutional process. 

Culturally, and this is one of the difficulties with performance based 

planning our planning and local government culture doesn’t support 

it very well because there is a lack of understanding. It requires a high 

level of integrity and consistent decision-making (State government 

planner). 

 

The need for transformative cultural change has become the catch cry for 

performance-based planning reform agenda. As one planning consultant observed 

“the UK has essentially had a performance based system for 60 years and doesn’t seem to 

suffer from the same crisis of confidence in the system that we do so I think a lot of it comes 
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down to public support for planning generally and the culture of government and 

development in planning”. This view is reflected at the top levels of State planning: 

For me my focus is on how do we do that change management – how 

do you change people’s behaviours which is really what it is about in 

making the system work and planning should be about a people 

process. It is not as technical as we might think. There are all sorts of 

values in various stakeholder groups. I think that if there was a 

parallel it might be in the business world where sometimes 

marketing and communication are seen as the last thing you 

should do and when the budget is tight they are the things that 

drop off when they probably are the things that should be 

ramped up. We’ve got the reform - it’s all done right - well is it? 

(State planning director) 

 

This has not stopped the finger-pointing predominantly within the professional 

planning-related community. This is often aimed at a group referred to as ‘the old 

guard’ who were operating as planners in Queensland under the previous statutory 

regimes. 

The big hang up the Queensland planning profession needs to get over 

well and truly, and I don’t think it is amongst the young planners, it’s 

the old war horses who have been around through P&E and the rest of 

it who have got themselves totally confused about performance-based 

planning. 
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Yet one of the professional ‘war horses’ observed that government is also implicated 

in the notion of professional ‘cultural change’ and can serve to open out or shutdown 

robust institutional debate. 

I’ll be blunt I don’t think the profession was mature enough to have a 

robust discussion. If there was anything even remotely like an implied 

criticism the shutters would go up at QDLGP. There is a real siege 

mentality there. There is a bit of a flavour that planners are no 

good for development and some state agencies have taken that 

on board too far and tried to be a bit more pro-development 

which I don’t agree with. I think the government’s gone too far the 

other way. We make a lot of money out of developers but we don’t tell 

them to do the right thing (Planning consultant). 

 

Performance-based planning is criticized for not doing enough to improve the 

quality of outcomes as a result of the lack of cultural change.  As this former State 

planning director argues: 

I will make a really bold statement in that in Queensland we have got 

performance-based system with P&E thinking. We didn’t get to the 

cultural change. We have a performance-based system by name but we 

have a prescriptive based culture. 

 

For many this confusion has made “making good development, which is innovative 

and unusual, harder to approve” (Durmisov, 2005, p.22). Yet the institutional 

process to date has not been in vain. As this younger ‘IPA’ local government planner 

offered with a half laugh there is a need in Queensland to: 
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…have wake for the P&E ACT. We need to put it to bed. We need to 

let go. We need to cut the umbilical cord. Because there are a lot of 

people who talk about how there was nothing wrong with the old 

system and now there is a new system and it didn’t need to be done 

that way etc. etc. 

 

There is no doubt that the radical nature of the shift in Queensland planning 

required a “fundamental change in the culture and practice of the planning and 

development sector in which planners had to take on new responsibilities, develop 

different skill sets and engage with other users of the planning system in different 

ways” (Queensland Government, 2006, p.13). What has emerged despite the 

disappointments in both process and outcome is something different, if not 

demonstrably better. There are reasons for this however as this planning consultant 

notes: 

We have had a different culture, a different approach to development 

generally. In that environment it is very hard to run a 

performance-based environment with a level of integrity if 

people don’t understand it and don’t have the same level of 

passion and commitment to good quality planning outcomes. 

That is a key challenge. It is a cultural one. IPA had strong 

bipartisan support and the concepts I think had been sold very well. I 

think one of the things it suffered from is that it is not only a cultural 

issue or an understanding issue I mean people had been sold on the 

concept but the practicality was that you have to devote a lot of 

resources and professionalism both governmentally and within the 

planning profession to make it work. I think it suffers from having 
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been chronically under resourced both at state level and at local 

government level since it was brought in. People seem to be looking 

for easy answers because they are cheaper and quicker to 

implement. I think prohibitions hold out that sort of illusion 

for people. I don’t know if the concept was oversold. Hopes were 

high and I think there has been a range of things since that have 

mitigated, militated against those outcomes being achieved. 

 

The institutionalisation of performance-based planning as a strategic agenda has 

exposed the range of stakeholders involved, but also the substantive and procedural 

changes needed to promote and support sustainability through the planning system. 

As this planning consultant observed “people profess support for the concept of 

performance-based planning but there is a tension or a conflict there which may go back to 

individuals’ perceptions of what constitutes a performance based system”. The transition to 

performance-based planning has thus brought to the fore a better appreciation of the 

various cultural dimensions of land-use planning and development and the 

challenges these pose for sustainability - in all their “monstrous institutional 

complexity” (Dovers, 2001, p.6).  

8.4 Institutional learning curve – dissect, distil, disseminate 

Finally, it is extremely unlikely that a ‘transformative’ institutional change such as 

the shift to a performance-based planning under IPA will occur quietly and without 

disjuncture and/or resistance. Prior to its implementation the Local Government 
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Association of Queensland (LGAQ, 1996, p.8) predicted that the performance-based 

agenda of the IPA would have the potential to: 

…significantly reform the State’s planning and development 

approval systems and require considerable change to existing 

attitudes and processes. There will be an immediate change to 

the way State and Local Government manage the development 

assessment processes. There will be considerable changes to 

planning practice and to the layout and level of integration of 

planning schemes, and over time to the culture of planning in 

Queensland. 

 

The prevailing assumption in Queensland is that if reform does not transition 

smoothly and quickly it has not been successful or worthwhile. As the previous 

chapter has demonstrated whilst change did occur, the substantial institutional 

challenges involved in such an endeavour meant that the resulting changes were not 

necessarily the positive and sustainable outcomes that were anticipated by the 

architects of the Act. This in turn led to an atmosphere of cynicism and 

disappointment around the implementation of performance-based planning under 

the IPA in Queensland both procedurally and substantively. The transition to 

performance-based planning as ‘the way to do planning in Queensland’ came to be 

seen as: 

…the root cause of all evils. Some may have thought it was a way of 

achieving something they couldn’t otherwise do, allowing more things 

to get approved that previously wouldn’t have and perhaps some 
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councils were afraid of that cynical approach to performance-based 

planning. I think there is probably the same level of frustration out 

there, that people espouse performance based planning but then 

councils don’t allow things to occur. They have their acceptable 

solutions and they won’t move from those solutions. I guess the 

Performance-based planning is in name only but not in practice. 

(Planning development professional) 

 

However, despite this there is little indication that the Queensland planning 

community wish to see a return to the ‘old’ prescriptive ways. Despite the shift to 

greater levels of prescription (which for some constitutes greater certainty) under the 

Sustainable Planning Act 2009, the lure of performance-based planning still holds firm 

within the higher echelons of the State government planning agency. “We do not want 

to attack the fundamentals of performance-based planning” (State government planner). 

This approach comes with some caveats however.  

I think we will need more performance planning in 20 years time 

because we will need far more innovative solutions then we have got 

now. We need to go back and revisit it and say what are we 

talking about when we talk about performance? Are we really 

talking about climate change, open space, liveability, walkability, what 

are we talking about? The challenge with performance-based planning 

is we are not costing in the things we should be performing on – we 

are too focused on the little ticket items (State Government 

Director). 
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The ever- evolving institutional agenda of performance-based planning as a strategy 

for sustainability under the IPA can be seen to afford the Queensland planning 

community a learning curve upon which to reflect and draw on for future strategic 

agendas. As this local government planner highlights, “I think planning is cyclical it 

goes through ebbs and tides we have done the prescriptive, prohibitive approach we then 

moved onto performance based planning and now we are inching back to the prohibitive 

approach – you should learn from your mistakes“. As Chris Schomburgk (1998, p.9) the 

Director of Planning when IPA was first implemented concluded after less than 

twelve months of implementation: 

If we've learned nothing else, we've had it reinforced to us that 

the old ways were just that - old ways. They were never going to 

be adequate to take us into the new millennium. Time will tell 

if we've tried to go too far with the reform - certainly we've 

gone further than any other state or territory in Australia has 

been prepared to go so far, but they are all watching us intently. 

So too are a number of international countries eager for a better 

system…  

 

In Queensland at least, the ‘restless’ institutional quest for better, more strategic  

ways to plan for ecologically sustainable development appears set to continue for 

some time to come.  

If we don’t recognise that ESD, climate change, urbanism, good city 

form are important things – but governments don’t recognise that and 

the planning schemes are not dealing with the real issues which are 
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very big picture issues. I’d rather see a 10 page planning document 

that sets certain standards that you have to meet and have it 

interpreted by people of calibre who then make decisions based on big 

picture and an outcome and way that up. That would be a good way to 

do it (Planning design consultant). 

 

The discursive key that emerged from the experience of performance-based 

planning under the IPA is to find ways to dissect, distil and disseminate the ‘mess’ 

and to extract and share the learning insights that result. Ultimately it will be the 

long term adaptive learning process that will make worthwhile all the institutional 

activities and efforts of performance-based planning expended in Queensland under 

the IPA. As this Local Government planner concluded: 

There is a lot of reform going on at the moment and I hope it’s all going 

to be for the better…   

 

8.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has outline the findings related to third level of the institutional 

framework developed for this these around the ‘potentialities’ that have been 

afforded by the adoption of a strategic agenda around performance-based planning 

in Queensland under the IPA. From this institutional learning perspective even if the 

strategy for sustainability does not work out as intended, there are opportunities for 

transformative change that can arise from the strategy making activities and 

enterprise.  
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The emphasis is thus on ‘what’ and ‘how’ we can learn about performance-based 

planning in Queensland under the IPA as a strategy for sustainability. This question 

is picked up again and considered in more detail the following section which weaves 

together both the empirical findings from the study and the key themes to emerge 

from the planning-related literature. The result is a distilling and fusion of theoretical 

and practical insights that work to inform and frame the research aims and objectives 

of this study. 
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Chapter 9  

Discussion 

New directions, fresh agendas 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Our deliberations and discussions about the substance of plans and 

policies change the way in which institutions view themselves while 

enabling them to imagine being different. Consequently, a bridge 

exists from the technical knowledge that planners embrace to the 

institutional change that seems necessary for planning to be effective. 

Here lies one key to institutional transformation (Beauregard, 2005, 

p.206). 

 

9.0 Introduction 

The institutionalist framework – strategy making for sustainability – developed and 

applied in this thesis offers both a theoretical and methodological approach to urban 

research. The purpose of this chapter is to build on and synthesize the findings that 

have been highlighted in the previous chapters as a means by which to extend the 

debates and understanding around performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability. In particular I re-visit both the conceptual institutional framework and 

the planning related literature to probe more deeply into what and how we can learn 

about the institutionalization of sustainability amidst conditions of continuous 

change and uncertainty. 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

280 

 

To this end the three research objectives guiding the study will be critically 

addressed. First, the chapter demonstrates the degree to which this emergent 

framework contrasts with, and improves upon, other institutional learning 

approaches. Second, the application of this framework to the context of Queensland’s 

Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) resulted in detailed context-specific 

understandings around the institutional role of strategy mobilization, governance re-

organisation and adaptive change and learning that supports and promotes 

sustainability. On the basis of the empirical application the framework is critically 

revisited and a number of suggestions regarding its utility are made. 

 

Finally the chapter turns to the critical learning insights that have emerged from the 

interplay of theory, methodology and context within the thesis. Rather than seeking 

to make generalizations the intent is to inform the current theoretical understanding 

through the insights that have emerged from the rich case-study data. Key findings 

include: the emergence and significance of the hybrid role of ‘performance-based’ 

planning; and the need to better understand both the progressive and regressive 

agendas of reform as a means of supporting sustainability-led change. The chapter 

concludes by emphasizing the need for urban research to critically re-engage with 

the role of political economic reform as a powerful means of (re)-shaping land use 

policy and practices such as the transition to performance-based planning. 
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9.1 Strategy-making for Sustainability - an emergent institutional 

learning framework 

This first part of the chapter focuses on the first objective of the study around ‘how’ 

we can learn from the strategic institutional transition to performance-based 

planning. As outlined extensively in Chapters 3 and 4 this thesis has developed and 

applied an original institutional learning framework for understanding performance-

based planning in practice. As a theoretical and methodological approach, 

institutionalism operates as an empirical lens for examining how spatial strategies 

are mobilized and translated into action. Central to the institutionalist approach 

adopted for this study is an interrogation of the ways in which governance systems 

are themselves deeply embedded in “specific constitutional and legal arrangements 

and in a historical politics of the power relations over land and property” (Vigar et. 

al., 2000, p.5).  

 

In this thesis I have argued that what has been missing from the urban planning 

related literature around performance-based planning is an institutional learning 

approach to the mobilization and implementation of specific urban land use 

strategies. Whilst performance-based planning has been actively promoted within 

Australia at all levels of government as a means of achieving more sustainable 

outcomes in urban settlements (DAF, 2005) there have been few empirically-based 

studies.  
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Previous research has focused largely on: post-hoc assessments by planning 

consultants (Jaffe, 1993; Porter, 1988); comparative meta-literature research (Baker et. 

al., 2006; Leung and Harper, 2000); or new theoretical models that emphasize the 

differences between conformance versus performance (Faludi, 2000; Hillier, 2007; 

Rivolin, 2008). Few of these approaches however focus on performance-based 

planning as an activity of governance. One which reflects through spatial regulation, 

the structures of legitimate authority and the competing claims of economic growth, 

social justice and ecological sustainability (Gleeson and Low, 2000). 

 

In response to this gap, the institutional learning approach developed in this thesis 

offers a way of critically examining urban land-use strategies such as performance-

based planning within specific governance contexts. For the purposes of this 

research this emergent institutional framework – Strategy-making for Sustainability - 

contrasts with, and improves upon, other institutional learning approaches in three 

key ways: firstly by re-inserting a normative institutional research focus on 

sustainability; secondly through the adoption of an historical-empirical emphasis; 

and thirdly by providing a structured framework for institutional analysis as a 

means of penetrating the “monstrous institutional complexity” (Dovers, 2001, p.6). 

Each of these will be discussed below. 
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9.1.1 Re-inserting a normative institutional focus on sustainability 

The institutional learning framework developed for this thesis differs from other 

institutional approaches in that it purposively adopts a normative focus around 

sustainability. The emphasis of research is thus on empirical analysis that can lead to 

constructive insights and recommendations able to support and promote sustainable 

outcomes. To this end the Strategy-making for Sustainability framework draws on a 

combination of the following institutional learning approaches outlined in the 

literature: 

1. The ‘spatial strategy-making’ approach outlined by Healey (2007); and  

2. The key principles around ‘institutional change for sustainability’ put 

forward by Connor and Dovers (2004). 

 

The spatial strategy-making approach outlined by Healey (2007) builds on the 

substantial body of work around spatial planning that continues to shape and define 

recent European planning endeavours (Albrechts, 2004; Faludi and Waterhout, 2002; 

William, 1996). There have been two key thrusts to this: first, an emphasis on supra-

territorial planning as a geopolitical vision (Dijking, 1996); and second, a focus on the 

conceptions of space and place and the way these mobilise power in strategic spatial 

planning (Davoudi and Strange, 2009). In particular the latter agenda has built on the 

Healey-inspired institutional approach as well as the work of relational geographers 

around the primacy of space and place (Amin, 1998; Massey, 1991; Thrift, 1996).  
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Most recently this has fomented in an institutional research agenda around spatial 

planning grounded in “critical thinking about space and place as the basis for action or 

intervention” (Davoudi and Strange, 2009, p.1) (author’s emphasis). Within the 

European context, this research has led to grounded understandings of the 

institutional nuances of space and place as key shapers of strategic spatial activities 

and enterprises. However the contemporary emphasis on “a shift towards post-

structuralist or post-modernist approaches” (Davoudi and Strange, 2009, p.230), has 

arguably come at the expense of a more normative institutional agenda focused on 

sustainability. The danger of this, as Yiftachel (2007, p.213) points out, is that debates 

soon come to a ‘spatial planning’ cul-de-sac, which tends to “quickly change and 

become forgotten while the material legacy of planning decisions remain for 

generations”. 

 

A key raison d’etre for this study therefore was to bring a normative focus on 

sustainability back onto the agenda of urban institutional research. In order to bring 

sustainability out of the public policy shadows the framework developed for this 

thesis has sought to weave together the salient aspects of the strategic spatial agenda 

outlined by Healey (2007) with the institutional learning for sustainability principles 

offered by Connor and Dover (2004). The institutional learning approach offered by 

Connors and Dovers (2004) offered salient insights for the purposes of the stated 

aims and objectives of this study. Specifically their work identified a set of positive 

principles for advancing normative learning around ‘what’ and ‘how’ institutional 
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reform, change and development can support and promote sustainability. As Dovers 

(2001) cogently prefaces in his earlier report entitled ‘Institutions for Sustainability’: 

All collective efforts are mediated through institutions, and 

without institutional change we will not move purposefully 

towards sustainability. Although there has been much policy 

development under the banner of Ecologically Sustainable 

Development (ESD) in recent years in Australia, institutional 

change remains at the margins of public policy.  (p.1)  

 

The result is the institutional learning framework - strategy making for sustainability – 

which offers a means of bringing the practices, discourses and initiatives of strategy 

making for sustainability more clearly into the analytical light. Given the emergence 

of more recent sustainability challenges such as the imperative of climate change, 

this is a potentially powerful emergent agenda for urban and land use planning 

research and evaluation.  

9.1.2 An historical-empirical approach to institutional research 

A second way in which the institutional learning approach developed for this thesis 

builds on and extends the existing urban literature, is by responding to recent calls 

for an ‘historical-empirical’ approach to research (Allmendinger and Haughton, 

2009). This differs from an institutional focus on the scalar and networked 

dimensions of governance such as key actors, episodes, processes and cultures (e.g. 

Healey, 2007). Nor does this approach overtly deploy a critical emphasis on the 

dimensions of space and place (Davoudi and Strange, 2009). Rather the premise of 
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this thesis is that a strategic agenda such as the ‘performance turn’ to planning must 

be understood inter alia as a product of its time within particular governance 

contexts. In this sense planning practices are “not simply a process or state of mind 

but inherently political projects that reflect the normative bias of its proponents” 

(Allmendinger and Houghton, 2009b, p.2547).  

 

By this logic such an approach to institutional research must also be understood as a 

product of its time as well. As Chapter Three emphasized institutionalism has 

shifted in content and focus since the early 1900s. Institutionalism was a largely 

positivist enterprise within the Fordist era where the individual-oriented approach 

of rational choice theory and behaviouralism sought to carve out a ‘scientific’ 

framework for analysis. The reformed new institutionalist movement of the post-

Fordist era however offered new empirical directions that were grounded in quite 

different ideological and theoretical influences. This did not replace rational choice 

theory and its many advocates within institutionally focused research.  It did, 

however, open new windows that have allowed historical and sociological 

institutionalist approaches to take root within the social sciences by the close of the 

20th century (March and Olsen, 1990).  

 

The institutional approach developed in this thesis offers an approach that combines 

both the historical and sociological variants of new institutionalist research as 

outlined by Hall and Taylor (1996). In this way the emphasis remains on the 
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structuring relationships and interactions within the diversity of governance 

landscapes, but is empirically sensitive to the specificities and meaning of time and 

place. Through the emphasis of the framework on the evolution, challenges and 

potentialities of strategic urban agendas, the ‘messy’ debates and dialectics around the 

activities of governance - such as structure and agency, state-society relations, and 

the complicated web of relationships between institutions, strategic ideas and 

interests - are co-located within their socio-historical institutional context. The 

experience of this study is that research that aims to understand and learn from the 

activities and enterprise of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability, draws strength and coherence from this historical-empirical 

orientation.  

9.1.3 A structured institutional framework for analysis 

Finally, the third aspect of the framework that improves other institutional learning 

approaches is the development of a guiding structure. Specifically the framework is 

comprised of three levels of analysis: the evolution of the strategy; the challenges of the 

strategic agenda; and the potentialities such a strategy offers. Each of these levels 

includes a strategic overarching function, a guiding question and a set of indicative 

principles to further refine the empirical data collection and focus the analysis. 

Whilst each level is able to form a discrete institutional research focus, it is the 

combination of the three levels that together constitute the institutional learning 

framework used for this study. 
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The framework develops an historical-empirical learning approach to the 

complexities of governance re-organization for sustainability through a focus on 

urban strategies. In the case of this thesis the focus was on performance-based 

planning as a strategy for sustainability under Queensland’s Integrated Planning Act 

1997 (IPA). Importantly the framework directs attention to the challenges of 

institutional change and transformation but moves beyond this to the potentialities a 

strategic agenda such as performance-based planning can provide – even if the 

outcome is not the one anticipated. Finding ways to learn from strategic spatial 

practice involves dissecting, distilling and disseminating the institutional ‘mess’ as 

part of a long term adaptive institutional process focused on sustainability. 

 

Conceptually the framework built on the theoretical and empirical work of Healey 

(2007) and Connor and Dovers (2004) to identify the institutional learning functions 

and principles. These functions and principles were used to guide early aspects of 

the research but became unweilding in terms of making the connections between the 

different functions and principles as the data collection grew and analysis evolved in 

complexity. As Dovers (2001, p.6) points out institutions are “monstrously complex”.  

The Strategy-making for Sustainability framework was thus developed as a pragmatic 

structured means by which to bring the institutional practices, discourses and 

initiatives into the research limelight. By separating out a series of analytical levels 
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through which governance activity is performed the researcher is able to “better 

penetrate the transformative dynamics” (Healey, 2007, p.21).   

9.2 The framework in critical application - The Queensland case-

study 

The second objective of this study was the empirical application of the institutional 

learning framework to performance-based planning in practice in Queensland under 

the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) (1989 - 2009). As a radical state-wide statutory 

attempt to achieve sustainability through an overhaul of land-use planning, the 

largely under-examined institutional shift to a performance agenda in Queensland 

warrants closer critical attention. This second part of this chapter focuses specifically 

on ‘what’ we can learn from the Queensland experience with performance-based 

planning under the IPA. This discussion will be structured around the three levels of 

analysis outlined in the Strategy-making for Sustainability framework developed for 

this study: problem re-framing (evolution); government re-organisation (challenges); 

and transformative change and learning (potentialities). 

9.2.1 Problem re-framing 

The first level of analysis focuses on the evolution of the strategy through problem re-

framing (i.e. how are understandings about sustainability converted into actions 

through a focus on strategies?). Performance-based planning gained ascendancy at a 

time in Queensland when there was an optimistic mood of progressive reform-led 

change. Planners were urged to ‘carpe diem’ – to seize the day – and embrace a 
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performance-based ethos in light of the interesting and challenging times that would 

make the 1990s the decade for planning in Queensland. One in which a “new and 

vigorous State Government would oversee a smorgasbord of new initiatives and 

reviews” representing nothing less than “a new epoch in Queensland planning 

history” (Vann, 1990, p.3) (highlighting in original). 

 

As a strategic agenda for sustainability, the performance-based planning IPA 

‘experiment’ constituted a significant and ambitious institutional attempt to change 

land-use planning and development in Queensland. The shift to a more flexible, 

performance-based planning system under the IPA as a strategy for sustainability 

can be seen as part of broader societal attempts to re-frame the problems associated 

with land-use planning including urban sprawl, housing affordability and 

metropolitan blandness or homogeneity. Performance-based planning was pitched 

politically as a contemporary panacea to the rigid, silo style of land-use planning that 

had hitherto shaped and defined the Queensland urban landscape.  

 

A number of key agendas converged to create the tipping point required for the 

fundamental legislative change to land-use planning associated with the transition to 

a performance-based agenda under the IPA in Queensland. Firstly, the global shifts 

towards a post-Fordist networked economy are intimately connected with the 

transition to neoliberal governance which substantively re-shaped Western labour, 

land markets, political institutions and policy processes (Jessop 2000). As evidenced 
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in the Queensland case-study in the decade long gestational build-up to the 1997 

enactment of the IPA, performance-based planning featured prominently as a key 

part of intense systemic institutional change and restructuring designed to make 

Queensland more economically competitive and sustainable.  

 

In keeping with other neoliberal reform agendas, twenty-first century planning in 

Queensland was envisaged to be integrated, strategic, innovative and responsive 

(Yearbury 1998). An ethos of flexible planning and development was promoted that 

would embrace a commitment to sustainability, as well as the key elements of micro-

economic reform such as the reduction of red tape and enhancing the efficiency of 

government. One that would streamline process, reduce red-tape and shift away 

from prescriptive zoning that created urban areas with “an ugly car-dependent, 

disconnected and dysfunctional pattern” (White, 1998, p.1). 

 

The second tipping associated point was the growing perception that sustainability 

in land-use planning could not be achieved through standardized zoning within a 

prescriptive regulatory framework. As the cornerstone of traditional development 

assessment and control, prescriptive zoning became the central target. The argument 

elucidated clearly in the seminal book by Patersen et al (1976) ‘A Mansion or No 

House’, posits that prescriptive planning laws and regulatory zoning are “obsolete 

and pernicious in their effects”. Specifically that: 
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Rigid controls on design and siting of houses are constricting 

the creative abilities of our more gifted residential planners and 

architects. Rigidly specified minimum standards prevent many 

householders from finding just the combination of site, dwelling 

and neighbourhood which they would choose if given a free 

choice. Planning standards were originally instruments of 

reform and weapons against dehumanizing urban conditions. 

We argue that they have become the cause of inefficiency, of 

social segregation, of uniformity, and a force for a second rate 

built environment. (p.iii) 

 

Certainly servicing the needs of the private sector and the development industry 

through flexible, performance-based planning was a core IPA agenda. This  in turn 

echoed the prevailing political discourses disseminated nationally through 

documents such as the Hilmer Report (1993) and the performance-based guidelines 

for building regulation laid out though AMCORD (1995). The recurring mantra 

around a performance-based approach reinforced the need to move away from 

fragmented and costly development control mechanisms, cumbersome impact 

assessment procedures and an over-reliance on re-zoning – towards more flexible, 

creative but ultimately market-driven planning alternatives. 

 

In contrast to the strong pragmatic commitment to orderliness, uniformity and 

homogeneity through zoning and building regulations embodied in the early work 

offered by Sulman (1921), prescriptive zoning was instead increasingly viewed as 
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flawed and deficient. Specifically this included the inability of zoning to permit fine 

distinctions thus leading to “gross over-simplification and distortion of natural, 

organic relations particularly in relation to determining the character or density of an 

area” (Paterson et al, 1976, p.13).  For many critics the ‘6-pack’ block is the exemplar 

of prescriptive planning that more often than not results in development that is 

“cheap, nasty and parasitic upon the space, light and amenity of their neighbours” 

(Miles, 199, p.90). 

 

In Queensland these and other calls for a more performance-based planning agenda 

resonated with stories from planners returning from overseas of other more 

‘enlightened’ ways of planning such as was occurring in overseas in places like 

Vancouver (Allan, 1988, p.7). During the 1990s there was mounting pressure within 

the state for the reformist Labor state government to pursue its goals around efficient 

and effective land-use planning and development by “embracing the town planning 

innovations being successfully used in other parts of the world” (Schomburgk, 1988, 

p.5). At the apex of thee innovations was the need to transition to a performance-

based planning agenda in order to achieve sustainable urban land-use outcomes.  

It [prescriptive zoning] is too inflexible to accommodate today’s 

rapid changes in values, knowledge and technology. It regulates 

through rigid processes rather than looking to achieve desirable 

outcomes. It encourages market-driven development which 

meets the important objectives and does not impose 

unreasonable costs on the wider community. Economic, 
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environmental and social considerations are balanced by 

properly assessing the impacts of development (Queensland 

Government, 1996, p.1) 

 

The third tipping point was the result of a drive for more sustainable outcomes more 

broadly as a result of the release of the Brundtland report ‘Our Common Future’ 

(WCED, 1987) and at the national level in Australia the National Strategy for 

Ecologically Sustainable Development (NSESD, 1992). These documents emphasized 

the need for more flexible and creative approaches to integrating and balancing 

environmental concerns and social justice interests with economic development 

(Dryzek, 2006). For example initiatives such as the Building Better Cities Program 

(BBC, 1991) and AMCORD (1995) focused on performance against outcomes 

particularly around encouraging and promoting urban consolidation through 

compact cities, thus restricting ‘unsustainable’ suburban expansion and over-

reliance on the motor car. The rationale is that there are a diversity of needs and 

interests held by urban development stakeholders around sustainable environments; 

including the affordable housing and preserving the quality of the urban 

environment. In order to meet these diverse needs and interests requires trade-offs 

and compromises which cannot be guaranteed if controls are too rigid.  

 

The IPA sought to re-frame the way planning for sustainability was conceived and 

practiced in Queensland. A product of its time, the transition to performance-based 

http://www.environment.gov.au/esd/national/nsesd/index.html�
http://www.environment.gov.au/esd/national/nsesd/index.html�
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planning under the IPA formed part of a broader international and national agenda 

around both micro-economic reform and ecological sustainability development. This 

combination opened a powerful policy window for the mobilization of performance-

based planning in Queensland that had not previously existed. Yet despite the 

statutory change under IPA away from a prescriptive zoning approach this did not 

result in normative or cultural change. Indeed performance-based planning faced a 

number of key challenges and was largely resisted as part of the broader re-

organization of urban planning governance in Queensland. The key causes of this 

resistance will be highlighted below. 

9.2.2 Governance re-organization 

The second level of institutional analysis applied in this thesis interrogated the 

challenges in sustaining a strategic focus through governance re-organization (i.e. how 

do strategies work to shape governance capacity around the agenda of 

sustainability?). Under the IPA ecological sustainability was to be achieved through a 

performance-based agenda by: co-ordinating and integrating planning at the local, 

regional and State levels; managing the process by which development occurs; and 

managing the effects of development on the environment. As a strategy for 

sustainability the implementation of performance-based planning under the IPA 

faced a number of serious challenges. 
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The performance-based agenda of Queensland’s IPA was premised on the need to 

substantively re-organize the urban governance in Queensland in order to better 

“manage the spatial implications of human activities and the relationships between 

people and the natural and built environment” (McCauley, 1997, p.3). The original 

intention behind the IPA was that responsibility for performance-based planning 

would be devolved to the local place-based level with local government playing a 

very strong role in the constitution of the Act.  As the open letter to Queensland 

planners in the late 1980s indicates, the position of the Labor party was clear in that 

“town planning matters are properly the responsibility of local government with 

ministerial responsibility will extend only to matters such as the overall effectiveness 

of the local government system and its contribution to the well-being of the 

inhabitants of the state” (Queensland Planner, 1989, p.18). However the challenges of 

developing performance-based planning schemes that could operate as strategic and 

corporate documents representing state, regional and local interest proved in 

Queensland to be a bridge too far. These events have led to a re-instatement by the 

Labor party of the role of the State in Queensland in the 21st century “at the 

dominant, apex of the planning system” (England, 2010, p.34). 

 

As the case-study empirical data revealed a second key challenges was the issue of 

integration both procedurally and substantively. However there was no clear 

articulation of an environmental bottom line under the IPA which focuses on 

achieving a ‘balance’ between economic, social and environmental outcomes. This is 
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quite a different interpretation to the benchmarks outlined in the nationally accepted 

ESD definition. From an environmental and social democratic perspective for 

example an integrated approach seeks to expand the ambit of land-use planning to 

include ecological and social justice principles. However the quest for more 

integrated approval processes is also the hallmark of the micro-economic reform 

agenda around increasing efficiency red-tape reduction and streamlined fast-tracked 

approval processes.  

 

Under the IPA the onus was on decision-makers to demonstrate how and in what 

ways performance-based integration would be achieved. There were in effect no 

requirements for what integration through a performance-based planning agenda 

might actually mean in practice. In Queensland this resulted in widely divergent and 

subjective decision-making processes. Indeed as the case-study demonstrated the 

need for integration as the basis for increasing economic efficiency dominated the 

planning agenda at the expense of a more substantive shift towards more holistic and 

sustainable planning and development decision-making. As Brown and Nitz (2000, 

p.98) observed “IPA is focused on an ‘integrated assessment’ system for 

development but the emphasis on ‘integration’ is process oriented - cutting red tape 

and increasing efficiency of the development process”. 

 

This process was exacerbated by a lack of leadership around the transition towards a 

‘radically’ different land-use planning system based around a performance-based 
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ethos. The outcome of a major review of the IPA planning system in 2006 

recommended the need for more clarity around planning scheme processes with a 

greater emphasis on the achievement of sustainable outcomes. Specifically the 

submissions called for a stronger leadership role for the State including: clearer and 

timelier State interests; clarification of the State role; more effective and less complex 

planning schemes; and the need for greater leadership in the planning and 

development system (Queensland Government, 2007).  

 

Whilst the IPA legislation provided a discursive space for sustainability it offered 

few if any, actual mechanisms for requiring its achievement under the performance-

based system (Maher, 1998). As Chapter 7 highlighted whilst the IPA provided the 

transition to a performance-based agenda, this was thwarted in a practical sense in a 

number of key ways including: the transition to a performance-based planning 

imposed on the governance framework by the Department of Planning without the 

support of other agencies responsible for land-use matters; the lack of resources, 

staff, education and training available for such a ‘radical transition’; the tensions 

between the leadership role of the State; and the lack of a strategic or visionary 

‘performance’ agenda.  

 

Mired in the Queensland reform agenda the complex links between 

horizontal/vertical integration required by IPA hampered efforts that sought to 

establish a more robust system focused on the management of the environment and 
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the delivery of more sustainable outcomes. In Queensland the performance-based 

planning ‘experiment’ under IPA is widely perceived to have not lived up to its 

ambitions around enabling sustainable outcomes (Gibson, 2005; Hopewell, 2003; 

Schomburgk, 2005). Symbolically (and at the time of writing) the IPA has been 

replaced by new more prescriptive and codified planning regime under the 

Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (SPA) focused on achieving more sustainable outcomes.  

9.2.3 Transformative change and learning 

Despite the significant challenges posed by the implementation of performance-

based planning as a strategy for sustainability in Queensland under the IPA a 

number of learning opportunities emerged as a result of the institutional change 

processes. The third and final level of analysis draws attention to the potentialities that 

arise from the institutional activities and enterprise of strategy-making for 

sustainability - even if the strategy does not work out as intended.  

 

The performance-based planning ‘experiment’ under IPA constituted a significant 

and ambitious attempt to change the substantive and procedural nature of land-use 

planning and development in Queensland. What has become clear through the IPA 

process however is that institutional efforts to marry together the twin agendas of 

micro-economic reform and ecological sustainability through the performance-based 

planning strategy resulted in quite different constructions of how this might then 

translate into practice. At an institutional level this resulted in policy and procedural 
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confusion that reduced the potential in Queensland for more sustainable land-use 

planning outcomes.  

 

A key learning to emerge from the case-study of performance-based planning under 

the IPA was the importance for institutional ‘embedding’ that extends beyond the 

enactment of new legislation to include implementation and on-going evaluation. In 

order to deepen the institutional footprint institutional processes must offer clarity 

of interpretation that builds on process of integration, collaboration, and good 

channels of communication. This was identified in the AMCORD (1995) directives 

which stress the need for “appropriate allocation of sufficient quality resources and 

time to the facilitation process and to the training and education of staff, so that the 

performance-based approval system can be introduced and operated successfully” 

(p.9).  

 

The performance-based model envisaged in the Queensland planning system was 

designed to sit within a coordinated and integrated governance framework that 

prioritises the need for effective partnerships between the three spheres of 

government, local communities and the private sector. The shift in Queensland 

planning required a “fundamental change in the culture and practice of the planning 

and development sector in which planners had to take on new responsibilities, 

develop different skill sets and engage with other users of the planning system in 

different ways” (Queensland Government, 2006, p.13). What was needed was a 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

301 

commitment by all spheres of urban governance to transformative institutional 

change. A commitment which under the IPA never eventuated. 

 

A second key learning to emerge from the case-study is that it is extremely unlikely 

that a ‘transformative’ institutional change such as the shift to a performance-based 

planning under IPA will occur quietly and without disjuncture and/or resistance. The 

transition towards a more overt performance-based agenda was confronting, 

frustrating and destabilizing for many of the actors involved in the case-study 

analysis. As a strategy for sustainability the long term prognosis of the institutional 

transition to a performance-based agenda - if not the substantive outcomes - was 

clear - “the community must be prepared to accept the pain and suffering which will 

be involved in the conversion of an existing and effective planning system to a new 

and untried model” (Bowie, 1997, p.40). This is a hard sell in a politically fickle 

climate. 

 

However the prevailing assumption in Queensland that if reform does not transition 

smoothly and quickly it has not been successful or worthwhile is flawed. The 

institutionalisation of performance-based planning as a strategic agenda not only 

exposed the range of stakeholders and legislative components involved, but also the 

substantive and procedural changes needed to better promote and support 

sustainability through the planning system. This requires change over time. What the 

performance-based agenda of the IPA has achieved in Queensland is a better 
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appreciation of the various dimensions of land-use planning and development and 

the challenges these pose for sustainability - in all their ‘monstrous institutional 

complexity’ (Dovers, 2001).  

 

The evolving institutional agenda of performance-based planning as a strategy for 

sustainability under the IPA affords the Queensland planning community a learning 

curve upon which to reflect and draw on for future strategic agendas. The discursive 

key that emerged from the experience of performance-based planning under the IPA 

is the need to find ways to dissect, distil and disseminate the ‘mess’ and to extract 

and share the learning insights that result. Ultimately it will be the long term 

adaptive learning process that will make the activities and efforts of performance-

based planning in particular governance contexts such as in Queensland under IPA 

worthwhile.   

 

9.2.4   Critically re-visiting the institutional framework 

As outlined in Section 9.1 above the institutional framework – Strategy-making for 

Sustainability – was developed and then applied to the Queensland case-study of 

performance-based planning in this thesis. In practice the framework proved to be a 

useful heuristic tool for navigating the complexity of strategy-making within the 

institutional context. Specifically the framework helped to guide the data collection 

and analysis in a systematic and meaningful way. The historical-empirical approach 

to learning provided the research with a means of navigating the institutional 
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genealogical dimensions of attempts at radical or transformative change. In the case 

of this study the emphasis was the transition from prescriptive to performance-based 

planning under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). 

 

Notwithstanding the usefulness of the framework, a number of challenges emerged. 

Perhaps most importantly was the tendency for the research to focus on the ‘formal’ 

aspects of institutionalism located within the machinery of government. In particular 

there was an emphasis on bureaucratic and legislative processes, at the expense of 

informal processes around networking and shared norms or common values 

amongst members (Peters, 2005). This resulted in a more structural approach to the 

research than was originally envisaged. To some extent this was counter-balanced by 

the extensive semi-structures interviews undertaken for the study that provided a 

detailed understanding of the actor’s perspective. However due to the sampling 

process the emphasis on ‘planning professionals’ delimited the degree to which the 

wider community networking discourses and activities were examined.  

 

A second result was that the levels tended to suggest a chronological approach from 

‘evolution’ through to ‘potentialities’. This was not the intention of the levels of 

analysis which were envisaged to provide a suite of interconnected strata of analysis. 

As a result of reflective practice a number of refinements and modifications have 

been made to the framework in order to improve its usefulness as a methodological 

‘thinking’ tool for institutional learning (See Table 13 below).  



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

304 

 
Institutional 

levels of 
analysis 

 
Guiding 

questions 

 
Institutional 
dimensions 

 
Indicative 
principles 

 
 
1.Problem  
re-framing 
(Strategy 
evolution) 

 
How are 
understandings about 
sustainability converted 
into institutional 
practice through a focus 
on strategies? 
How is the 
sustainability problem 
re-framed 
institutionally? 

 
-Formal 
dimensions 
 
-Informal 
dimensions 
 

 
• Policy change 
• Legal change 

 
• Cultural change 
• Normative change 
 

 
2.Governance  
re-organization 
(Challenges in 
changing 
institutional 
practice) 
 

 
How do strategies work 
to re-shape institutional 
capacity around the 
agenda of 
sustainability? 
 
What are the key 
challenges? 

 
-Formal 
dimensions 
 
-Informal 
dimensions 
 

 
• Subsidiarity 
• Integration of 

policy/practice 
• Reiteration 
 

 
3.Transformative 
change/ learning  
(Potentialities in 
changing 
institutional 
practice) 
 

 
What and how can we 
learn about the 
institutionalization of 
sustainability from the 
activities and enterprise 
of strategy-making? 
 
What are opportunities 
for transformative 
institutional change? 

 
-Formal 
dimensions 
 
-Informal 
dimensions 
 

 
• Adaptive learning 

process 
• Political acceptance 

of mess/disjuncture 
• Critically reflexive 

practice 

 

Table 13: The revised institutional framework: Strategy-making for sustainability 

 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

305 

As illustrated above in Table 13 a number of modifications have been made have 

been made to the framework to render it more useful. The first two columns have 

been collapsed into one and the emphasis placed on the strategic function as a lens of 

analysis. The guiding questions have also been expanded to further clarify the 

research focus for each of level of analysis. A further column has been added to 

highlight the need to address both the formal and informal dimensions of 

institutional change and learning. Finally the issue of subsidiarity has been listed first 

in the column on guiding principles to reflect the findings outlined in Chapter 7 

around the importance of this challenge. I turn now to the final section of this chapter 

that reflects on the critical insights about performance-based planning as a strategy 

for sustainability that have emerged from this case-study. 

9.3 Performance-based planning – a strategy for sustainability?  

The first two parts of this chapter focused on what and how we can learn about 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability in Queensland under the 

IPA. This final section turns to the critical insights that have emerged from this 

interplay between methodology and empirical context that either support or extend 

theoretical understandings in this area. To this end key findings include: the 

emergence and significance of the hybrid spatial role of ‘performance-based’ 

planning for supporting sustainability-led change; as well as the potential for 

performance-based planning to serve both progressive and regressive reform 

agendas within an era defined by pervasive economic reform.  
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9.3.1 Hybrid spatial futures  

As outlined in Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis, performance-based planning is 

typically framed in the urban planning literature as either: 1) the use of performance 

indicators and codes at the level of local planning schemes within a regulatory 

framework (Baker et. al., 2006; Elliott, 2008, Tyler, 2009); or 2) as flexible spatial 

policy within a strategic framework (Albrechts, 2006; Davoudi and Strange, 2009; 

Hillier, 2007). As evidenced through the case-study of Queensland’s IPA the reality 

of performance-based planning in practice is as an experimental hybrid of both these 

approaches. The result is a series of ‘schizoid’ spatial experiments that are “breaking 

away from the rigidities associated with the formal scales of statutory plan-making” 

(Allmendinger and Haughton, 2009, p. 619). 

 

To understand the implications of this hybrid spatial practice for enabling 

sustainability-led change requires locating performance-based planning within its 

socio-historical context. The prescriptive approach to zoning as an early planning 

tool, was implemented as a means by which to shape the built/spatial environment 

through the orderly organization and separation of land-uses (Stair et. al, 2008). As a 

reaction to the slum conditions that had marked the early industrial Western cities, 

and prior to that engrained memories of the cramped, fortified hill towns of the 

Middle Ages, the prescriptive approached offered order and consistency of purpose.  
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Indeed the spectre of congested dwellings, polluted water supplies, and poor 

sanitation and plague epidemics weighed heavily on early regulatory planning 

ambitions and directives which sought access to sunlight, space and airflow through 

proper design and layout of buildings (Sulman, 1921; Sutcliffe, 1981). Economic and 

social considerations were also influential and the prescriptive approach sought to  

protect property values and investments and in doing so served to spatially divide 

and segregate the population as well (Hall, 2002).  The rigid structure of this style of 

zoning provided a powerful economic, social and environmental tool for direct land-

use control that was designed to clearly outline the parameters and methods of 

compliance (Richardson, 2002; Kelly, 1993). The emphasis was order, consistency and 

conformity of purpose which led to urban outcomes that were seen to be internally 

homogenous and mono-functional. 

 

Early performance-based planning emerged as a direct response to the rigidity of 

prescriptive zoning and recognition that prescriptive zoning did not necessarily 

guarantee higher levels of certainty, predictability and accountability (e.g. Britain).  

More recently the emphasis of performance planning within the Western planning 

Context has shifted towards an emphasis on enabling innovation and creativity in 

the wake of globalization and de-regulated markets. For example the Planning and 

Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 in the United Kingdom was designed to go “beyond 

traditional land-use planning to bring together and integrate policies for the 

development of land use with other policies and programs that influence the nature 
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of places and how they function” (ODPM, 2004, p.6). In the absence of formal land-

use regulation and in the face of a growing sense of crisis around climate change, 

energy security, transportation, labour shortages and an aging population the 

European Union has fostered a ‘performance’ approach to spatially-oriented 

territorial processes (Morphet et. al., 2007). This involves the promotion of non-

binding policy programs and projects that are able to ‘perform’ to a collective spatial 

strategy (Albrechts et. al., 2003; Healey et. al., 1997; Rivolin, 2008). 

 

Within the planning literature the distinction between traditional regulatory 

planning and strategic spatial planning has exposed a recurring dichotomy that 

exists between the idea of ‘conforming’ (regulative certainty) and ‘performing’ 

(strategic flexibility) plans and planning systems. Rivolin (2008) for example argues 

that the critical question for urban practice is the performance of planning systems as 

a whole incorporating both regulatory and strategic spatial components as a means 

of achieving sustainability. The findings of the empirical case-study of performance-

based planning under the IPA outlined in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 of this thesis are 

instructive in this regard.  

 

The ambitions of performance-based planning under the IPA were complex as they 

represented an emphasis on strategic spatial policy but bounded within a statutory 

land-use planning framework. According to the table offered by Rivolin (2006), 

performance-based planning under the IPA offers an intriguing hybrid spatial 
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system. Yet as the Queensland case-study demonstrated there was little that was 

strategic about the performance-based agenda, and little confidence from those 

interviewed in the study that there was a clear sense of direction about how planning 

might ‘perform’ to better achieve sustainable outcomes. This is clearly illustrated in 

Table 14 where the characteristics of the IPA are underlined below. 

 ‘Conforming’ 

planning systems 

‘Performing’ 

planning systems 

Principles Hierarchy Vertical and horizontal 

subsidiarity 

Advantages Certainty Flexibility 

Disadvantages Rigidity Discretion 

Role of plan Regulative Strategic 

Function Implementation Application 

Scale Local Regional, National, Supra-national 

Examples USA, most European countries UK, NZ, EU Spatial Planning 

 

Table 14: Performance-based planning under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 

(IPA) 

(Source: Adapted from Rivolin, 2006) 

 

The transition in Queensland to the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (SPA) sought to 

address the lack of strategic focus and the need for greater planning certainty. In 
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particular the SPA has placed a much stronger emphasis on performance-based 

planning shifting away from development assessment at the local regulatory level. 

Instead the intention is for planning effort and institutional energy to be directed 

towards a strategic hierarchical agenda that is better able to ‘perform’ overall by 

integrating regional, state and even national priorities as a means of engendering 

more sustainable urban planning outcomes. 

 

The outcome of this latest reform and statutory transition is that the SPA has 

ushered in yet another hybrid planning system, albeit one quite different from the 

IPA, as a means by which urban and land-use planning can better ‘perform’. 

Whether this can be achieved or not within the current planning framework remains 

to be seen, although as indicated in the case-study interviews optimism amongst the 

planning-related profession is not high. A key agenda of the SPA was the need to 

inculcate greater certainty into the planning system whilst still retaining the capacity 

to make flexible performance-based decisions. As can be seen in Table 15 below in 

Queensland, the restless search for a balance between certainty and flexibility within 

what is broadly defined as a performance-based approach, looks set to continue.  
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 ‘Conforming’ 

planning systems 

‘Performing’ 

planning systems 

Principles Hierarchy Vertical and horizontal 

subsidiarity 

Advantages Certainty Flexibility 

Disadvantages Rigidity Discretion 

Role of plan Regulative Strategic 

Function Implementation Application 

Scale Local Regional, State, National 

Examples USA, most European countries UK, NZ, EU Spatial Planning 

 

Table 15: Performance-based planning under the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 

(SPA) 

(Source: Adapted from Rivolin, 2006) 

History has demonstrated that the quest for certainty as a land-use planning 

ambition has often led to ever-more creative and innovative means of circumventing 

the regulatory system. Paradoxically as a result regulatory land-use zoning has often 

been remarkably flexible and therefore uncertain (Cullingworth, 1993). Within the 

Australian planning context reviewed in Chapter Five of this thesis, John Sulman 

made note of this predicament as early as the 1920s when he remarked that planning 

regulation and its evasion were as “old as the buildings themselves particularly if 

authorities are weak and corrupt” (Sulman, 1921, p. 173).  
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Nearly seventy years later the restless capriciousness of land-use planning was 

highlighted in the Queensland case-study. As outlined in Chapter 6 of this thesis the 

increased use of ministerial re-zonings and other regulatory planning relaxations 

under the Integrated Resort Development Act and the Special Facilities Zone were widely 

seen as a means by which developers could sidestep local authorities or deny public 

access to the court (PIA, 1988). Overall the supposedly ‘prescriptive’ planning 

system was critiqued for not ‘performing’ by generating greater uncertainty. This 

led to calls in Queensland for greater planning flexibility through a performance-

based approach, ironically as a way of creating greater levels of ‘certainty’. 

 

This turns on its head the conventional discourse in the performance-based planning 

literature which aligns prescription with certainty, and flexible strategic planning 

with increased uncertainty. A dichotomy which persists in the literature as evidenced 

by Rivolin’s (2006) conceptual framework around performing and conforming 

planning systems outlined above. Yet as Booth (1999, p.32) has insightfully observed, 

the reason Britain adopted a more flexible planning system was in recognition that 

“sooner or later all zoning systems develop mechanisms for circumventing the rules 

which were supposed to set the limits for future action”. The implication is that by 

making explicit the inherent need for flexible decision-making the overall certainty of 

the planning process increases, thus allowing the planning system to ‘perform’ 

better.  

 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

313 

The flipside of this situation is found in the Queensland case-study where 

performance-based planning operating under the hybrid statutory planning system 

of the IPA was largely expected to conform to codified (largely prescriptive) 

performance standards at the levels of local planning schemes.  The IPA purported 

to be a performance-based approach to planning and development that was 

“typically inspirational and open-ended rather than precise and particular” 

(England, 2004, p. 38). Yet despite this performance-based orientation there 

remained significant levels of prescription in the detail of the schemes via the 

planning codes and acceptable solutions which in effect set prescriptive standards. 

This confusion generated a culture of institutional uncertainty for those who 

expected the IPA to facilitate more flexible planning as a means of engendering 

sustainability.  

 

As highlighted through-out the case-study the result was widespread, systemic 

uncertainty and indeed chronic ‘under-performance’ amidst increasing calls from 

the planning-related professionals for a greater articulation of what planning 

‘performance’ might mean in practice. As this Queensland State Planning Director 

observes:  

We’ve got performance-based planning and its bad performance. The 

pendulum has swung back [under the SPA] to something I am much 

more comfortable with and there is a higher degree of certainty. But we 
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haven’t seen the end of it yet and we don’t know what it’s going to 

look like… 

 

A contribution of this thesis therefore has been to expose the flexibility/certainty 

dilemma as something of an artifice that surrounds performance-based planning. 

Indeed one that serves to distract professional and scholarly attention away from the 

substantive issues around how urban planning institutions can better engender 

sustainability. Planning debates around performance-based planning have in the 

past tended to revolve almost pathologically around the dilemma of balancing 

flexibility with certainty. Yet in practice even prescriptive planning has rarely 

delivered certainty and has frequently been deployed in a flexible manner. Similarly 

performance-based planning constrained within a regulatory framework such as the 

IPA, is also unable to ‘perform’ to achieve desired environmental outcomes or 

deliver the desired levels of flexibility or certainty.  

 

As the Queensland IPA case-study demonstrated, performance-based planning as a 

strategy for sustainability is an inherently institutional agenda involving 

coordination, integration, clear communication and transformative cultural change. 

Unsettling the planning shibboleth around certainty versus flexibility within 

contemporary hybrid planning systems opens the potential for planning practices 

and processes that can more strategically ‘perform’ in terms of enabling 

sustainability. As outlined in this thesis this will require a better institutional 
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understanding and articulation of what the desired sustainable outcomes might be -

particularly within an era defined by political economic reform. 

9.3.2 Planning reform – the double-edged sword 

Since the mid 1980s a ‘performance-based’ approach to land-use/spatial planning has 

been actively promoted as a way of achieving more sustainable outcomes within the 

context of Western urban settlements and regions. As a ‘strategic enabler’ rather than 

‘regulatory inhibitor’, performance-based planning has been politically pitched as a 

strategy for sustainability by serving to promote rather than restrict entrepreneurial 

activity and development. This quest for performance-based flexibility and speed has 

led to a reduction of regulatory guidelines and standards which might unnecessarily 

restrict development and cause delays. These are the hall marks of the neoliberal 

political economic agenda. As a strategy for sustainability, performance-based 

planning must be increasingly understood within the context of how broader 

political economic reform ambitions manifest in planning practices. 

 

The ascendancy of Antipodean performance-based planning has been closely 

aligned with the rise of a neoliberal reform agenda in New Zealand through the 

Resource Management Act 1992 (RMA), and in Australia at a national level primarily 

through the Development Assessment Forum (DAF) and the Australian Model Code 

for Residential Development (AMCORD). These initiatives were supported by 

others including the Local Approvals Review Program (LARP) and the Hilmer 
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Report on integrated regulatory reform that started out as part of the 

Hawke/Keating Labor government and later picked up and intensified during the 

Howard Liberal coalition regime. 

 

As outlined in Chapter 5 within the Australian context the ‘performance turn’ to 

urban planning intensified in the 1980s and 1990s as the national agenda turned to 

competitive economic globalisation amidst growing community anxiety over the 

pace and scale of social and environmental change. Within this reform environment 

Queensland’s IPA emerged as the first statutory attempt to embed both performance-

based planning and ecological sustainability at the heart of state-wide statutory land-

use regulation. As evidenced through the empirical case-study analysis of the 

Queensland transition to performance-based planning under the IPA, the micro-

economic reform agenda infused and shaped all aspects of urban land-use planning. 

As this planning consultant and former State planning manager made clear when 

interviewed, “IPA started because of red tape. It didn’t have much to do with ecological 

sustainability… It wasn’t driving IPA - that came later; IPA was driven by the need to 

reduce red tape that’s what the whole reform was about”.  

 

The central role and agenda of political economic reform - particularly the 

ascendancy of neoliberalism at all levels of governance (i.e. local, state, national and 

international) - was made explicit through-out the planning-related empirical data 

of the case-study Further to this as illustrated in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 performance-
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based planning in the inspirational growth state of Queensland was driven 

predominantly by an aggressive policy agenda of micro-economic reform. 

According to this Local Government planning manager, “State government in 

Queensland has a clear agenda about ensuring growth so what you do is change the planning 

system to make it performance based so nothing is prohibited”.  

 

IPA fostered a style of land-use planning ‘performance’ that was premised on the 

need to reduce regulatory guidelines and standards which might unnecessarily 

restrict development thereby causing unnecessary (and costly) delays. In 

Queensland this manifested in the emphasis on institutional integration and the 

development of the planning and development ‘one stop shop’. This is consistent 

with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2001, 

p.3) position which states, “the rule-based, methods which enabled cities and 

regions to grow during the post-war era of industrialisation now stand in the way of 

the new economy, and make the pursuit of sustainable development objectives more 

costly and time consuming”. 

 

This close coupling of performance-based planning with neoliberal reform has 

significant implications for enabling sustainability. The capacity for performance-

based planning systems to deliver on sustainability principles has been strongly 

critiqued for being compromised by an overriding emphasis on financial or 

operational criteria (Hillier, 2007; Koresawa and Konvitz, 2001). Certainly in 
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Queensland under the IPA and in New Zealand under the Resource Management Act 

1991 (RMA), the tensions surrounding ‘New Right’ policies have resulted in a 

confusion of policies and practice on the ground that have served to ‘muddy’ notions 

of  environmental sustainability. For many in the professional community the 

emphasis of planning reform under both the RMA and the IPA was mainly around 

'red tape busting' rather than good planning and good governance for sustainable 

development (Spiller, 2006). Research by Ericksen et al. (2004, p.238) conclude this 

has served to “undermine the credibility of the planning system, demoralize the 

planning profession and the environment has suffered as a result”.  

 

It is of note that the same year that the IPA came into force in Queensland (1998), the 

Australian National University’s Urban Research Program organised a two day 

national forum on Australia’s planning systems to highlight both: 1) the ‘crisis’ in 

Australian urban planning; and 2) the powerful and complex planning system 

reform agendas transforming the ways space in Australia is regulated. Indeed the 

sentiment expressed at the forum was that planning as an endeavour that could 

support and promote sustainability had been reduced. As the briefing for the forum 

in the Queensland Planner (1998, p.6) stated at the time: 

The combined effort of these reform impulses has been to 

muddy the overall sense of purpose within Australia’s planning 

systems. It is no exaggeration to say that a sense of confusion 

and even gloom pervades many areas of contemporary 

planning practice. 
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In particular the forum identified a number of unresolved fault lines re-structuring 

Australian planning including anxieties about neoliberalism as well as discontent 

about planning’s democratic failings and environmental credentials. The forum 

concluded that the demands of neoliberalism to contract (de-regulation) and 

privatize (out-sourcing) the domain of planning were seen to be particularly 

detrimental to Australian urban planning systems that sought to intervene in market 

processes in favour of a “new minimalist form of spatial regulation whose chief 

purpose is to facilitate development” (Gleeson, 1998, p.5).  In a paper entitled 21st 

Century Challenges for Urban Planning, Stein (1998) described planning in Australia as 

having fallen on ‘barren times’, increasingly viewed as something that ‘gets in the 

way’ of private interests, land ownership, money-making and economic growth with 

little concern for the social or environmental implications (p.72).  

 

Since then growing concerns about environmental sustainability have led to calls for 

“more rather than less interventionist policies and a reassertion of the need for 

collective interest over the long term over short term individual preferences” 

(Hamnett, 2000, p.186) (italics in original). The transition in Queensland from the IPA 

to the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (SPA) with a stronger role for the State and 

greater levels of prescription offers one such example. The purpose of the SPA has 

also been expanded to include climate change alongside ecological sustainability. Yet 

counter tensions continue to exist as evidenced by an early press release for SPA by 

Stirling Hinchcliffe, the Labor Minister for Infrastructure and Planning, who stressed 
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the familiar reform mantra around the need to allow developments to get off the 

ground sooner via a user friendly ‘fast track’ system.  

At the end of the day, this is about creating more efficient 

processes for construction sites and as a result keeping 

Queenslanders in jobs (Hinchcliffe, 2009, p.1). 

 

A key contribution of this thesis is therefore the reinforcement that to understand 

and learn from the institutional activities and enterprise of performance-based 

planning is to necessarily engage with the practical dimensions of micro-economic 

reform. The dimensions of political economy and sustainability are not polar reforms 

but rather twin sides of the same coin. As evidenced through-out this thesis 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability is deeply implicated 

within political economic shifts and tensions that are “very much part of a rolled-out 

neoliberalism and purposeful state intervention aimed at economic innovation and 

competitiveness - and arguably it was ever thus” (Allmendinger and Haughton 2009, 

p. 2547).  

 

To this end performance-based planning as institutional practice must be understood 

as part of the “response to the capitalist system and the problem of organizing 

production” (Hall, 2002, p.4). As Harvey (1989) outlines strategic spatial practices 

such as the transition to performance-based planning under the IPA, are closely 

linked with the dominant regime of capital accumulation and distribution. These 
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strategic practices must be grasped within their political economic and socio-cultural 

context. 

Spatial practices in any society abound in subtleties and 

complexities. Since they are not innocent with respect to the 

accumulation of capital and the reproduction of class relations 

under capitalism, they are a permanent arena for social conflict 

and struggle…Any project to transform society must therefore, 

grasp the complex nettle of the transformation of spatial 

practices. (p. 261)  

 

To understand and learn from the activities and enterprise of spatial strategies for 

sustainability such as performance-based planning, is to engage with the dimensions 

of micro-economic reform and the broader manifestations of politico- economic 

policy and practice. The institutional approach outlined in this thesis offers a way of 

evaluating spatial strategies for sustainability within their historical, socio-cultural 

and politico-economic context. To this end the ‘strategy-making for sustainability’ 

framework - as applied in this thesis - weaves together a combination of influences 

that draws as much from the political economic influence of regulation and urban 

regime theory (Fainstein, 1986; Jessop, 1995; Harvey, 1989; Logon and Molotoch, 

1987), as the interpretive policy and relational geography offerings around discursive 

practices and the networked nature of space and place. 

What the institutional framework developed and applied in this thesis offers is the 

capacity for a grounded engagement with political economy that results in 
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“particular conclusions in particular locations for particular studies” (Laws, 2004, p. 

155). This may in turn provide a fruitful means by which urban research can better 

interrogate the challenge of promoting and supporting sustainability in this restless 

era of experimental planning reform and change. 

 9.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the key learning insights and contributions that have 

arisen as a result of this thesis. In particular the chapter has re-visited each of the 

three study objectives in order to distil what and how we can learn about the 

institutionalization of sustainability amidst contemporary conditions of continuous 

change and uncertainty. First, the original institutional learning framework 

developed for this study was discussed in relation to the ways in which it extended 

other institutional learning models outlined in the literature. Specifically these 

included a normative post-positivist orientation towards enabling sustainability, the 

emphasis on an historical-empirical approach, and the design of a structure 

framework as a means by which to penetrate institutional complexity.  

 

In the second part of the chapter the key findings to emerge from the empirical 

application of the institutional learning framework with the case-study context of 

Queensland’s Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA) were highlighted. To this end a 

deeper historical and narrative appreciation of the context-specific institutional 

dimensions of strategy mobilization, governance re-organisation and the potential 
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for transformative change and learning was gained. However a number of specific 

insights emerged during the study.  

 

As a strategy for sustainability IPA emerged as product of its time as part of a 

broader international and national agenda around both micro-economic reform and 

ecological sustainability development. Yet despite the statutory change performance-

based planning faced was largely resisted in ways which implicated as outlined in 

the chapter, the role of the state, coordination and integration of processes and the 

implications of this for achieving more sustainable outcomes. A key learning to 

emerge from the case-study of performance-based planning under the IPA was the 

acceptance of disjuncture that ‘transformative’ institutional change will inevitably 

generate, and the importance for institutional ‘embedding’ that extends beyond the 

enactment of new legislation to include implementation and on-going evaluation. 

 

The chapter then turned to the third objective of the study and the critical learning 

insights that emerged from the interplay of theory, methodology and context. In this 

sense the findings of the empirical case-study of performance-based planning are 

used to inform and/or support the literature in this area rather than seek to offer a 

generalized model of sustainability. The hybrid role of ‘performance-based’ planning 

was offered as a spatial planning agenda that is increasingly disrupting conventional 

urban ‘truths’ and preoccupations around balancing certainty and flexibility. Instead 

the need to better and understand performance-based planning within the 



  

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

324 

framework of neoliberal reform was emphasised. Finally the salience of the 

institutional learning model developed for this thesis was reiterated as means by 

which urban research can critically re-engage with the role of political economic 

reform in (re)-shaping land use policy and planning practices. 
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Chapter 10 

Conclusion 

The restless quest for sustainability 
____________________________________________________ 

 

One day sustainability might enjoy parity on the playing field of policy 

debate and implementation with other imperatives, especially narrowly 

defined economic policy. It might even realise its potential to integrate 

social, environmental and economic aspirations…but that will not 

occur if we do not create the basic institutional capacity. 

       (Dovers, 2001, p. 31) 

 

Within urban policy and planning the sustainability imperative has led to a ‘restless 

search’ (Offe, 1977) for ways to transform deeply entrenched institutional patterns 

and practices within the constraints of a capitalist political economy. An important 

but often neglected area of urban planning that epitomizes this ‘restless’ quest for 

sustainability-led change is the regulation and development of land-use and its 

attendant distributive and spatial impacts. In this study I have argued that this has 

been a shadowy area within public urban policy and planning that warrants greater 

critical research analysis.  

 

To this end this thesis has undertaken a critical examination of one strategic 

dimension of this ‘restless’ quest for sustainability – the shift towards more flexible, 
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‘performance-based’ planning. At the heart of this study was an extensive 

investigation into ‘what’ and ‘how’ we might learn from the activities and enterprise 

of strategic spatial endeavours in order to better progress the meta-institutional 

quest for sustainability. This is founded in the belief that “whilst good research will 

not produce infallible knowledge of urban dynamics, it can provide a basis for 

robust debate, democratic decision-making and regular review to provide the 

flexibility needed to respond constructively to rapid urban change (Mees, 2000, p. 

398) 

 

Specifically the study has contributed a detailed empirical case-study of the 

evolution, challenges and potentialities of the ‘revolutionary’ transition to 

performance-based planning in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 

(IPA) during the two decade period from 1989 to 2009. Any significant attempts to 

alter the dominant planning status quo are significant and worthy of critical 

attention and analysis. They provide a valuable window into strategic efforts to ‘see’ 

urban areas in different ways. Located at the epicentre of spatial change is the arena 

of practice, for it is here that the ‘mess’ will be navigated and new planning 

strategies will be forged, mobilized, accepted and/or resisted.  

 

Through a critical interplay of literature, methodology and empirical study, 

performance-based planning emerged through this thesis as a contested and largely 

misunderstood institutional endeavour. There is no single paradigm that underpins 
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performance-based planning which operates instead as a constantly moving project 

located at the nexus of two key intersections: 1) political-economy and intellectual 

history; and 2) city/regions as a phenomenon and planning as a human activity 

(Campbell and Fainstein, 2005). Rather the performance approach to planning is an 

institutional agenda that reflects through spatial regulation the structures of 

legitimate authority and the competing claims of economic growth, social justice and 

ecological sustainability (Gleeson and Low, 2000).  

 

Within the Australian context performance-based planning has been described as a 

paradigm shift in urban planning thought and practice – a purposeful, strategic 

attempt to change to the way planners, developers and the community ‘do 

business’. In an era substantively and rhetorically defined by the twin agendas of 

sustainability and micro-economic reform, performance-based planning has been 

mobilized to push regulatory boundaries and advance innovative and creative 

planning solutions that are ‘outside the box’. The performance-based approach to 

planning was envisaged to be able to shake free the shackles of inefficient and 

outdated prescriptive regulatory modes to better enable the flexible planning 

required in an era of complexity and rapid global change. Yet in terms of 

performance-based planning there has been little understanding of the efficacy of 

the institutional practices and processes, or indeed the sustainability of the resulting 

urban outcomes. 
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10.1 Original contributions of the thesis 

The original contributions of this thesis within this identified gap are three-fold. The 

first is a methodological contribution through the development of a new institutional 

learning framework. The Strategy-making for Sustainability framework offers a 

structured empirical approach to urban research. For the purposes of this study the 

emphasis was on performance-based planning as a strategic institutional endeavour. 

A key innovation of the ‘Strategy-making for Sustainability’ framework is the tiered 

levels of analysis. These include:  the evolution of the strategy where the emphasis is 

examining how understandings about sustainability are converted into actions 

through a focus on strategies (i.e. performance-based planning); the challenges 

associated with the governance re-organisation necessary to accommodate the 

strategy; and the potentialities of a strategy such as performance-based planning for 

building the necessary transformational learning that leads to institutional change 

(even if the strategy does not work out in the way intended). 

 

Procedurally, these structured levels of analysis serve to make institutional research 

more accessible in view of the enormity and ‘monstrous’ complexity such a task 

entails by offering a logical sequence of empirical tasks. Substantively, the tiered 

levels help collectively to ‘dissect, distil and disseminate’ the lessons and insights 

that can emerge from detailed institutional research into the activities and enterprise 

of spatial planning strategies such as performance-based planning.  
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The second original contribution of the thesis is thus the empirical focus on 

performance-based planning as a strategy for sustainability in Queensland under 

the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA). Within Australia this case is significant as the 

first institutional attempt to embed both ecological sustainability and performance-

based planning at the heart of state-wide statutory land-use planning amidst a 

pervasive political agenda of micro-economic reform. Behind the ‘state of the art, 

leading edge, best in Australia’ rhetoric that surrounds the performance-based 

planning ethos, there are growing levels of professional and community 

dissatisfaction. This and the results on the ground underscore that there is still much 

work to be done. Far from being a purely technical planning activity, the 

‘performance-based turn’ in land-use planning rests on ambitions that include both 

micro-economic reform and ecologically sustainable development. In particular the 

need to build the institutional capacity for planning to support and promote a 

performance-based agenda to sustainability was highlighted as a long-term adaptive 

learning endeavour. 

 

Finally, the third original contribution of this study was to support and extend the 

theoretical understandings around performance-based planning in the contemporary 

urban literature. Through the application of the institutional learning framework 

and grounded within the Queensland case study, performance-based planning 

emerged as a shifting hybrid construct able to be appropriated by both progressive 

and regressive agendas within a pervasive agenda of neoliberal reform. In particular 
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the deeply intertwined roles of political economy and sustainability point to the 

need for institutional research to closely re-engage with land-use planning as 

intimately linked with the dominant modes of capital accumulation, production  

and distribution.  

10.2 Out of the shadows, into the light – performance-based planning in practice 

As demonstrated through-out this thesis the search for sustainability is a profoundly 

uncertain experiment within the contemporary era of neoliberal reform. These levels 

of uncertainty pose significant challenges to established institutional ways of ‘doing 

business’ and point to the need for different styles of governance frameworks, 

spatial processes and planning practices in efforts to focus on managing the 

dilemmas of ‘co-existence in shared spaces’ (Healey, 1997, p.3). In particular the 

recognition that conditions of complexity and mess require re-thinking ideas about 

certainty, simplicity, clarity and rigour and instead find “ways of knowing the 

indistinct and the slippery without trying to grasp and hold them tight” (Law, 2004, 

p.2-3). 

 

Post-Fordism bought with it quite a different urban agenda from the social 

democratic reform visions of the early planners. The focus of land-use planning 

shifted from the “scientific prediction and regular patterns of events and outcomes” 

associated with Fordism, towards an embrace of spatial diversity “rather than 

uniformity, and flexibility as a key word” (Hardy, 2000, p.76). This has served to 
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undermine commonly held notions of prescriptive and/or Cartesian space.  It has 

produced instead a complex spatial planning context within which performance-

based planning now ubiquitously exists at multi-scalar governance levels with a 

competitive agenda of micro-economic reform and change. 

 

This thesis has developed and applied an institutional learning approach to 

performance-based planning as a means of conceptually framing and better 

understanding the ‘performance-based turn’ in practice. This approach goes further 

however to emphasise ‘what’ and ‘how’ we can learn from these strategic 

institutional endeavours in order to better progress the meta-institutional quest for 

sustainability (Connor and Dovers, 2004). In this way both the proposed 

institutional framework and the Australian case-study have the potential to yield 

valuable learning insights that can be applied to other urban policy changes at local, 

state and federal levels within a contemporary climate of politico-economic and 

environmental change.  

10.3 Directions for future research 

In light of the findings of this study a number of agendas for future research have 

emerged. The first focuses on extending ‘what’ can be learnt about performance-

based planning as an institutional strategy for sustainability within particular 

governance contexts. There is scope to further develop the theoretical and conceptual 

understanding of the hybrid spatial model of ‘performance’. In particular the 
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challenges and possibilities of the hybrid performance-based approach within an era 

that continues (despite the recent Global Financial Crisis) to be defined largely by 

micro-economic reform. This is an urban planning agenda that needs to be further 

interrogated historically-empirically if sustainability is to enjoy the same parity as 

micro-economic reform. 

 

Secondly, at an empirical level there is the scope to extend this research to track the 

discourses and practices defining performance-based planning during the 

implementation of the fledgling Sustainable Planning Act 1997 (SPA). Such a case-

study would provide a rare Australasian example of a comprehensive, longitudinal 

study of transitions in land-use planning reform over more than two decades. 

Further to this undertaking detailed case-studies in other quite different governance 

contexts that have overtly adopted a performance-based approach to urban and 

land-use planning would yield valuable comparative data and analysis. In particular 

the institutional examination of other attempts to create more effective planning 

systems in high growth contexts (e.g. Vancouver, Florida, Oregon) would provide a 

useful application of the framework.  

 

Future research could also focus on applied examples of how performance-based 

planning played out at the local municipal level in terms particularly in terms of 

supporting and promoting sustainability over a specified period of time.  This would 

usefully include a wider range of ‘actors’ other than those related to planning (e.g. 
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participants from the development community, politicians, civil society actors and 

pressure groups). This would necessitate the use of a different or expanded 

framework however and would entail both methodological and empirical 

innovations that were beyond the scope and objectives of this study.  

 

Finally, a fourth key agenda for future research focuses on refining and extending 

‘how’ we can learn from strategies for sustainability within a landscape of rapid 

planning change and experience. This thesis has argued for, and practically 

demonstrated, the salience of an institutional learning framework as a powerful way 

of critically examining strategic urban policy initiatives that seek to support and 

promote sustainability.  The findings from this thesis point to the need to critically 

focus research attention around the strategic dimensions of urban governance, the 

role of the state and other key actors, as well as the institutional capacity of planning 

to enable sustainability-led change. An institutional learning framework such as the 

one developed and applied in this study provides a means of bringing urban 

planning practices out of the institutional shadows and into a more critical public 

policy spotlight. To this end there is strong potential for the original institutional 

learning framework – Strategy-making for Sustainability - to be further conceptually 

developed and extended in relation to other strategic urban agendas.   

 

The need for institutional research focused on the imperative of climate change 

adaptation for example is particularly acute. Adapting to climate change will require 
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that “we need to learn very fast: learn indeed, on the job” (Flannery, 2008, p.8). 

Institutional change, capacity-building and learning will be central to this agenda. A 

modest hope is that in the wake of the United Nations Climate Change Conference in 

Copenhagen in 2009, the outcomes of this thesis can help to inspire future 

institutional research around this most compelling and necessary of sustainability 

meta-learning agendas. 
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Appendix A 
 
Indicative questions for the semi-structured interviews 
 
The following question prompts (based on the work of Fran Peavey) were sent to the 
participants prior to the interviews and formed the basis of the interview structure.  
 
 
 

• What is your current / past professional role? Or interest in urban planning in 

Queensland? 

• What do you understand by ‘performance-based’ planning? 

• What do you think were the key drivers of the shift to performance-based 

planning in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (IPA)? 

• What has been/is your experience with performance-based planning in 

Queensland under the IPA? 

-what are the key challenges 

-what are the opportunities that this approach offers in practice? 

• How does performance- based planning under the IPA contrast with your 

experience with other planning systems? 

• Do you think performance-based planning leads to more sustainable 

outcomes? 

• What needs to change to engender more sustainable urban planning 

outcomes within the Queensland planning and development context? 

• What do you think is the future for performance-based planning in 

Queensland? Why? How does this make you feel? 

• Do you have any other comments, issues or questions that you would like to 

raise about the performance-based planning in practice? 
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Appendix B 
 
         Urban Research Program 
                                                                                                            Griffith University 
         Ph. (07) 3735 5534 
          
         Date 
 
  
Performance-based Planning in Queensland under the Integrated planning Act 1997 

 
CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS 

 
 
 
PhD Researcher:  Wendy Steele 
    Urban Research Program, Griffith University 
    Email: w.steele@griffith.edu.au 
 
Principal Supervisor:  Professor Brendan Gleeson 
    Director, Urban Research Program 
    Email: Brendan.Gleeson@griffith.edu.au 
 
 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information statement, and in 
particular that: 
 

• My participation in this research project will include being interviewed about 
performance-based planning in Queensland under the Integrated Planning Act 
1997(IPA); 

• I understand that the interview will be audio-taped and the tapes destroyed once 
transcribed; 

• I understand that my participation in the research is voluntary; 
• I can refuse to participate in any aspect of the research such as audio-taping or 

withdraw from the research project altogether at any time without having to provide 
an explanation; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me, financial or otherwise, from my 
participation in this research; 

• I will not be identified other than via my generic role in any research outputs; 
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics at Griffith University on 

(07) 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the 
ethical conduct of the project researchers; and 

• I agree to participate in the project 
 
 
Signature: 
    ………………………………..   ……………. 
  Participant          Date 

mailto:w.steele@griffith.edu.au�
mailto:Brendan.Gleeson@griffith.edu.au�
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au�
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Appendix C 
 

The ‘Building Better Cities’ program 1991-96: a nation-building initiative of the 

Commonwealth Government (Source: adapted from Neilson, 2008) 
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