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Introductory chapter 
This introductory chapter serves two purposes. The first is to summarize the findings of the five 
papers comprising the thesis, which includes identifying some issues to resolve in order to use 
institutional theory to inform communicative planning. The second is to use these findings to 
suggest how these issues might be addressed. This introductory chapter is therefore both a thesis 
summary and an attempt to take its findings one step further. 

Structure of  this introductory paper 

A discussion of the theoretical basis for the thesis is described in Section 1. This section reviews 
institutional approaches to communicative planning and suggests a taxonomy distinguishing 
between two interrelated institutional perspectives addressing structures of rules and actors with choices. 
This helps identify outstanding issues relevant to communicative planning (Section 2) and 
inspires the idea that institutional planning could be grounded in a spatial-institutional perspective 
focused on the interplay between actor choices and rule structures (Section 3).  

Section 4 uses the results of the thesis papers to explore how a “spatial institutional 
perspective” might resolve the issues described in Section 2. Specifically, Section 4 integrates two 
institutional approaches that can help analyze the costs and benefits of participating in the 
“space” of an institutional environment, one emphasizing structures of rules (discriminating 
alignment within New Institutional Economics) and another emphasizing actor choices 
(collective action theory). This is the basis for a thought experiment regarding the strategies an 
individual actor might use to choose institutional environments for coordination and positions in 
those environments. Such an approach can be a complement to the current planning literature of 
institutional capacity and “place-making.”1 Section 5 presents issues raised but not addressed 
within the scope of this thesis as suggestions for future research. Thesis conclusions are 
summarized in a final section.

Thesis structure and methods 

The papers comprising this thesis were written for different audiences, in different contexts and 
at various stages of the author’s doctoral education. They vary in ambition, tone, audience and 
focus. Some arguments, particularly Papers II-IV, were revised or developed in later papers.  

Just as the process of planning is not linear and draws on many perspectives and materials, 
these papers reflect an iterative process. Also, the papers were not written in the order presented 
in this thesis. Problem definitions, methods and literature references were frequently reviewed 
and revised.  

It is difficult to predict the trajectories of complex processes, but often possible to see a 
pattern of development in retrospect (Krugman 1999). When the papers in this thesis are 
reordered they too reflect a certain logical progression. The figure below describes how the paper 
methods relate to scientific issues and to each other. The result of each paper suggests a new 
issue, which is addressed in the paper that follows.2

1

                                                 
1 For discussions of this concept see Cars et al., eds., 2002. 

2 The relationship between papers is not necessarily described in respective papers. The papers were written and/or 
published in the following order: Paper II, Paper III, Paper I (in draft at an early stage), Paper IV, Paper III, Paper V. 

 



 

Figure 1: Scientific issues lead to paper topics, and paper results suggest new issues addressed in subsequent papers. 
 

The starting point is the shift to a planning paradigm reflecting communicative norms. Whether 
or not we agree that communicative planning should be a normative goal or is a feasible 
alternative in practice, communicative planning dominates current planning theory. Perhaps the 
most serious challenge to communicative planning has been its seeming optimism regarding how 
communicative practice can overcome manipulation due to complex power and authority 
relationships. This thesis takes a somewhat different approach. It asks not how power will affect 
actor interaction in planning processes, but rather why actors might choose to participate in 
planning processes designed (though not assured) to be communicative. Throughout the thesis, 
actors are assumed to be self-interested, but with individual goals and preferences at least partly 
shaped by complex webs of embedded social institutions. Such assumptions also recognize the 
potential for communicative planning to contribute to the transformation of other institutions 
over time.  

Paper II describes how this shift evolved and what it implies for planning practice and roles 
for planners. The results of Paper II raise a new issue: how can we structure planning to achieve 
communicative planning goals? One method is to use the theory and case studies of institutions, 
the study of structures and interactions. Paper I surveys the institutional theory literature and 
discusses its relevance to planning’s communicative goals. (In this volume, the literature survey 
(Paper I) is presented before the discussion of new planning paradigms (Paper II) so as to offer 
the theoretical basis for subsequent analyses as a first chapter.) Papers III and IV are case studies 
animating the challenges of coordinating actors dispersed in physical space and from divergent 
institutional frameworks. Papers I, III and IV reveal two unresolved issues: how to motivate 
planning actors to participate in regional planning processes, and how such processes relate to 
subsequent decisionmaking. Paper V explores potential solutions to these issues. 
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Notes to the reader 

The papers use different terminology, in part because the literature describes similar concepts 
using different terms. To help the reader navigate the thesis, a glossary of working definitions 
used in this introduction is provided below. 

This thesis focuses on the planning issues associated with metropolitan regions, the often 
publicly led processes organized by regional planning associations, metropolitan planning 
organizations or metropolitan area authorities such as regional parliaments. These tend to 
comprise public government representatives including sector authorities, infrastructure operators, 
municipalities and counties, but many have attempted to engage the participation of private 
actors, community leaders, and interest groups. The term planning is used throughout the thesis to 
refer to a coordinated process concerning issues of common regional interest. Institutions are rules, 
norms and codes of conduct structuring interaction among individuals, firms and organizations 
(actors) at one or several scales, providing opportunities and constraints for interaction outcomes 
(North 1990). This definition of institutions also incorporates the organizations or other 
structures of governance created to manage rules, such as a planning authority.3 Institutions, the 
rules of the game, play out in institutional environments such as planning processes. As such, an 
institutional environment is created both by the rules of the game (institutions) but also by the 
behaviour of actors and their interaction with each other within these rules.4 Planning institutions 
therefore contribute to the creation of planning environments that coordinate actors. This does not 
negate the relevance of planning in other contexts such as within a firm or within other types of 
organizations. Indeed, the thesis specifically addresses the fact that planning can occur in many 
alternative institutional environments. Communicative planning, as used in this paper, describes any 
number of variations of planning with institutions designed on the basis of communicative 
norms. Note that institutional design for communicative planning cannot guarantee that 
interaction is free of the effects of power or the mobilization of bias; cooperative norms cannot 
be imposed.  

3

                                                 
3 This definition of institutions include laws, regulations and social norms as well as the institutions of 
governance/governance structures created to meet coordinative goals within institutional constraints (see Williamson 
1998). See also Paper I, Table 1. 

4 The term “institutional environment” has been used to describe the arena in which rules and norms play out 
(North 1990, Healey 2007). These sources also note the ways in which actor behavior and institutions co-evolve. 
This paper defines institutional environments more explicitly as the space created as actors interact with each other 
and with rules. 

 



Glossary 

Note: these are the working definitions used in this introductory chapter, not definitive explanations of 
these terms as used in the institutional literature  
 
Actors: Stakeholders that may participate in collective action processes such as communicative planning 
 
Collective action: the coordinated action of two or more people to generate collective resources 
 
Communicative action: actions, including collective actions, based in communicative rationality 
 
Communicative planning: a variety of planning strategies and theories focused on ongoing 
communicative processes including a range and diversity of stakeholders. Communicative planning 
processes seek to facilitate visioning, communication among diverse actors, and innovative alternatives. 
 
Communicative practice: the operationalization of communicative planning theories. 
  
Communicative rationality: A rational base for individual and collective behaviour wherein rationality is 
continuously constructed in communicative settings through processes of speech and dialogue. 
 
Institutional environment: The space created as actors governed by institutions interact. Institutional 
frameworks, together with the actions of actors within those frameworks, delimit and describe institutional 
environments. 
 
Institutional fields: Communities of organizations or professions subject to similar institutions. 
 
Institutions: Rules, norms and codes of conduct structuring interaction among individuals, firms and 
organizations (actors) at one or several scales, providing opportunities and constraints for interaction 
outcomes 
 
Interorganizational or interpersonal networks: patterns of social relations among interdependent 
actors representing shared problem formulations or interests, stewarding social capital, and providing a 
structure for actor communication and coordination 
 
Planning: input to the decisions made regarding issues of common interest by those who govern, 
produced through a coordinated process   
 
Polycentric spatial planning: A general strategy for spatial  planning supporting interconnected city 
systems of various sizes, as well as a concern for connecting urban cores with peripheral and/or rural 
areas.  
 
Polycentric governance: A governance structure with many centres of authority and control. These may 
include both formal and informal centres in public, private or shared forums. 
 
Social capital: cognitive norms and values, as well as organizations or networks structuring the ways in 
which values play out in individual behaviour and collective actions. 
 
Stakeholders: Individuals or organizations with a stake in an issue. Not all stakeholders may have the 
opportunity to be actors in planning or decisions regarding the issues in which they have a stake.  
 
Transaction costs: costs associated with coordinating with other actors to produce transactions or tasks 
including bargaining, contracting, or collective decisionmaking, but also other forms of interaction such as 
building trust or a sense of shared values. Transaction costs may represent the cost of time and other costs 
associated with the process of gathering and sorting information, guarding against and evaluating the 
impact of uncertainty, and mobilizing and coordinating actors. 
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Paper summary 

The thesis comprises five papers. Three are published and peer-reviewed: two as book papers 
(Papers II and III) and one in an international scientific and professional journal (Paper IV). 
Paper V has been submitted to Planning Theory, and Paper I will be edited for publication. The 
candidate is the sole author of Papers I, II, IV and V and the primary author of Paper III. 

PAPER I: RADER OLSSON, AMY (2008) INSTITUTIONAL THEORY: INSTITUTIONAL 
PERSPECTIVES 

Paper I is a survey of the institutional literature within economics, organizational science, public 
choice theory, and planning theory, and analysis of its relevance to planning theory. A new 
taxonomy is developed distinguishing two interrelated institutional perspectives relevant to 
planning theory: actors with choices, and structures of rules. Each perspective reveals a major 
unresolved issue and sets the research agenda for subsequent papers.  

PAPER II: RADER OLSSON, AMY (2002), ”PLANNING AND GOVERNANCE FOR A NEW AGE” ( 
IN RESHAPING REGIONAL PLANNING: A NORTHERN PERSPECTIVE, SNICKARS, FOLKE, BRITA 
OLERUP AND LARS OLOF PERSSON, EDS., ASHGATE, PP. 95-117. 

Paper II was written for an anthology of essays providing planning students with a sense of the 
discipline’s history, breadth and challenges. This paper focuses on how planning norms have 
developed over time and how historical norms relate to current communicative ideals. This paper 
is descriptive in nature.  

PAPER III: HÅRSMAN, BJÖRN AND AMY RADER OLSSON (2002), “THE STOCKHOLM REGION: 
METROPOLITAN GOVERNANCE AND SPATIAL POLICY”, IN METROPOLITAN GOVERNANCE 
AND SPATIAL PLANNING, SALET, WILLIAM, ANDY THORNLEY AND ANTON KREUKELS, EDS., 
SPON PRESS (ROUTLEDGE) 2002, PP. 91-110. 

Paper III is a descriptive case study and brief theoretical discussion of the implications of various 
alternative governance structures for the Stockholm region. Several planning practitioners with a 
major role in planning the development of the Stockholm region were interviewed and historical 
documents were reviewed. This paper was written for a collection of case studies on the challenge 
of harmonizing functional regions with administrative borders, and the implications of this 
“spatial mismatch” for planning and governance institutions. This paper was written in a format 
that facilitates comparison to the other case study regions. This paper is co-authored with 
Professor Björn Hårsman who provided advice and guidance, particularly in the section 
discussing free rider challenges.  

PAPER IV: RADER OLSSON, AMY (2008), “COLLABORATION TO IMPROVE LOCAL BUSINESS 
SERVICES: THE NORRTÄLJE PROJECT IN SWEDEN” INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BANK 
MARKETING, SPECIAL ISSUE, THE FUTURE OF RETAIL BANKING. VOL. 26, NO. 1, PP. 57-72. 

This case study investigates and critiques collaborative planning (a form of communicative 
planning) using an institutional approach. Interviews were conducted with public and private 
partners in a local small business development initiative to identify how institutional 
environments may affect actor collaboration. This paper highlights the importance of 
communicative planning produced outside the public planning process, and the largely ignored 
role of banks in local and regional development planning. It also suggests that an institutional 
environment for planning can attract some actors and alienate others. 
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PAPER V: RADER OLSSON, AMY (2008), RELATIONAL REWARDS AND COMMUNICATIVE 
PLANNING: MOTIVATING PARTICIPATION AND LINKING PLANNING TO DECISIONMAKING 
(SUBMITTED TO PLANNING THEORY: IN REVIEW)  

This theoretical paper addresses some of the unresolved issues identified in Papers II-IV using an 
institutional approach to planning and decisionmaking as collective actions. Three types of 
“relational rewards” are suggested that may solve the social dilemmas inherent in communicative 
planning institutions. These are associated with network membership, network position, and 
communication externalities. Relational rewards may motivate actors to participate in—or 
avoid—voluntary communicative planning processes, which has implications for subsequent 
decisionmaking outcomes. Paper V suggests that interdependent actors choose institutional 
environments for cooperation based on expectations of transaction costs and relational rewards. 
 

Paper Title 
Background or 
literature review

Theory 
development 

Case study

Paper I: Planning Metropolitan Regions: Institutional 
Perspectives 

 

X 

 

  

Paper II: Planning and Governance for a New Age X   

Paper III: The Stockholm Region: Metropolitan Governance 
and Spatial Policy   X 

Paper IV: Collaboration to Improve Local Business Services: 
the Norrtälje Project in Sweden  X X 

Paper V: Relational rewards and communicative planning  

 

X 

 

 

Table 1: The thesis comprises historical and background descriptions, a literature review, case studies and theory development using an 
institutional approach to communicative planning. 

 



1. Is institutional theory relevant to communicative 
planning? 

The basis for this thesis is institutional theory. This section reviews the institutional literature with 
specific reference to its relevance to communicative planning. Deepening our understanding of 
how actors communicate and interact in environments governed by institutions is critical to 
realizing communicative planning goals. Institutional theory has given us many tools to help us in 
this effort, and planning theorists have increasingly availed themselves of these. 

Planning has taken a communicative turn. Communicative rationality has been argued to be a 
more legitimate basis for planning, satisfying both input legitimacy (the process includes all 
relevant actors) and output legitimacy (the process produces an effective and efficient output) 
(Scharpf, 1997). The many types of planning called “communicative” generally share a 
conceptualization of planning as an ongoing communicative and transactive process with more 
attention paid to dialogue than decisions (Verma 2007b) including a range and diversity of 
stakeholders (Innes and Booher 2003). 

An institutional taxonomy for communicative planning in metropolitan 
regions 

All institutional theory deals with the relationship between actors and institutions but has 
different starting points and focuses. How can we categorize the many theories from several 
academic disciplines addressing institutions, so that we can use their insights to inform 
communicative planning theory and practice? We could categorize institutional approaches 
according to the academic discipline associated most with their development. However, if we are 
interested in informing planning theory we require a taxonomy related to key issues in realizing 
communicative planning goals.  

At the risk of trivializing a complex concept, communicative planning requires communication 
and planning. Communication relates to the character and content of interaction among actors. 
Planning processes structure, shape, motivate and potentially also manipulate communication. 
We can therefore distinguish between institutional theory of how actors choose to interact (actors 
with choices), and how institutions structure interaction (structures of rules). This distinction allows us 
to categorize both institutional approaches to planning theory and institutional theories 
developed within other academic disciplines. 

These categories are interrelated and co-evolving;5 the one cannot be understood without the 
other. Paper I uses the concept of transaction costs to bridge these two approaches. Actors 
consider transaction costs when creating or choosing institutional environments for coordination 
with actors: gathering information, coordinating actors, and creating and enforcing decisions 
(Williamson 1975, Alexander 1992). Institutions offer different structures of rules, with different 
transaction costs, for the various tasks associated with actor interaction and coordination (North 
1990, Sager 2006). 

Theories addressing actors with choices often assume that actors take institutions as given and 
then design processes within their constraints. Institutional theory addressing structures of rules 
suggests institutional design for specific decisionmaking processes (Alexander 2007, Forester 

7

                                                 
5 Healey (2007) and Gualini (2002) both describe actor choices (such as willingness to cooperate in communicative 
planning processes) and structures of formal and informal institutions as interrelated and co-evolving, though they 
do not apply the specific taxonomy suggested in this paper. 

 



2007, Ostrom 2005) and studies their transformation over time, at various levels, and across 
contexts (North 1990, 2005; Healey 2007). 

These perspectives are not as divergent as they appear. Institutions are embedded at several 
spatial and regulatory levels (Williamson 1998) and in complex interrelated cultural, economic and 
political webs (Matthiesen 2002, Granovetter 1985). Nevertheless, actors may have opportunities 
to create and enforce their own institutions for specific situations, particularly if higher-level 
institutions allow them the discretion to do so (Ostrom et al. 1993, Ostrom 2005). They may also 
be able to adapt or transform institutions to meet changing goals for coordination, as illustrated 
in the case study of Norrtälje, Sweden in Paper V. 

Current contributions of institutional analysis to planning theory  

Planning theory using an institutional approach has tended to focus more on structures of rules 
than on actors with choices. Institutional theory can provide planning with invaluable tools 
regarding actor choices as well.  

Actors with choices  

An institutional approach helps us understand how individual actor choices relate to collective 
actions such as communicative planning. Choice and game-theoretical applications incorporating 
transaction costs have used institutions as decision parameters to deepen our understanding of 
how boundedly rational actors with limited foresight approach collective situations (Scharpf 
1997). For example, metropolitan development planning may be subject to social dilemmas 
(Paper V). Metropolitan planning institutions often require plans to be publicly available and 
many entail no actor commitments. In a large and diverse region, this presents considerable 
motivation for free riding: using the plan without having contributing to it (Paper III). 

The institutional literature has also successfully incorporated normative concepts such as 
mental models (Denzau and North 1994) and social capital (Westlund 2006, Ostrom 1999) that 
affect actor propensity to cooperate and may reduce the risk of free riding—but the literature also 
highlights the ways in which powerful actors can manipulate bias in institutional environments 
for planning (Healey 2007, Forester 2007). Institutions determine roles, which actors have the 
authority to frame issues (Ostrom 2005), and how power relationships in other institutional 
contexts play out in planning processes (Healey 2007).  

As noted above, individual actors are embedded in complex webs of institutions (Gualini 
2002, Granovetter 1985). Actor discretion to participate in planning institutions is a function of 
both planning rules regarding who may, may not, or must participate (Ostrom 2005) and the 
institutions governing professional fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1991). Institutional norms may 
also facilitate cooperation, for example if social capital is manifest at a societal level (Putnam et al. 
1994). 

Collective action institutions may contribute to the transformation of societal norms (Ostrom 
2000, Healey 1999) but cannot create or impose them. Planning institutions may be designed to 
facilitate communicative planning as a goal but cannot guarantee communication free from 
manipulation by power or strategic behaviour. Actor behaviour will still reflect prevailing norms 
and rules at other scales (Williamson 1975, Healey 2007, Ostrom 2005). Actors may also have 
alternative institutional environments for collective discourse (planning) and decisionmaking 
(Paper V). 

Nevertheless, actors may also have the discretion to behave according to different rules and 
norms in a planning environment. Paper IV is a case study of a small business development 
initiative in the Municipality of Norrtälje. Despite a common interest in supporting local small 
business development, local retail banks and development planners in Sweden had no history of 
cooperation due to professional norms discouraging contacts that could be construed as political 
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lobbying or granting favours to specific private interests. However, these actors could easily 
justify their cooperation in an institutional environment for academic research, which was 
permissible with the constraints of their respective professional norms. Politicians governed by 
institutions may be unwilling to take a formal public position in a political environment but 
nevertheless use a planning arena to informally discuss new ideas openly with actors. They can 
also use planning environments to identify potential supporters and adversaries or draft policy 
proposals. This is valuable information when policy decisions are ultimately presented for public 
debate, governed by political institutions. 

Structures of rules 

Institutional theory provides some tools to help planners unravel the complex sets of institutions 
that determine opportunities for and constraints to interaction in planning environments. A 
typical metropolitan region comprises municipalities, counties, and national sector authorities. 
Regional policy must also consider natural boundaries such as watersheds and functional areas 
such as labour or housing markets. Stakeholders in planning processes include politicians, public 
sector authorities, firms, and civil society organizations (Salet et al. 2002a and Paper II). Actors 
representing these interests are constrained by nested sets of institutions but may also have the 
opportunity to design their own institutions that are tailored to specific situations (Ostrom 2005) 
and can adapt to dynamic social, political, environmental and economic conditions (Salet et al. 
2002b). 

The communicative planning literature supports actor-designed institutions while remaining 
cognizant of the constraints of actor embeddedness (Allen and Cars 2002, Healey et al. 2002, 
Gualini 2002, Matthiesen 2002). Institutional design is a process of developing both 
communicative skills (Forester 2007) and analytical tools to identify institutional constraints and 
actor interdependencies (Alexander 2007, Healey 2007). Planning must seek to understand the 
interplay of institutional design and institution building (Gualini 2002). 

Place or “milieux”-oriented planning may encourage communicative institution-building 
(Healey 1999, 2007, Gualini 2002, Matthiesen 2002, Healey et al. 2002, Paper IV). Empirical 
examples elucidate the challenges of institution building for planning (Healey 2007, Matthiesen 
2002, Wenban-Smith 2002) but they are context-specific; generalized conclusions of these studies 
are almost necessarily vague.  

Institutional approaches have also been used to analyze the potential for planning institutions 
to transform other institutions and institutional levels (Healey 1999, 2007; Matthiesen 2002). If an 
“actors with choices” perspective helps us understand how communicative and cooperative 
norms affect actor behaviour, a “structures of rules” perspective helps us assess the potential for 
planning institutions to develop and spread these norms across actor networks and communities.  

Table 2 below summarizes institutional concepts of relevance to realizing communicative 
planning in practice. As indicated in the table, transaction costs are a useful analytical tool in 
understanding the interplay between actors with choices and structures of rules. 
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Institutional concepts Potential relevance to planning Associated 
disciplines

Methods

Actors with choices Explain actor choices using institutions  

Rules affect how actors can or will participate in 
collective actions, and thus affect collective 
outcomes

Explain how institutions for a planning process govern 
actor choices and behavior regarding planning processes

Political science “Fine-grained” qualitative analysis 
of formal and informal rules in 
action situations; choice theory

Structures of rules Explain institutional development and transformation  

Some institutions may be designed, others are 
imposed

Suggest how to design communicative planning institutions 
within other institutional constraints

Organizational science Analysis of organizational fields 
comprising relevant actors (an 
industry, a set of government 
organizations, etc)

Institutional change and transformation Understand how communicative planning processes can 
transform other institutions and processes and thus support 
cooperative social norms

Cognitive science, 
sociology, economic 
history

Focus on feedback loops and 
interdependence among structures 
and actors

Relation between actors with choices and 
structures of rules

Explain the interplay between actor choices and rule 
structures

  

Institutional environments incur transaction costs 
to produce coordination tasks

Understand how alternative institutions for communicative 
planning affect transaction costs 

Organizational science, 
political science, 
organizational science

Assumptions about institutional 
levels and embedded sets of rules; 
transaction cost analysis

Institutions offer different transaction costs and 
benefits from coordination, and therefore lead to 
different interaction outcomes

Predict which institutions actors will choose or create for 
collective planning and action

Economics, political 
science, organizational 
science political science

Transaction cost analysis, 
rational/collective choice theory 

Table 2: Institutional approaches and their relevance to planning 
 



2. Results 1: outstanding issues in institutional planning 
theory 

The review of institutional theory and its relevance for communicative planning (Paper I) reveals 
two major outstanding issues: the motivation of actors to participate in communicative planning 
(actors with choices) and the specific way in which institutional design for planning (structures of rules) 
can affect such choices. 

Actors with choices: motivating participation in communicative planning 

Planning theory has focused primarily on structures of rules and has addressed actor choices in 
only general terms. In particular the issue of how and why individual actors choose to participate 
in communicative planning processes has been underemphasized in two respects. The first is the 
choices that actors are motivated to make, and the second is how much discretion they have to 
make such choices. 

The planning literature provides both theory and fine-grained analysis regarding how actors 
behave once they join a planning process. There is an extensive literature describing how actors 
might manipulate or facilitate a planning process, and what roles planners might play (Forester 
2007, Healey 2007, Cars et al. 2002). There are also convincing cautions that important interests 
might be systematically excluded (Connelly and Richardson 2004). But what might convince 
actors to join a non-mandatory communicative planning process in the first place? The fact that 
actors have interdependent interests is often assumed to be sufficient motivation (Booher and 
Innes 2002, Alexander 2007, Forester 2007). However, interdependent actors, particularly those 
with authority or financial resources, may have access to several other coordinating arenas besides 
planning. They could hold private meetings with a few other actors, bargain with opponents, or 
launch press campaigns to build public support. By the same token, they may not have the 
discretion to reach agreements in institutional environments for communicative planning. 
Politicians, for example may be required to make and ratify decisions within the constraints of 
political institutions.  

The institutional approach to collective actions addresses the issue of actor motivation to 
participate in coordinated processes, and Paper I argues that this has been underutilized in the 
planning literature. On the other hand, the institutional collective action literature can be difficult 
to apply to planning. Institutional choice theory is well suited to managing common-pool 
resources (Ostrom et al. 1993, Ostrom 2005) or political decisionmaking (Sager and Ravlum, 
2005, Scharpf 1997). Planning is also arguably a collective action (Sager 2006) but the “action” 
may vary from a simple sharing of costs for producing regional demographic forecasts, to a vague 
acceptance of common visions, to enforceable commitments of financial resources or to policy 
implementation. Therefore, Paper V argues that for planning to utilize an institutional collective 
choice approach, it must develop a better understanding of the individual rewards and transaction 
costs of voluntary, open-ended, inclusive planning processes resulting in a publicly available plan.  

These issues are particularly relevant to the goals of communicative planning. Social capital 
and communicative norms have been suggested as solutions to the problem of motivating 
communicative planning as a collective action, and also as its product (Gualini 2002). This 
presents a paradox: we need communication to motivate us to cooperate, and cooperative norms 
to motivate us to communicate. 
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Structures of rules: how institutional design affects actor choices 

Planning theory seldom utilizes transaction costs as an analytical tool for understanding the 
interrelationship between actor choices and rule structures, though they are occasionally referred 
to in passing (Booher and Innes 2002, Stewart 2002).6 An exception is Alexander’s “transaction 
cost theory of planning,” which explains the existence of planning as a result of the failure of the 
market to provide transaction-cost efficient mechanisms for coordination. Interdependent actors 
will choose or form institutions that allow them to coordinate actions at the least transaction cost 
(Alexander 2002, 2007). However, Alexander does not consider the institutional constraints that 
may allow actors little discretion to align their coordination needs with institutional 
environments. Neither does Alexander address the problem that patterns of interdependencies 
may be complex. Two municipalities may have interdependent interests regarding public 
transport development, but not land use. They may have interdependent interests regarding one 
part of a metropolitan development plan, but not the plan as a whole. Interdependence may 
therefore depend on how “lumpy” the scope of issues defined for coordination is. 
Comprehensive metropolitan development plans including environmental, social and economic 
issues may be relevant to a broad array of public and private actors, but make interdependencies 
difficult for any single actor to gauge (Paper V). 

Alexander’s transaction cost theory of planning is based on the assumptions of discriminating 
alignment, a theory central to new institutional economics. Actors create or choose institutional 
environments with the lowest possible transaction cost for goals. Goals may be gathering 
information, coordinating actors, and creating and enforcing decisions (Williamson 1975, 
Alexander 1992). Institutions therefore offer different structures of rules, with different 
transaction costs, for the various tasks associated with actor interaction and coordination (North 
1990, Sager 2006).  

However, discriminating alignment is difficult to apply to planning if goals are not clearly 
defined. Actors may not be fully aware of their own goals or preferences, or may be unwilling to 
reveal them (Schelling 1978). Also, if goals are identified in communicative contexts (Koppenjan 
and Klijn, 2004), then they are by definition undefined in advance of communicative planning 
processes. How can actors align unknown goals to an institutional environment? An appropriate 
institutional environment for uncertain goals may be one in which actors can create their own 
rules for interaction (Ostrom 2005). However, actors choosing institutional environments for 
coordination will form some expectation of value from interaction. Inclusive communicative 
planning practices can entail higher transaction costs than bargaining among a few actors (Sager 
2005). If this is the case, why would actors not seek institutional environments for which value 
and transaction costs are more easily evaluated and probably expected to be lower, such as 
bargaining? If institutional theory is to guide institutional design for communicative planning, it 
must provide tools for understanding how actors might evaluate the transaction costs, and 
benefits, of choosing to participate in communicative planning (Paper V). 
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6 Other examples from the planning literature using transaction costs are Sager (2006) and Sager and Ravlum (2005). 
These study the transaction costs of political decisionmaking. The transaction costs of producing comprehensive 
strategic plans that require the acceptance of several sectors and interests may raise increase the total transaction 
costs of political processes compared to sector planning involving fewer actors. 

 



Transaction costs and participation benefits link outstanding issues 

Actor choices to participate in communicative planning are, according to institutional collective 
action theory, related to perceived rewards (and punishments) of participation in relation to 
associated transaction costs.7 Discriminating alignment adds the idea that specific structures of 
rules create institutional environments that define transaction costs and participation benefits. 
Actors will choose to coordinate interactions within those institutional environments that 
minimize transaction costs for a given benefit. 

3. Results 2: The case for space 

Urban and regional planners are those social scientists arguably most advanced in their 
understanding of the importance of physical space to social and economic interaction. The 
analysis of structures of rules in a spatial perspective may be planning’s most significant 
contribution to institutional theory thus far (see Cars et al. 2002, Healey 1999). In the same spirit, 
this thesis proposes a spatial-institutional approach to communicative planning issues 
coordinating actors both across physical space and within institutional environments (a “social 
space”). 

Metropolitan development planning concerns physical space, often with several overlapping 
spatial-jurisdictional boundaries and corresponding institutions structuring governance (Salet et 
al., eds., 2002a and Paper III). Metropolitan regions are nodes where international, national and 
local networks meet, and they mediate between core and peripheral areas (European 
Communities 1999). They are centres of knowledge production and innovation and therefore 
critical to economic development (Lagendijk, 2001). Planning both “hard” and “soft” 
infrastructure is therefore necessarily systems-oriented, a challenge of “organizing connectivity” 
between both physical spaces and social, environmental and economic networks (Salet et al. 
2002b, Altshuler et al. 1999).  

A spatial approach links structures of rules to actors with choices 

Planning theory and practice has developed sophisticated tools to create and analyze policy 
alternatives for physical and economic development. A spatial perspective can perhaps also 
inform the design of institutions for communicative planning, both creating new institutions and 
analyzing the performance of existing ones. Spatial interaction models used in forecasting the 
effects of physical planning alternatives focus on the interactions between actors and systems, 
where systems are networks of people, firms and the infrastructure that connects them in physical 
space. For example, a computer-based land-use planning model can forecast and map housing 
demand or job creation. Such models incorporate the supply of physical infrastructure, the access 
of various user groups to education, jobs and services, pricing and taxation policies, and 
individual valuation of time spent commuting or the intangible qualities of a particular 
community. Similarly, spatial interaction models of innovation or firm clustering based on 
economic geography base firm location decisions on accessibility to suppliers, consumers, 
competitors or potential partners (Fujita et al. 1999; Fujita et al. 2002). A spatial perspective requires 
that we address the interplay between systems and actor choices. 
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7 For the moment we ignore the fact that different institutional environments may also entail other types of costs. 

 



Communicative planning actors choose positions in network space 

Communicative planning builds and stewards social networks that create a space for sharing 
information, building trust and inspiring innovation (Booher and Innes 2002). Networks are 
patterns of social relations among interdependent actors that coordinate policy decisions, and 
networks represent shared problem formulations. Planning creates networks coordinating 
discourse regarding a specific issue and thus creates institutional environments (Koppenjan and 
Klijn 2004).8 Planning’s challenge is to create shared formulations for complex problems (Rittel 
and Weber 1973). Paper V argues that if networks are defined as representing represent shared 
problem formulations, then communicative planning seeks to create networks. In other words, all 
planning institutions create institutional environments for coordinating networks, but 
communicative planning may also build new networks, since a major goal of communicative 
planning is to achieve shared problem formulations. This does not imply that strategic planning 
does not have the potential to build networks, only that communicative planning by definition seeks 
to build networks.  

Figure 3 illustrates this idea. Planning creates institutional environments, the space created as 
actors governed by institutions interact; these are the shaded triangles. These environments are 
the spaces within which actor networks representing different problem formulations meet. One 
could be a network of businessmen, another could coordinate environmental interests, and a 
third could be an association of municipalities. Communicative planning both provides a space 
where networks meet and also creates a new network (the black line linking actors from different 
networks). 

 

Figure 3: Communicative planning not only coordinates existing networks, but also builds and stewards new networks. 
 
This raises the issue of how actors make positional choices within the networks created as a result 
of communicative planning. The planning literature has not addressed this directly, though the 
literature on power relationships and the manipulation of bias in planning (Healey 2007, 
Flyvbjerg and Richardson 2002) could be used to inform this issue. 

                                                 
8 What this introductory paper describes as institutional environments may be compared to the notion of arenas in 
Koopenjan and Klijn (2004). 
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4. An exploration using a spatial institutional perspective 

Section 2 of this paper (based on Paper I) identifies two outstanding issues. The first is how to 
motivate individual actors to participate in planning processes that foster communicative norms, 
when those same norms seem necessary to motivate actors to initiate such processes. The second 
is how the normative goals of communicative planning relate to individual goals. Section 2 
concludes that the concept of transaction costs may a useful analytical tool for addressing these 
two issues by analyzing the interplay of rule structures and actor choices. Section 3 adds the idea 
that analytical tools can be utilized within a spatial systems perspective. Just as we analyze how 
drivers make choices to use road infrastructure, we can analyze how planning actors make 
choices to use rule structures. Just as firms locate themselves in cities, perhaps planning actors 
position themselves in the “space” delimited as an institutional environment. An institutional spatial 
approach helps focus our attention on how individual actors evaluate the transaction costs and 
benefits of coordinating with other actors in institutional environments such as that created by a 
communicative planning initiative.  

A spatial institutional perspective integrating two institutional approaches 

The section that follows considers how individual actors might estimate the net benefits of 
participating in institutional environments for coordination (benefits minus transaction costs). To 
simplify such an analysis, suppose that the only costs are transaction costs. What are the benefits? 
Do different institutional environments offer different transaction costs and benefits, and does a 
given institutional environment offer different transaction costs and benefits to different actors? 

Paper I describes two institutional approaches that may be integrated to create a spatial 
institutional approach: the principle of discriminating alignment (Williamson 1975, Alexander 
1992, 2007) and collective action theory (Scharpf 1997, Ostrom 2005). The Norrtälje case study 
(Paper IV) illustrates how the process of discriminating alignment might be reflected in actor 
choices to participate in communicative planning initiatives, and the Stockholm case study (Paper 
III) uses a collective action approach to discuss the free rider risks associated with various 
alternative governance institutions. 
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Discriminating alignment can describe the process by which interdependent actors attempt 
identify those institutional environments9 that offer the lowest transaction cost for coordinating 
tasks. Discriminating alignment takes the identification and characterization of a group of 
interdependent actors as a starting point. This defines the coordination tasks that must be 
undertaken to meet coordination goals, such as exchanging information, distributing resources, or 
developing common policies. Institutional environments are then chosen or designed to meet 
these goals at the lowest transaction cost: forums for information exchange, interorganizational 
discussion groups, policymaking committees, etc. In the Norrtälje case study (Paper IV), 
institutions governing the small business development initiative changed as the goals for 
coordination changed over time. Institutional transformation motivated some actors to invest 
more time and money in the initiative, but others reduced their participation level or “defected.” 
The institutional environment was well aligned to the needs of some actors but not to those of 
others. 

 
9 Williamson (1975) and Alexander (1992, 2007) do not describe institutional environments. They describe sets of 
interdependent actors choosing institutional arrangements or institutional structures of governance that meet defined 
coordination needs and are well matched to transaction attributes. A spatial approach simply extends this a step 
further; structures of governance and actor behavior within these structures produce an institutional environment. 
The principle of discriminating alignment is thus arguably also useful in explaining how actors estimate the costs and 
benefits expected to result from their participation in a certain institutional environment. 

 



Collective action approaches are concerned with the costs and benefits, rewards and 
punishments of cooperating with other actors. There is a similar assumption of interdependence 
among actors and interest in the ways in which institutions can address transaction attributes. 
Collective action theory also assumes that institutions can be more or less effective at meeting 
coordination goals and that transaction costs vary (Scharpf 1997, Ostrom 2005). However, 
collective action assumes that costs and benefits also depend on the behaviour of other actors. 
Different institutions offer higher or lower potential benefits for collective action, and this 
potential is then optimized or degraded by actor choices to participate, defect or under-
contribute. Paper III animates this example in its discussion of the potential free rider risks of 
various institutions for spatial development planning and governance in the Stockholm region.  

Neither approach typically describes actors’ “net benefits” but we can nevertheless attempt to 
describe them in terms of costs and benefits. The transaction cost approach of discriminating 
alignment analyzes which structures of rules offer the highest net benefits. A collective action 
approach investigates how such benefits are affected by the choices of other actors. 

Two individual actor “strategies” for maximizing net benefit 

The two institutional approaches described above may suggest two complementary strategies 
actors could use to maximize the net benefits of coordinating with others. Strategy 1 is based on 
the discussion in Paper I and supported by both the Stockholm and Norrtälje case studies; 
discriminating alignment is reflected in individual choices among alternative institutional 
environments as well as group choices to create a single environment. Strategy 2 is essentially a 
summary of Paper V, which discusses how social capital benefits might be utilized by actors to 
reduce the transaction costs of collective actions. The character and value of social capital is a 
direct function of the choices, behaviour and interaction among actors.  

Strategy 1 does not assume that institutional environments or task outputs affect each other; 
they simply help an actor pass milestones in pursuit of his goals. Strategy 2 assumes that the 
social capital created in the production of one coordinated task can reduce the transaction costs 
(and thus raise the net benefits) expected from participating in the production of other tasks in 
the same or other institutional environments. 

Suppose that several actors hope to influence a national government decision to build a new 
community college. A local municipality determines that its own benefit from the proposed 
college is a function of its proximity: the closer the better. However, the municipality lacks the 
authority or resources to influence this decision without cooperating with other municipalities, 
the business community, local high schools and so forth. Several alternative institutional 
environments can help him coordinate with these other actors, but in different ways. Some 
institutional environments raise the chance that the college will be built in the region, but not 
necessarily in close proximity: a lower expected benefit but a better chance of influencing the 
national government. Another institutional environment can coordinate actors with similar 
location preferences, but have only a small chance of influencing decision outcomes: a higher 
benefit but a lower probability of success. A third institutional environment may have a high 
benefit and expectations for success, but incur high transaction costs for coordinating actors. Net 
benefit is therefore a function of potential benefit, probability of benefit, and expected 
transaction costs for achieving benefit. 
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Strategy 1: prioritize, regroup and shuffle tasks 

New institutional economics typically associates transaction costs with tasks, but transaction costs 
can also be associated with individuals. Actors have unique coordination needs requiring a unique 
set of tasks. Actors estimate the value of their time differently and will therefore estimate 
transaction costs for the same time investment differently. Actor choices will reflect individual 
estimations of the transaction costs and expected benefits associated with individual needs. As 
with any cost-benefit analysis of a complex set of choices, these estimates are likely to reflect 
bounded rationality and uncertainty regarding the behaviour of other actors. Nevertheless, it is 
actor expectations of costs and benefits that guide choices, not a planning authority’s estimates of 
group costs and benefits. 

Individual actors may estimate that utilizing several institutional environments for producing 
tasks maximizes net benefits. Actors may for example coordinate with other actors in a separate 
forum to gather information and build support before they enter decisionmaking environments. 
Few national laws are put to a vote until sponsoring politicians are fairly sure it will pass, since 
they have secured support for the bill in separate negotiations with their influential colleagues. 
Firms negotiating a common agreement will rarely meet before they have gathered background 
information and information about each other, identified points of conflict, and crafted a first 
proposal.  

Suppose that the municipality in the example above can identify all the tasks necessary to 
making a collective decision regarding the location for the new college, and can spread these out 
like playing cards on a table: information gathering, forecasts and analyses, identifying supporters 
and opponents of alternatives, securing funding, and so forth. The municipality then compares 
the tasks associated with the collective decision (perhaps defined by procedural institutions, for 
example) with its own coordination needs. It can be actively involved in some tasks, peripherally 
involved in others, and not at all in some. Can it achieve the same benefit at a lower transaction 
cost by not participating in the group that decides how forecasts and analyses will be produced, 
or is it vital to participate because such decisions can effectively mobilize bias in favour of a few 
alternatives? Should the municipality build a coalition to lobby the national government in favour 
of its preferred college location, or would this encourage actors with opposing preferences to 
mobilize as well? If the municipalities across the region cannot come to a consensus regarding a 
location for the college, does the region risk losing this national investment to another region? 

Based on the answers to such questions, our municipality may attempt to pick, group and 
order its participation in collective tasks in a manner that will maximize its own net benefits. It 
may even determine that it has additional needs (specific studies, discussions with additional 
actors, etc). It will also guess how other actors will pick and order their “task cards.” If it needs to 
coordinate with the same group of actors regarding two tasks, perhaps it makes sense to group 
these tasks. Our municipal actor will likely reshuffle and regroup his cards as situations change. 
Tasks that may have seemed unimportant may prove to be vital, others may require less effort 
than expected. Actors that seemed minor may prove to have important roles and vice versa. He 
might expect to coordinate with actor group for only one task but discover that the same group 
can also produce other tasks efficiently. 
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To maximize their net benefits, actors will align tasks to institutional environments. 
Institutions also constrain these choices. Institutional environments may exist but not perfectly 
match individual needs. They may not exist, but an actor can create them together with a few 
others. They may exist, but an actor is excluded from them. They may be a low priority, but an 
actor is mandated to participate in them.10 They may include actors with whom an actor needs to 

 
10 Or, an actor might be effectively if not formally mandated to participate in an institutional environment. Such is 
the case if national funding is contingent on the creation and output of a metropolitan planning organization. 

 



coordinate, but have procedures difficult for him to adapt to.11 The interplay between actor 
choices and rule structures results in specific sets of actors (the macro result of micro actor 
choices) using rule structures (accepted, created or modified by these actors). 

Strategy 2: utilize social capital’s relational rewards  

Alternative institutional environments may also reduce transaction costs associated with other 
institutional environments by creating relational networks among participants. Communicative 
planning could be one such environment; institutions for coalition building could be another and 
so forth.12 In the community college example, suppose our municipality is large and influential 
enough to either coordinate its position regarding the college with a few other powerful and like-
minded actors (and then approach the national government together), and/or participate in a 
communicative planning process engaging actors with diverse preferences. Based on Strategy 1, 
the more exclusive institutional environment may seem to offer the highest expected net benefit. 
However, it may still be valuable to also participate in the communicative planning environment, 
which helps arrive at a common frame of reference regarding factors to consider when locating 
the community college. The regional planning process creates social capital embedded in a 
network; the municipal actor better understands and respects the viewpoints of other actors and 
identifies potential partners and opponents. Even if the municipality subsequently works out a 
detailed proposal to the national government in the more exclusive institutional environment, he 
can utilize the social capital network created in the communicative planning environment. This 
might take the form of informal discussions that lead to new proposals with a broader support 
base for his preferred location alternative, such as concurrent investments in transportation links 
improving region-wide access to the new college. 
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In this example, the communicative regional planning process built social capital that linked 
the municipality to a few other influential actors with whom it could produce a common 
proposal; social capital reduced the transaction costs that would otherwise have been incurred in 
another institutional context for finding and mobilizing partners. The weaker links that the 
planning process created among actors with more divergent views could also be utilized, to 
generate innovative alternatives that might not have been discovered among a few influential 
actors with similar preferences. In other words, by participating in one institutional environment 
to produce one task, an actor can reduce his transaction costs for coordinating the production 
other tasks in another institutional environments. Paper V calls such transaction cost-reducing 
benefits “relational rewards”13 describing two aspects of social capital and a valuable by-product. 
These three categories are 1) participating actor-exclusive benefits of social capital networks, 2) 
actor-specific value derived from positions within the network, and 3) communication 
externalities that may flow through network links.14

 
11 See the discussion of institutional distance in Section 4 of this paper. 

12 As noted above, not all institutional environments create relational networks. Some provide the benefit of 
achieving a given goal (gathering information, etc) but are not assumed to provide relational rewards fungible in 
other institutional contexts. 

13 These are called “relational rewards” rather than just aspects of social capital to underscore that they are rewards 
from participating in a collective action. 

14 Communication externalities are costless and associated with information and knowledge spillovers due to 
proximity (Fujita and Thisse 2002). Firms that develop links to make regular transactions more efficient may also 
enjoy spillovers of additional information and knowledge that flow through such a link. (Johansson 2004) This 
hypothesis suggests that there may be communication externalities as a by-product of social capital formation in 
communicative planning networks. This is explained in more detail in Paper V. 

 



Collective action theory suggests three factors that actors may consider in evaluating relational 
rewards (Table 3). The first is the type of value derived: all relational rewards have direct value in 
the pursuit of a specific goal (instrumental) and some may also have intrinsic value, such as 
improving an actor’s reputation. The second is whether or not benefits are excludable within the 
network.15 The third is the transaction costs of participating in the institutional environment 
(such as communicative planning) that is expected to generate relational rewards. Some of these 
transaction costs may be fixed and others variable; this depends on the institutions (rules) 
governing participation.  

Table 3 describes the relationship between the three categories of relational rewards and 
valuation factors. A given institutional environment may offer individual actors different types 
and amounts of relational rewards, because actors’ goals and patterns of interdependency are 
different. One actor might derive all three types of relational rewards from a planning process. 
Another actor might find value only in creating links to a few specific other actors in the network 
(specific relational links). Relational rewards may act as selective incentives that reduce free riding 
on non-excludable planning outputs such as public information.  

 
 

Categories of relational rewards 

Aspects of social capital Valuable by-product 
of social capital Factors determining 

the value of an 
institutional 
environment 

Networks Specific links and actor’s 
network position 

Communication 
externalities through 

transaction links 

Type of value Instrumental or intrinsic value Instrumental or intrinsic 
value 

Instrumental value 

Excludability Shared across the network Shared by actors with 
specific ties, may diffuse 
through the network 

Shared by actors with 
specific ties, may 
diffuse through the 
network 

Cost of participating*  Transaction costs of 
contributing to a network as a 
whole (sharing information, 
participating in dialogue, etc) 

Transaction costs of 
forming a transaction 
link with one or more 
specific other actors  

Costless externality as a 
result of investing in 
social capital creation  

Table 3: Potential relational rewards of participating in an institutional environment producing social capital networks *The only 
costs assumed are transaction costs 

                                                 
15 This assumes that actors will not consider benefits such as data made publicly available outside the network (non-
excludable to network nonmembers) in their decisions to participate in institutional environments for collective 
action. However, they may be willing to allow some of the outputs of collaboration to be publicly available, as long 
as exclusive benefits still exceed transaction costs. 
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Summary 

When estimating the net benefits of coordination, an actor will consider required coordination 
tasks associated with both the collective action and his own goals, his interdependency with other 
actors for each task, and the expected actions of these actors. An actor may use two strategies to 
maximize the net benefits of coordinating actions with other actors. The first is to consider the 
potential net benefits offered by various institutional environments: not just for producing 
coordinated actions, but also for producing the various tasks needed to produce coordinated 
actions. The actor may group and/or reorder his tasks and align them to institutional 
environments. A second strategy is to consider the potential relational rewards from participating 
in a certain institutional environment. Relational rewards reduce the transaction costs of one or 
more other tasks in the same or other institutional environments. The strategies of individual 
actors will thus be reflected in their choices of institutional environments to produce tasks. This 
does not exclude the possibility that all tasks could be produced in a single institutional 
environment and involve the same group of actors. 

Contributions to theory and planning practice 

The institutional literature tends to consider the transaction costs of producing a decision in a 
single institutional environment. By focusing on tasks rather than (just) decisionmaking, and 
individual actors instead of (just) groups, a spatial institutional approach hopefully contributes to 
understanding what attracts actors to voluntary institutional environments with non-excludable 
tangible outputs. This has relevance to understanding collective outputs, since the composition of 
an actor group producing one or more transaction inputs to decisionmaking (tasks) is the macro 
result of individual actors’ participation decisions. Institutions reflect actor interdependencies but 
also each actor’s unique and complex set of interdependencies.16

Some communicative planning theorists may object to this approach on the grounds that 
communicative planning cannot be undertaken by actors with no intention of abandoning their 
strategic goals. However, without embedded societal norms grounded in communicative 
rationality, actors’ ex ante assessments of the individual value of communicative planning 
participation will likely be based in strategic rationality.17
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16 This approach is reminiscent of Scharpf’s (1997) “actor-centered institutionalism,” but with less focus on macro 
outcomes on more on the intricacies of actor choices. 

17 For a comparison of strategic and communicative rationality as well as a detailed discussion of related rational 
bases see Alexander (2000). Alexander implies that the participation of rational actors in communicative planning 
forums is a strategic imperative: “The strategically rational, self interested actor pursuing his particular goals cannot 
achieve them without the consensus prescribed by communicative rationality” (ibid., p. 251). This hypothesis agrees 
that planning can mediate between strategic and communicative rationality, but not that consensus is the only way to 
achieve strategic goals or that participating in institutional environments supporting communicative rationality is a 
practical necessity for self-interested actors. 

 



5. Suggestions for further research 

This thesis raises a few issues not resolved within its scope. These may provide an agenda for 
future research in communicative planning and institutions. 

Do actors seem to use net benefit-maximizing strategies? 

The thought experiment above suggests some testable arguments regarding the effectiveness of 
communicative planning in achieving communicative norms. On the one hand, self-interested 
actors may participate in communicative planning if they see it as an efficient institutional 
environment for coordination. Communicative arenas for collective action may then build 
cooperative norms among participants (Ostrom 1999) and/or support transformation of societal 
norms favouring cooperation (Putnam et al. 1994, Healey 2007).18 The emphasis of 
communicative planning on discourse and trust-building may increase its potential to provide 
relational rewards that make planning an attractive institutional environment for producing tasks 
or even reaching consensus. In this sense, communicative planning may lead to communicative 
action. On the other hand, if an actor’s only relational rewards are derived from specific links to 
other actors and communication externalities, then communicative planning could well lead to 
strategic action (like coalition-building to weaken opponents’ positions). 

Empirical studies may be able to map the goals and assumed preferences of key actors in 
metropolitan issues and identify alternative institutional environments for pursuing their goals. 
Such studies could follow actors and chart their participation in one or many institutional 
environments with different actor groups and relational potential. This would provide a clearer 
understanding of what planning offers specific actors, and how institutional design for planning 
can develop in relation not only to goals but also to alternative institutional environments for 
communication and collective action. 

Institutional distance as a source of transaction cost 

The concept of institutional distance describes the regulatory, cognitive and normative 
discrepancies between the institutional environments of nation states. Institutional distance 
describes for example the character and extent of knowledge a firm needs to be able to trade with 
or operate in a foreign country. Just as physical proximity can reduce transportation cost for a 
firm, institutional “proximity” reduces the transaction costs associated with inter-firm contracts 
(Kostova, 1999). 

Continued institutional research might consider whether or not the notion of institutional 
distance can express the transaction costs incurred by specific actors in collective action situations 
such as planning. The effect of institutional distance on transaction costs ought to be as relevant 
at lower spatial and institutional levels as it is at the national level (Paper I). For example, in the 
Norrtälje case (Paper IV) the small business development initiative was first structured as an 
informal social network but later as a project. A project structure was well aligned to the 
professional fields of both banks and municipalities; it involved formal committees reporting to a 
central coordinator and the long time perspective they have for community development 
initiatives. Banks and municipalities also have organizations large enough to be able to staff 
project meetings. The project sought standardized solutions that could be adapted as standard 
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18 Much of the debate regarding the feasibility of communicative planning has to do with whether or not actors are 
self-interested or not. However, if mental models and social capital are important bearers of individual and group 
identity (Denzau and North 1994, North 2005, Westlund 2006), then individuals with preferences shaped by 
cooperative norms may be argued to be behaving in support of their own preferences. 

 



bank practices or as line items in municipal budgets. However, project institutions were vastly 
different from the professional norms of entrepreneurs, who maintain nimble, flexible small 
organizations and utilize informal, long-term relationships in interpersonal networks. Every hour 
an entrepreneur spent in a project meeting discussing general small business issues was an hour 
not spent actively developing his own business. Entrepreneurs incurred transaction costs in trying 
to adapt to the project structure. Most found the cost too high in relation to benefit and 
abandoned the program.19

This has significant implications for the design of communicative planning institutions. In 
practice many metropolitan planning bodies that have historically included public sector actors 
such as municipalities now try to include civil society organizations and private actors (Paper I, 
also recommended in Paper III). Planning institutions have developed to coordinate 
municipalities and public authorities that share a professional field: they often have similar 
organizational structures, norms of conduct, budget cycles and data collection procedures. They 
speak the same language, using terms familiar to each other to describe common problems. If 
institutions evolve to serve the coordinating needs of specific actor groups, then new actors from 
other institutional fields will incur extra, potentially prohibitively high transaction costs to adapt 
this process unless planning institutions are reformed from the ground up. 

Flies on the wall: planning participants without network links 

The most recent development plan produced for the Stockholm region lists over 170 actors 
organizations, interest groups, government representatives and public agencies that took the time 
to formally comment on the plan.20 Many of these actors attended seminars, listened to 
discussions, joined study trips or somehow participated in other communicative forums produced 
throughout the metropolitan planning process. But how many of these actors can actually be said 
to have established a position in a network created within the communicative planning process? 

We have described the value of alternative communicative forums such as planning in terms 
of interpersonal networks. We have distinguished between the non-excludable benefits of 
planning such as plans, forecasts and analyses, and the selective relational rewards of 
participation. Relational rewards are accessed through specific dyadic or network links. However, 
the formation of network links implies the tacit approval of at least two actors. This ignores the 
possibility that an actor may benefit from being a “fly on the wall:” taking in information, but 
offering none; listening to discussions but remaining silent. Passive participants incur transaction 
costs (time to attend meetings or seminars, for example) and a relationship with the process, but 
not with a specific actor. Nevertheless, passive participants access important information about 
actor characteristics, open-ness to dialogue or collaboration, and preferences not available to 
those not attending the meeting. This may reduce their transaction costs in other contexts such as 
coalition-building or negotiations. 

We may need other analytical tools to describe the rewards of passive participation in 
collective action in general and planning in particular. They seem to have spatial rather than (just) 
network characteristics and suggest that communication externalities may spill over to passive 
participants. Better understanding the motivation and behaviour of passive participants may help 
develop strategies that encourage actors to become more actively engaged in communicative 
planning processes. 
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19 However, the project successfully facilitated the creation of consultant and mentor organizations may bridge the 
institutional distance between banks and entrepreneurs in particular. 

20 Regionplane- och Trafikkontoret (2001), Regional utvecklingsplan 2001 för Stockholmsregionen, Stockholm: Rtk. 

 



6. Conclusions 

Whether or not planning theorists are convinced of the practical feasibility of communicative 
planning, it has achieved a dominant position among planning norms. Institutional theory is an 
appropriate tool for understanding how communicative planning may relate to other coordinative 
institutional environments and how actors might behave in a communicative environment. 

Planning theory has drawn inspiration from a variety of institutional approaches developed in 
organizational science, economics and sociology. These have helped us understand how planning 
institutions structure interaction as well as how institutions themselves develop and transform. 
However, achieving communicative planning goals requires understanding not only the relation 
of individual actors to structures, but also the interplay of actor choices and rule structures.  

Planning theory has begun to develop an institutional perspective regarding both physical 
space and associated social milieux, unravelling the complex webs of embedded institutional 
structures constraining actors and suggesting strategies for designing communicative planning 
institutions. However, institutional approaches to understanding the motivation of specific actors 
to participate in communicative planning (particularly if it is voluntary) are underdeveloped. The 
planning literature has not clearly addressed how planning can affect other institutional structures 
for discourse, bargaining or decisionmaking. In particular, the institutional approach to 
communicative planning thus far lacks a clear understanding of how each actor estimates the 
transaction costs and benefits of planning participation. This is in part due to the fact that 
planning theory and empirical studies tend to lump planning and decisionmaking into the same 
process, muddling the distinction between the two. In fact, embedded institutions generally give 
actors only limited discretion to make decisions or commitments within communicative planning 
processes. Also, steps in the process may be efficiently served by several institutional 
environments, of which only one may be planning. Admittedly, institutional theory may be 
difficult to apply to planning that does not result in decisionmaking, because open-ended 
voluntary planning makes transaction costs, rewards and punishments of planning participation 
difficult to estimate ex ante. 

This thesis aspires to advance understanding of how actor choices relate to embedded 
structures of rules. It surveys a wider scope of institutional theories than most institutional 
approaches to planning and suggests some insights from other disciplines that have not yet been 
explored in planning. It ties institutional theory to theories of collective action, to develop an 
explanation for why actors may or may not be willing to participate in a planning process 
following communicative norms and how planning participation relates to subsequent action. In 
other words, it offers an explanation for why self-interested actors may be attracted to interactive 
forums designed to meet communicative goals. Actors may not need to accept a communicative 
rationality in order to participate in planning environments designed to support communicative 
goals. The concept of relational rewards incorporates the value of social capital and other 
exclusive benefits of communicative planning participation into a rational actor approach. It does 
so without negating the potential of communicative norms to develop within communicative 
planning processes. On the contrary, it offers an explanation of how boundedly rational actors 
without communicative norms can over time develop a propensity to pursue communicative 
goals.  

In a practical sense, this thesis challenges planners to think about what selective incentives 
they offer actors to participate in communicative planning. Does communicative planning 
increase or reduce the transaction costs of coordinating actors for collective, communicative 
action? Which actors will almost definitely participate? Which may choose to ignore the process? 
What will passive participants gain? Perhaps most importantly, it encourages planners to identify 
and characterize the many institutional environments for planning and decisionmaking required 
of or offered to actors in transaction cost terms. 
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Planning is arguably the discipline most experienced and adept in understanding and applying 
a spatial perspective and can help other disciplines develop a spatial-institutional approach. This 
thesis has hopefully contributed to this process. 
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