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1. Introduction

Collaboration has long been a central tenet of planning theory and practice, grounded in ideals
such as inclusionary participation, undistorted communication, and consensus-building through
reasoned argumentation among diverse stakeholders. The common denominator of these ideas is
understanding the essence of planning activity as extending beyond the tenet of instrumental rationality
and the technocratic approach ingrained in the rational comprehensive planning paradigm to genuinely
embrace democracy as a core value.

The scholarly roots of urban planning focused on the involvement of non-experts in the field can
be traced back to the 1960s with influential works like Arnstein’s [1] ‘ladder of citizen participation’,
which challenged top-down approaches and emphasised public engagement. The model of advocacy
planning also introduced the plurality of interests, particularly highlighting the needs of disadvantaged
social groups [2]. Furthermore, Habermas’s theory of communicative action [3,4], revolving around
the ‘power of good argument’ and ‘undistorted communication’ among diverse Stakeholders with
various interests, and Giddens’s acknowledgement of the importance of agency (people) alongside
structure (institutional framework) in social and political processes [5], made a cornerstone for various
approaches ingraining democratic principles in planning. Emerging from these principles, the
collaborative planning paradigm—dominant in the 1990s and early 2000s—emphasises participatory
planning with consensus as an ultimate goal of a planning process [6-12]. Scholars such as Fainstein [13]
and Forester [14,15] have further explored the concepts of justice, power dynamics and deliberation in
planning processes. Recent scholarly debates focus on co-production, co-creation and co-design in
planning processes and place-making. These approaches emphasise the collaborative involvement of
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citizens, planners, and other stakeholders [16], moving towards an understanding of planning as
a ‘governance of place’ [17].

In practice, public deliberation and negotiation have gained prominence for addressing practical
planning challenges, especially at the local level—in cities [18]. Effective collaboration mechanisms
include bottom-up informal initiatives, direct action by affected communities, and the expertise of non-
governmental and community organisations [19,20]. Often relying on experiential learning rather than
expert facilitation [21], these initiatives acknowledge local values, cultural beliefs, customs, and
residents’ experiential knowledge, all of which are valuable for participatory governance [22].
Although effective public engagement usually happens informally, i.e., without being ingrained in the
planning system [23], participatory democratic innovations have succeeded in influencing space and
society, even in flawed democracies [24].

In summary, noticeable progress has been recently made—in terms of both advanced theoretical
foundations on collaborative planning and evidence on how collaborative planning principles can work
in practice. However, core obstacles remain in effectively translating these collaborative planning
principles into tangible and long-term outcomes that can induce a genuine transformation of urban
governance. Democracy-based approaches often falter when a minority of actors possess unilateral
advantages, such as land ownership, decision-making legitimacy, or economic dominance [25,26].
Similarly, formal procedures mandating broad stakeholder participation and consensus-based
decision-making have often proven ineffective. Ultimately, the pursuit of democracy in urban planning
inherently requires an interdisciplinary approach, integrating insights from urban studies, sociology,
political science, and other fields. Briefly put, collaborative urban planning has been challenged from
several angles in recent decades. From the academic point of view, contemporary scholars contest its
theoretical foundations, while implementing democracy in planning practice is experiencing an
alarming erosion.

Observed through the theoretical lenses, there is considerable criticism over the collaborative
planning tenets broadly revolving around the following: The idealistic nature of enabling everyone to
express their own needs and interests equally [27], consensus as the ‘death of difference’ [28], and
collaboration as a smokescreen to the actual decision-making [29]. More precisely, Swyngedouw [30]
argues that collaboration often serves as a post-political process, effectively depoliticising decision-
making in the pursuit of consensus and masking underlying power dynamics, which leads to a
declarative rather than genuine collaboration. Flyvbjerg [31] explicitly criticises the tenet of
undistorted communication, pointing to strategic, deliberate misinterpretations within planning
processes, hence inducing power imbalances. Mouffe’s [32] approach encourages debate, negotiation,
and compromise without necessarily aiming for unanimity, suggesting that collaborative planning
processes can become more democratic and inclusive by embracing rather than suppressing
disagreement. Finally, Purcell [33] indicates that truly democratic urban planning may require more
confrontational strategies to challenge entrenched power structures. These critiques collectively
highlight the complex challenges facing collaborative urban planning, from the masking of power
dynamics to the limitations of consensus-based approaches in addressing systemic inequalities.

From the practical point of view, implementing democratic urban planning faces multifaceted
challenges stemming from both macro-level global trends and micro-level local dynamics. At the
macro-level, several global trends and tensions impact democratic urban planning. First, the post-
globalisation era shifts focus to place-based approaches that prioritise local identities and community
needs, however, bringing complexity to the planning process and challenging the previously
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popular ‘flow of planning ideas and practices’ across national borders as an approach to facilitating
the transfer of lessons learned and best practices [34,35]. Second, political shifts, including the rise of
right-wing populism and authoritarianism, challenge democratic planning by favouring short-term
gains over sustainable development, contributing to ‘democratic backsliding” and an ‘illiberal turn’ [36].
Finally, the ongoing neoliberalisation of urban governance promotes market-oriented practices that
prioritise economic interests over democratic participation [37]. This trend increases the influence of
financial actors, exacerbating economic inequalities and social polarisation, thereby undermining core
democratic principles such as political representation, participation, and institutional trust.

At the micro-level, these macro-forces translate into specific challenges within planning processes.
For example, political and financial power dynamics at the macro-level often replicate in local
planning processes, leading to disproportionate stakeholder influence. This affects public interest
protection in planning, as the public sector becomes dominated by political and financial discourses,
diminishing civil society’s voice. City governments often fail to create inclusive spaces, marginalising
less powerful groups. Undemocratic behaviour is typically associated with elites, as politicians usually
align with financially powerful actors rather than the public [38]. Furthermore, despite efforts to
promote co-practices in urban planning, participation often remains limited to well-represented groups,
failing to achieve true social inclusion. This ‘participation paradox’ perpetuates existing power
structures, disenfranchising the general public, including community groups, ordinary citizens, and
marginalised populations [23]. Finally, what is particularly underestimated is the connection of
previous sectors to planning professionals. Urban planners frequently find themselves caught between
competing interests driven by the authoritarian, populist, and pro-growth agendas of political and financial
elites, resulting in planners acting as passive technical experts rather than enablers of change [39]. To
address this, both citizens and professionals need to become more sensitive to local, experiential
insights, skills, and knowledge [40].

This special issue aims to rethink and reframe how we conceptualise collaboration in planning.
Issues of contested interests, dissenting voices, and polarised power geometries call into question the
ability to achieve consensus or have an undistorted discourse. Diverse actors bring divergent
knowledge systems, values, beliefs and agendas to the planning process. Hence, rather than adhering
to idealised notions, this issue places an emphasis on the adoption of a more grounded perspective
attuned to the complexities of actor constellations and socio-cultural contexts.

The contributions cut across different empirical domains and geographic contexts but are united
by a shared actor-centred approach. Some articles focus on the interplay of tangible factors like formal
procedures and intangible factors like ideological orientations in shaping planning cultures and
practices of collaboration. Others, starting from the nexus between the general public and professional
planners, both seen as objects (and not subjects!) in planning processes under the currently contested
legitimacy of planning as a tool to protect the public interest, tend to explore innovative ways of
interaction to bridge the gap between the everyday language of people and the professional discourse
of policymakers, aiming to improve mutual respect and trust. Finally, some contributions undertake a
more holistic approach, viewing planners, residents, politicians and other stakeholders not as passive
subjects but as active agents deliberately making places according to their own intentions, knowledge
bases and positionalities within broader power structures. Collectively, the special issue offers a more
grounded and nuanced understanding of what authentic collaboration entails in the pluralistic realities
of planning practice to ultimately inform incremental improvements in both collaborative planning
research and practice.
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