
L O P E Z ,  R O C C O  &  G O N Ç A L V E S

U P 2 0 3 0  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  &  D E S I G N  R E A D Y  F O R  2 0 3 0

J U S T I C E
S P A T I A L 

C O N C E P T U A L
M O D E L



This Spatial Justice Conceptual Model has been developed within 
the framework of the UP2030 Horizon project, generously funded 
by the European Union. As a cornerstone contribution to work 
package three, this conceptual model aligns with the project's over-
arching goals of innovating and enhancing spatial justice in urban 
planning and design by 2030. Furthermore, it is a complemen-
tary resource to the spatial justice benchmarking tool developed 
by the Delft University of Technology (TU Delft). This integration 
ensures that the conceptual model not only provides theoretical 
insights and practical guidance for advancing Spatial Justice but 
also aligns with cutting-edge research and tools designed to meas-
ure and improve spatial justice outcomes. Through this collabora-
tive effort, the evaluation aims to empower practitioners, schol-
ars, and policymakers with the knowledge and strategies needed 
to create more equitable, inclusive, and just urban environments, 
reflecting the shared commitment of the UP2030 Horizon project 
and its contributors to fostering Spatial Justice on a global scale.
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I N T E G R A T I N G 
J U S T I C E 
I N T O  U R B A N 
P L A N N I N G  A N D 
P O L I C Y - M A K I N G

I N T E G R A T I N G  J U S T I C E  I N T O  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  A N D  P O L I C Y - M A K I N G  I S  E S -
S E N T I A L  F O R  C R E A T I N G  E Q U I T A B L E ,  S O C I A L L Y  S U S T A I N A B L E ,  A N D  R E S I L I E N T 
C I T I E S  T H A T  C A T E R  T O  T H E  N E E D S  O F  A L L  C I T I Z E N S ,  T H U S  A T T A I N I N G  T R U E 
S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y .  B Y  “ T R U E  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y ” ,  W E  M E A N  T H E  S I M U L T A N E O U S 
O C C U R R E N C E  O F  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y ’ S  T H R E E  C R U C I A L  D I M E N S I O N S  ( S O C I A L , 
E N V I R O N M E N T A L  A N D  E C O N O M I C ) ,  W H I C H  A R E  M U T U A L L Y  D E P E N D E N T  A N D 
M U T U A L L Y  R E I N F O R C I N G .
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PROCEDURAL
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W H A T  I S  S P A T I A L 
J U S T I C E

Since everything happens somewhere, space 
plays a definitive role (albeit not deterministic) in 
how social processes shape up. At the same time, 
justice is a human institution that serves as both 
a moral and legal framework that seeks to balance 

individual rights with the common good, ensuring 
that all members of a society have the opportunity 
to lead fulfilling and prosperous lives.

At the heart of the idea of justice lies a profound 
question: How can we live together? And how can 
we inhabit our planet? In light of our current unsus-
tainable practices, we are also compelled to ask: How 
can we revolutionise our interactions with our cities, 
our planet, and one another to nurture a world where 
both human and ecological well-being are realised?

focuses on the processes and governance of the 
built environment to not reproduce, maintain, 
or create new inequalities. In turn, reinforcing 
many levels of engagement from the residents 
and enhancing democracy.

focuses on the validation, protection, and foster-
ing of identities, practices, and socioeconomic 
and institutional arrangements of non-hegem-
onic individuals, collectives and communities.

focuses on the fair allocation, access, and 
appropriation of the burdens and bene-
fits of human association in cities and 
communities. 
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W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  T O 
U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  A N D 
P O L I C Y M A K I N G

The necessity for Spatial Justice arises from 
acknowledging that space is not a neutral backdrop 
to human activity but is actively produced, shaped, 
and contested by social processes, power dynamics, 
and institutional practices. At the same time, justice 
must underscore all actions taken to promote sus-
tainability, as it is the foundational virtue of social 
institutions, just as truth is for systems of thought. 
Therefore, any law or institution, no matter how effi-
cient or well-organised, must be reformed or abol-
ished if it is unjust (Rawls, 1971).

In the evolving discourse about how to steer our 
cities and communities towards a fair and sustain-
able future, the concept of spatial justice emerges 
as both a "meaning-giver" and a "sense-maker" for 

 Spatial justice seeks to rectify imbalances that 
create disparities in how different groups experience 
their environment. It advocates for a more just allo-
cation of spaces and resources that support a com-
munity's livelihood and for more democratic and 
empowering processes that allow that to happen.

 Spatial Justice encompasses three fundamental, 
indissociable and mutually-supporting dimensions: 
distributive, procedural, and recognition. 

The Distributive dimension concerns the equita-
ble distribution of resources, benefits, and burdens 
of our lives in society across different geographi-
cal areas or communities. It strives to ensure that 
no group or locality is systematically disadvantaged 
regarding access to essential services, amenities, or 
economic opportunities. The Distributive dimension 
addresses issues like fair allocation of public goods, 
infrastructure, and environmental quality to prevent 
spatial inequalities. 

 The Procedural dimension focuses on the fair-
ness of decision-making processes related to urban 
development and planning. It emphasises inclusive 
governance, that ensures participation, transparency, 
and accountability. In this dimension, a wide range 
of stakeholders should have a voice in shaping pol-
icies, regulations, and development plans, ensuring 
that decision-making procedures are open, account-
able, and considerate of diverse perspectives, with 
particular attention to the pleas of disadvantaged or 
historically oppressed communities. 

The Recognition dimension concerns the 
acknowledgement and validation of cultural iden-
tity, historical trajectories, and various social groups' 
specific needs and aspirations. It emphasises respect-
ing the rights and values of marginalised and vul-
nerable communities, acknowledging their unique 
experiences, and addressing historical injustices. 
This dimension also involves recognising and sup-
porting collectives that practice non-hegemonic 
forms of care, highlighting interconnectedness and 

interdependency, such as solidarity networks and a 
"care economy". It also emphasises the transformation 
of values, building on a plurality of possible worlds 
and the aspirations of citizens to foster novel socio-
economic and institutional arrangements that affirm 
the ideals of justice. This can be found in Indigenous 
communities, social movements' occupations, and 
other organisational structures that mobilise solidar-
ity networks mediating participation and self-deter-
mination in such territories.

Therefore, these dimensions are integral and 
essential to Spatial Justice and need to work in 
concert to ensure that urban development not only 
distributes resources fairly but also recognises the 
diverse needs and aspirations of urban populations 
and actively engages them in the decision-making 
processes.
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P O O R  U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  A N D  P O L I C Y M A K I N G 
C A N  E X A C E R B A T E  E X I S T I N G  I N E Q U A L I T I E S , 
C O N C E N T R A T I N G  D I S A D V A N T A G E  I N  C E R T A I N 
A R E A S  W H I L E  P R I V I L E G I N G  O T H E R S .

urban development policy and projects. It provides a 
critical lens through which the spatial dimensions of 
justice and equity can be understood and addressed. 

In urban development, space is not neutral; it 
reflects (produces?) and reproduces social inequali-
ties and power dynamics. By applying spatial justice 
principles, urban planners and policymakers can rec-
ognise and analyse the ways in which urban spaces 
either perpetuate inequality or contribute to more 
equitable outcomes.

As a "meaning-giver", Spatial Justice provides 
a more profound framework for understanding the 
complex interactions between space, society, and 
the environment. It helps us reflect on how urban 

policies and projects impact different communities 
and individuals, particularly those who are marginal-
ised or disadvantaged. This perspective gives mean-
ing to collective, public action, fostering a holistic 
approach to urban development that considers the 
spatial implications of policy decisions and seeks to 
create socially inclusive, empowering and regenera-
tive environments. 

As a "sense-maker", Spatial Justice encourages 
a systematic value-based rethinking of urban devel-
opment based on a clear three-dimensional frame-
work that addresses multiple aspects simultaneously.

Urban areas are mosaics of diverse communi-
ties with unique needs, aspirations, and challenges. 
Without a justice-oriented approach, urban planning 

and policy-making risk exacerbating social inequal-
ities, allowing environmental degradation and eco-
nomic disparities, and ultimately undermining the 
urban social fabric of cities.

The integration of justice dimensions into urban 
planning and policymaking is not only a moral impera-
tive but also a practical necessity for addressing com-
plex urban challenges that require collective imagi-
nation and collective action. Justice-oriented plan-
ning aims to reorient urban development to address 
social sustainability consistently and, in turn, make 
groups (and thus the city) more resilient to shocks 
and stresses. Furthermore, a justice-based approach 
can drive innovation and sustainability by fostering 

environments where diverse ideas and solutions are 
welcomed and where social equity is seen as integral 
to economic prosperity and environmental steward-
ship. Integrating spatial justice with social sustain-
ability is essential for good policy design. By doing 
so, cities can become places of care, resilience, and 
solidarity, capable of meeting current and future 
challenges.
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As overlapping socio-ecological crises affect cit-
ies and regions, the intersection between Spatial 
Justice and social sustainability is a critical nexus 
where equitable access to urban spaces and resources 
meets the long-term livelihood of communities. 

Social sustainability refers to a community's abil-
ity to develop processes and structures that not only 
meet the needs of its current members but also sup-
port future generations' ability to live healthy and 
prosperous lives. It is the bedrock on which environ-
mental sustainability can be grounded and is founded 
on well-functioning political, institutional and legal 
systems that deliver just outcomes regarding the 
distribution of environmental, economic and social 
burdens and benefits of development and growth. 

A key aspect of social sustainability is the ability 
to establish institutions that can steer and govern 
a community's socioeconomic and environmental 
development. Thus, environmental or economic sus-
tainability is not possible without social sustainabil-
ity. In fact, Spatial Justice is a pillar of sustainability. 
It advocates for policies and practices that foster a 
balance between these dimensions to achieve long-
term sustainability and true resilience.

At this intersection lies the understanding that 
for human institutions to be sustainable, they must 
also be just. By integrating Spatial Justice values in 
social sustainability, urban initiatives can foster envi-
ronmentally and economically sustainable societies 
characterised by social cohesion that does not under-
mine plurality, equal opportunity, and the fostering 
of a strong sense of belonging and care for the com-
mons between inhabitants.

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  T O 
S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

J U S T  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y 
T R A N S I T I O N S :  L E A V I N G 
N O  O N E  B E H I N D

Just sustainability transitions encompass the 
holistic transformation of socio-technical systems 
towards more sustainable and equitable futures, 
ensuring that no one is left behind. The concept of 
a “just transition” integrates social justice with envi-
ronmental sustainability, highlighting that efforts to 
address climate change and environmental degrada-
tion must also tackle social inequalities.

Socio-technical transitions to sustainability 
involve profound, systemic changes in energy pro-
duction, consumption patterns, transportation, and 
other fundamental systems. To address it, many urban 
concepts like the smart city, the 15-minute city, and 
the circular city have emerged as "best practices". 
These and other narratives around sustainability, 
adaptation, and resilience often lack a justice perspec-
tive. The Spatial Justice lens reinforces that resilience 
and adaptation should address not just a matter of 
physical infrastructure or environmental management 
but also systemic inequalities that would still keep 
communities susceptible to harm. Moreover, critical 
research has shown that these initiatives have often 
exacerbated inequalities and created new forms of 
dispossession (Shelton, 2015; Wiig, 2016; Thatcher, 
2016; Savini, 2019; Amorim, 2021).

Just transitions recognise that technological inno-
vations alone are insufficient for sustainability; they 
must be accompanied by changes in social practices, 
cultural norms, regulatory frameworks, and economic 
structures. In addition, some scholars argue that the 
focus of cities on strategies and action comes at 
the expense of efforts in developing coherent long-
term city visions. An imbalance between vision, strat-
egy and action leads to the disconnection between 
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short-term action and long-term planning. A major 
criticism of current sustainability visions is their reli-
ance on so-called "experts," which often leads to 
exclusionary processes and business-as-usual out-
comes detached from citizens’ lived experiences. This 
lack of a collective vision can result in public detach-
ment, protests, political polarisation, and threats to 
democracy. 

Spatial Justice aims to rectify historical, ongo-
ing, and planned reinforcing of spatial inequalities. 
It then requires an active engagement with diverse 
groups to understand their specific needs and vul-
nerabilities and to ensure that the benefits of transi-
tions, such as new technologies, jobs, and improved 
environmental conditions, are accessible to all and 
affect 'everyday life' positively. Addressing injus-
tices thus means imagining, planning, and acting 
another ‘everyday life’. This approach emphasises a 
deep transformation of values, embracing the plu-
rality of human experiences, cultures, and ontolo-
gies to foster novel socioeconomic and institutional 
arrangements (Escobar, 2018). 

W H Y  E V A L U A T E 
S P A T I A L  J U S T I C E 
C O N S I D E R A T I O N S

To bring about change, Spatial Justice requires a 
re-evaluation of planning and policy to better account 
for its various dimensions and aspects, including a 
justice-based approach with spatial considerations.

Despite growing interest in Spatial Justice, assess-
ment tools are lacking, with the distributive dimension 
often receiving the most focus. This highlights the 
need for a comprehensive assessment method. It is 
crucial to develop a guiding framework that integrates 
equity, participation, empowerment, agency, democ-
racy, and recognition to support the development 

of just urban environments. This involves address-
ing the three dimensions of Spatial Justice: recogni-
tion, procedural, and distributive. The Spatial Justice 
Conceptual Model was developed to address this and 
other limitations and forms the basis for many other 
tools. This tool is part of the Spatial Justice Package, 
which includes a handbook, an evaluation dashboard, 
a playbook, and a benchmarking tool, in the forms of 
publications, webpages, and software-based tools.

Both processes and outcomes are important in 
that effort. The goal of this publication is to provide a 
framework that makes Spatial Justice more applicable 
in urban sustainability transition plans. It is the basis 
of a package of tools and approaches that assist in 
the evaluation, comparison, monitoring, and recom-
mendations for academic and practitioner purposes 
to address the call for redistribution of benefits and 
burdens, for engaged communities and responsive 
governance, and that urban planning and design fos-
ters a pluriverse of livelihoods in the city and more-
than-city urban areas.
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This component focuses on respecting and protecting identities and communities 
in relation to their rights and duties in procedures and the distribution of benefits 

and burdens.

This component focuses on learning from, implementing aspects, 
or supporting alternative collective practices that support and 
protect individuals and groups in marginalised or vulnerable 

conditions. 

This component focuses on the fair allocation of material 
and service provision and the burdens and benefits of 

sustainability transitions.

This component focuses on enhancing 
the broader societal input of marginalised 
communities. It emphasises the values, 
territorialities, and epistemic contribution 
to influencing novel socioeconomic and 

institutional arrangements.

This component focuses on the ease of reach to the material 
or service by enhancing opportunities, and empowering 

people to design their lives.

O V E R V I E W
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This component focuses on the ability to build trust through mediation 
to uphold justice and legitimatise social sustainability, building consensus 
among several actors.

This component focuses on residents' levels of participation, 
involvement, and empowerment during all phases of the 
decision-making process, as well as their freedom and 
trust to negotiate.

This component focuses on the institution's 
flexibility and adaptability to evolving 
circumstances, incorporating feedback, and 
adjusting policies, practices, and programs 
to better align with justice considerations.

This component concerns people's ability to transform, 
programme, and use the allocated and accessible materials 
and services.

This component focuses on the fair allocation of material 
and service provision and the burdens and benefits of 

sustainability transitions.
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P U R P O S E  O F  T H E 
S P A T I A L  J U S T I C E 
C O N C E P T U A L  M O D E L

The Spatial Justice Conceptual Model unpacks 
the concept of Spatial Justice into a more applicable 
framework. The existing typology of Spatial Justice 
distinguishes three dimensions, namely recognition, 
procedural and distributive. To further unpack each 
dimension, it proved beneficial to develop subcate-
gories. The Spatial Justice Conceptual Model (SJCM) 
breaks down the concept of Spatial Justice into more 
applicable components and goals that build each 
dimension (Recognition, Procedural and Distribution). 
These are laid out in this chapter.

The SJCM aims to support the application of 
the concept of spatial justice, encompassing many 
aspects and frameworks for equity, inclusion, and 
diversity from a planning perspective since every 
action happens in space. It also aims to expose sus-
tainability transition discourses, narratives, and pro-
posals to the values of spatial justice, validating the 
concept's potential not only as a normative perspec-
tive but also as a rigorous analytical tool for exam-
ining and evaluating urban sustainability transitions.

Its use is multifaceted, and it is used in many 
steps of an academic or practitioner's work. When 
approached as an analytical framework, it allows a 
structured way of assessing the levels of justice while 
drawing attention to the underlying components that 
build each dimension. Another output is its use as 
the conceptual framework of a tool for benchmark-
ing spatial justice. The Spatial Justice Benchmarking 
Tool (SJBT) is a (qualitative) evaluation tool designed 
to measure the application of justice considerations 
in urban governance and planning of a city or region. 
It provides a score by assigning levels of justice of 
their attainment against the highlighted components 

of the Spatial Justice Conceptual Model and visual-
isations in a dashboard that assist the reflection and 
improvement of processes (and outcomes) towards 
spatial justice. This tool is further unpacked in another 
part of this document.

Lastly, its contributions to academic and societal 
purposes are also many. From an academic perspec-
tive, we consulted and drew inspiration and connec-
tions to many bodies of literature across disciplines 
and also from city experiences to identify different 
aspects and sketch out the components and their 
subcategories (also seen as criteria). From a societal 
perspective, one of the contributions of developing 
this Spatial Justice Conceptual Model is the potential 
to contribute to democratic processes that recognise 
inequality and injustice in areas, sectors, and proce-
dures, and even target certain groups and individuals. 
Especially in the current context of socio-technical 
transition and the fast changes it proposes, we hope 
it is received as a contribution to claims for justice in 
urban governance, planning and design.

T H E  C O M P O N E N T S  O F 
E A C H  D I M E N S I O N

The components are the result of an exten-
sive literature review that unpacks each dimension 
(Distributive, Procedural, and Recognition) into more 
applicable subcategories.

In the context of a framework, a component 
refers to a fundamental element or building block that 
contributes to the overall structure and functional-
ity of the framework. Components are distinct but 
interdependent parts or aspects devised by literature 
and practical knowledge. They give the framework 
more structure, provide a systematic approach for 
addressing justice considerations, and enable users 
to apply the framework to analyse and address issues 
related to their context in a more nuanced approach 
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to spatial justice in planning.

D I S T R I B U T I V E  D I M E N S I O N

In general, this dimension concerns the spatial 
distribution of the burdens and benefits of human 
association in cities and communities (Rocco, 2023). 
Three components under this dimension guide the 
redistribution: fair allocation, access, and appropri-
ation. They are organised in this way following the 
planning perspective for Spatial Justice.

F A I R  A L L O C A T I O N

This component is about the fair allocation of 
burdens and benefits. It is not only about the provi-
sion of public goods and infrastructure - public goods, 
basic services, cultural goods, economic opportuni-
ties, and healthy environments (Rocco, 2014) - but 
it encompasses broader social and environmental 
dimensions.

"Fair Allocation" does not primarily seek equality 
of outcomes, but emphasises to correct spatial dis-
parities and inequalities, aiming to address the origin 
of inequality in the first place, leading to more distrib-
uted outcomes. Since the pursuit of justice requires 
gaining control over the processes producing unjust 
urban geographies.

Some criteria under this component are the per-
spective of "Resilience" as the ensuring of a commu-
nity's integrity among environmental degradation. 
And of "Compensation" as the measures addressing 
the origin of inequalities. For example, historical rep-
aration of unequal distribution of resources is com-
pensated by current urban sustainability transitions.

A C C E S S

This component is about the ease of reach to 
material or service by enhancing opportunities. 

The issue of accessibility is central to this discus-
sion and to the idea of increased life chances - which 
is the ability of households and individuals to access 
educational, economic and environmental opportu-
nities and to design their lives upwards.

Some criteria under this component are the phys-
ical connectivity of spaces beyond the provision of 
benefits, improving their connection and avoiding 
fragmentation. For example, the provided parks are 
connected via green routes, or schools have safe 
and continuous bike lanes towards them. Another 
criterion is "Capacitation," which contributes to indi-
viduals' capabilities and skills development that aid 
working opportunities. It means the allocation and 
accessibility of materials or services contribute to 
opportunities for development, empowerment, and 
well-being, allowing people to pursue their goals 
and aspirations.

A P P R O P R I A T I O N

This component is about people's ability to trans-
form, programme, and use the allocated and acces-
sible materials and services. It concerns the nurtur-
ing of the commons in cooperation and reciprocity. 
It challenges the spatial inequalities perpetuated by 
privatisation and market-driven development, which 
often lead to the exclusion and marginalisation of 
low-income and vulnerable populations.

Some criteria in this component are the idea of 
"Programming", or the ability to curate the commu-
nity's appropriation. It assists in aligning spaces with 
cultural values and identities, promoting respect, 
inclusivity, and innovation. For example, public mar-
kets with local producers managing the space. This is 
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related to engaging communal management and main-
tenance. According to Elinor Ostrom (2009), common 
goods can be efficiently controlled when a collective 
ensures their administration and maintenance.

P R O C E D U R A L  D I M E N S I O N

In general, this dimension concerns that proce-
dures and governance of the built environment should 
be ensured so that it does not reproduce, maintain, 
or create new inequalities. "The procedures through 
which decisions are taken to allocate burdens and 
benefits of development must also be just. Fair, inclu-
sive and accountable procedures are likely to deliver 
just outcomes" (Rocco, 2023). 

Solón expands that the procedural dimension, 
as a practice, is not only the changes to the struc-
tures of political power but the management of the 
"commons" as a community, allowing the members to 
"care" for the element and, at the same time, repro-
duce and enrich their forms of social organisation" 
(Solón, 2019). 

The components that address how questions of 
inclusivity and fairness in community engagement 
and decision-making are addressed; and what we 
understand as constitutive elements of a real democ-
racy. These are democratic engagement, adaptive 
processes, and responsive governance. The auxiliary 
literature and the experiences of participation pro-
cesses aid in unpacking this dimension.

D E M O C R A T I C  E N G A G E M E N T

This component is focused on how people are 
empowered and how this engagement is fairly ensued, 
from giving a voice to direct action. Engagement 
encompasses a broader, more continuous interaction 
between the community, collectives and individuals, 

and government entities. It includes not only partici-
pation in decision-making but also efforts to inform, 
educate, and communicate with citizens in a two-
way dialogue, fostering a more profound, ongoing 
relationship and collaboration. 

Urban governance is complex and multifaceted, 
requiring input and collaboration from all sectors of 
society to address the challenges and opportunities 
cities face. Democratic engagement shows a com-
mitment to making urban policies and projects more 
democratic and truly sustainable, reflecting the needs, 
aspirations, and expertise of the residents.

Some of its criteria are not only about mecha-
nisms for meaningful participation and inclusion of 
individuals, collectives, and communities during deci-
sion-making but also the space for advocacy groups 
to highlight important societal issues. In some cases, 
marginalised and vulnerable groups need others to 
act as spokespersons. Advocacy aims to bring about 
change, whether through public awareness, offering 
support, contracting advocacy services, or influenc-
ing policies on a particular issue. In summary, advo-
cacy helps people express views, thoughts, and con-
cerns and have access to information and guidance 
in a way they can understand.

A D A P T I V E  P R O C E S S E S

This component focuses on how the institution 
self-actualises to become more just in its processes, 
evaluations, assessments, and provision. It means it 
is adapting to the needs and barriers of its popula-
tion, understanding and assessing their capabilities, 
incorporating other ways of knowing, being fair in 
external collaborations, and ensuring that justice 
considerations are embedded in its processes - also 
when dealing with other sectors in society (busi-
nesses, NGOs, academia, etc).

Justice must underscore all actions taken to 
promote sustainability. It is the foundational virtue 



1 9S P A T I A L  J U S T I C E  C O N C E P T U A L  M O D E L

of social institutions, just as truth is for systems of 
thought. Therefore, any law or institution, no matter 
how efficient or well-organised, must be reformed 
or abolished if it is unjust (Rawls, 1971).

Some criteria are continuous evaluation and 
improvement, which address emerging challenges 
and evolving needs, including mechanisms for mon-
itoring progress and identifying unidentified barriers 
that hinder just processes and outcomes. This can 
happen through working group meetings, workshops, 
and mini-labs that focus on developing new ideas and 
exploring what justice means in a certain context. 
It also means a further step in ethical approaches 
addressing unethical intra-institutional interactions. 
For example the concentration of power and ensuring 
that roles and responsibilities are fitting and well-dis-
tributed within the institution while promoting eth-
ical interactions.

R E S P O N S I V E  G O V E R N A N C E

Delivering justice requires a continuous commit-
ment, being responsive to the needs and aspirations 
of the broader community it serves. This compo-
nent focuses on the ability to build trust in processes 
through mediation in view to uphold justice and legit-
imatise social sustainability among several actors. It 
includes matters of acceptability, compliance, sup-
port, and suitability, ensuring that processes (bene-
fits, support, and projects) will not be interrupted by 
governmental changes and that burdens will be dis-
tributed in a just way. This enhances the perception 
of legality, integrity and transparency.

Some criteria include the institution's role in facil-
itating and developing programmes and initiatives 
that underscore broader considerations of justice val-
ues. It encompasses the drafting and monitoring of 
plans taking into account a spatially just framework.

R E C O G N I T I O N  D I M E N S I O N

Recognition is a vital human need. This dimension 
is focused on individualities, collectives, and commu-
nities. It concerns the acknowledgement, protection, 
and respect for individual and collective identities, 
experiences, and cultural expressions. It is attentive to 
conditions that determine the historical and ongoing 
marginalisation, discrimination, and misrepresenta-
tion of certain groups in society. Then, it focuses on 
the acknowledgement and fostering of individual, 
collective, and community ancestral or novel socio-
economic arrangements rather than an integration of 
differences into a hegemonic and stable status quo. 
Thus, it contributes to planning and designing spaces 
that respect and celebrate differences and increase 
recognition, which is a core aspect of Spatial Justice.

V A L I D A T I O N

In general, this component is attentive to a legal 
aspect regarding the intrinsic value or dignity of indi-
viduals and groups, and their actions as a moral agent. 
It emphasises a form of respect and protection that 
provides space for recognition in a broader definition 
of rights and duties, which includes constitutions, 
standards, regulations, guidance documents, inter-
national agreements and best practice precedents.

An important criterion is the idea of 
"Differentiation", which understands that the need 
for justice is different across groups and individuals. 
This is the validation and respecting the experiences, 
perspectives, and needs of individuals and groups 
most in need of fair redistribution and responsive 
institutions since the feeling of injustice is different 
accross individuals and groups. In that regard, the 
"Wheel of Power and Privilege" by Sylvia Duckworth 
is a powerful tool against nonrecognition (being ren-
dered invisible via the authoritative representational, 
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communicative, and interpretative practices of one's 
own culture). Adopting an intersectional lens is con-
sidering how multiple dimensions of identity (e.g., 
race, gender, class, etc) intersect to shape individ-
uals' experiences of injustice and marginalisation. 
The challenge is not “to be” but “to learn to interre-
late” with the other contradictory parts of the whole. 
Existence is not something given but a relational 
concept. By applying an intersectional lens, spatial 
planners and policymakers can better understand 
the specific barriers marginalised communities face 
and develop targeted strategies to dismantle these 
barriers, thereby advancing spatial justice.

C A R E  P R A C T I C E S

This component focuses on learning from, imple-
menting aspects, or supporting alternative collective 
practices that support and protect individuals and 
groups in marginalised or vulnerable conditions. It 
highlights actions from collectives that support others 
in marginalised and vulnerable conditions (humans 
and non-humans). It refers to "everyday practices - 
that includes activities, affective attitudes, and ethi-
cal values joining bodies, subjectivities, policies, and 
materials in everyday life" (Drotbohm, 2022). It also 
means "getting involved, engaging in and, as a result, 
being tightly linked to the management of the com-
mons" (Solón, p.95).

Care is a position. The concept of care first 
appeared among feminist theorists as a structure in 
knowledge practices, not only individual but account-
ing to the world. Some of the assumptions of this 
theory say that individuals are understood to have 
varying degrees of dependence and interdependence 
on one another and that other individuals affected 
by the consequences of one’s choices deserve con-
sideration in proportion to their vulnerability. Care 
acknowledges not only vulnerability but also inter-
connectedness and interdependence. Different from 

the idea of a ‘social contract’, which in a functionalist 
view rewards the performativity of each part, inter-
dependency is a condition for a society, creating 
life-sustaining webs to support its limitations when 
it is impossible to care for everything equally. This 
helps to keep the sustainability transitions accounta-
ble for their limitations when the ambition to control 
and find solutions to what is being cared for is still 
suggested inside a world that runs in a productive 
logic. Another valuable concept is the idea of ‘situated 
knowledge’, which means that “knowing and think-
ing is inconceivable without a multitude of relations 
that also make possible the worlds we think with” 
(Bellacasa & de la Bellacasa, 2012). In other words, 
a position of care cannot be translated in the same 
way in different territorial circumstances. Positions 
of care highlight the obligation to constant fostering 
and may assist, in this era of uncertainties, to think 
of pathways for careful transformations in sustain-
ability transitions.

Some examples are the "care networks", and 
the need to support these alternative economies. 
Since it is not a matter of scale-up, but a matter of 
connecting through solidarity networks. It includes 
social solidarity and mutual support networks within 
communities, including informal networks, communi-
ty-based organisations, and grassroots initiatives that 
provide assistance and advocacy for vulnerable pop-
ulations. Moreover, it is also important to learn from 
these care practices. In its "duty of care", institutions 
have the opportunity to increase the functioning of 
these initiatives and act as a partners.

F O S T E R  P L U R I V E R S E

This component emphasises a deep transfor-
mation of values where the character of the transi-
tion builds on a pluriverse of possible worlds inhab-
iting and co-visioning, co-building the transition 
and fostering novel socioeconomic and institutional 
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arrangements. Pluriverse is defined as the recognition 
and fostering of diverse ways of knowing, being, and 
interacting in the world. It is the proactive shift away 
from a singular, homogenising worldview towards 
one that embraces the multiplicity of human expe-
riences, cultures, and ontologies. Plurality, in Arturo 
Escobar's framework, encompasses not only cultural 
diversity but also ecological diversity and the diver-
sity of ways of organising society. It emphasises the 
interconnectedness of all beings and systems and 
acknowledges the value of different perspectives 
in addressing complex socio-ecological challenges.

It is also important to mention that although it 
affirms plurality and respects it, it still affirms the 
ideals of justice - understanding that not everything 
is possible to conciliate (for example, discrimination, 
racism, intolerance, and aspects of capitalism, pro-
ductivism, and extractivism).

In practice, it calls for a reimagining of urban 
spaces as sites of empowerment, equality, and justice, 
where the needs and voices of all residents, especially 
those historically marginalised, are recognised and 
valued in the shaping of urban futures. Not only that, 
but it can also develop innovative ways to consider 
future generations in urban planning when under-
standing how to use resources and direct sectoral 
developments. It can also be attentive to emerging 
spaces that enact justice in the built environment in 
its processes and outcomes. For example, in prefig-
urations of degrowth, postdevelopment, Buen Vivir, 

the rights of nature, and transitions to post-extrac-
tivism. In the example of degrowth, it advocates for 
a planned downscaling of 'less necessary' activities 
and a planned increase of activities that fulfil 'basic 
needs'.

U S E A B I L I T Y
This typology is a valuable analytical tool to ana-

lyse and understand grievances of unfair allocation 
of benefits and burdens, procedures that maintain 
inequalities, and misrecognition. 

An analytical framework is a structured approach 
or set of principles used to analyse and interpret data, 
phenomena, or systems. It provides a systematic way 
to organise information, identify patterns, and draw 
conclusions about a particular subject or topic of 
study. In that sense, the Spatial Justice Conceptual 
Model works as a step further in giving meaning and 
making sense of the evolving discourse about how 
to foster cities and communities towards fair and 
sustainable futures. It serves as an analytical lens 
through which urban planners, policymakers, and 
researchers can examine spatial phenomena and 
urban governance assessing Spatial Justice through 
its components. 

It can also integrate other processes for eval-
uating Spatial Justice considerations, one of which 
is the Spatial Justice Evaluation Dashboard. It is a 
platform for organising, storing, and visualising the 
evaluation of spatial justice considerations in urban 
planning and governance.

It facilitates comparisons between different cit-
ies and governance models, calling for an alignment 
with the principles of Spatial Justice. This assessment 
helps identify the strengths and weaknesses of urban 
planning and governance, guiding refinements toward 
a justice-based approach in policies, processes, and 
actions. The Dashboard enhances communication 
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by fostering a better understanding when applying 
justice considerations. It offers a comprehensive 
evaluation system that provides a lens for ongoing 
monitoring and development, encouraging critical 
thinking by outlining the various components and 
stages of Spatial Justice in urban planning and design 
decisions. Additionally, it assists in the identification 
of gaps and shortcomings in justice considerations, 
highlighting trends in learning gaps and reminding 
institutions of key values. By assessing visions, strat-
egies, plans, and projects against the Dashboard, it 
informs justice efforts are considered at every stage 
of the planning cycle that needs evaluation, support-
ing just urban sustainability transitions.

As an example of its application, the UP2030 
project has provided the environment to assess jus-
tice considerations in the urban sustainability tran-
sition plans of 10 cities in Europe and one in South 
America with the Spatial Justice Conceptual Model 
being used as an analytical framework. Furthermore, 
it can be used in several document formats, includ-
ing processes, models, plans, projects, reports, and 
visions. For instance, governance models, participa-
tion frameworks, public policy, policy recommenda-
tions, institutional guidelines, specific programmes 
and initiatives in city planning, visioning frameworks, 
etc.

L I M I T A T I O N S

It is important to acknowledge that any frame-
work, while helpful, simplifies reality. When exploring 
complex concepts like Spatial Justice, we walk a fine 
line between recognising complexity and addressing 
it in a more objective manner. Thus, while we attempt 
to distil knowledge, we must be mindful of the risk 
of oversimplification and the potential to reinforce 
certain perspectives.

We understand that our framework does not fully 
resolve the complexities of spatial justice or offer a 

definitive guide to applying justice in urban govern-
ance. Issues such as power imbalances and dominant 
norms will persist. Therefore, we acknowledge that 
our framework has limitations, and the components 
we have identified are not exhaustive or unwaver-
ing to change.
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In the quest for spatial justice, the convergence 
of new governance styles that foster hope as a polit-
ical action and embrace insurgent forms of planning 
that challenge neo-liberal forms of governance her-
alds a transformative path towards creating just cities. 
This approach means a departure from conventional, 
technocratic, top-down urban planning paradigms, 
advocating instead for participatory, inclusive, and 
responsive governance that empowers communities 
and values grassroots initiatives. 

Hope, as a dynamic and collective force, drives 
this shift, motivating citizens to envision and work 
towards equitable urban futures. It fuels the belief 
that, through collective action and innovative gov-
ernance, it is possible to overcome spatial injustices 
that marginalise and disenfranchise citizens. 

Insurgent planning, with its roots in the lived 
experiences and aspirations of local communities, 
offers practical and imaginative strategies to reclaim 
and reshape urban spaces. It challenges the status 
quo and provides a platform for voices historically 
silenced in urban development narratives. 

As we reflect on the journey towards spatial 
justice, it is clear that the integration of hope and 
alternative forms of planning within new govern-
ance models is not merely desirable but essential. 
This approach redefines the relationship between 
urban spaces and their inhabitants, fostering envi-
ronments where equity, sustainability, and commu-
nity thrive within practices of care and restoration 
of the planet and our relationships with each other. 

The call to action is clear: to build just cities, we 
must collectively commit to these principles, foster-
ing an urban governance that is as adaptive, resilient, 
and diverse as the communities it serves. Through 
this commitment, the vision of just and inclusive 
cities becomes not just a hopeful aspiration but an 
achievable reality.

R E F L E C T I N G  O N  T H E 
N E W  R O L E  O F  P L A N N E R S 
A N D  P O L I C Y M A K E R S

Within the transformative framework aimed at 
fostering hope and embracing alternative planning 
practices towards spatial justice, the roles of plan-
ners and policymakers evolve significantly. This new 
paradigm necessitates a shift from traditional, tech-
nocratic, hierarchical approaches to more collabora-
tive, flexible, and community-centred roles. Planners 
and designers become facilitators of change, con-
nectors, and co-creators rather than sole authors of 
urban futures.

F A C I L I T A T O R S  O F  C O M M U N I T Y  E M P O W E R M E N T

Planners and policymakers must prioritise 
empowering communities to lead the charge in shap-
ing their environments. This involves creating plat-
forms for genuine participation and ensuring that all 
voices, especially those from marginalised groups, 
are heard and valued. It's about facilitating processes 
where community insights and aspirations directly 
influence planning decisions, thereby democratising 
urban development.

C O N N E C T O R S  B R I D G I N G  D I V E R S E  S TA K E H O L D E R S

In their new role, planners and designers act as 
connectors, bridging gaps between various stake-
holders, including government entities, private sec-
tors, non-profits, and community groups. By fostering 
partnerships and facilitating dialogue, they can create 
synergies that leverage the strengths and resources 
of different sectors towards common goals of spatial 
justice and sustainable urban development.
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C O - C R E A T O R S  I N  U R B A N  D E V E L O P M E N T

Adopting a co-creative approach, planners and 
designers work alongside communities and other 
stakeholders in the design and implementation of 
urban projects. This collaborative process ensures 
that development initiatives are grounded in local 
contexts and needs, leading to more effective and 
sustainable outcomes. Co-creation fosters a sense 
of ownership among all participants, enhancing the 
resilience and adaptability of urban spaces.

A D V O C A T E S  F O R  E Q U I T Y  A N D  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y

Planners and designers must also advocate 
for equity, sustainability, and justice within urban 
governance frameworks. This involves challenging 
entrenched power dynamics and advocating for pol-
icies and practices that prioritise the well-being of 
both human and non-human inhabitants. It requires 
a commitment to questioning and reimagining exist-
ing systems to pave the way for more just and sus-
tainable urban environments.

L I F E L O N G  L E A R N E R S  A N D  I N N O V A T O R S

Finally, in this evolving landscape, planners and 
designers need to be lifelong learners, open to inno-
vation and adaptation. The complexities of modern 
urban challenges necessitate a willingness to explore 
new ideas, learn from both successes and failures and 
continuously adapt strategies in response to changing 
conditions and insights. This learning mindset is cru-
cial for navigating the uncertainties of the future and 
ensuring that urban development remains responsive 
to the needs of all inhabitants.

The shift towards hope and alternative planning 
practices in urban development calls for planners and 
designers to embrace these new roles, embodying 
flexibility, collaboration, and a deep commitment to 

justice and sustainability. By doing so, they can con-
tribute to creating urban environments that not only 
meet the needs of the present but are also resilient 
and equitable spaces for future generations.

B U I L D I N G  C O A L I T I O N S 
F O R  C H A N G E

Building coalitions for change within the frame-
work of hope and alternative planning practices 
towards spatial justice requires strategic, inclusive, 
and empathetic approaches. These coalitions must 
bring together diverse stakeholders, including com-
munity groups, non-profits, academics, policymakers, 
and the private sector, united by the common goal 
of creating fair, sustainable, and just urban spaces. 
Key strategies to effectively build and sustain such 
coalitions include:

1 .  I D E N T I F Y  C O M M O N  G O A L S
Start by identifying shared goals and visions 

among potential coalition members. Even groups 
with diverse interests can find common ground in 
broader objectives like sustainability, equity, or com-
munity empowerment. Clear, shared goals provide a 
foundation for collaboration and action.

2 .  F O S T E R  I N C L U S I V E  E N G A G E M E N T
Ensure the coalition-building process is inclusive, 

actively reaching out to and involving a wide range 
of stakeholders, especially those from marginalized 
or underrepresented communities. Use participatory 
methods to engage community members, ensuring 
everyone has a voice in shaping the coalition’s direc-
tion and priorities.
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3 .  B U I L D  O N  E X I S T I N G  N E T W O R K S  A N D 
R E L A T I O N S H I P S

Leverage existing networks and relationships to 
foster trust and collaboration among potential coali-
tion members. Building on the foundations of trust 
can accelerate the formation of effective coalitions 
and enhance their resilience.

4 .  E M P H A S I Z E  I N T E R S E C T O R A L  C O L L A B O R A T I O N
Encourage collaboration across sectors by high-

lighting the interdependent nature of urban chal-
lenges and the benefits of diverse perspectives and 
resources. Intersectoral collaboration can lead to 
innovative solutions that no single sector could 
achieve alone.

5 .  D E V E L O P  C L E A R  C O M M U N I C A T I O N  C H A N N E L S
Establish clear and open channels of communi-

cation among coalition members to facilitate effec-
tive coordination, share information, and address 
conflicts constructively. Regular meetings, shared 
online platforms, and transparent decision-making 
processes can support this.

6 .  C R E A T E  A  F R A M E W O R K  F O R  A C T I O N
Develop a clear framework for collective action 

that outlines roles, responsibilities, and strategies 
for achieving shared goals. This framework should 
be flexible enough to accommodate the dynamics 
of coalition work while providing enough structure 
to guide concerted efforts.

7 .  C A P I T A L I Z E  O N  D I V E R S E  S T R E N G T H S
Recognise and capitalise on the diverse strengths, 

resources, and expertise that each member brings to 
the coalition. This might include community knowl-
edge, academic research, policy influence, or finan-
cial resources, among others.

8 .  C E L E B R A T E  A C H I E V E M E N T S  A N D  L E A R N  F R O M 
S E T B A C K S

• Regularly acknowledge and celebrate the 
coalition’s achievements to maintain motivation and 
momentum. Equally important is the willingness to 
learn from setbacks, using them as opportunities 
to adapt strategies and strengthen the coalition’s 
resilience.

9 .  S U S T A I N  E N G A G E M E N T  T H R O U G H  S H A R E D 
V A L U E S

• Keep the coalition engaged and motivated 
over time by emphasizing shared values and the eth-
ical imperative of working towards spatial justice. 
Shared values can help sustain commitment even 
when faced with challenges or slow progress.

1 0 .  A D V O C A T E  F O R  S Y S T E M I C  C H A N G E
• Use the coalition’s collective voice to advo-

cate for systemic changes in policies, practices, and 
societal norms that perpetuate spatial injustices. 
Effective advocacy can leverage the coalition’s diverse 
membership to speak powerfully on issues of com-
mon concern.

Building coalitions for change in the context of 
spatial justice requires a commitment to collabora-
tion, diversity, and action. By uniting around shared 
goals and leveraging the strengths of a broad range 
of stakeholders, these coalitions can drive significant 
transformations in urban planning and governance, 
moving us closer to achieving fair, sustainable, and 
just cities.



3 0

Together, we are building the 
foundation for cities that not only 
meet the needs of their current 
inhabitants but also anticipate 
and adapt to the needs of future 
generations. Our collective journey 
towards spatial justice continues, 
and we look forward to the innovative 
solutions and collaborations that 
will emerge as we strive to make our 
urban spaces fairer for all.
https://just-city.org
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The Centre for the Just City was foun-
ded at the Faculty of Architecture and the 
Built Environment at the Delft University of 
Technology in response to the pressing challen-
ges of rampant social inequalities affecting urban 
spaces’ cohesion and sustainability.

Recognising the vital need to address these 
issues, the Centre emerged as a platform for 
research, education, and outreach activities to 
create just cities.

Since its inception, the Centre has been at 
the forefront of bridging theory and practice, 
fostering collaborations, and influencing poli-
cies and actions that contribute to making cities 
equitable, sustainable, and inclusive.

Our values are Equity, Respect, Excellence 
and Diversity

We believe in fostering cities and communi-
ties where opportunities and resources are dis-
tributed fairly and every individual’s rights and 
dignity are upheld.

We are committed to cultivating a culture 
of mutual respect, recognising and valuing the 
diversity of perspectives, and encouraging dia-
logue and understanding.

Our commitment to excellence drives our 
research, education, and outreach efforts, 
ensuring rigour, innovation, and impact.

Embracing diversity in all its forms, we value 
the plurality of experiences, cultures, and ideas 
as essential components of creating inclusive 
and just urban environments.
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SPATIAL JUSTICE 
CONCEPTUAL MODEL

The Spatial Justice Conceptual Model allows 
for a structured and comprehensive way of 
assessing how aspects of spatial justice are 

considered in planning and design.

The transformation of society presupposes 
a collective ownership and management of 

space founded on the permanent participation 
of the “interested parties,” with their multi-
ple, varied, and even contradictory interests. 
It thus also presupposes confrontation […].


