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What is spatial planning saying? A conceptual and methodological
framework to assess the institutionalization of nature using critical

discourse analysis

Spatial planning policies are fundamental blocks for the implementation of
sustainable development goals. Still, despite the growing adoption of
environmental proxies, as it is nature-based solutions, the study of their
institutionalization in policy and spatial planning is in the early stages.
Simultaneously, the use of discursive and interpretative methods to unfold the
social structures related to environmental issues is growing, nonetheless, their
application is more common to supranational narratives. This article proposes a
conceptual and methodological approach to using critical discourse analysis for
studying the institutionalization and conceptualization of nature-related issues in
policy and spatial planning at national and local levels. This is done by discussing
the ontological relations between the discursive institutionalist theory and critical
discourse analysis as a methodology. It contains four main stages: clarifying the
analytical focus; mapping policy and planning documents; analyzing macro
discourse, which includes critical textual analysis, text-type analysis, and
intertextuality analysis, and, at last, the fourth phase, interpretation within the
institutional context. It provides a tool for researchers less familiar with
linguistics but interested in performing discourse analysis to understand the

integration of environmental narratives within policy and spatial planning.
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1. Introduction

For decades, spatial planning policies have been widely recognized as having a
fundamental role in implementing sustainable development (Buckingham-Hatfield &
Evans, 1996; Owens, 1994). Simultaneously, urban settings are facing unprecedented
challenges concerning the adaptation and mitigation to climate change (IPCC, 2014). In

response to this, a shift can be observed from the use of ‘grey infrastructures’ to ‘green



infrastructures’, also called ‘nature-based solutions’ (European Commission, 2015;
Pontee et al., 2016). This shift poses considerable challenges to spatial planning as it
demands incorporating new concepts and tools into planning practice. It also calls for
special attention to the discursive components of the documents produced in planning
processes to understand how nature-based solutions, and the means of their
incorporation into policy, are conceptualized by planning and sustainable development
narratives (Mendes et al., 2020a; Randrup et al., 2020). These conceptualizations can be
portrayed using different terms, and sustainable development is one of the best
examples of a disputed meaning in spatial planning and public policies (Gray, 2010;
Huge et al., 2012; Saldert, 2017; Seghezzo, 2009). Nowadays, more recent concepts
such as ecosystem services, green spaces, or nature-based solutions are constructed
similarly, with different and sometimes disputing definitions in practice (Mendes et al.,
2020). The various actors use this inherent ambiguity to gain dominance over other
versions of the concepts and use it to influence policy (Rydin, 1999). Environmental
discourses, especially those related to planning and policy-making, show multiple
conceptualizations of nature, often coexisting and struggling (Coscieme et al., 2020;
Duvall et al., 2017). In this context, discursive orientated approaches are a way to
critically assess how planning authorities are using planning instruments, such as plans,
policies, or strategies, to embed nature-related issues in decision-making. Interpretative
approaches to analyzing public policies, in which discursive approaches are included,
present an alternative ontological and epistemological view to positivist approaches
such as cost-benefit, which are highly affiliated with economic views (Yanow, 2007).
The constructivist stance places social objects, relations, and actors as being partially
constituted by discourse (Keller, 2012). However, perceiving the environmental

narratives and their interweaving with spatial planning as socially and discursive



constructed implies a particular emphasis in the study of discourse (Buttel, 1997; M.
Hajer & Versteeg, 2005). Although the local consequences of environmental challenges,
discourse analysis research have been more applied to global discourses, as is the case
for forest policy analysis, and only to a limited extent to sub-national contexts, even
though the normative aspect of spatial planning is mainly applied at local levels
(Pecurul-Botines et al., 2019).

From the spatial planning point of view, reality is complex and demanding. The
planning practice includes multiple institutions from various scientific domains,
administrative levels, hierarchical powers, and institutional relations. Planning practice
also produces a set of different documents, some of which are mandatory ("i.e." with the
force of law) and others strategic ("i.e." whose enforcement value is often difficult to
perceive). Considering the example of plans, mandatory plans establish rules with a
force of law and must be respected both by private and public entities. One typical
example is the municipal master plan which defines the land use within a municipality.
On the other hand, strategic plans establish a set of orientations and objectives but not
with the same force of law — an example of this is the national land use plans that set
objectives that must be followed by public institutions but do not impose rules for
privates. For example, many municipalities have as well green or environmental plans
that set strategies at the city level but do not impose land use regulations — more
associated with the municipal master plans. In practice, the integration of terms such as
ecosystem services or nature-based solutions, promoted by institutions like the
European Union, challenges the flexibility of formal planning systems to incorporate
them (European Commission, 2011, 2013; Haase et al., 2017; IPCC, 2014). The
growing concerns over environmental problems in spatial planning, and even more so in

urban contexts, frequently require changes at the institutional level (Douglass, 2015;



Head, 2014). These changes, in this case in planning practice, can be achieved through
formal or informal structures and thus be more or less "institutionalized”. Little is
known about how spatial planning addresses nature-related issues, like those related to
climate change and sustainability in its discourse. This also applies to how it is using
new narratives, "e.g.," as nature-based solutions, and how other types of
conceptualizations of nature are being embedded in planning institutions(Mendes et al.,
2020). However, there is a lack of frameworks that address planning systems as a whole
(instead of specific policy documents) and that focus not only on the strategic
components but also on the normative aspects of planning. Moreover, some approaches
using discursive analysis are undertaken intuitively, without much consideration of the
ontological positions assumed (Lees, 2004). We think there is still room for discursively
addressing the normative and legal elements of spatial planning using the mapping of
policy documents and analyzing the coherence between formal policy outcomes.
Discursive-orientated methods, especially critical analysis, can help to understand how
narratives and overall representations of nature conceptualize the environmental and
social challenges we face, particularly in urban settings and spatial planning. We aim to
help inform policy-makers, especially at regional and local levels, on how different
conceptualizations of nature coexist in policy documents. To do so, we focus on the
current degree of institutionalization and less on the historical perspective that builds
the existing discourse coalitions. By stimulating a critical reflection on the planning
documents, it also pushes for considering which documents represent higher degrees of
institutionalization. This particular focus is on the discourse perspective of rules, as the
ultimate institutionalization degree is a particularity of this methodology.

This article develops a conceptual and methodological approach to using critical

discourse analysis to study the institutionalization and conceptualization of nature-



related issues in policy and spatial planning documents. Supported by discursive
institutionalism (DI) and focused on the nexus between spatial planning, environmental
decision-making, and critical discourse analysis (CDA), the proposed methodology is
built to be handled by researchers who are not experts in linguistics

1.1 Discourse theories and discourse analysis

Within environmental discourse traditions, and considering the Hajer approach
((Buttel, 1997; M. A. Hajer, 1995; M. Hajer & Versteeg, 2005), we share the social
constructivist stance placing discourse as a fundamental object of analysis to understand
institutions and the environmental discourse. Nonetheless, we argue that the current
conceptual and methodological approach differentiates from Hajer's perspective in two
main points. Firstly, his perspective on environmental discourse is based on the idea of
unveiling discourse coalitions and on how power coalitions advance their agendas and
pursue hegemonic discourses. This view pushes for explanations within, but also
outside the institutional realm implying a view in which the institutionalization of the
discourses forms the discourse coalition itself. Even though it addresses
institutionalization, it often stresses the importance of historical institutionalism and the
paths explaining the hegemony in those specific discourse coalitions, as is the case in
the works of Saldert, (2017) and Tahvilzadeh et al., (2017). Secondly, Hajer's approach
focuses many times on macro discourses of sustainability and the unsustainable frame
of sustainability discourses (Huge et al., 2012). It is less frequent to see uses of Hajer's
approach to study specific environmental policy domains, such as nature-based
solutions or particular policy instruments as in spatial planning rules.
For this reason, we believe there is space to introduce a methodology that aims to
address planning policy using discourse as the building block systemically—especially

considering that our purpose is to address both strategic and normative aspects of



policies, from macro discourses to micro discourses on how nature is effectively
incorporated in planning strategies and rules. The multitude of terms being introduced
in spatial planning, as discussed prior, and their incorporation in planning instruments,
regulations, and practices (institutionalizations, in other words) calls for approaches that
critically address this issue using discourse.

Considering the Foucault approach to discourse analysis (Foucault, 1980), our
approach diverges by identifying more than one "knowledge regime," focusing on cases
where more than one discourse is considered and on how these different discourses are
related in terms of institutionalization. Following Noam Fairclough, (2013) CDA
approach, this methodology is placed between the interpretation ( processing analysis in
the discoursive practice realm), and explanation (social analysis situated in the
sociocultural practice). We avoid the description component (linguistic analysis) since
we aim to present a practical methodology for researchers less familiar with linguistics.
As CDA we place discourse as a dialectical relationship with the social world. This
positioning avoids the "abstract' concept of discourse in Laclau & Mouffe's discourse
theory, where discourse is only seen as constitutive, but also the theories of discursive
psychology that place discourse as exclusively constituted. Discourse, in CDA, is seen
as one circumstance of everyday social practice. In Laclau & Mouffe's theory,
institutions are seen as discursive elements, and there is no relation between discourse
and other aspects as the social world is only constituted by discourse (Jorgensen &
Phillips, 2002).

The article is organized as follows: the next section discusses the definition of
institutionalization with a particular emphasis on discursive institutionalism to study
institutional change contexts. Section 3 explores the main characteristics of CDA and

how well it suits the purposes of studying spatial planning contexts. Section 4 presents



the design of the conceptual and methodological approach and the methods based on a
CDA. Finally, section 5 discusses implementation and limitations, and section 6

presents the concluding remarks.

2. Institutionalization and discursive institutionalism

In this section, we present the concepts of institutions and institutionalization,
arguing for the central importance of discourse. By doing so, we pretend to explore the
importance of using discourse to study institutions and the institutionalization processes
mainly focused on spatial planning. We justify using the ontological principles of
discursive institutionalism and try to build a bridge for the next section about critical
discourse analysis and how it can serve the purposes of studying institutions.

Actors' beliefs and actions are constantly changing due to their experiences.
Institutions are ways to 'make sense of that by giving an order to human action and
channeling it towards a given end, institutionalizing particular meanings and rules
(Tsoukas and Chia ,2002). It is the existence of norms, conventions, procedures, laws,
etc., that, by setting the boundaries to people's actions produce institutions in practice
(Marsh & Stoker, 2002; Schmidt, 2008). Institutions can be seen as being primarily
constructed through the discourse of their members (Mumby and, Clair 1997), or as
Phillips, Lawrence, and Hardy (2004) state “Institutions (...), can be understood as
products of the discursive activity that influences actions ” (p.1). This is not to say that
institutions are uniquely discursively constructed but that discourse is the fundamental
tool to assert meaning in their social reality- a critical realist stance towards
organizational studies (Fairclough, 2005). Institutions are, as well, a set of 'norms,
laws, conventions, and procedures that both constrain and empower action (Arts &
Buizer, 2009). Conceiving institutions like these place the production and distribution of

texts as the institutional building block. Actions not expressed in texts are much harder



to read and interpret by multiple actors, becoming more challenging to communicate
across different scales of time and space (Taylor & Van Every, 1993). Placing texts as
the mediation format between action and discourse allows researchers to address
institutional studies more fruitfully.

In the case of spatial planning, planning authorities (the institutions) produce
different texts with different legitimacies and enforcement powers. Institutions in spatial
planning can vary from central governments and decentralized authorities to
regional/provincial governments and municipal authorities. Typically, planning
legitimacy relies on some public/governmental entity, and decisions can be more or less
top-down. Due to that, planning processes involve multiple agents, from civil society to
academia (outside institutions). However, they place agents within the institutions as the
central figures, given that it is in them that the power to make choices relies. Those
agents can go from politicians to technicians with the planning authority in that
institution. In light of this view, actions from agents within planning institutions depend
on their institutional power and willingness to convince others.

To address institutionalization, we must address institutional change. Here we
define institutionalization as the moment when actors, through linguistic processes,
come to accept shared definitions of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Although this
definition privileges the role of discourse in institutionalization processes, discourses
are not an object of study that can be directly addressed. Despite that, the use of
discourse in organizational studies has received much interest over the last two decades
(Grant & ledema, 2005). In these cases, most often, discourses are examined by the
texts that constitute them, either written or in any other format (Fairclough, 1992).

Notwithstanding, as Phillips et al. (2004) advocate “certain types of actions are more



likely to generate texts that are disseminated and consumed more widely(...)”(p.6), and
these texts can appear to respond to different stimuli.

Discursive institutionalism (DI) appears as the theoretical background that
places discourse as the fundamental object of analysis in institutional studies. This is
done by constructing a theoretical framework that understands institutions not only as a
source of rules, where agents move and interact but also as internal constructions to
each agent who intervenes in them. Each agent thus has the power to intervene to
maintain or change institutions by using their "discursive abilities” to communicate
(Schmidt, 2008, 2010). The ontological position of DI concerning institutions is shared
with other discursive frameworks to study language, such as critical discourse analysis
(CDA). DI places institutions as the contextual provider of action for the agents and
contingent results of that action. Consequently, we argue that institutions are both
internal to the agents and the product of their actions. They serve both as a constraint
and a framework for possibility. In DI, institutions work as the background context that
provides the place for sentient agents to act and communicate as drivers of change
(Schmidt, 2011). Recognizing the formal institutional context is not the same as seeing
institutional structures as fixed conditioning. DI acknowledges that simply mapping the
power positions within institutions does not tell 'the entire history. In contrast, the
discursive field of institutionalism also sees discourse and ideas as sources of power
(Schmidt, 2011).

In the theme of public policy, policy success or failure is influenced by the
absence of institutions or the lack of strict binding rules (Arts & Buizer, 2009). More
specifically, in spatial planning, laws, strategies, and rules expressed in written
documents are essential references for the analysis of institutionalization as the

struggles mentioned previously, with climate change being one example, often guide



the formation of new rules and sometimes, new institutions. Within spatial planning, we
can observe two main types of policy documents: on the one hand, different 'policies,
strategies, and plans are formulated to face specific challenges such as climate change
adaptation or green infrastructures, among others -a, problem-oriented response, e.g.,
climate adaptation plans; on the other hand, spatial planning continues to produce the
"typical” planning documents, such as municipal master plans, that are the main core
blocks of planning.

We thus argue that it is only possible to understand the processes of
institutionalization if we understand the process of conceptualization as an expression of
institutional sensemaking. Conceptualization is seen as a form of internally and
externally constructing a view of a given concept, namely an object, idea, etc (for other
definitions of conceptualization and a deeper analysis consult Zhang, Gable, and Rai
(2016)). The specific focus on conceptualization allows an understanding of how a
particular planning document frames the theme. Using the example of nature, a focus on
the conceptualization of the term helps to uncover how nature is seen, 'e.g.,' as an
economic asset, a source of solutions, and a source of services, among other
possibilities. Studying the conceptualization of terms also helps to understand the
processes of institutional change and, therefore, institutionalization. With this
methodology, we intend not only to understand if a particular topic is incorporated in
spatial planning but also how it is done in the documents and critically assess the
conceptualizations presented linking to the processes of institutional change. Figure 1
shows the conceptual nexus between the dimensions of conceptualization and
institutionalization. The discursive elements, presented here as the central element of

study, establish the bridge between these two dimensions.
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Institutionalization dimension

By building on the nexus between DI and other forms of institutional analysis
we also can draw on what Hajer (1995) refers to, that discursive analysis is not to be set
as opposed to any other institutional analysis but rather as a complement. Some
examples take institutionalism approaches and discourse to build a conceptual
framework and apply it to environmental issues. One novel example is Arts and Buizer
(2009) and Arts, Leroy, and van Tatenhove (2006), which combine institutional analysis
with discursive analysis into the “Policy Arrangement Approach” to study global forest
policy. The Arts approach is based on a previous discursive analysis that unfolds into
understanding coalition formations, rules of the game, and power relations. We believe
the methodological approach proposed here is more specific to spatial planning
dimensions and applies in regional and local planning contexts. It is developed to
answer questions that arise concerning the procedures and rules at spatial planning

dimensions and reshapes CDA to deal with these analytical objects.




3. Critical Discourse Analysis in spatial planning

Regardless of its accepted definition, discourse is a structural element of any
public policy but as Arts and Buizer (2009) point out, “Too often, (...), discourse
analysis sticks to the reconstruction of ‘free-floating’ ideas and meanings in texts or
societies (on sustainability, ecological justice, gender, equity, and the like)” (p.1).

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) tries to address these by placing institutional
agents as both the reflection and the producers of discourse and, therefore, actively
intervening in the shape of social reality. This position aligns with the principles of
discursive institutionalism. The analytical focus of CDA also stands in what we can call
a middle ground between the everyday discourse and their associated discursive
practices(Jorgensen and Phillips 2002). CDA differs from other discursive approaches
precisely because it implies an analytical focus on inequality, power struggles,
hegemony, and conflicts (Van Dijk, 1993). Methodological approaches based on CDA
can present three levels of analysis, which consider the three-dimensional model of
discourse and may or may not be used simultaneously On a macro level, analyzing if
and how the discursive practice shapes the social world by understanding if it
reproduces or challenges the order of discourse of the social practice, for example,
applications on the hegemonic character of environmental and economic discourses
within planning institutions. On a second level, the analysis of discourses and how they
articulate in the discursive practice level, meaning the production and interpretation of
texts Furthermore, on a third level, the textual level, the analyses of linguistic structure,
which we avoid in this methodology. Some authors argue that it is challenging to apply
CDA to policy analysis with clear-cut methods due to their ambiguity and the number
of concepts in approaches based on CDA (Wagenaar, 2011). Withal, CDA is not a fixed
methodology but rather a framework of analysis that encompasses several principles in

researching social problems with a dialectical side (Mulderrig, 2019).



We consider the critical realist stance of Fairclough, (2005) which sees
organizational structures as partly constituted through linguistic elements. Thus, CDA
places particular concern on studying organizational orders of discourse (within broader
social practices) and organizational texts as an expression of organizing (a way to lessen
the differences between actors). On the contrary, Tsoukas & Chia, (2002) organizational
becoming builds on a difference between discourse and organizational structures as
separate elements.

Institutions are understood as structures that reproduce power relations and
become hegemonic. However, the social agents acting in them can 'navigate' between
contradictions. Institutional structures can be threatened when there is a critical event,
be it external or internal, and, in these situations, it is common to observe a set of
strategies, sometimes antagonistic, that constitute the instruments of the dispute of
social agents to achieve new fixed forms, which need to become hegemonic. In spatial
planning cases, planning authorities play the role of hegemonic structures (institutions),
and the planning technicians (from planning and other areas that play a role in planning
practice) play the role of agents. For spatial planning, the written documents play a
crucial part as they set the boundaries for actions by placing the 'rules of the game, in
this case, spatial rules and procedures. Like other institutions, planning authorities also
respond to stimuli, "e.g.," nature-based solutions for climate change adaptation plans.

In Fairclough's (2005) work the effective incorporation of the emergence of
strategies depends on the construction of new imaginary and discourses, an idea that
aligns with the previously discussed works of Phillips et al. (2004) and Schmidt (2007,
2008). Particularly, Sumares and Fidélis (2011) point out the potential of CDA-based
approaches to improve governance in spatial and environmental policy by clarifying

decision-makers' representations regarding these subjects. CDA should start from a pre-



existing problem and, through critical analysis, unfold the relation between the semiotic
and linguistic character of that problem and other elements of social reality.

Feindt and Oels (2005) relate discourse with environmental matters by pointing
out that social constructions have a fundamental role in understanding environmental
problems and that environmental discourses have material and power effects on social
reality. As the authors state, "(...)discourse analysis problematizes what conventional
policy analysts take for granted: the linguistic, identity and knowledge base of policy-
making" (p.4). The meanings around environmental concepts represent the institutional
and discursive context in which planning alternatives are disputed. Although
environmental and planning arguments often invoke scientific and rational claims, they
are relative and suggestive enough to be disputed (Myerson and Rydin 1996). While
discourses framed around sustainability have become a domain in which organizations
create their identities (Porter, 2005), more recent concepts, such as ecosystem services
or nature-based solutions, continue to make their ‘conceptual journey,' with their
definition disputed. Planning organizations are no exception since sustainability
discourse has been gaining dominance over the last decades while their substantial
influence has been contested both from national to municipal levels (Saldert, 2017;
Tahvilzadeh et al., 2017). In this context, the embedment of nature-related issues in
planning documents is often difficult. Despite that, there are multiple financial
incentives to push cities towards the incorporation, formal or informal, of these
concepts. The study of institutionalization allows us to understand the extent to which a
particular issue, as it is an emerging concept that is being pressured both by projects on
the ground and economic incentives, is being taken into account in the practice of
planning. In other words, to understand if they are being assimilated as 'rules of the

game.'



4. From a conceptual framework to a methodological approach

The framing question used to guide the design of the approach is: 'how is nature
conceptualized in spatial planning?’ This section presents the methodological approach,
which includes four main analytical phases, namely, i. clarifying concepts, ii. mapping
relevant planning and policy documents, iii. applying macro discourse analysis, and iv.
we are analyzing the institutional context. Table 1 represents these analytical phases.

The following paragraphs describe the steps to be developed in each phase.

i. Clarifying concepts: The motto of this phase is to make authors reflect on two
types of concepts. First, those related to the study methods, that is, what kind of
discursive methodology will be used and what is the author's positioning from the point
of view of social reality. The critical question is, what is the role of discourse in
constructing social reality? This will help to ontological position those following the
methodology. It is equally important to clarify the concepts that emerge from the object
of study. In this case, the methodological proposal focuses on the evaluation of the
institutionalization of nature. Practical questions are: What does nature mean in the
documents being assessed? Should we limit analysis only to the words related to
"nature" or have a broader understanding, including other types of words and
discourses? The same logic can be applied to other objects of study - from water to
sustainability to circularity. The key outcome of this analytical phase is to clearly
understand and communicate the limits of the concepts addressed, especially in the
environment and politics where multiple expressions appear with overlapping

definition.



Phases Major research questions Methods and implementing procedures Example considering NBS
I. Clarifying What is the topic to study? What are the concepts Define what is the main research question to be “Analysis of how are nature-based
concepts related to the topic to study and their possible answered. Define the term(s) to be analyzed and solutions institutionalized in a
associated variation? what should be included and excluded from the particular set of selected planning
analysis documents. To explore how other
concepts can be considered to
represent ‘nature-based solutions’, as,
for instance, green/blue
infrastructures, ecological network,
etc.”
1. Mapping What are the most influential planning and policy Identify the main planning and policy documents,  “National, regional and municipal
policy and documents, in place, likely to influence the spatial in place, likely to influence spatial planning spatial plans; national, regional and
planning planning practice related to the topic to be studied?  practice. If needed ask for help in the institutional  local strategies for biodiversity, water
documents context under study. or climate change, etc. Relevant legal

regimes related to the plans can also

be selected. “




Phases Major research questions Methods and implementing procedures Example considering NBS

111. Analyzing Ia. How does the document conceptualize  Interpret the main features of the text that allow to  “Nature-based solutions appear
macro Critical the topic in analysis? To what extentis  understand the embeddedness of the term and associated to economic approaches
discourse textual the topic embedded in the text? To how is associated with other topics. The main and to risks and climate change

analysis  what fields is the topic associated? To purpose is the be able to frame how the conceptis  prevention approaches.”

what extent is the topic embedded in mainly addressed in the document(s)
the text?
Ib. How can the texts be classified? Isthe  Classify the texts used in their main typology, e.g.  “Nature-related terms are more
Text-type document normative? What are the strategies. Understand how the document is referred in the introduction and
analysis most important components of the divided and if is worth analyzing more deeply one  problem show-case and to a less extent
documents to assess part. Is the incorporation of the subject equally in objectives and/or rules”.
institutionalization? addressed throughout the different components of

the document, like, problem show-case,

objectives, implementing measures, rules, etc?

Ilc. To which documents does the text Analyze the references of the document in study.  Nature based-solutions, when appear
Inter- explicitly refer? Are references made Explore how and where in the document are they  related to other documents, appear

in an indirect or a direct format? And mentioned. mainly related to documents produced




Phases Major research questions

Methods and implementing procedures

Example considering NBS

textuality ~ where are they placed in the text

analysis  understudy?

by public institutions and rarely to
scientific articles and technical reports.
References to nature-based solutions,
in spatial plans, are frequently
associated with the climate change
adaptation plan and water risks. Water
and climate change adaptation plans
rarely mention nature-based solutions

related to spatial plans.

IV. Framing How are the practitioners interpreting the
institutional embeddedness of the term in practice? Is the current
context institutional context a barrier or a driver to the

institutionalization of this emergent issue? And

how?

Interview practitioners or other important staff
that are responsible for putting into practice the
thematic in study. Analyze how they ‘make sense’

of the term and search for different

conceptualizations

Practitioners refer that although
nature-related issues are considered in
planning, the recommendations of the
environment/nature department are far
from being fully assumed. There is a
constant struggle for the public space

and its associated different uses.




Ii. Mapping policy and planning documents: This intends to understand which
policy and planning documents are relevant for analysis in that case study. The selection
of these documents can be best achieved by consulting planning and policy authorities
or by assessing the planning system. The phase creates a "network™ of documents that
can fully characterize the decision-making in that case study. As proposed here, and
taking the example of spatial planning, an exercise like this may include spatial plans
from different geographical levels, laws, and strategies that present as relevant. The
initial step in this phase is to understand the formal planning system of the case study
(see, for example, the OECD Report on Planning systems). We should recognize which
formal planning documents influence the case study. For example, national land-use
strategies, regional/provincial land-use programs, etc. In the second phase, other formal
policy documents that may influence planning processes can be considered - for
example, the environmental framework law, environmental impact assessment law,
national climate change strategies, etc. The documents must then be classified into
different typologies - laws, strategies, plans, programs, etc. This step will also provide
helpful information for the intertextuality phase (described above), which aims to assess
the coherence between policy documents. Questions that can help to address this phase
are: What are the most effective planning and policy documents in place, likely to
influence the spatial planning practice related to the topic to be studied?

ii. Mapping policy and planning documents: This intends to understand which
policy and planning documents are relevant for analysis in that case study. The selection
of these documents can be best achieved by consulting planning and policy authorities
or by assessing the planning system at the place. The phase creates a “network” of

documents that can fully characterize the decision-making in that case study. As



proposed here, and taking the example of spatial planning, an exercise like this may
include spatial plans from different geographical levels, laws, and strategies that present
as relevant. The initial step in this phase is to understand the formal planning system of
the case study (see for example the OECD Report on Planning systems). We should be
able to recognize which formal planning documents influence the case study. For
example national land-use strategies, regional/provincial land-use programs, etc. In the
second phase, other formal policy documents that may influence planning processes can
be taken into consideration - for example, the environmental framework law,
environmental impact assessment law, national climate change strategies, etc. The
documents must then be classified into different typologies - laws, strategies, plans,
programs, etc. This step will also provide useful information for the intertextuality
phase (described above) which aims to assess the coherence between policy documents.
Questions that can help to address this phase are: What are the most influential planning
and policy documents, in place, likely to influence the spatial planning practice related
to the topic to be studied?

iii. Analyze macro discourse is divided into three stages: First, critical textual
analysis has the main objective of critically addressing the embeddedness of nature-
related issues under study. Based on the previously gathered data, the idea is to apply
critical discourse analysis to identify how the documents build the narrative around a
specific issue and, therefore, what conclusions can be drawn about the degree of
institutionalization. Questions that may help to address this stage are: How does the
document conceptualize the topic in analysis, is nature a resource, a solution, or an
economic asset? Is nature present in the text, and if so, is it a central element? To what
extent is the topic embedded in the text? To what fields is the topic associated? To what

extent is the topic embedded in the text? Other types of analysis based on quantitative



methods can also be applied to strengthen the analysis —e.g. what is the density of
related terms in the document and how is it divided into the different sections? This
stage is where most doubts can arise for those who are not linguist experts. We should
focus our attention on the general characteristics of the text.

A CDA concept that may help in this phase is the 'order of discourse’, a set of
discourses that appear within the same institution or, more broadly, in the same social
field. Commonly, a CDA approach uses only one order of discourse for the analysis as
it tries to uncover the competing discourses and their different origins and consequences
in the specific social field. In this case, spatial planning can constitute one meaningful
order of discourse. Understanding, then, how the different discourses frame nature-
related issues in analysis can constitute the analysis itself. Another possibility is to
consider one institution (a planning authority) and use it as the order of discourse,
uncovering the discourse within that institution as the unique data source. Nonetheless,
as spatial planning involves multiple institutions at different geographical scales, it may
be analytically incoherent to use only one institution as the reference. Considering an
order of discourse can also help to manage the critical character of any research using
CDA, as it serves as a background for comparison. How power is balanced and
reproduced in the discourse and hegemonic discourse is in a specific order of discourse
are possible starting points for the critical analysis. However, delimiting orders of
discourse can become a problem in applying this methodology theoretically and
practically. In the public policies field is not always clear how to distinguish different
discourses within the same document type. A possible way to address this issue is first
to establish what thematic or ideas we pretend to analyze in confrontation, and then
consider if and how it is possible to set a boundary where the two discourses can no

longer co-exist, or at least when they present meaningful contractions (Jorgensen &



Phillips, 2002). An example for the spatial planning field is the way different
environmental discourses articulate, or not, with development discourses, both in a
spatial and economic perspective, or how they are disputing the public space. A specific
urban problem can serve the order of discourse and apprehend how the different
solutions are framed and legitimized.

The third stage, intertextual analysis, is intended to build on the knowledge
gathered in the previous analytical phases to generate a network of intertextual
references, first among the texts present in the analysis and then with other documents
that prove to be important from an analytical point of view. It is also essential to
distinguish between types of intertextuality since we can observe different types of
references, from full references to texts to scientific references. The elements of
intertextuality are also a way to analyze the legitimation constructed through citations.
Within the analysis of the referred texts, it should be observed which parts of the text
are mentioned and which parts are omitted. For further explanations on intertextuality,
see Farrelly (2020). Following these approaches, and considering that this
methodological framework is structured to analyze spatial planning-related case studies,
the intertextual analysis must also address how the different documents in the network
maintain logic throughout the spatial and legal dimensions. In other words, if and
how,e.qg., the different spatial plans applied to that case follow each other (from
municipal to regional and national) and with other documents, such as laws or
strategies. Questions that can help define this stage are: To which documents does the
text under study explicitly refer? To which documents does the text explicitly refer? Are
references made in an indirect or a direct format? Furthermore, where are they placed in

the text under study?



Iv. Framing institutional context: the objective of this phase is to
"operationalize" the knowledge acquired in the previous steps. It intends to understand
how the practitioners interpret and put into practice the discourses under study. This
means municipalities and their departments or other planning authorities for many case
studies. Here, interviews are the primary source of collecting data, but other forms can
be considered, like questionnaires. The objective is to assess how the practitioners
produce and consume the conceptualizations presented in the planning documents in
analysis and what are the possible drivers and barriers to the institutionalization of a
nature-related issue in spatial planning. The interview should be the last method to be
applied to use the information from the previous stages to enrich the interviewing
process. By ‘confronting' our findings with the practitioners' views, we can also use the
interview as an additional source of information and validation. Additionally, the
interviews' data is worth the attention because most of the discourse analysis relies
solely on documents as data sources (Leipold 2014). Questions that may help to address
this phase are: How are the practitioners interpreting the embeddedness of the term in
practice? Is the current institutional context a barrier or a driver to the

institutionalization of this emergent issue? And how?

5. Discussion and tips for implementation

This methodological framework aims to provide researchers from different
backgrounds with a guideline for using discourse analysis. Doing so contributes to
overcoming frequent criticisms that discursive orientated approaches suffer, being one
of the most common lack of interdisciplinary (Westman et al., 2022). In our opinion,
this adaptation enables critical discourse analysis principles for those who are not

linguistic experts still based on a coherent set of theoretical assertions.



This article also contributes to the study of local and regional discourses around
spatial planning and environment by proposing a methodology that is directly adapted
to these geographical and administrative levels. These discursive representations, made
at regional and municipal levels, are especially relevant considering that most spatial
planning decisions occur at these levels. Although policies, strategies, and plans intend
to establish rules and procedures, they deal with terms and activities that push the
boundaries of laws and plans (Gellers, 2015). Simultaneously this methodology can be
adaptable to different study objects, for example, working with concepts such as
circularity, water, and green and their embeddedness in spatial planning. In the future,
non-textual elements of analysis can be added, for example, pictures and maps, which
are both formal and informal outcomes of planning processes and constitute important
ways of legitimization. These future applications have the potential to add and revise
the methodology while continuing to have discourse (through its different formats) as
the central object of analysis in planning. We believe this methodology adds value to
the literature by stressing the importance of formal planning outcomes. Doing so can
inform decision-making at various levels. On one hand, it has the potential to inform
how new concepts coming from EU regulations are being embedded in the different
planning systems. On the one hand, it has the potential to inform how new concepts
coming from EU regulations are being embedded in the different planning systems. On
the other hand, it can inform regional and local decision-makers on how current
conceptualizations influence concrete planning outcomes. Notwithstanding, we see this
methodology as a step in the current knowledge about nature and sustainability in
spatial planning and urban studies. It is not transformative, nor does it claim so. It is
different from Hajer's approach to be seen as a complement (M. A. Hajer, 1995; M.

Hajer & Versteeg, 2005) to organizational studies and spatial planning.



Interpretative policy approaches have natural limitations that must be addressed
during the methodological approach to guarantee the validity of the knowledge. One of
the important is the reflexivity of the researcher. The absence of an absolute meaning in
the object of study and the subsequent active influence of the researcher calls for a
reflection of the researcher's position. Making this clear and transparent for the public
can only enhance the research as it helps the readers understand how the assumptions
are framed and why the researcher interprets and concludes in a specific way. For
further information on the researcher’s position on interpretative studies, see Yanow
(2007). With this methodology, we also seek to address one of the most common
criticisms of discursive orientated analysis in urban studies — the lack of relevance of
policy change within urban policies (Jacobs, 2006). By orienting towards critical focal
points of struggles, such as the conceptualization of nature in spatial planning, the
methodological approach enables a better understanding of the institutionalization
processes. It informs about the possible barriers and enablers. We divide the limitations
into two parts: firstly, the complexity of the case studies can push the researcher to
consider an unlimited number of documents relevant to spatial planning. On the
opposite, the choosing process of the documents can end up neglecting important
document that influences spatial planning. This process can be made in a group with
other researchers and/or stakeholders, and it should focus primarily on policy outcomes
that influence the most the physical reality- in this case, coming from plans, rules, and
legislation to strategies and less imposing policy documents Secondly, the critical step
may not always be clear. As mentioned before, the critical stance must be empirically
proven as best as the researcher can and is still a place of struggle. Therefore, the
researcher should provide all the possible empirical evidence that justifies the analysis

and confront his view with other opposing views of the same object of analysis. The



questions provided in table 1 can also help not only to guide the analysis but to increase

the validity of the analysis.

6. Concluding remarks

This article intends to build the nexus between spatial planning and
environmental decision-making, considering the discursive aspects of it, using
discursive institutionalism (DI) as the theoretical departure point and critical discourse
analysis (CDA) as the methodological reference to propose a methodology able to be
conducted by researchers who are not linguists. Despite the growing adoption of
environmental concepts in multiple planning practices at the municipal level, such as
nature-based solutions, the study of its institutionalization in policy and spatial planning
decision-making is still in the early stages. A vital element of the institutionalization
processes is the discourse adopted in policy and planning documents. This embedding
in spatial planning should be critically addressed, primarily when it aims to deal with
existential crises such as climate change, pollution, or deforestation. Spatial planning is
a complex subject where multiple interests arise and the knowledge produced in
academia is put on the ground by technicians and other specialists. Our approach helps
to overcome two ubiquitous criticisms of discursive orientated studies in urban
planning, namely, the lack of scientific and political relevance. It provides a robust tool
for those who recognize the potential of discourse analysis to understand further and
improve the integration of environmental narratives within policy and spatial planning.
It can be applied in separate parts or as a whole by different planning authorities and at
geographic levels. Relevant topics of study can be any 'emergent' issue such as
ecosystem services, circular economy, or other terms and concepts primarily related to
environmental matters. The dissemination of this conceptual and methodological

approach contributes to deepening the use of discourse in institutionalization research.



This is seen as a 'brick in the wall' in a CDA approach to urban and institutional
studies. Finally, it tries to overcome spatial planning researchers' difficulty in finding
concrete and applicable methodology for their case studies considering two elements:
discursively oriented and assuming a critical stance. This opens space to use empirical
data to suggest recommendations for policymaking. In the future, the methodology can
be reshaped to address specific research challenges and further applied to address how

cities institutionalize various challenges in spatial planning.

Acknowledgments

This work was supported by the FCT- Portuguese Science Foundation under Grant

SFRH/BD/147883/2019.

Disclosure Statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

References

Arts, B., & Buizer, M. (2009). Forests, discourses, institutions. A discursive-
institutional analysis of global forest governance. Forest Policy and Economics, 11(5—

6), 340-347. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2008.10.004

Arts, B., Leroy, P., & van Tatenhove, J. (2006). Political modernisation and policy
arrangements: A framework for understanding environmental policy change. Public

Organization Review, 6(2), 93—106. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-006-0001-4

Berger, P. L., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construction of reality: A treatise in

the sociology of knowledge. London: Penguin Books.

Buckingham-Hatfield, S., & Evans, B. (1996). Environmental planning and



sustainability. John Wiley and Sons.

Buttel, F. H. (1997). The Politics of Environmental Discourse: Ecological
Modernization and the Policy Process. By Maarten A. Hajer. Oxford University Press,

1995. In Social Forces (Vol. 75, Issue 3). https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/75.3.1138

Coscieme, L., Hyldmo, S., Fernandez-llamazares, A., Palomo, 1., Mwampamba, T. H.,
Selomane, O., Sitas, N., Jaureguiberry, P., Takahashi, Y., Lim, M., Barral, M. P.,
Farinaci, J. S., Diaz-josé, J., Ghosh, S., Qjino, J., Alassaf, A., Baatuuwie, B. N., Balint,
L., Basher, Z., ... Valle, M. (2020). Multiple conceptualizations of nature are key to
inclusivity and legitimacy in global environmental governance. Environmental Science

and Policy, 104(November 2019), 36-42. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2019.10.018

Douglass, M. (2015). The Urban Transition of Disaster Governance in Asia Some of the
authors of this publication are also working on these related projects: Global
Householding View project Globalization and Urbanization in Asia View project.

Springer, 13-43. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-649-2_2

Duvall, P., Lennon, M., Scott, M., Duvall, P., Lennon, M., & Scott, M. (2017). The *
natures ’ of planning : evolving conceptualizations of nature as expressed in urban
planning theory and practice nature as expressed in urban planning theory and practice.
European Planning Studies, 0(0), 1-22.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2017.1404556

European Commission. (2011). The EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020.

https://doi.org/10.2779/39229

European Commission. (2013). Green Infrastructure (GI) — Enhancing Europe’s

Natural Capital. In Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament,


https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/75.3.1138

the European Economic Council, The European Economic and Social Committee and

the Committee of the Regions. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09781107415324.004

European Commission. (2015). Towards an EU Research and Innovation Policy
Agenda for Nature-based Solutions &amp; Re-naturing Cities. Publications Office of

the European Union. https://doi.org/10.2777/765301

Fairclough, N. (1992). Discourse and social change. Polity Press.

Fairclough, N. (2005). Discourse analysis in organization studies: The case for critical
realism. Organization Studies, 26(6), 915-939.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054610

Farrelly, M. (2020). Rethinking intertextuality in CDA. Critical Discourse Studies,

17(4), 359-376. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2019.1609538

Feindt, P. H., & Oels, A. (2005). Does discourse matter? Discourse analysis in
environmental policy making. Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning, 7(3),

161-173. https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339638

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/Knowledge: Selected interviews and Other Writings (C.

Gordon (ed.); Phanteon B).

Gellers, J. C. (2015). GREENING CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS: Applications
to the study of environmental law. Critical Discourse Studies, 12(4), 482—493.

https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2015.1023326

Grant, D., & ledema, R. (2005). Discourse analysis and the study of organizations. Text,

25(1), 37-66. https://doi.org/10.1515/text.2005.25.1.37


https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339638
https://doi.org/10.1515/text.2005.25.1.37

Gray, R. (2010). Accounting , Organizations and Society Is accounting for sustainability
actually accounting for sustainability . . . and how would we know ? An exploration of
narratives of organisations and the planet. Accounting, Organizations and Society,

35(1), 47-62. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.a0s.2009.04.006

Haase, D., Kabisch, S., Haase, A., Andersson, E., Banzhaf, E., Baro, F., Brenck, M.,
Fischer, L. K., Frantzeskaki, N., Kabisch, N., Krellenberg, K., Kremer, P., Kronenberg,
J., Larondelle, N., Mathey, J., Pauleit, S., Ring, 1., Rink, D., Schwarz, N., & Wolff, M.
(2017). Greening cities — To be socially inclusive? About the alleged paradox of society
and ecology in cities. Habitat International, 64, 41-48.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.habitatint.2017.04.005

Hajer, M. A. (1995). The politics of environmental discourse: Ecological modernization

and the policy process.

Hajer, M., & Versteeg, W. (2005). A decade of discourse analysis of environmental
politics: Achievements, challenges, perspectives. Journal of Environmental Policy and

Planning, 7(3), 175-184. https://doi.org/10.1080/15239080500339646

Head, B. W. (2014). Managing urban water crises : adaptive policy responses to drought

and flood in Southeast Queensland , Australia. 19(2).

Huge, J., Waas, T., Dahdouh-guebas, F., Koedam, N., & Block, T. (2012). A discourse-
analytical perspective on sustainability assessment : Interpreting sustainable
development in practice A discourse-analytical perspective on sustainability
assessment : interpreting sustainable development in practice. October 2014.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-012-0184-2

IPCC. (2014). Climate Change 2014. In THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON



CLIMATE CHANGE. https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781107415324

Jacobs, K. (2006). Discourse analysis and its utility for urban policy research. Urban

Policy and Research, 24(1), 39-52. https://doi.org/10.1080/08111140600590817

Jorgensen, M., & Phillips, L. J. (2002). Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method.

Sage.

Keller, R. (2012). Doing discourse research: An introduction for social scientists. Sage.

Lees, L. (2004). Urban geography: Discourse analysis and urban research. Progress in

Human Geography, 28(1), 101-107. https://doi.org/10.1191/0309132504ph473pr

Leipold, S. (2014). Creating forests with words - A review of forest-related discourse

studies. In Forest Policy and Economics. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2013.12.005

Leipold, S., Feindt, P. H., Winkel, G., & Keller, R. (2019). Discourse analysis of
environmental policy revisited: traditions, trends, perspectives. Journal of
Environmental Policy and Planning, 21(5), 445-463.

https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2019.1660462

Marsh, D., & Stoker, G. (2002). Theories and methods in political science. 2nd edition,

Palgrave

Mendes, R., Fidélis, T., Roebeling, P., & Teles, F. (2020). The Institutionalization of
Nature-Based Solutions — A Discourse Analysis of Emergent Literature. Resources.

9(1), 6. https://doi.org/10.3390/resources9010006

Mulderrig, J. (2019). Analysing orders of discourse of neoliberal rule: Health “nudges”

and the rise of psychological governance. Critical Policy Discourse Analysis, 48—72.



https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788974967.00008

Mumby, D. K., & Clair, R. (1997). Organizational discourse . Discourse Stud.

Myerson, G., & Rydin, Y. (1996). The Language of Environment: A New Rhetoric.

Psychology Press.

Owens, S. (1994). Land, limits and sustainability: a conceptual framework and some
dilemmas for the planning system. Transactions - Institute of British Geographers.

https://doi.org/10.2307/622834

Pecurul-Botines, M., Di Gregorio, M., & Paavola, J. (2019). Multi-level processes and
the institutionalization of forest conservation discourses: Insights from Natura 2000.
Forest Policy and Economics, 105(May), 136-145.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.forpol.2019.05.027

Phillips, N., Lawrence, T. B., & Hardy, C. (2004). Discourse and institutions. Academy

of Management Review, 29(4), 636-652. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2004.14497617

Pontee, N., Beck, M. W., & Hosking, A. H. (2016). Nature Based Solutions: lessons
from around the world. Maritime Engineering Journal, 169(3), 651-661.

https://doi.org/10.1680/cm.61149.651

Porter, T. B. (2005). Identity subtexts in the discursive construction of sustainability.

Electronic Journal of Radical Organisation Theory, 9(1), 102-115.

Randrup, T. B., Buijs, A., Konijnendijk, C. C., Wild, T., & Wild, T. (2020). Moving
beyond the nature-based solutions discourse : introducing nature-based thinking. 919—

926.



Rydin, Y. (1999). Can we talk ourselves into sustainability? The role of discourse in the
environmental policy process. Environmental Values, 8(4), 467—484.

https://doi.org/10.3197/096327199129341923

Saldert, H. (2017). From ecocycle to sustainable growth : governing sustainability in
Stockholm and Vé&xj6. Urban Research & Practice, 00(00), 1-20.

https://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2016.1232434

Schmidt, V. A. (2007). Bringing the State Back Into Varieties of Capital and Discourse
Back into Explanations of Change. Program for the Study of Germany and Europe

Working Paper Series 07.3, 3.

Schmidt, V. A. (2008). Discursive Institutionalism: The Explanatory Power of Ideas and
Discourse. Annual Review of Political Science, 11(1), 303-326.

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.11.060606.135342

Schmidt, V. A. (2010). Taking ideas and discourse seriously: Explaining change
through discursive institutionalism as the fourth ‘new institutionalism.” European

Political Science Review, 2(1), 1-25. https://doi.org/10.1017/S175577390999021 X

Schmidt, V. A. (2011). Speaking of change: Why discourse is key to the dynamics of
policy transformation. Critical Policy Studies, 5(2), 106—126.

https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2011.576520

Seghezzo, L. (2009). The five dimensions of sustainability The five dimensions of

sustainability. 4016. https://doi.org/10.1080/09644010903063669

Sumares, D., & Fidélis, T. (2011). Natura 2000 and the narrative nature of nature: A

case for critical discourse analysis. Journal of Integrative Environmental Sciences, 8(1),


https://doi.org/10.3197/096327199129341923
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2011.576520

53-68. https://doi.org/10.1080/1943815X.2011.556649

Tahvilzadeh, N., Montin, S., & Cullberg, M. (2017). Functions of sustainability :
exploring what urban sustainability policy discourse ““ does ” in the Gothenburg
Metropolitan Area. Local Environment, 0(0), 1-20.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13549839.2017.1320538

Taylor, J. R., & Van Every, E. J. (1993). The vulnerable fortress: bureaucratic
organization & management in the information age. Canadian Journal of

Communication, 19(2), 247.

Tsoukas, H., & Chia, R. (2002). On organizational becoming: Rethinking organizational

change. Organization Science. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.13.5.567.7810

Van Dijk, T. A. (1993). Principles of critical discourse analysis. Discourse & Society.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0957926593004002006

Wagenaar, H. (2011). Meaning in action: Interpretation and dialogue in policy analysis.

ME Sharpe.

Westman, L., Patterson, J., Macrorie, R., Orr, C. J., Ashcraft, C. M., Castan Broto, V.,
Dolan, D., Gupta, M., van der Heijden, J., Hickmann, T., Hobbins, R., Papin, M.,
Robin, E., Rosan, C., Torrens, J., & Webb, R. (2022). Compound urban crises. Ambio,

51(6), 1402-1415. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-021-01697-6

Yanow, D. (2007). Interpretation in policy analysis: On methods and practice. Critical

Policy Studies, 1(1), 110-122. https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2007.9518511

Zhang, M., Gable, G., & Rai, A. (2016). A systematic approach to conceptualization.

Information Systems Foundations Workshop.


https://doi.org/10.1080/1943815X.2011.556649

Table 1. Methodological framework — Analytical phases constituting major research
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