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Abstract— This paper explores the overarching topic of the 

capacity of strategic urban development decisions and 

initiatives (including planning initiatives) to positively and 

powerfully influence the ability of a city to promote 

sustainable patterns of development. The concept of 

Situations of Opportunity and its related Field of Options is 

proposed as a means to identify and analyse periods in the 

growth of cities when urbanisation can be more easily 

managed to promote goals for sustainable development. The 

concept of social sustainability was discussed after reviewing 

from two different disciplinary approaches (urban 

development; companies and products), exploring 

commonalities and differences in approaches, and identifying 

core themes that cross disciplinary boundaries. The focal 

point of this paper is the transformation path between the 

present and the vision for a sustainable city. In it I have 

examined Opportunities to promote sustainable urban 

development whilst asking 'what should change?', 'who 

should take action?', 'when can change best happen?' and 

'how much impact will that change have?’. Overall, this 

paper provides a better understanding of how transformative 

change can happen in cities. The Situations of Opportunity 

concept developed here can be a helpful way to study 

strategic initiatives that promote sustainability in cities. The 

overall aim of the paper was to: Develop and explore the 

concept of 'Situations of Opportunity' as a planning strategy, 

and analyse the capacity of such strategic initiatives to 

positively and powerfully influence the ability of a city to 

promote sustainable urban development goals. 
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Transformative Change, Urban Sustainability, Research 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

“Sustainability has that ring of universal desirability about it: no 
one is prepared to fundamentally challenge its precepts, no 
matter how vague these are, simply because there is an almost 
holistic human wish for a viable future for this unique planet and 

its inhabitants” 
(O'Riordan & Voisey 1998, p. 3) 
The vision of a sustainable city – a place that provides and 
sustains a good quality of life for its citizens without depleting 
nature – is something most people can agree on. 
However, the reality of achieving such an outcome still poses 
considerable challenges and the pattern of development in most 
(if not all) cities remains unsustainable in the long term. This 

paper attempts to explore some concrete opportunities to promote 
sustainable development that emerge in the process of 
urbanisation. 
Although general principles of sustainable development of cities 
are common in the academic and policy discourses, in practice, 
opportunities and initiatives for promoting sustainable urban 
development in one place are often dependent on its unique 
characteristics and context, and thus are not necessarily replicable 
in other localities. 

Therefore, besides analysing in detail some opportunities for 
promoting sustainability in cities, new methodology to explore 
such opportunities was developed in this paper with the aim of 
enabling stakeholders in urban development to identify and seize 
such initiatives within their own context. 
 
 

 

II. BACKGROUND TO THE WORK 

 
Research and literature on the theme of sustainable urban 

development are abundant (see for example Janssens et al. 2009, 
Wheeler and Beatley 2004). There are endless definitions (a brief 
review is presented later on) and a number of writings that 
approach and review how sustainable development is 
implemented in cities. Disciplines including planning, 
architecture, environmental engineering, policy research and 
urban geography are among those that have carried out research 
in this field. In the literature, there is considerable overlap of 

research between these disciplines and it is not always easy or 
possible to completely separate one from another. However, 
although research topics on sustainable urban development such 
as transport, water, land use, ecology, etc. may be similar, each 
discipline tends to analyse the issues from its own perspective. 
Recently, however, cross-disciplinary approaches have become 
more common. 
My contribution to this line of research has been to examine how 
planning can strongly contribute to urban sustainable 

development, through exploring the concept of Situations of 
Opportunity and other approaches. Thus this paper identifies and 
analyses opportunities where actors have greater freedom of 
action to promote extensive (i.e. transformative rather than 
incremental) change in cities. 
Such opportunities are referred to here as 'strategic initiatives'. 
While some authors have discussed concepts that relate to 
strategic initiatives, such as strategic thinking, strategies or plans 

(Healey 2007, Hajer 1995), I use the term in a looser way, 
considering its literal meaning, i.e. referring to decisive or critical 
actions. Nonetheless, the claim that strategies consist of 'ideas 
about how future opportunities may be grasped and threats 
avoided' (Healey 2007, p. 183) also fits well with the ways in 
which the term strategic initiatives is used here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III. SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

 

Though the debate for general sustainable development was 
going on for a long time, till the 1990s and after that it was 
commonly applied to cities. The concerns with principles of man 
and environment relationships which includes humans, their 

settlements and the surrounding natural environment was always 
the focus for planning of cities (Blowers 1993, Hall et al. 1993), 
it is recently recognised that cities provide various opportunities 
to promote sustainable development goals. 
Besides the early ecological/environmental concerns, in recent 
years the importance of economic and social dimensions in the 
conceptualisation of sustainable urban development has gained 
momentum. In the current debate there were some issues like 
social cohesion, perpetuation of cultures, services and education, 

economic stability and growth, access to employment, health and 
wellbeing and all were considered equally relevant for the 
achievement of sustainable urban development goals (ODPM 
2005). A plethora of definitions for sustainable development have 
been applied to cities. Although most authors have similar 
concerns about the need for a shift from the current direction of 
urban development, they vary in their approach to what 
sustainable urban development means. Some writers take a more 

overarching perspective that considers the flow of natural, social 
and economic resources, whereas others promote more specific 
definitions. Elkin et al. (1991) suggest the relevance of urban 
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form and transport; others highlight the importance of access to 

services (ODPM 2005, European Commission 1996). The issue 
of scale is considered by Haughton and Hunter (1994), and 
several definitions suggest that sustainable urban development is 
related to meeting people's needs (basic or secondary) and 
promoting well-being. The importance of participation in 
decision-making is highlighted by for example Mega and 
Pedersen (1998) and Jenks (2000). In addition, inter and intra-
generational aspects are considered by some (ODPM 2005, Jenks 

2000, Girardet 1999). On the other hand, in the policy arena, 
sustainable urban development has often become another 
language for curtailing urban sprawl, building on brown field 
sites, promoting higher densities and mixed uses (for an overview 
see Jabareen 2006). 

 

 

IV. SITUATIONS OF OPPORTUNITY 

 
When looking at the growth and development of cities from a 
historical perspective, some moments in time are considered 
more important than others. The concept of Situations of 
Opportunity relates to such moments. There are a number of 
other policy and decision-orientated concepts such as Policy 
Windows, Formative Moments, Windows of Opportunity and 

Strategy Making which consider similar issues (Healey 2009, 
Kingdon 1995, Rothstein 1992, Townsend 1991).  Policy 
Windows refer to occasional and short periods of time when 
actors have an opportunity to implement new policy (Kingdon 
1995), and also promote the idea of a 'queue' of agenda items 
waiting their turn to be dealt with. Kingdon (1995, p. 168) argues 
that such windows usually open in response to changes in 
leadership, changes in power relationships in an assembly, or 
significant shifts in public opinion. Formative Moments, on the 

other hand, are described by Rothstein (1996, 1992) as moments 
of institutional and political instability induced by a specific 
problem or crisis (such as changes in economic or social 
circumstances), which existing political institutions are unable to 
handle. In addition, Rothstein (1992, p. 17) claims that during 
these formative moments in social and political history, 
strategically and tactically skilled and well positioned actors have 
the possibility to reshape the political institutions and their 

relationship towards a positive (or negative) development spiral.  

 

V. FIELD OF OPTIONS 
 
The alternatives or choices available to actors in a Situation of 

Opportunity show the situation’s Field of Options – in other 
words, they reveal the actors’ freedom of action. There are a 
number of contrasting research strands that discuss actors’ 
freedom of action whilst undergoing change (Weingaertner 
2005). Some research traditions such as parts of political science 
and environmental management often argue in rationalistic terms 
(Elwell 1996, Kingdon 1995) and stress that well-informed 
individual actors usually have great freedom of action (this is 

illustrated for example among economists with the concept of 
'Homus economicus'). Other researchers lean towards a more 
deterministic explanation, indicating that incremental change is 
often the norm, and that freedom of action is restricted by past 
choices, thus acknowledging the importance of history in shaping 
the availability of alternatives for change. Still other approaches 
suggest that change is always very complex and deeply 
embedded in socio-cultural processes and relations (Healey 1997, 
2007, Ostrom 2005), whereas the discursive structure approach 

suggests that the way problems are understood or framed 
constitutes the presumptions for policy action (Bacchi 1999, 
Hajer 1995, Fischer 1995). The Situations of Opportunity 
approach takes a middle way, by considering that the challenge 
of sustainable urban development calls for drastic measures that 
cannot be achieved through incremental change. At the same 
time, it accepts that there are limits to rationalism, and that the 
pre-history of a Situation will restrict the freedom of action of its 

stakeholders. Thus, in the process of growth and transformation 
of cities, Situations are periods when inertia to change is low, and 
actors’ pooled freedom of action – the Situation's Field of 
Options – is wide (Brikell 2005, Weingaertner 2005). Therefore, 

during the Situation actors have a greater than average possibility 

of guiding and influencing the urbanisation process so as to 
contribute to the achievement of sustainable development goals 
in a long-term planning perspective. 

 

VI. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 
This paper provides a better understanding of how transformative 
change can happen in cities, whilst exploring a new theory in the 
form of a conceptual system. The concept of Situations of 
Opportunity was found to be a helpful way to study strategic 
initiatives that promote sustainability in cities. Besides the 
methodological and conceptual development, another main 
finding is that despite contextual differences particular to each 

city, it was possible to apply the proposed conceptual system to 
identify and analyse strategic planning opportunities that have the 
ability to powerfully influence the cities’ transformation path 
towards promoting sustainable urban development goals. 
However, realisation of visions of a sustainable city depends on 
cities being able to identify the issues and approaches best suited 
to their particular needs and circumstances. As the city develops, 
circumstances may change, as will the strategies for promoting 
sustainability goals. Even within cities priorities may vary and 

thus it is important that each city identifies context-specific 
strategic initiatives to promote sustainable development at the 
local scale. Planners are in a privileged position to identify a wide 
range of options for future development of cities, as they are 
constantly involved in a process that uses strategic thinking and 
future visioning as tools for strategy-making (Healey 2007, pp. 
282-286). Within this context, the conceptual framework of 
Situations proposed here could become a tool to aid strategic 

thinking and broaden the perspectives of planners and other 
actors involved in the process of change in relation to sustainable 
urban development, helping them to identify and utilise 
opportunities where freedom of action is large and the Field of 
Options available is wide. The ongoing SitCit research has started 
to explore this line of research. 
Another important aspect that could be considered further is the 
possibility to develop a methodology that could help identify 

Situations of Opportunity well in advance. Having reasoned 
about the relevance of such Situations, it is crucial that future 
research explores ways of providing actors in urban development 
with tools that could enable them to identify (or perhaps even 
create) Situations of Opportunity ahead of time, to enable more 
co-ordinated action and better results. The use of future scenario 
methodology to explore ways in which Situations can be 
identified well in advance is a possibility that is currently being 

explored by some researchers, as well as other ongoing research. 
However, this is a challenging area of research, as using the 
Situations methodology to prescribe or predict paths for future 
transformation is controversial. One further issue that could be 
explored in the future development of the Situations methodology 
is how social sustainability aspects can be made more prominent 
within the proposed research strategy. One suggestion is that in 
analysis of the metabolism of cities, alongside estimating 
environmental impacts (in terms of energy use and emissions), 

the methodology could be further developed to measure the 
impacts that changes towards a more sustainable city will have on 
people (e.g. examining issues such as health, social capital, 
education, etc.). 
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