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Abstract
Obsolescence and vacancy are part of the traditional building life cycle, as tenants leave properties and move to new ones.
Flux, a period of uncertainty before the establishment of new direction, can be considered part of building DNA. What is
new, due to structural disruptions in the way we work, is the rate and regularity of flux, reflected in obsolescence, vacancy,
and impermanent use. Covid‐19 has instantly accelerated this disruption. Retail failure has increased with even more con‐
sumers moving online. While employees have been working from home, rendering the traditional office building in the
central business district, at least temporarily, obsolete. This article reflects on the situation by reporting findings from
an 18‐month research project into the practice of planning adaptation in the English built environment. Original findings
based on interviews with a national sample of local authority planners, combined with an institutional analysis of planning
practice since the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, suggest that the discipline of planning in England is struggling
with the reality of flux. There is a demand for planning to act faster, due to the speed of change in the built environment,
and liberal political concerns with planning regulation. This is reflected in relaxations to permitted development rules and
building use categories. However, participants also indicate that there is a concurrent need for the planning system to
operate in a more measured way, to plan the nuanced complexity of a built environment no longer striated by singular use
categories at the local level. This notion of flux suggests a process of perpetual change, turbulence, and volatility. However,
our findings suggest that within this process, there is a temporal dialectic between an accelerating rate of change in the
built environment and a concomitant need to plan in a careful way to accommodate adaptation. We situate these findings
in a novel reading of the complex adaptive systems literature, arguing that planning practice needs to embrace uncertainty,
rather than eradicate it, in order to enable built environment adaptation. These findings are significant because they offer
a framework for understanding how successful building adaptation can be enabled in England, moving beyond the nega‐
tivity associated with the adaptation of buildings in recent years. This is achieved by recognizing the complex interactions
involved in the adaptation process between respective stakeholders and offering an insight into how respective scales of
planning governance can coexist successfully.
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1. Introduction
This aim of this article is to consider how the urban
planning system can plan for the continual adaptation
(the process by which a building changes to accommo‐
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date new user demands) of the existing built environ‐
ment in the face of increasing and recurrent manifes‐
tations of building vacancy and obsolescence. It consid‐
ers this through the lens of local authority planning in
England. Original findings are based on interviews with
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a national sample of local authority planners, combined
with an institutional analysis of planning practice since
the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act. Findings are
situated within the conceptual perspective of complex
adaptive systems (CAS). The article argues that the built
environment, and the planning system within which it
sits, should be considered, and managed, as part of a CAS
rather than a static domain that needs to be simplified.
Obsolescence and vacancy have always been part
of the building life cycle, as tenants leave properties
and move to new ones—flux, a period of uncertainty
before the establishment of new direction, can be con‐
sidered part of building DNA. Buildings are produced
in response to socio‐economic circumstances to meet
changes in demand. As that demand evolves through
economic restructuring, technical innovation, and social
change, existing buildings and uses become obsolete and
new buildings and uses are required to replace them
(Henneberry, 2017). This can be seen in a variety of con‐
texts: through revisioning of existing housing schemes,
changes from office to residential use, historic buildings
as they seek viable futures, and even power stations
being reimagined as art galleries.
What is new, however, is the rate and regularity
of obsolescence and vacancy (Armstrong et al., 2021;
Muldoon‐Smith & Greenhalgh, 2017). Traditionally, a typ‐
ical office lease would be 20–25 years long with full
repairing and insurance obligations placed on the ten‐
ant. In recent years, a typical lease would be 2–3 years
long and increasingly flexible as tenants demand the abil‐
ity to expand or contract their business models with‐
out the restriction of a long‐term property agreement.
The retail built environment, in particular, was already
under disruption from the internet, while the office built
environment was already being pressured to reconfigure
as a place to collaborate and create, alongside employ‐
ees working remotely from home. Covid‐19 has instantly
accelerated this disruption, changing the way we utilize
many of our buildings. Retail failure has sped up, with
even more consumers moving online. Most employees
have been working from home since March 2020, which
has rendered the traditional office building in the cen‐
tral business district (CBD) obsolete, at least temporarily.
Whole highstreets and shopping centers now lie vacant,
and it is still uncertain if workers will return to CBD loca‐
tions in the same way as before.
This has led to increased consideration of how
the built environment can adapt to better reflect and
accommodate the increasingly dynamic needs of soci‐
ety and the economy. In the article, flux is framed
within the recent emphasis placed on temporality, tran‐
sience, and permanence in the urban built environment
(Henneberry, 2017); the politics of time (Raco et al.,
2018); increased levels of vacant land and premises in
the post‐industrial city (Burkholder, 2012); a consequent
engagement with DIY, guerrilla, and tactical urbanism
(Deslandes, 2013); and temporary and informal uses
(Bishop & Williams, 2012; Colomb, 2012; Oswalt et al.,
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2013) alongside the pragmatic steps involved in trans‐
ferring a temporary activity into a mainstream process
(Andres, 2013).
However, it is important to note that this new engage‐
ment with arguably necessary change is not unani‐
mously received. Built environment professionals and
planners tend to be trained to view the city as an object
that is planned, designed, and built according to defini‐
tive visions, and therefore struggle with turbulent and
dynamic change. For example, the political institutions
and governance regimes of the built environment, often
enacted through the urban planning profession via build‐
ing regulations, use classifications, zones, and land use
plans, often reinforce static conceptualizations of the
built environment.
Those associated with the traditional, stable view
of work and life have defended established business
models vehemently—with those working from home, or
exploring new ways of working, assumed to be return‐
ing to the CBD after Covid‐19 (Mahy, 2021), even scare‐
mongering that it will lead to jobs being outsourced
(O’Connor, 2020). Influential Goldman Sachs CEO, David
Soloman, has labelled working from home an “aberra‐
tion” (“Goldman Sachs,” 2020, para. 1), while WeWork
CEO, Sandeep Mathrani, declared “those who are least
engaged at work are very comfortable working from
home” (Frishberg, 2021, para. 5). Perhaps this situation is
understandable when we consider that how we chose to
live and work is not only a personal choice. The choices
that we make and how much we are willing to pay via
rent and purchase prices add up to market shaping mes‐
sage that is broadcast across development appraisals
and construction choices. Landlords and associated busi‐
nesses obviously have a vested interest in lobbying for a
return to the 9 to 5 business model, as it underpins the
rents of most traditional properties in CBD locations.
Nevertheless, internationally, society is asking ques‐
tions that speak of a growing public awareness that we
have become profoundly disconnected from buildings,
pigeonholed into one building use or the next. These
re‐evaluations then mask interrelated questions of how
we should plan, construct, and use our land and build‐
ings in response to this new volatility. Often these ques‐
tions fall into reductionist binaries relating to more or
less planning, better or worse quality buildings, stability
and transience, and object and agent. However, rarely is
emphasis placed upon the actual process of built envi‐
ronment adaptation, particularly how it can be achieved
successfully. To respond to this situation, an underlying
argument in this article is that instead of polarized dual‐
ism, flux, and in the case of this article, built environment
adaptation, is a complex adaptive system.
This situation is considered through the lens of urban
planning in England, as it struggles to react quickly to:
(a) dynamic changes in the use and demand of the built
environment, and (b) the necessarily slower need to
plan for the complex implications of volatility amidst a
political context of deregulation. Indeed, much of the
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current adaptation discussion in England is wrapped up
in narratives of simplicity and the removal of regula‐
tion and wider neo‐liberal arguments of deregulation
(Tewdwr‐Jones, 2012). This can be seen in the contem‐
porary political planning narrative in England where per‐
ceived radical planning reform will “build better and
build greener but we will also build faster” in order to
create a planning system suitable for the 21st century
(Johnson, 2020). We argue the opposite: In order for the
existing built environment to adapt, there needs to be an
element of structure and local planning engagement to
frame and enable successful adaptation.
To inform this situation, the authors argue that more
focus should be placed on the planning system itself, the
system of regulations and institutions that govern adap‐
tation in the built environment—in particular, how the
planning system can govern a built environment in a per‐
manent state of dynamic flux. The authors center the
research in the CAS literature (Skrimizea et al., 2018).
In this article, a CAS compromises a number of agents
(in this research this could comprise tenants, planners,
developers, financiers, city managers) who all have their
own objectives and decision‐making frameworks which
evolve over time. All of these agents interact with each
other over time, to form a whole that is more than the
sum of the individual agent objectives. The contention
is therefore that it is not only planning scholars who
should focus on complexity, rather planning practitioners
at various scales in government, landlords, investors, and
tenants—all of whom have a stake in adapting the built
environment should all adopt a complexity perspective.
The complexity perspective considers the world to
be dynamic, changing, and inherently uncertain, and is
underpinned by the assertion that you cannot under‐
stand such a system by looking at its individual parts or
prioritize one agent or factor. This position: (a) is sug‐
gestive of the current turbulence taking place in the
built environment, and (b) indicates that simplifying the
way we regulate the built environment and consider‐
ing it through a static perspective (de Roo, 2000, 2003)
will lead to missed opportunity, seen through recent
poor examples of office to residential conversion activity
which has arguably favored the developer without con‐
sidering quality nor how local place needs to be reconsti‐
tuted to accommodate adaptation (Clifford et al., 2018).
In this sense, complexity in the use of the built environ‐
ment does not remove the need for planning, rather it
demands a more nuanced planning system that acknowl‐
edges and seeks to enable the current fluidity in land and
built environment interactions, in contrast to traditional
conceptions of the planning system (and supporting the‐
ories) that have been founded in static and simplified
perspectives of the land and built environments (de Roo,
2010; Skrimizea et al., 2018).
Static ideas of complexity are illustrated by planning
use categories (in the English planning tradition) and
land use zones (in the European and North American
planning tradition). Relatively speaking, these regulatory
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tools stood the test of time while land and building
use remained relatively static and slow changing within
the traditional differentiation of residential, office, retail,
leisure, and industrial use. More recently, planning schol‐
ars (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; Byrne, 1998; de Roo
& Rauws, 2012; Innes & Booher, 2010; Portugali, 2011,
2012; Sengupta, 2011; Sengupta et al., 2016; Skrimizea
et al., 2018) are contesting the static consideration of
the planning environment and forwarding a perspective
of society that is founded within ideas of complex sys‐
tems, the unpredictable structures that emerge from
such systems, and how systems (in this article build‐
ing users) interact with their built environments. Suzuki
(2007, p. 29) argues that at some point “a chaotic system
of individuals undergoes a transition to order. And with
this order, the complex system becomes highly adap‐
tive, with a heightened capacity to respond to a con‐
stantly changing and unpredictable world.” CAS recog‐
nizes uncertainty and complexity as a natural part of
the land and built environment. It is this perspective of
society and the broader environment that the authors
seek to evoke in their conceptualizations of the land and
built environment and also the complex planning sys‐
tem needed to make sense of it (Baggio, 2008; Hall &
Clark, 2010; Liu et al., 2007; McGreevy & Wilson, 2017).
In other words, the urban environment (and those that
use it) is an interdependent, mutually interacting CAS
(Waldrop, 1992).
The next section of this article considers the current
planning context in England as a backdrop for the ana‐
lysis in the article. It charts the history of discretionary
planning in England, as it relates to building adapta‐
tion, and the more recent reduction in planning regu‐
lation within a perceived “freeing‐up” of development
potential. At this point, connections are made between
the English experience of building adaptation and inter‐
national approaches alongside wider debates of com‐
plexity. The remainder of the article analyzes the find‐
ings from local authority planners, their perception of
building adaptation, and how a complexity approach
could assist this demand. In the conclusion, the under‐
lying research question is reflected upon alongside an
appraisal of limitations, in view of the positions adopted
in this article and opportunities for further research.
2. Changing Planning Context in England
The planning system in England can largely trace its
modern history back to the 1947 Town and Country
Planning Act, although its genealogy stretches back to
the 1700s (Booth, 2003). The central tenants of the act
were to divide the current quiet enjoyment of land from
its future use, which was nationalized. Henceforth, any‐
one carrying out new development (as opposed to the
existing land or building use) would need discretionary
case‐by case planning consent before developing any
new work. Evoking the more recent engagement with
complexity in planning theory, this system of planning
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consent and development control is based upon the cen‐
tral principles of elasticity and flexibility, particularly the
recognition that individual planning applications have
their own individual complexity but that this complex‐
ity sits within a wider spatial whole. These principles
have traditionally set the English tradition of planning
consent apart from its zone‐based European and North
American counterparts (Booth, 2003, 2009). Rule based
regulatory zoning systems establish hard and fast rules
in relation to what can and cannot happen on land and
within buildings, seen in many other international con‐
texts across Europe, Asia, the United States, and Canada
(for a comprehensive discussion of discretionary plan‐
ning in England vs. zone‐based systems in other parts of
the world cf. Schulze‐Bang & Webb, 2020).
However, in recent years, there has been a grad‐
ual erosion of discretionary planning in England.
A pro‐developer model has begun to gain ascendency
(Tewdwr‐Jones, 2012), based in the principles of reduced
planning obstacles and presumptions in favor of new
development. This has led to a tension between the per‐
spectives of discretionary planning (seen by its detrac‐
tors as sluggish) and neo‐liberal developer friendly plan‐
ning (seen by its detractors as simplistic). This tension is
well captured by Jowell (1975, p. 30), who argues that:
What is gained in uniformity may be lost in flexibility;
rules to prevent the arbitrary may encourage the legal‐
istic; case‐by‐case adjudication may prevent compre‐
hensive planning; rules that may shield the bureau‐
crat from pressures and allow the efficient and speedy
dispatch of cases, may offend the client who desires
individually tailored justice.
The pro‐developer planning perspective argues that the
discretionary model of planning is too complex and
increases risk and uncertainty in development. This
then pushes up the cost of development related cap‐
ital finance and reduces innovative new uses of land
and buildings. Adherents of this perspective argue for
a simpler planning system, that allows market com‐
petition, greater diversity of developers and, in turn,
more adaptable places. Arguments in this arena con‐
tend that the flexibility inherent in the locally focused
1947 Town and Country Planning Act has been con‐
strained by increased legislation as local plans have been
strengthened (MacGregor & Ross, 1995) alongside the
reequipment for detailed action plans, supplementary
planning documents, housing and economic land avail‐
ability assessments, and brownfield registers (Gallent
et al., 2019; Schulze‐Bang & Webb, 2020).
The advent of the coalition government in 2010 and
successive conservative governments in 2015, 2017, and
2019 has seen the 1300 pages of planning guidance in
existence pre‐2010 reduced to 65 pages with the advent
of the National Planning Framework in 2012. This was fol‐
lowed in 2013 with the temporary amendment of the
General Permitted Development Order, which allowed
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the conversion of some building use without the need
for formal planning permission; the most widely used
was for office to residential change of use. This per‐
mission was made permanent in 2016 and followed in
2020 by subsequent legislation to give prior approval for
the demolition of redundant commercial buildings and
replacement with residential use. This was then immedi‐
ately proceeded by the new commercial, business, and
service use class—Class E—which came into effect in
September 2020. Landlords (and business owners) now
have greater flexibility to respond to changes in the
trading environment and adapt without requiring plan‐
ning permission. Perhaps the biggest change is that pro‐
posed in the 2020 Planning for the Future White Paper,
which signals the change from a discretionary planning
system, based in individual planning permission within
an area‐based plan system, to a rule‐based system of
zones. At the time of writing, this new planning ratio‐
nale, defined by central government, instructs councils
to simplify planning and parcel land into one of three cat‐
egories (1: Growth, 2: Renewal, 3: Protection) with the
“growth” and “renewal” zones suggesting outline plan‐
ning permission and implicit permission to develop with‐
out formal planning procedures. However, following the
appointment of a new Housing Secretary (Michael Gove)
there is currently a pause in relation to the most signif‐
icant planning reforms and a delay in the Planning Bill
which would legislate for the proposals in the Planning
for the Future White Paper. Table 1 provides a simple
summary of the planning changes over the last decades
as they relate to building adaptation.
The need to resolve these kinds of tensions is why
the focus on change and impermanence in the govern‐
ment’s Planning for the Future consultation—and the
parallel change to Use Category E—is, in principle, to
be welcomed. Previous research by Muldoon‐Smith and
Greenhalgh (2016) set out the need for adaptation in
the built environment and the limitations of the govern‐
ments Permitted Development Rights scheme for office
to residential conversion. These initial findings have
been more than vindicated by subsequent research from
Remoy and Street (2018), Holman et al. (2017), Clifford
et al. (2018), and Ferm et al. (2020) into the quality of sub‐
sequent homes. This led the government to introduce a
further requirement, announced in 2020, for all new per‐
mitted development schemes to provide adequate natu‐
ral light and comply with minimum space standards set
at a national level.
However, in the drive for planning simplicity, we
argue that England has potentially created a planning sys‐
tem that is insensitive to some of the most monumental
changes taking place in the built environment. In ignoring
this situation, we suffer the on‐going illusion that mar‐
ket forces will drive adaptation in the built environment,
if only the public sector would step away. In response,
we argue for a counterweight to this arguably roll back
and roll out neo‐liberal (Peck & Tickell, 2002) planning
rationale which recognizes the complexity of adapting
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Table 1. Summary of planning change relevant to building adaptation since 2010.
2012

The new National Planning Policy Framework reduced 1300 pages of planning guidance to 65 pages.

2013

Temporary amendment of the General Permitted Development Order which permitted the
conversion of underused office buildings into residential change of use.

2016

Amendment of the General Permitted Development Order was made permanent.

August 2020

Prior approval for the demolition of redundant commercial buildings and redevelopment
as residential use.

August 2020

Planning for the Future White Paper was published.

September 2020

New commercial, business, and service use class—Class E—came into effect.

the built environment. The question we therefore pose
is not whether to adapt, or not to adapt, but how
best to plan for the adaptation of a complex land and
built environment.
Zellner and Campbell (2015) and Sengupta et al.
(2016) argue that it has taken some time for the disci‐
pline of planning to consider some issues as “complex.”
Subsequently, the actual mechanisms that will prove ade‐
quate to tackle complex planning issues constitute a very
relevant issue still under debate (Skrimizea et al., 2018,
p. 123). Skrimizea et al. (2018) go on to argue that com‐
plexity has been considered in the slightly wider domain
of natural resource management (Arnold, 2010; Kato
& Ahern, 2008; van Buuren et al., 2013), where adap‐
tive management (Arnold, 2010; Patterson et al., 2008;
Terryn & Boelens, 2013; Westley, 2002), adaptive policy
making (Haasnoot et al., 2013), and adaptive governance
(Dietz et al., 2003) have gained some traction.
The intention is to extend these considerations into
the adaptation of the physical built environment and
its urban planning. The CAS approach opens up the
possibility of removing binary positions of simplified
and inefficient planning, recognizing that if the built
environment—and planning—is going to adapt to more
dynamic socio‐economic conditions it needs a more com‐
plex, rather than simplified planning and development
perspective. It is hoped that the CAS perspective is not
only useful to planners who wish to accommodate adap‐
tation in place but also landlords and investors who are
struggling to make sense of the hybrid world of working
at home and in the place of work. While it is conceded
that this position may not be attractive to those building
owners who want to force workers back into the office, it
is hoped that the CAS position will help smooth some of
the frictions and antagonisms between scales of govern‐
ment, those charged with writing planning White Papers,
local authority planners, developers, investors, and ten‐
ants, recognizing that all of these agents interact and
influence the wider development system as a whole.
3. Methodology
The remainder of the article examines this gap in knowl‐
edge, namely, how can the planning profession better
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support the need for the built environment to adapt
under conditions of complexity. Central government
in England has clearly given considerable thought to
adaptation in the Planning for the Future White Paper.
Academics and professional groups have responded
meaningfully to the proposals in the White Paper (see
the recent contributions from the Town and Country
Planning Association, 2020). However, it is unclear to
what extent local authority planning practitioners, often
seen as the cause of local inertia, have been consulted
in this process. The findings attempt to fill this omission
and seek to suggest how the English planning system can
better support complex adaptation.
The article addresses this situation with the follow‐
ing research question: How can the planning system in
England better support complex adaptation in the built
environment? The article reflects on this question by
reporting findings from an 18‐month research project
into the practice of planning adaptation in the built envi‐
ronment in England. In this research, focus is entirely
on public sector planning professionals. The novelty in
this research is found within giving these professionals a
voice in the planning system which is increasingly defined
by top‐down decree from civil servants and politicians.
The authors consider that these local planning profes‐
sionals have meaningful insights into the practice of com‐
plex adaptation in the built environment, because they
experience it on a daily basis in their local built and
land environments. We recognize that by not surveying
private sector planners we present a partial picture of
the planning profession in England. We do not talk to
private sector planners, developers, landlords, investors,
or tenants and building users. In addition, we do not
employ geographical analysis of the various responses.
Yet, on balance, we argue that this perspective provides
an original counter narrative to more regular written
interventions from central government, politicians, and
private developers. The missing agents within the CAS
of adaptation and the potential for geographical enquiry
are highlighted as an opportunity for additional study in
the conclusion.
The empirical material in this article is based on
a two‐stage research process, where all local plan‐
ning authorities in England were approached (333 local
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authorities in total) in relation to their viewpoints on
the research topic. Where the same professionals were
interviewed at both stages in the process, an improvised
Delphi technique was used to gain consensus in view‐
point (Linstone & Turoff, 1975). A conscious decision was
taken to organically weave the participant content into
the text to, where possible, create a narrative account
of planning adaptation to counter the relative silence
given to local planners in this debate (Etherington, 2007;
Hertz, 1997). The intent behind this approach is to bring
to the surface the varying types of institutional language
and attitudes that texture the complexity of this process.
Therefore, throughout the article, those taking part in
the research are considered and referred to as research
participants, rather than respondents, and all effort is
made to give voice to their opinions.
The authors approached local authorities directly,
rather than via Freedom of Information Request to avoid
the risk of legalistic and sanitized responses. Although
a relatively modest response number (specifically 31
local authorities, just under 10% of the sample), this
methodological approach generated a unique sample of
responses from experienced practitioners across a com‐
prehensive geography. The planners all worked within
planning policy or development control in local planning
authorities with responsibility for planning applications.
Most of the interviews were conducted via telephone,
and latterly software‐based communication platforms as
Covid‐19 set in. All findings were recorded, transcribed,
and then coded using an analysis matrix. The analy‐
sis matrix was used to make sense of thematic cod‐
ing founded within an overall grounded theory (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967) and constant comparative (Goertz &
Le Compte, 1981) form of analysis and theory devel‐
opment. Upon request, practitioner identities and local
authority locations have been redacted in order to pro‐
tect their identity (only general location information is
revealed). This approach stimulated frank discussion in
relation to the planning of adaptation, which might not
have been possible otherwise. This empirical material
is complemented by a secondary analysis of the institu‐
tions of planning governance in England, analyzing policy
evolution since the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act.
The significance of this research is that it provides
policy makers with a perspective to evaluate ideas in
relation to planning building adaptation. For those plan‐
ners involved in the day‐to‐day management of build‐
ing transformation, the article provides an approach to
understanding the wider significance of building adap‐
tation which the researchers hope will contribute to a
more knowledgeable and effective planning practice in
relation to building change. Expanding knowledge in this
area will help planning practitioners in mature urban
areas deal with the challenges of adapting an ageing
urban landscape. However, it is also hoped that this
approach will help those planning practitioners dealing
with the demands of accelerating urbanization in the
non‐western world.
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4. How Can the Planning System in England Better
Support Complex Adaptation in the Built Environment?
Changes to the English planning system since 2010,
culminating in the Planning for the Future White
Paper, appear to delocalize planning, favoring a blanket
approach based on simplicity and state led permission
in principle. However, our findings suggest that adap‐
tation would be better supported by a different trajec‐
tory, one more associated with the original discretionary
intentions of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act
combined with a perspective founded upon CAS. These
findings can be encapsulated in three main areas:
(1) The need for a more locally sophisticated, nuanced
planning system that is responsive to complexity
(explored in Section 3.1);
(2) The demand for a slower, measured planning sys‐
tem that facilitates a complex built environment that
is in a constant state of flux (explored in Section 3.2);
(3) The need for granular, place specific spatial plan‐
ning that co‐exists with central decree, rather than
simplified zones within a centrally defined, permis‐
sive, and permitted planning system (explored in
Section 3.3).
The participants in the research all recognized in varying
degrees the need for the built environment to adapt and
the gradual dissolution of fixed building use categories.
However, in order to facilitate this impermanence in the
built environment, the participants also noted the chal‐
lenges inherent in making this a reality. They collectively
argued that in order for adaptation to take place rela‐
tively quickly—one of the central tenants of the Planning
for Future White Paper—there needed to be a parallel
planning process that recognized the complex actor inter‐
relationships at various scales and the place‐based fac‐
tors that need to be prepared to support recurrent build‐
ing adaptation.
4.1. The Case for Complexity in the Planning System
It is important to note that planners surveyed in the study
were not focused on preserving the traditional planning
system in England. Like existing buildings, they recognize
the need for the planning system to evolve in response
to a more dynamic environment. The built environment,
and the way we use it, has clearly reached a threshold.
The old urban world of clear building use (and associated
codes) is simply no more. In principle, the majority of par‐
ticipants were in favor of enhanced permitted develop‐
ment rights, the new Use Class E, and also supported the
potential use of zoning. However, their greatest concern
was in the lack of recognition for the complex deliverabil‐
ity of these principles. For example, a planner in Central
London argued that:
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Deregulation has become synonymous with no regu‐
lation, which shouldn’t necessarily be the case. There
needs to be a balance struck through relaxation
of certain elements of planning regulations within
a continuing local plan‐led system that recognizes
local complexity. Country‐wide deregulation gives no
recognition to local context differences.
In the East Midlands, another planner stated that:
I feel that current policy is a blunt instrument. It does
not take into account the complexity of town centers
types, characteristics, and sizes. The policies fly in the
face of localism and devolution.
There was a sense from participants that the real need
to change the built environment was being confused
with a concurrent demand for less planning. Participants
instead favored a balanced approach that enhances the
ability to adapt the built environment, supported by local
consultation, and importantly the infrastructure to sup‐
port the inevitable complexity of mixed use. Participants
overwhelmingly argued that the need to adapt the built
environment should not be elided and overtaken by
other competing planning policy demands, such as the
need to speedily increase new house building. There is
clearly a demand to plan multi‐functional spaces where
people live, work, and conduct leisure alongside support‐
ive amenities. This demands careful planning to account
for complexity, not only simplicity and quick develop‐
ment. A planner in North London characterizes this sit‐
uation, arguing that:
Local authority planners look at economic implications,
viability, and the standards of schemes. Permitted
development rights makes it easier for developers to
circumvent these considerations. Poor adaptation can
negatively change the dynamics of a place if local
authorities cannot plan for local complexity.
Reflecting the recent arguments of Zellner and Campbell
(2015), who called for planners to further develop their
quantitative and computational skills in addition to nego‐
tiation and communication, several planners called for
enhanced use of technology to help make the plan‐
ning system more efficient but retain the focus on local
complexity, arguing that the traditional planning system
needs to:
Move away from exhaustive and expansive written
studies and evidence costing tens of thousands of
pounds at a time and years to implement, towards
a more reactive data‐based system that responds to
real‐time demands in urban areas, adapting its poli‐
cies to allow for provision where it is needed and
to address trends and shortfalls evident in emerg‐
ing recent and relevant data. (A planner in South
East England)
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This echoes Zellner and Campbell (2015, p. 472), who
see CAS and associated complexity sciences as an “exten‐
sion and technologically‐assisted enhancement of com‐
municative action” rather than an aid to simplification
of planning.
4.2. Complex Planning
While supportive of the principles behind recent policies
that aid adaptation, findings in this study suggest that
the discipline of planning is struggling with the reality
of implementing the complexity associated with adap‐
tation. Clearly, there is a demand for planning to act
faster—due to the speed of change in the built envi‐
ronment. This is reflected in relaxations to permitted
development rules and building use categories. However,
there is also a concurrent need for planning to operate
more circumspectly in order to plan the nuanced com‐
plexity of a built environment no longer striated by singu‐
lar use categories. Reflecting the temporal dialectic sug‐
gested earlier, between an accelerating rate of change
in the built environment and a concomitant need to plan
in a measured way to accommodate this process, partic‐
ipants argued that:
There is a misconception that discretionary planning
leads to piecemeal slow development; the discre‐
tionary system exists with a local plan environment
which prevents this. Rather, it is the centrally imposed
de‐regulation that causes poor development that
then needs to be retrospectively unpicked. (A planner
from the West Midlands)
Much of the Planning for the Future consultation is
encased in the rhetoric of development, housing growth,
and acceleration. This manifestation can be linked into
the policy mobilities literature which examines the tech‐
niques, narratives, and temporalties that accelerate
and decelerate policy adoption (Grimwood et al., 2021;
McCann, 2011; McCann & Ward, 2013; Peck & Theodore,
2010, 2015; Temenos & McCann, 2013; Wood, 2015).
For example, Peck and Theodore (2015) highlight the
foreshortening of the policy development process and
its acceleration under roll back and roll out neo‐liberal
notions of reform. In a certain sense, this acceleration
is synonymous with the dynamic volatility—the state of
flux, inherent in the current built environment.
However, Wood (2015) and Grimwood et al. (2021)
supplement this perspective by distinguishing between
policy adoption and implementation, the former fast but
the latter gradual, “creeping, at times sluggish and sticky,
and at other times loitering instead of prompt and hur‐
ried” (Wood, 2015, p. 569). While this distinction is still
concerned with how polices take route in practice, rather
than how policy should be implemented, in a similar way
to the findings of the slow city movement (Lynch, 1973;
Raco et al., 2018; Slow Movement, 2017), it helpfully dis‐
tinguishes the complexity involved in adopting a faster
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planning system that accommodates adaptation but one
that also needs to be implemented slowly to achieve this
aim. In this sense, flux, transience, impermanence, and
adaptation can be perceived as both risk and opportunity
(Sengupta et al., 2016). As such, we argue that the aim of
urban planning, as it relates to the adaptation of the built
environment, should not be to reduce uncertainty, nor
to control complexity, but to “understand and harness”
these factors and develop a planning system that “co‐
adapts” and “co‐evolves” (Skrimizea et al., 2018, p. 131)
alongside dynamic changes in the use of the built and
urban environment (Allen, 2012; de Roo, 2007; Terryn &
Boelens, 2013).
Suggesting one avenue for this, a planner in the
Southeast argued for a “ ‘fast track’ local planning system
for developers that supports high quality, complex adap‐
tation, rather than one that supports poor quality devel‐
opments through the back door.” This is in contrast to the
recent poor examples of building adaptation, particularly
office to residential conversions, which are arguably due
to simplified planning policy and poor economic condi‐
tions; for example, where poor schemes have scrapped
through on the margins of viability because of the
removal of affordable housing requirements, infrastruc‐
ture contributions, and relaxed building standards.
4.3. Local Spatiality and Cooperation
In these uncertain times, it can be argued that the best
strategy for tackling Covid‐19 seems to be local, tar‐
geted intervention as spikes develop and mutate in dif‐
ferent complex ways (World Health Organization, 2020).
Findings suggest that it is similar for built environment
adaptation, which is also uncertain and dynamic. A plan‐
ner from North London states that “Local authorities cur‐
rently have to react to what Westminster says. The more
you localize the ability to respond to the changes, the eas‐
ier it becomes to manage adaptation.”
In their support for adaptation, participants called
for more deregulation. However, importantly, they indi‐
cated that deregulation should take place at the national
level, with more emphasis given to the local scale of plan‐
ning. A planner from Central London argued that:
Local planning authorities have a more detailed
understanding of the issues facing their areas and
are better placed to respond to adaptation. A one‐
size‐fits‐all approach doesn’t work. [Unfortunately, at
the moment], we are being deregulated at the local
scale but regulated more at the national scale; this ties
our hands.
Participants were very clear that much of the recent
planning changes, particularly by subverting the National
Development Order, contradicted other policy priorities
around localism and devolution. However, participants
confirmed that they did not refute national planning
involvement if it was strategically supportive to local
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complexity. This indicates that local scales of planning
should deal with granular context specific complexity,
while national government should “set stringent qual‐
ity measures [e.g., energy efficiency and domestic room
sizes] to ensure that the country, as a whole, benefits
from high quality development” (a planner from the
East Midlands).
In making this argument, it is not our intention to
over fetishize the local in favor of the national scale of
government. Most—if not all—planning systems operate
within varying contexts of tension between national and
local scales of planning, and often additional regional
and sub‐national scales in between. Rather, our inten‐
tion is to highlight the need for both to be recognized
as a wider CAS that must come together to enable adap‐
tation, rather than a set of individual agents with com‐
peting objectives (see Section 2 for a discussion of these
tensions, as they relate to the changing nature of plan‐
ning in England since 2010). The Covid‐19 response dis‐
plays a positive example of how national government
in England has collaborated with the private sector to
develop vaccines while recognizing that plans should
be flexible enough to react to changing epidemiolog‐
ical conditions in different parts of the country, the
local context, and the capacity to respond (World Health
Organization, 2020).
Indeed, participants were also clear that the planning
system is only one part of the complex process of adapta‐
tion in the built environment. Illustrating this, a planner
from the West Midlands argued that adaptation is “also
linked to regeneration, access to funding, and the market
for the re‐use.”
Evoking this observation, Adams and Tiesdell (2010,
p. 198) have argued that planners do not necessarily
see themselves as market actors even though they tra‐
ditionally play an important role in “shaping, regulat‐
ing and stimulating market activity.” In the arguably
anti‐planning rhetoric over the last 12 years, coopera‐
tion almost seems discredited in favor of planners pro‐
tecting the bastions of quality and local areas from devel‐
opers out for a quick buck. However, the authors argue
that sustaining a dualism between planning regulation
and market‐based development is only a useful politi‐
cal tool for those interested in reducing the role of local
planning authorities, as it allows the latter (those who
want as few planning regulations as possible at the local
scale) to define themselves against the former (the per‐
ceived inefficient local barriers to adaptation). Instead,
research participants insist that instead of heated debate
there is need for polite agreement between these oppos‐
ing viewpoints. It is when planners work with develop‐
ers, investors, and designers to find locally specific solu‐
tions to building obsolescence that they arguably have
most impact. The CAS perspective is potentially a key
enabler in this process as it fundamentally recognizes
that each agent involved in the adaptation process comes
together to form a greater whole, even though they
have different objectives and perspectives. Currently, in
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England, politicians are portrayed as the progressive
change champions while local planners and governments
are being portrayed as obstructors of innovation. It is
anticipated that by utilizing a more holistic perspective—
although one that still recognizes differences of opinion—
adaptation can be more successful and the government
can create policy recognizing that complexity can help
enable adaptation, rather than prohibit it. It is also hoped
that the CAS perspective gives local authority planners
(and related academics) a framework to shape the adap‐
tation debate, rather than criticizing it.
5. Conclusion
In response to the underlying research question in this
article (How can the planning system in England better
support complex adaptation in the built environment?),
we argue that those involved in building adaptation—be
they planners, developers, landlords, or tenants—should
revisit the spirit of the 1947 Town and Country Planning
Act. This is because it evokes the principles of CAS, par‐
ticularly the recognition that individual planning applica‐
tions, as they relate to building adaptation, are part of
a wider spatial whole in terms of infrastructure require‐
ment, quality considerations, and precedent that has
been set historically. We argue that a CAS approach helps
to balance the challenge of creating a planning system
that is nimble enough to facilitate timely adaptation but
rigorous enough to accommodate and support dynamic
change in the built and spatial environment.
This contrasts with the Planning for the Future White
Paper which pejoratively argues for the overturning of
the discretionary‐based tradition in English planning in
favor of a rules‐based system to obviate perceived inef‐
ficiency. We argue that enduring change comes through
improving processes and shaping institutions, not tem‐
porarily overriding them through force of political will
and policy acceleration.
Our findings suggest that we are potentially simplify‐
ing our approach to adaptation in the built environment
just when we should be engaging with complexity in the
built environment. The authors argue that there is a need
to plan for an accelerated time of experimentation, as
society decides how it is going to function in its built envi‐
ronment going forward which no longer has hard and
fast rules.
Within this argument it is important to note that
the authors are not against change in the planning sys‐
tem. We agree that inefficiency should be removed from
the planning system. However, this imperative should
not be conflated with the removal of complexity. Rather,
we argue that a useful focus for planning the built envi‐
ronment is complexity itself, rather than simplification.
Arguably, only by recognizing the complexity and inter‐
connection between different scales of government, and
the competing but overlapping interests of actors within
the adaptation process, will the very reputation of adap‐
tation be rejuvenated.
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In considering how to contend with adaptation in the
built environment it is worth noting some limitations in
this article. To tackle the research question, the authors
have taken a necessarily broad view of planning history
in England since 1947 and the study of complexity (for
a more detailed account of the evolution of planning
in England since this time see Booth, 2003, 2009; for a
more detailed account of planning change since 2010 see
Grimwood, 2021). In addition, we have chosen to focus
our enquiry on planning in England. This is a partial rep‐
resentation of adaptation in the international context,
and we concede that there is considerable potential for
comparative studies in other international locations and
planning contexts. Nevertheless, we consider the cur‐
rent planning changes in England to form a key labora‐
tory for the rest of the world. This is because planning
in England is going through such significant structural
change, with the very fabric of its legislation (and the
ideas that underpin it) changing radically since 2010.
Some of this change is specific to England, part of a long
held conservative demand for liberty and smaller govern‐
ment. However, the situation is also influenced by wider
international ideological currents of neo‐liberalism and
structural socio‐economic factors associated with chang‐
ing building use habits.
In addition, we have only had room to make a cursory
appraisal of complexity, as it applies to planning the built
environment (for a more thorough account of complexity
in planning see Sengupta et al., 2016, and Skrimizea et al.,
2018, both of which were useful conceptual conduits for
this article). We argue there is considerable scope for
further research into how the CAS perspective can aid
the development of planning practice, as it relates to the
adaptation of the built environment. We also recognize
that by focusing only on local authority planners we pro‐
vide an incomplete picture of the stakeholders involved
in the adaptation process while we also do not delve
into geographical differences between the relative par‐
ticipants and locations surveyed. Both of these areas are
certainly an opportunity for additional study.
Instead, the article aims to set out an initial concep‐
tual position that can be used to think about how to
plan for adaptation in the complex built environment
while at the same time giving planners on the ground a
voice in this debate. There is no magic wand for adap‐
tation and the devil is in the detail. As Jacobs (1958)
remarked, “designing a dream city is easy. Rebuilding a
living one takes imagination.” To this end, and despite
these limitations, we consider the perspective and find‐
ings in this article a useful lens through which to under‐
stand the situation at hand. In this sense, the article
should be seen as an early staging post for research
into the complex planning of adaptation in the built
environment—an argument that can be seen in parallel
to what seems an unabated push toward conversion of
buildings into new use, most recently seen in the recent
announcement from the City of London Corporation that
they intend to convert redundant offices into 1,500 new
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homes by 2030 (“City of London to convert offices into
homes,’’ 2020).
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