
Time and the ‘Temporal Turn’ in Planning Theory and Practice: an agenda

This piece starts from a seemingly self-evident but important premise; that time and temporalities have, to date, not been paid enough attention or sufficiently understood and researched in planning theory and practice. We consider that a wider recognition of time in and for planning is needed and highlight the emerging interest and potentials for greater research activity investigating this aspect of planning and urban governance.
Time has often remained an obscure, if common or uncritically accepted part of discourses shaping planning (Laurian and Inch, 2019; Dobson and Parker, 2024). Yet control of time, in its deployment both rhetorically and practically, can have profound impacts on both planning processes and outcomes. The starting point for this perspective involves a shift from understanding time as an abstract, singular and empirical measure of duration, to a social science perspective where time is regarded as socially constructed, relational and embedded in power relations. This deeper consideration of the  active role of time helps also to conceive of time as being created (and challenged) by different actors and interests. From such a viewpoint it becomes much clearer how time is organised and performed through society and its institutions. 
In our work, this shaping of time has been conceptualised as a form of temporal governance; which set, regulate and seek to control the timings of post-modern societies. This reading emphasises that time is experienced as a variety of temporalities that influence thought and behaviour. A significant part of that involves the design of planning systems, decision processes, resource allocations and deliberation over futures (Dobson and Parker, 2024). There is not one time but multiple temporalities that shape the rhythm and pace of life, and which reflect a variety of priorities or interests. These can be subcategorised variously as economic time, political time, administrative time and so on. 
As such, time plays an important role in reifying and sustaining dominant economic, political, bureaucratic and social practices and is a critical resource. The purposes of exercising power and control, and the impact on others effected / affected through time, are important to understanding planning and urban governance. The time  horizons being planned for affect how we weight considerations and afford timing(s) and associated resources. Such preferences can promote professional practice and public participation but, equally, can lead to exclusion from, or the subversion of, good planning. 
While critical inquiry into the role and impact of time and temporalities associated to planning theory and practice seem important, this has only recently begun to emerge as an important topic in the planning literature. There are clear signs that attention is now being turned to planning practice temporalities, constituting what we have termed the beginning of a ‘temporal turn’ in planning studies (Dobson and Parker, 2024: p152; and see Hutter et al., 2024). Such efforts to highlight the importance of time in and for planning follow on from earlier voices in the planning research community, whose attempts to stimulate greater attention have begun to evince more consideration (see, for example; Ewing, 1972; Abram, 2014; Raco et al., 2018).
If planning scholars have been rather slow to grapple with time, a significant body of thought has amassed across the social sciences which confront time and its use. Key points of departure for planners have emerged from sociology, political science, geography, anthropology and management studies, which variously point to political time, to strategies of temporal manipulation, and different actors experience of time. The emerging rich set of ideas generated by this wider literature, and from early efforts to research time in planning, merit greater research attention. That work also has implications for international planning practices and is particularly apposite in a time where neo-liberal thinking has come to dominate (Adam, 2004; Davoudi, 2026). Key ideas or concepts such as timescapes (Adam, 2008), proper time (Nowotny, 1994), political time (Howlett and Goetz, 2014; Strassheim, 2016) and temporal framing and strategies (Lazar, 2019; Hochschild, 2005) feature as helpful prompts in generating research questions. While we do not unpack all these here, our review (see Dobson and Parker, 2024), indicates how these concepts and their application to planning and urban governance can help to advance deeper understanding of the power enacted through time. Indeed, when used as a lens to review planning activity, the temporal perspective can shed light on how forms of temporal governance privilege or marginalise interests or stakeholders in planning and acts to preference particular futures. This is especially poignant as neoliberal-informed reforms often start from the assumption that planning systems cause ‘delay’ and need to be made faster and more efficient to achieve economic growth. Such assumptions are being revealed across other European states (cf. Cerrada Morato, 2026; Fox-Rogers et al., 2026; Calderon et al., 2022).
While momentum in the study of time and its use in planning is building, and planning scholars in the UK and across Europe have been applying and developing time theory, there is much still to be tackled. Theories of time applied to plan-making, decision-making processes, participatory efforts and system operation as a whole feature in this agenda. Indeed, we write from the perspective of authors and editors of works attempting to raise the profile of the impact and import of time and its use in planning studies. We see that time can be weaponised and enacted as a form of political and economic power, and this is often seen in government rhetoric and proposals for planning reform in numerous jurisdictions. Our view, as expressed here, is based on our own review work and curatorial activity in the past couple of years. This indicates that recent works from within planning scholarship are cohering around several themes, including the political use of time as a resource to be manipulated and issues of short-termist thinking in policy, as well as pressure to ‘speed-up’ planning.
Those forays into time and its use and implications for both practice and for outcomes have demonstrated that time is not a neutral background or container for practice but rather is an active resource that can and does shape the very basis of (good) planning (see Parker and Dobson, 2026). This point is important as time constraints and policy can shape timeframes, which are critical to both how we plan and what we plan for. So, the temporal turn that is taking place has been prompted less by prior literature, at least not literature produced within the planning discipline, but by pressure to regulate planning and due to a widening appreciation of neo-liberal impatience. The agenda for researchers still remains salient here, covering questions of the consequences and implications of reform for different actor groups. So too for policy agendas and system parameters which constrain and facilitate different actors. Moreover, that knowledge and resources in time shape what is constitutive of contemporary decision-making; including what is considered and what times are kept in view.
In some of our existing work we have attempted to set up a variety of avenues where research appears most useful. Future research could span a range of elements or themes. For example, time taken in planning processes, and in examining the operation and the motivations behind tools of governance overtly oriented to manipulate time. Also, where particular projects or places are lifted out of pre-existing temporal governance arrangements and allow for special treatment. This emerging list can be extended to embrace questions of time and incrementalism – that is to consider steps towards outcomes and for example how and why plans elide or embrace certain visions for futures and indeed, how decisions in the present assume  particular time  horizons, or seek to close-down or open-up future states.
The political use of the past in shaping planning decisions also presents an interesting avenue for study, including examining truth claims about the future. That direction links to the question of how planning histories and selectivities in and for planning have been used and sustained. There is value also in exploring how different groups understand and are afforded time in planning and which reflect multiple temporalities and the  dynamics of relational time and space. This could embrace questions of which strategies are adopted and with what consequence. This links to questions of ‘proper timing’, where times are agreed to fit the circumstances (see Nowotny, 1994; Dobson and Parker, 2025), and the extent to which deliberative fora, can assist in inclusion and building trust in planning. Lastly, there is an expansive range of different topic and case-study based research and examination of extant temporalities implicated here (e.g. in terms of participation, infrastructure and large-scale projects, heritage planning, environmental / change management). That range of course can be replicated and comparative work undertaken about how time and its use in planning is playing out in different territories.
Meanwhile, use of time and responses to time manipulation represent planning system characteristics that have become more apparent, increasingly recognised but under-researched. Time reflects power and its use and plays an important role in shaping actually realised futures. Such a research agenda on time and temporalities in planning and urban governance can deepen understanding and critical inquiry into existing policy and practices, as well as aiding the consideration of alternatives. Time and temporalities research can assist in highlighting both the existing relations and inequalities between actors and help to frame consideration of more progressive planning timescapes. In this way adding a  more open and  ongoing reflection on temporalities should keep in view the  trade-offs and selectivities involved in what we plan for and how we go about it. Such an endeavour overall can help considerably in a more transparent planning; which can be scrutinised and deliberated upon more readily in the  face of the  many important social and environmental challenges faced across nations.
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