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Abstract: 

As a relatively new field of research, urban planning is often perceived as neither a traditional 
academic discipline nor a “major profession” (Schon 1983). From Taylor and Hurley’s (2015) 
discouraging observation that “not many people read the stuff” to Randolph’s (2013) perhaps 
hyperbolic suggestion that university urban research may be “reaching an end game,” there is no 
shortage of commentary decrying this area of scholarship. Scholars point to structural issues such as 
research expectations within ‘entrepreneurial universities’ and the vagaries of government-funded 
projects. Despite this, there is relatively little research that charts the contents of contemporary 
Australian urban research, focusing on the themes and topics that preoccupy scholars from this 
discipline. This paper uses Social Representations Theory and Pragmatic Textual Analysis to analyse 
the text of papers submitted to the State of Australian Cities conference since 2007. As the pre-
eminent Australian conference designed to support interdisciplinary policy-related urban research, 
these papers are considered a proxy for the topics urban researchers deem most important. The 
research identified five key clusters of words that define urban research submitted to the conference. 
They are; transport and land use; housing affordability; triple bottom-line sustainability; qualitative 
research methods and; politics, governance and the planning process. This paper asserts that 
identifying the existing patterns and priorities of urban planning helps us to understand the direction 
scholarship is heading, assess how planning scholarship might fare in the future, identify research 
strengths and gaps and build self-awareness within the discipline.  

Key words: Urban planning discipline; research foci; social representations theory; pragmatic textual 
analysis  

 

Introduction:  

Urban research, according to several influential scholars (Randolph, 2013; Taylor & Hurley, 2016) is at 
a crisis point. There is growing concern about the social relevance and impact of much academic 
research (Siemiatycki, 2012). Whether this is evidenced by dismal Australian Research Council (ARC) 
funding outcomes (Troy, 2013) or by the alarmingly low levels of practitioner engagement with 
research (Taylor & Hurley, 2016), it appears that urban scholars need to reflect on the applicability and 
content of their research. Similarly, the profession of planning is little understood and often little 
respected by the public (Clifford, 2006). In this context, the discipline of urban planning has been 
accused of suffering from an identity crisis (Myers & Banerjee, 2005). Despite a range of recent 
papers discussing the reception of planning research in professional practice and the ARC board, 
there is a paucity of research that interrogates the contents of urban research. There is a need to 
investigate the key objects of study, methodologies and epistemologies occupying urban researchers. 
This analysis helps to delineate the porous boundaries of urban research and highlight the unique 
contribution of this discipline.  

This paper aims to highlight the contours of urban research as reflected in submissions to Australia’s 
premier urban planning conference, the State of Australian Cities. It will begin with an overview of 
existing research questioning the contribution and attributes of urban research. It will then describe the 
theoretical and methodological approaches used in this paper; Social Representations Theory and 
Pragmatic Textual Analysis. As a theoretical approach concerned with the construction and 
dissemination of knowledge, Social Representations Theory brings an apposite and critical lens to the 
present research. Pragmatic Textual Analysis is a computer-assisted quantitative content analysis that 
uses statistical word co-occurrence to delineate word clusters or social representations of urban 
research. These social representations provide a nuanced insight into the key concepts and 
associated ideas central to urban planning scholarship in Australia. The paper will conclude with a 
discussion of the implications of the findings, providing a new perspective on the state of Australian 
urban planning research.  
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Urban planning: A diffuse discipline 

Multiple scholars have grappled with defining the contours of planning as a discipline. Some argue 
that planning has not developed as an intellectual discipline in its own right, instead drawing heavily on 
a range of other disciplines over time (Davoudi & Pendlebury, 2010). They cite an absence of a unique 
disciplinary identity (Myers & Banerjee, 2005) and draw attention to a lack of “internal cohesion” 
(Goldstein and Carmin 2006, p68) within planning literature. This is partially a reflection of the vast 
scope of planning. As Wadley and Smith (1998, p1005) argue, “since ‘planning’ now spans kerb 
design to the greenhouse effect there is plenty of scope for specialisation – but specialists do not 
always interact.” This ambiguity surrounding planning scholarship and practice can lead to a 
weakening in its position as a distinct academic discipline and professional endeavour.  

In order to be perceived as a discipline, a body of research should display a degree of internal 
coherence in terms of theories, methods and concepts (Krishnan, 2009). Disciplines should have a 
recognised realm of discourse and a connection to a profession, problem recognition and institutional 
context (Davoudi & Pendlebury, 2010). However, Goldstein and Carmen (2006) contend that planning 
is a diffuse discipline, typified by little consistency. Since its inception in the late nineteenth century as 
an off-shoot of the existing land-based professions, architecture, engineering and surveying, planning 
has struggled to delineate itself as a defined intellectual endeavour. By the 2000s, planning 
scholarship and education has broadened its scope to the point that it overlaps with other disciplines 
and risks losing its distinct disciplinary identity (Davoudi & Pendlebury, 2010). In this context, 
Friedmann (1998) has questioned what it is that  planners can claim as their unique competence that 
no other discipline can claim. 

Despite this focus on the diffuse and inconsistent nature of urban planning scholarship, there are 
areas of central concern across the discipline. For example, it is now widely acknowledged that the 
purpose of planning scholarship is the acquisition of knowledge that in turn informs action (Campbell, 
2012; Friedmann, 1987). The explicit focus on action-oriented research separates planning from 
broader social science disciplines like urban studies and urban geography (Goldstein and Carmin 
2006). Davoudi and Pendlebury (2010) assert that the discipline’s object of inquiry is space and place. 
Turning to the SOAC conference, there is relatively little change in the themes proposed for the 2007 
SOAC (city economy, social city, city environment, city structures, city governance and city 
infrastructure) and the 2017 SOAC (economy, environment, governance, structure, movement and 
infrastructure, housing and social, and health).  

Several studies have begun to ‘map’ the contours and contents of urban scholarship and pedagogy.  
Sanchez and Afzalan (2015) used network analysis and graph theory to illustrate the interconnections 
between self-reported research interests listed by 900 urban planning scholars in the US. Their 
findings, depicted in Figure 1, show the ‘knowledge footprint’ of urban research and also illustrate topic 
clusters. The top 20 most ‘central’ topics were planning, urban, development, policy, design, 
community, public, land-use, environmental, management, transportation, analysis, economic, theory, 
environments, housing, social, GIS, methods and regional. Goldstein and Carmin (2006) analysed the 
intellectual and institutional characteristics of refereed articles published between 1963 and 2002 in 
the Journal of the American Planning Association (JAPA) and found that planning scholarship was 
heading increasingly towards social sciences and away from its technical roots. The research found 
that planning may be developing in the direction of a compact discipline that is aligned with the social 
sciences. However, substantial elements of diversity and pluralism are still present. These studies 
show a core of topics within urban planning but also hint at the negative aspects of ‘discipline maturity’ 
(Davoudi & Pendlebury, 2010) where disciplines expand to take on potentially ill-fitting new 
knowledge(s), methods, theories and topics and thus lose their internal consistency.   
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Figure 1: ‘Knowledge footprint’ of 900 urban planning researchers in the US,  
Sanchez and Afzalan (2015) Mapping the knowledge domain in urban planning, Available at SSRN: 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=2564185   

 

Social Representations Theory  

This paper draws upon Social Representations Theory (SRT) as a theoretical lens for interpreting the 
word clusters within the SOAC research corpus. Social Representations Theory, derived from social 
psychology, is primarily interested in the production of cultural meaning systems and the ways in 
which knowledge is built and used (Moscovici & Marková, 1998; Oswald & Efréndira, 2013). They are 
a kind of knowledge, socially constructed and shared, with a pragmatic purpose and contributing to the 
common reality for a community (Jodelet & Moscovici, 1989). In this case, the community is Australian 
urban scholars and these social representations illustrate what constitutes valid urban research foci. 
They often constitute the taken-for-granted assumptions or ‘common-sense’ understandings that allow 
individuals to understand the world. SRT explicitly acknowledges the importance of both individual and 
social perspectives and is concerned with the context and diversity of voices related to a topic (Bauer 
& Gaskell, 1999; Wagner et al., 1999).  

The theory is well suited to the analysis of academic literature as it seeks to identify embedded 
common-sense narratives that urban scholars collectively create and support. The process of social 
representation occurs as individuals and groups seek to understand the world in which they live in 
order to create a particular social reality for themselves and for others. These social representations 
then create a shared stock of images, metaphors and explanations. Similarly, the construction of 
academic facts is a social process, with acceptance bestowed on academic work only after negotiation 
with editors, reviewers, journal readers and the scholars that choose to cite published works (Hyland, 
1999). Knowledge claims enter the discipline through this process of negotiation and therefore writers 
are obliged to situate their research in a larger narrative. Shared social representations need not be 
‘correct.’ The accepted imagery is neither a function of ‘objective truth’ nor an arbitrary truth but is 
determined by a group’s world of experience (Wagner et al., 1999) or the citing conventions and 
accepted body of knowledge attached to an academic discipline (Hyland, 1999).   

This process can also be strategic as certain groups mobilise their influence to shape a social reality 
that privileges certain actions and perspectives and silences others. Within a discipline, certain 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=2564185
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knowledge is privileged and some is marginalised and certain theoretical, methodological and 
empirical foci attract substantial attention while others are ignored. Similarly, certain ideas or concepts 
can be ‘packaged together’ or associated with each other while others are considered in silos. This 
has been noted in the media and policy portrayal of housing ‘problems’ that denounce the impacts of 
planning regulation or privilege home ownership and rising house prices over housing affordability 
(Jacobs, 2015). Within research, this can result in the primacy of quantitative over qualitative research 
or a focus on transport over cultural diversity studies. Social Representations constitute the key 
knowledge types or narratives that typify an academic discipline.  

 

Methodology 

This research reviews the contents of papers submitted to the State of Australian Cities (SOAC) 
conference. SOAC is the primary focus of the Australian Cities Research Network (ACRN) (Australian 
Cities Research Network, 2015). It is the pre-eminent conference on Australian urban research. Since 
its inception in 2003, the conference has been hosted every two years by different Australian 
universities. The conference welcomes scholars and practitioners from across Australia and New 
Zealand and employs a double-blind review process for all papers. The commitment to peer review 
and requirement to present full papers has resulted in a rich body of research submitted and 
presented at the conference. These papers are available through Australian Policy Online. As SOAC 
is a highly-ranked conference and an unparalleled opportunity to network with other Australian 
researchers, the papers submitted to SOAC can be considered as indicative of Australian urban 
research more generally.    

The methodology applied in this paper uses a Pragmatic Textual Analysis (PTA) of SOAC papers 
published at a selection of conferences between 2003 and 2015. Papers from the 2003 conference 
have been excluded as they are not available for download online. Table 1 provides a summary of the 
conference papers used in this research. Years 2007 and 2011 have been excluded due to the scale 
of the SOAC papers corpus and the computational capacity required to analyse such a large amount 
of words. While it would be optimal to include all conference years, the focus on achieving an even 
spread of conference years ensures the research is still indicative of urban research over the lifetime 
of SOAC. The current analysis used 400 articles with a combined word count of 2,362,500. 

 

Table 1: Conference papers analysed in the current research 

Year Number of 
Submissions 

Included? Rationale for exclusion  

2003 - No Not available online 

2005 76 Yes  

2007 - No Excluded to reduce size of corpus 

2009 80 Yes  

2011 - No Excluded to reduce size of corpus 

2013 118 Yes  

2015 126 Yes  

 
The 400 papers included in this research were analysed using PTA. PTA is a quantitative computer-
assisted text mining method designed to identify meanings communicated in large text corpora. It has 
been described as a quantified and detailed form of content analysis (Lahlou, 1996) and combination 
of textual and statistical analysis (Schonhardt-Bailey, 2005).  The approach identifies statistical 
similarities and differences of words in order to ascertain repetitive language patterns (Flick et al., 
2015). This study used the software IRaMuTeq (a French acronym for ‘R interface for 
Multidimensional Analysis of Texts and Questionnaires’) to apply statistical analysis of word stem co-
occurrence to highlight significant vocabulary, thereby characterising clusters of related research 
topics. IRaMuTeq integrates a range of sophisticated statistical methods to identify word correlations. 
It works on the assumption that it is both the words used to describe a topic and the context in which 
they appear that help to classify content. The program integrates a “complex descending hierarchical 
classification, combining elements of different statistical methods like segmentation, hierarchical 
classification and dichotomization based on reciprocal averaging or correspondence analysis and the 
theory of dynamic clouds” (Hohl et al., 2012, p. 2).  
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The process involves three stages as summarised in Figure 2. It begins with corpus collection. In this 
instance, the corpus is the 400 articles submitted to SOAC. This is followed by vectorisation and 
similarity calculations where words are separated into clusters based on the idea of analogy and 
contrast. Essentially, words and phrases that are most commonly found proximal in the corpus are 
grouped together and those that are not proximal are separated a greater spatial distance. Words are 
then categorised and salient contents, such as the most representative words and phrases are 
extracted. This information is then used by the researcher to categorise each word cluster and draw 
conclusions about the contents of the analysis. 
 

Figure 2: Pragmatic Textual Analysis process 

 
The technique assumes that Social Representations can be considered as a combination of basic 
nuclei – that is, basic traits or concepts that are mentally associated in the subject’s mind (Lahlou 
1994 as cited in Chartier and Meunier 2011). The method attempts to identify the basic nuclei of social 
representations characterised by similar lexical traits and communicated in the text of a large corpus. 
It aims to identify classes of statements in the corpus that can be regarded as expressions of a 
common core of meaning or the building blocks of the SR (Lahlou, 2003 in Chartier and Meunier 
2011). The method assumes that different points of reference produce different ways of talking. 
Therefore, the use of a specific vocabulary is seen as a source for detecting ways of thinking about an 
object. The aim of a PTA, therefore, is to distinguish word classes that represent differing forms of 
discourse or social representations concerning the topic of interest.   
 
 
 

Findings 
 
PTA identifies clusters of commonly co-occurring worlds. In this way, it is based on the notion that 

words can partially be understood based on the “company they keep” (Firth, 1957, p. 11). These 

clusters can be considered as social representations that contain similar statements and ideas. As  
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 illustrates, the corpus is divided into five similarly-sized clusters titled; transport and land use; housing 
affordability; triple bottom-line sustainability; qualitative research methods and; politics, governance 
and the planning process.  

 
 

Figure 3: SOAC research lexical classes overview 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
These clusters constitute the nuclei or social representations of urban planning scholarship. They 
illustrate the key narratives that characterise the Australian urban planning discipline. Far from 
reflecting a diffuse and incoherent discipline, the findings suggest that there are delineated clusters of 
concepts, topics and research methods within planning scholarship shared at the SOAC conference.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transport and land use Housing affordability Triple bottom-line 

sustainability 

Research methods Politics, governance and 

planning 
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Figure 4: Correspondence Analysis of the SOAC Corpus 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 illustrates the Correspondence Analysis of the SOAC Corpus. Word size reflects their 
association with that class rather than frequency. The spatial proximity between the coordinates of 
word co-occurrence patterns is a metric of their semantic similarity. Figure 4 illustrates that classes 
three and four are closely related while classes one, two and five are mostly discrete. The theoretical 
value of this graph is based on Saussure’s notion that language is a system, rather than a collection of 
names for objects. Saussure used the analogy of a game of chess, noting that the value of each piece 
depends on its position on a chessboard (Saussure, 1916). Therefore, the word ‘government’ on its 
own provides little analytical value, but becomes insightful when clustered with other terms such as 
‘management’, ‘responsibility,’ ‘strategy,’ ‘approval’ and ‘scheme.’ 
 
Another key insight from the Correspondence Analysis is the graphical representation of word 
specificity. Words that appear predominantly in one class are located at the periphery of the graph, 
while those that are shared across multiple classes are closer to the centre. Therefore, words like 
‘regression,’ ‘psychological,’ ‘elect’ and ‘pedestrian’ are specific to their individual classes while words 
such as ‘network,’ ‘city,’ and ‘cost’ are shared across classes. This information can provide great detail 
about the internal structure of the social representations including important words and ideas, their 
relationship to each other and the social representation and whether concepts are clearly identified or 
blended into an indistinct mass. 
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Table 2 illustrates the most representative words from each class and also includes a typical text 
segment.  
 

Table 2: Representative words and statements from the SOAC corpus 

 

  Most representative words  Typical text segment 

 Class 1: 
Transport 
and Land 

Use 
 

Street, centre, park, shop, walk, car, 
station, road, public transport, bus, 
route, locate, rail, retail, pedestrian, 
area, suburb, residential, tram, train, 
CBD, suburban, north, commercial, 
west, corridor 

Transit Oriented Developments (TODs) 
are higher density mixed-use residential 
and commercial developments set within 
walking distance of key transit nodes such 
as rail or bus stations or around activity 
centres such as major shopping centres.  

Class 2: 
Housing 

affordability  
 

Income, household, average, total, 
ABS, low, high, population, table, 
census, percent, rate, estimate, 
proportion, datum, increase, variable, 
show, statistic, house, price, 
employment, energy, dwelling, figure, 
percentage 

With increasing numbers of higher income 
households occupying this low rent stock, 
shortages of rental housing affordable to 
low income households are evident. A 
recently released update using 2001 
census data shows that shortages are just 
as severe as in 1996. 

 Class 3: 
Triple 

bottom line 
sustainabilit

y  

Social, human, place, economic, 
cultural, global, life, sense, economy, 
world, identity, physical, society, 
landscape, nature, urban, ecological, 
culture, creative, political, production, 
idea, community, environmental, 
market, ecosystem, art  

Choices that integrate urban agriculture 
into the fabric of urban landscapes have 
the potential to deliver resilience in 
economic, social and environmental terms 
to reinforce the local character of place in 
a global context 

Class 4: 
Research 
methods  

Paper, research, process, approach, 
study, explore, method, understand, 
analysis, stakeholder, framework, 
practice, literature, sustainability, 
engagement, context, adaptation, 
interview, finding, qualitative, 
governance, outcome, focus, key, 
identify, discuss  

This paper describes participatory 
processes from a methodological 
approach developed for understanding 
social complexity based in the online 
mass capture of renter’s subjective 
micronarratives. Utilising sensemaker 
these narrative action research based 
methods are revealing systemic issues, 
archetypes and other heuristics as 
patterns of practice and behaviour within 
private rental systems 

 Class 5: 
Politics, 

governance 
and the 

planning 
process 

Plan, government, council, state, local 
government, fund, development, 
authority, NSW, agency, legislation, 
strategic, strategy, department, state 
government, act, Commonwealth, 
reform, regional, policy, developer, 
federal, land, local, scheme, minister, 
commission  

The present reality is that councils 
continue to be constrained by state 
legislation in raising revenue through 
property rates and inadequate support 
from State and Commonwealth 
government’s planning and regional 
development departments 

 
 
The following sections will highlight the content of each cluster in more detail before synthesising what 
these findings mean for urban planning.  
 
 

Class One: Transport and Land Use  
 
Class One within the SOAC corpus focuses on transport and land uses. This cluster features ideas 
about the co-location of different land uses and their connection to transport. The notion of Transit 
Oriented Developments is central to this cluster, demonstrating the primacy of this form of urban 
development. Land-use patterns, city structure, and transport and mobility have long been key 
considerations within planning literature (Davoudi & Pendlebury, 2010) so this cluster is hardly 
surprising. The typical text segments from this cluster feature descriptions of locations. For example, 
“the station itself sits on the southern edge of the CBD. The station is surrounded on three sides by 
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access roads and car parking and on a fourth by a major retail shopping centre.” This speaks to the 
Planning Institute of Australia’s description of the planning profession as “specifically concerned with 
shaping cities, towns and regions by managing development, infrastructure and services” (Planning 
Institute of Australia, 2017). Similarly, it is reflective of Davoudi and Pendbury’s (2010) assertion that 
planning is, at its heart, about place and space.  
 
 

Class Two: Housing Affordability  
 
There is a distinct vein of literature within the SOAC corpus that focuses on housing affordability and 
demographics. Key areas of interest include income, population, employment, price and rental. These 
metrics are part of the measurement of wealth and disadvantage and are reflective of key planning 
concerns related to housing. This cluster is remarkably consistent, featuring similar topics (housing 
costs), similar methodologies (quantitative analysis of housing and population data) and similar 
purposes (quantifying housing affordability and identifying patterns between income levels, location 
and housing stress). Like class one, class two describes characteristics of locations but focuses on 
socio-economic factors rather than physical attributes. This cluster relies heavily on statistical analysis 
of ABS data and includes references to words such as ‘regression’, ‘median’ and ‘statistics.’ The 
tendency towards quantitative, ‘hard’ research on housing topics has been noted before in the 
literature. Maginn (2006) argues that methodological conservatism and its emphasis on experimental 
and evidence-based research has led to a focus on quantitative housing research. This is particularly 
apparent in applied research designed to influence policy-makers.  
 
 

Class Three: Triple Bottom-Line Sustainability  
 
Class Three brings together notions associated with triple bottom-line sustainability encompassing 
social, economic and environmental considerations. Ideas about ecological processes, social and 
economic considerations and connection to place feature in this class. It is perhaps the most obvious 
example of the diffuse and inter-connected nature of urban research that encompasses economics, 
politics, sustainability, agriculture, public health, crime and justice and transport. Typical text segments 
illustrate the degree to which urban planning literature considers the contextual nature of planning 
issues and focuses on the flow-on effects of built forms. A typical text segment in cluster three is; 
“Pedestrian-oriented communities are held to contribute to social sustainability by placing urban 
environments back on a scale for sustainability of resources both natural and economic and lead to 
more social interaction, physical fitness, diminished crime and other social problems.” Similarly, 
another segment explains, “contemporary configurations of infrastructure development reflect the 
political, economic, social and historical forces that work to shape and increasingly splinter the spatial 
morphology of cities.” In this way, this cluster reflects the consideration of the implications of the built 
form. However, it is also indicative of Wildavsky’s (1973) comment on the expansiveness of urban 
planning in which he argues, ‘if planning is everything, maybe it is nothing.’  
 
 

Class Four: Research Methods 
 
Class Four is indicative of the conventions of academic writing. It features many words that explain 
what research does, such as explore, analyse, discuss and understand. Similarly, it reflects the 
vocabulary of research methods, using words like process, approach, method, framework, outcomes, 
case study and qualitative. Class Four draws attention to the diversity of research methods employed 
in urban research. Text segments reveal policy analysis, visual assessment tools, survey 
methodologies, discourse analysis, interviews, participant observation, case study research, 
computer-based urban simulation systems, action research, collaborative design adaptation and 
industry workshops as methods and methodologies applied in SOAC papers. Class Four also 
highlights the emphasis on theoretical frameworks in SOAC literature. While this is less apparent than 
methodological approaches, it still reflects the theoretical and conceptual contribution of SOAC and 
urban literature more generally. This diversity is indicative of urban planning’s profusion of 
methodological and theoretical approaches. While some scholars argue that a profusion of 
approaches leads to underdeveloped institutional mechanisms for critical appraisal of innovations and 
poorly defined methodological criteria for judging innovations (Goldstein & Carmin, 2006), it is typical 
of urban planning’s history of borrowing methodologically and theoretically from other disciplines. 
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Class Five: Politics, Governance and the Planning Process  
 
The last cluster of words relates to the process of planning. This cluster focuses on local, state and 
federal government and developers. It focuses on procedural words like ‘scheme,’ ‘strategy,’ 
‘submission,’ ‘committee,’ ‘implement’ and ‘program.’ In this way, Class Five demonstrates that 
researchers are indeed interested in plan making and ‘what planners do’ (Innes, 1995) and are 
actively engaged in research that tracks the politics of planning strategies and decisions. Davoudi and 
Pendlebury (2010) argue that this focus on connection to the profession of planning separates 
planning scholar from other, less-applied social sciences.   
 
This class also illustrates the focus on partnerships in contemporary planning as funding, governance, 
delivery and monitoring is shared between public and private entities. Typical text segments include 
“regional collaboration and input to decision making is facilitated through Regional Strategic Plans that 
provide a framework by which councils set regional level priorities in collaboration with industry 
community organisations and the state and commonwealth governments.” Similarly, “in New Zealand 
public transport planning is primarily a function of regional metropolitan authorities such as Auckland 
Council… but national policies and associated funding are the purview of central government 
organisations.” Statements like these highlight the interest in governance arrangements within 
planning literature.  
 
 

Discussion   
 
The findings recounted in the above section illustrate the social representations of urban research in 
Australia and begin to describe the conventions of academic writing in the urban planning field. This 
paper has described what, according to research submitted to the SOAC conference, an urban 
planning scholar does. The scholar; 1) describes the physical environment of a location (class one) 2) 
describes the socio-economic attributes and projections for that location (class two) 3) explains the 
relationship between the built environment and broader social, economic, political and ecological 
structures (class three) 4) describes their research process and theoretical framework (class four) and 
5) describes the political or planning process or context in question (class five). While to an educated 
audience of urban scholars, this finding may feel intuitive, it is a useful categorisation to use when 
teaching planning students or conceptualising the boundaries of planning scholarship or practice. 
While the focus on methods and theory is typical of many fields of study, the focus on place, socio-
economic attributes and political processes helps to delineate what sets urban planning apart from 
other social science disciplines.  
 
The Correspondence Analysis also highlights the degree to which certain words are ‘packaged 
together’ or associated with each other within a social representation. While Class Four, Triple bottom-
line sustainability, demonstrates an interconnected collection of words and ideas that link the built 
environment and the social, political, health, economic and environmental impacts of planning, the 
siloed areas relating to transport and land use and housing affordability are less integrated. It is 
indicative of the separation of transport, housing affordability and governance in current research. This 
finding is partially a reflection of the differing sources of funding for planning scholarship and differing 
institutional focuses (for example, the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute funding 
housing research). However, such siloing is contrary to the interconnected needs of urban research 
and practice.  
 
Davoudi and Pendlebury (2010) draw attention to planning’s object of enquiry (space and place), need 
for critical thinking and the distinct competence of planners (linking knowledge to action). The findings 
indicate a specific focus on place and space, defined physically, socio-economically and politically. 
However, the focus on the link between space and place and economic, social and environmental 
outcomes that typifies urban planning research is not without criticism. For example, Dodson and 
Gleeson (2007) argue that consolidation and land use policy has often been predicated on the overly 
deterministic belief that manipulating densities and land uses can result in certain social, 
environmental and economic outcomes, while Mees (2009) has argued that public transport usage is 
more strongly correlated with transport policies than density. Such a deterministic view is predicated 
on a simplistic assumption that the mere physical design of a community can impact human 
behaviours sufficiently to lead to the creation of a sustainable community (Neuman, 2005). There is a 
level of determinism reflected in the social representations reflected in this research.  
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This paper has identified some of the key topics pertinent to urban planning scholarship. In particular, 
housing affordability, transport and land use and governance and plan-making represent distinct social 
representations of urban research in Australia. Similarly, the connections between planning and the 
built form and environmental, social, political and economic outcomes are interwoven throughout 
SOAC research. However, there are certain areas that are not substantially reflected in urban 
research. For example, in line with Sandercock and Forsyth’s (1992) observation that planning theory 
has not dealt sufficiently with gender, the word ‘gender’ appeared only 112 times in the corpus and 
‘feminist’ and ‘feminism’ did not appear at all. The words ‘community,’ ‘infrastructure’ and ‘growth’ 
were mentioned 7476, 3208 and 2812 times in the corpus respectively. Conversely, ‘homeless(ness),’ 
‘aboriginal’ and ‘inclusive’ were used 61, 66 and 121 times respectively.  
 
The findings are also indicative of the multidisciplinarity of planning scholarship and the diversity of 
topics, methods and theories embedded in this area of research. This diversity is indicative of the 
maturation of planning as an academic field and comes with both opportunities and threats. There is a 
danger that the negative consequences of the maturing process may lead to further overlap, diffusion 
and fragmentation of the discipline. This paper goes some way to imaging the boundaries of urban 
planning’s empirical, theoretical and methodological contribution as a discipline. The link between 
knowledge and action is reflected in the deeply applied nature of much urban planning research. 
However, typical text segments revealed a focus on description of existing conditions and little 
evidence of recommendations or advocacy for change in the corpus. 
 

Conclusion  
 
This paper joins an existing body of literature that asks “what is it that urban planners and urban 
researchers do?” If we are in fact a discipline and profession grappling with an ‘identity crisis’ (Myers & 
Banerjee, 2005), then it is important to begin to understand what our identity and unique intellectual 
contribution is. This paper has identified five key social representations that shape urban research 
submitted to the State of Australian Cities conference. They are; transport and land use; housing 
affordability; triple bottom-line sustainability; research methods’ and politics, governance and planning 
processes. The findings illustrate that urban planning encompasses a diverse range of empirical, 
theoretical and methodological topics but retains a core focus on place and space and their flow-on 
implications. It appears that urban scholars 1) describe the physical environment of a location 2) 
describe the socio-economic attributes and projections for that location 3) explain the relationship 
between the built environment and broader social, economic, political and ecological structures 4) 
describe their research process and theoretical framework and 5) describe the political or planning 
process or context in question. These aspects form the contours of urban planning scholarship in 
Australia.  
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