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Discussions about just transitions and nature-based solutions (NBS) often articulate an essentialist sense of place
perspective that emphasises stasis through combinations of belonging, rootedness, continuity, attachment and
connections among sites, scales and subjectivities. In response, we demonstrate how a progressive understanding
of “senses” of place that embraces fluid place meanings accessible at different temporal and spatial scales enables
a new understanding of the interface between structural and emotional transformation of place, as well as
rethinking of just urban transitions. We present four transformation modalities that reconsider people-place,
people-nature, and people-institutional relations pertinent to environmental justice and use case examples to
demonstrate their relevance to NBS planning. We conclude by offering two overarching principles for urban
policy, planning, and governance for fostering just transitions through NBS. First, NBS planning needs to pur-
posively activate structural and emotional transformations through experimentation to enhance procedural
justice. Second, NBS co-design and implementation should consider the dynamic interplay between recognition
and distribution justice to engage multiple senses of place.

1. Introduction local with respect to environmental harms, to a wider consideration of

distributional, procedural and recognition justice (Anguelovski et al.,

Nature-based solutions (NBS) are nature-inspired and place-based 2020; Schlosberg, 2013; Tozer et al., 2020; Walker, 2009; Pineda Pinto

interventions that restore and strengthen ecological flows, ecosystem
services and contribute to biodiversity while delivering multiple benefits
across social-ecological-technological systems (European Commission,
2015, 2021; Raymond et al., 2017a; Frantzeskaki et al., 2019). Realising
these benefits in ways that also address disproportionate impacts and
injustices to diverse societal groups will require fundamental changes to
social, climate, economic and political systems (McPhearson et al.,
2021), thus pointing to the importance of better understanding the re-
lationships between NBS and just transitions.

Building on theories of social justice and identity politics (Fraser,
1998) and environmental justice (Schlosberg, 2007), just transitions
through NBS necessarily involve moving beyond issues of proximity or

et al., 2021). Distributional justice considers the fair (re-)allocation of
natural resources (Kabisch and Haase, 2014), as well as acknowledging
the historic inequalities embedded in ecosystem services production and
consumption (Andersson et al., 2019; Langemeyer and Connolly, 2020).
For example, ensuring adequate NBS and recreation amenities within
walking distance of one’s domicile (Korpilo et al., 2022). Procedural
justice concerns how decisions are made, which affected groups
participate in design, planning, and management of public spaces, and
on what terms (Low, 2013; Martin et al., 2016; Schlosberg, 2007). For
example, providing multi-level governance processes where all affected
people can be heard (Buijs et al., 2016; Frantzeskaki and Kabisch, 2016).
Recognition acknowledges the importance of interpersonal interactions
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that understand and respect different needs, values, preferences and
identities (Calderon-Argelich et al., 2021), taking account of complex
relations between interest and identity, economy and culture, class and
status (Fraser, 1998; Schlosberg, 2013). For example, recognition of the
diverse values of nature held by groups with different knowledge sys-
tems and ethnicities (IPBES, 2022).

Rapid and radical transformations toward sustainability necessitates
rethinking just transitions in ways that account for the multiple re-
lationships between people and place in NBS planning and imple-
mentation (McPhearson et al., 2021), broadly referred to as sense of
place (Raymond et al., 2017b). A diversity of theoretical perspectives on
sense of place exist (Williams and Miller, 2021), but the construct is
often operationalised in either or both of two ways: i) evaluative state-
ments about the intensity of people-place relations (place attachment)
and ii) descriptive statements about place (place meanings) (Stedman,
2016). Sense of place, when coupled with urban transitions, can lead to
new symbolic understandings or meanings of place; new narratives of
place and transformation, and new types of people-place relationships
(Frantzeskaki et al., 2018). Studies demonstrate heightened experiences
of care, connection and belonging that are fostered when people from
diverse cultural backgrounds work together on greening projects (Bar-
thel et al., 2010; Jennings et al., 2016; Jennings and Bamkole, 2019;
Kingsley et al., 2021). Such relationships are mediated by the structural
characteristics of green areas (e.g., vegetation, facilities, but also norms
and regulations), as well as motivations for park use (Vierikko et al.,
2020) and governance processes such as experimentation with NBS
(Frantzeskaki, 2019). However, sense of place is rarely stable, and often
contested (Raymond et al., 2021). NBS may prioritize the needs of de-
velopers seeking market-mediated interactions with nature, but it can
also support participatory action and planning (Kotsila et al., 2020a).
Anguelovski et al. (2020) introduced the concept of ‘relational greening’
as a way of examining the intersection between past and present expe-
riences in urban green areas, and the different ways that people assign
place meanings, embedded in their day-to-day interactions.

Most understandings in the NBS and the wider sense of place
scholarships privilege fixity, stability and strong and chronically
accessible place attachments and place meanings (Di Masso et al., 2019;
Raymond et al., 2017b). In accordance with this paradigm, stability and
sedentarism are viewed as the normal or preferred condition (Di Masso
et al., 2019), and fixity, localism, and tradition are emphasised (Relph,
1976; Tuan, 1974; Gustafson, 2001a, 2001b; Lewicka, 2011; Low and
Altman, 1992). In gentrification studies, for example, place change is
frequently viewed as a “disruption” to the long-term place meanings
(Anguelovski et al., 2020; Tozer et al., 2020) rather than as an oppor-
tunity for activating an assemblage of meanings that may be fixed or
fluid, positive or negative. We see similar patterns in the wider envi-
ronmental change literature when place change in the context of violent
conflict or catastrophic disaster has been considered as a ‘shock’ to place
meanings that can be slow to evolve and potentially maladaptive
(Marshall et al., 2018; Masterson et al., 2017; Stedman, 2016). Such
place change can contribute to a sudden loss of identity and can evoke
strong emotional responses (Schlosberg et al., 2021).

We assert that accepting—even implicitly—this essentialist
approach to sense of place as the only—or even primary—way to view
just transitions will lead to a ‘rigidity trap’ (Stedman, 2016) whereby
any structural transformation to place (e.g., changes in physical or
socio-demographic qualities of a given place) will be considered as
threatening to affective bonds with place, otherwise termed emotional
transformations. To protect cities from processes such as rapid gentri-
fication (Cole et al., 2020),we need to move beyond viewing place as a
relatively fixed, stable ‘attitude’ towards a spatial setting (Jorgensen and
Stedman, 2001). Building on a progressive-relational approach empha-
sising fluidity in people-place bonds (Raymond et al., 2021), we propose
to accommodate possibilities for conceptualising dynamic or unfolding
meanings and attachments in response to structural dynamics (Bugden
and Stedman, 2019; Di Masso et al., 2019; Raymond et al., 2017b; West
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et al., 2020), resulting in the potential for multiple and changing senses
of place (Raymond et al., 2021). In essence, we propose a pluralistic and
dynamic (over time) conceptualization of senses of place in relation to
urban settings and urban nature specifically.

In this paper, we present two interpretive lenses and four modalities
for understanding the potential for just transitions through NBS that are
grounded in a progressive-relational approach of senses of place. We argue
that our progressive-relational approach will elucidate how NBS affect
and are affected by interventions that elucidate the fluidity of senses of
place, and that this approach better opens the door to engaging with
issues around justice. We offer a conceptual lens to examine the interface
between senses of place and environmental justice with respect to NBS
enabling just cities transitions. After introducing this progressive
perspective on place, we highlight how just transitions through NBS
need to be reimagined as a dialectic between different modalities of
structural, emotional and institutional transformations, each linked to
different aspects or associations between justice elements. We offer case
examples to exemplify each modality and suggest how urban environ-
mental policies and planning can respond to each modality to promote
just transitions.

2. Introducing a progressive approach to understanding senses
of place

When drawing on a more traditional, essentialist view on place,
people-place bonds form slowly, through the steady accretion of expe-
rience and associated sentiments. This reinforces the notion that the
stable is preferred to the changing. In contradistinction to this, a pro-
gressive place approach explores how material and embodied practices
interact and physically transform places within a wider socio-political
context (Raymond et al., 2021, 2017b). This opens up space for multi-
ple layers of place contestation, as well as different patterns of place
meaning creation — both positive and negative meanings unfolding
across time with respect to different types of place changes— in short,
“changing senses of place”. A mobilities-informed senses of place em-
phasizes the possibility of strong attachment to visited places (Williams
and Mclntyre, 2012), multiple places (rather than a fixation on home,
Cresswell, 1996; Gustafson, 2009; Manzo, 2005; Stedman, 2006), and a
dynamic senses of place throughout the life course (Bailey, 2021). Di
Masso et al. (2019) articulate the relational nature of the “fixity and
flow” elements of sense of place, noting that these relations vary across
contexts and social actors.

Raymond et al. (2017¢) draw upon Gibson’s (1979) affordance the-
ory to describe how sense of place may develop quite quickly. An
affordance refers to the “possibility for action” provided to an individual
by an environment—by the substances, surfaces, objects, and other
living creatures that surround the social actor, and form through direct
perception and action. As a corollary, place meanings based on imme-
diate perception of contextual information form as a joint product of
environmental attributes and characteristics of the individual perceiver,
thus bypassing the need for deep, slow, reflective abstraction in the
creation of meanings and attachments (Raymond et al., 2017b).

Closely linked to above, sense of place is not necessarily strongly
held, and chronically accessible, but may be ‘weaker’—not particularly
well developed, open to interpretation and framing, and thus
“malleable”. Bugden and Stedman (2019) note that traditional views of
place often describe sense of place as a “top of the mind” representation
that has a more or less inevitable and robust effect on behaviour. In
response, they argue that place meanings may be thought of as tempo-
rarily, rather than chronically accessible, and embedded in contexts and
situations. Because these contexts or situations are fluid and variable,
researchers ought to consider place meanings and attachments
accordingly.
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3. How does a progressive understanding of senses of place
relate to just transitions?

In this section, we highlight the relevance and contribution of a more
progressive understanding of “senses” of place to just transitions
through NBS. We focus on issues of distributional, procedural, and
recognition justice related to both structural and emotional trans-
formations (Table 1).

3.1. Structural transformations

Here we define structural transformation as the physical and social
changes to a location that influence how settings function, and the ser-
vices they provide. These changes in turn shape how settings are
perceived. For example, settings may provide affordable, spacious fa-
cilities for an informal music and art scene, or structures for supporting
interactions between different property owners (Olsson et al., 2020).
Changes in tax regulation or incentive schemes could support the

Table 1
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development of NBS (Hérivaux and Le Coent, 2021). Similarly, place
meanings can change in response to rapid place-environment changes,
such as coral bleaching on the Great Barrier Reef (Marshall et al., 2019),
or rapid housing densification in high amenity areas (Stedman, 2003).
Technological transformations like new citizen engagement platforms
provide innovative ways to engage audiences directly and indirectly
affected by place changes, including residents and visitors; however,
they also bear the risk of heightening pre-existing social inequalities: for
example, in the form of digital divides (Olafsson et al., 2021). By
extension, distributional justice associated with structural trans-
formations necessitates considering the proximity and magnitude of
benefits and harms of these changes (Gulsrud et al., 2018). Procedural
justice issues move beyond engaging actors affected by one place change
to considering those affected by multiple place changes, as well as
whether particular groups have input into the place changes (i.e.,
structural changes that are imposed without consent, as many are, carry
serious justice implications). Procedural and recognition justice are
broadened to consider a wider range of vulnerabilities (e.g., people who

Summary of the four modalities concerning people-place relations, NBS, and just transitions. By way of example, we focus on the perspective of residents who interact

with land-use planners and/or developers.

People-Place

Modality I
Embracing continuity

Modality 2: History of broken
promises

Modality 3
Build it and they will come

Modality 4:
Embracing new senses in changing
places

Relations
Structural Resisting Change Dismissing Change Co-opting Change Negotiating Change
Transformation The capacities and potential for No support by planners for Developers ‘manufacture’ new Structural changes made by
structural transformation are low. structural transformations to engage  senses of places, which are different ~ developers are tailored to the
Residents strongly resist change to residents’ new senses of places or to those held by residents. different forms and changing senses
support continued connection to a those aspired to by them. of place of residents across space and
historic ideation of place. time.
Emotional Local communities of residents Residents have opportunities to Developers remodel or Residents think anew about dynamic
Transformation promote place continuity and share their fixed, fluid, accessible manufacture spaces to align with and unfolding connections and ways

Senses of Place

NBS

Implications for
environmental
justice

defend static and enduring
meanings through place-protective
behaviours.

Rootedness, emphasis among
residents on place continuity.
Places have a ‘multi-layered
history’.

NBS are designed by land-use
planners and developers without
open engagement with local
residents. Residents see NBS as an
‘unfit’ solution to what the
community is recognising as ‘fit’.

Residents that engage in place
protective behaviour have input
into place changes. However, not
all voices, senses of place or desired
place changes are recognised by
land-use planners in the
development process. Issues of
recognition justice are likely to be
pronounced in this modality.

and inaccessible place meanings.

Residents have chronic or temporary
accessibility of strong and weak,
fixed and fleeting, positive and
negative place bonds over different
temporal and spatial scales.

Residents recognize that they are
dealt with or confronted with
tokenistic engagements about NBS
planning and design by land-use
planners. Symbolic gestures are not
supported with meaningful
engagement nor participation.

Multiple resident groups are
engaged by land-use planners in the
proposed changes to place,
contributing to a sense of high
distribution, procedural and
recognition justice. However, the
multiple senses of place that are
elicited in the NBS design phase by
land-use planners are ignored in the
NBS implementation phase by
developers, undermining trust in
community engagement and
planning projects, thereby
impacting procedural and
recognition justice.

dominant logics without engaging
local residents’ senses of place.

The ‘creative destruction of senses
of place’ - local senses of places are
overlooked by land-use planners
and developers in favour of senses
aligned with capitalist logics and
social diagnosis of what a given
culture ‘should be’.

NBS are co-designed by land-use
planners and developers with
specific interests and capitalist
logics in front of mind. Residents
see NBS as ‘capturing’ or
‘capitalising’ public spaces with
limited social value or benefits.

The structural elements of place are
remodelled by developers to attract
new senses of place that do not
align with residents’ actual or
aspired relationships. There is
consideration of the emotional
aspects of place transformation
held by residents, thereby
magnifying issues of distributional
and procedural justice.

of being emplaced.

Residents’ senses of place are not only
heard by land-use planners and
developers, but new forms of
negotiation processes are established
to identify whether and how these
senses can be embedded in urban
planning.

NBS as grounds of active urban
experimentation. Residents are
actively and openly engaged in urban
arenas of experimentation by land-
use planners, developers and other
actors (in situ and digitally) that
provide space for understanding the
interactions among local
communities, urban environments
and technologies. Residents feel
heard and empowered.

Issues of environmental justice
communicated by residents are
actively listened to by land-use
planners and developers during all
elements of the design, planning and
implementation of NBS. While not all
needs are met, most residents view
the process as just and equitable.

12



C.M. Raymond et al.

are ‘on the move’, including those who are vulnerable by being uprooted
through forced relocation, poverty, etc).

The senses of place framing calls into question the permanence of the
consequences (and the nature of these consequences) of place change
with associated impacts for just transitions thinking. Our relational
approach to senses of place recognises the possibilities of both fixed and
fluid people-place relationships, and different moments of association
on a spectrum between these two extremes (building on Di Masso et al.,
2019). Such a spectrum has consequences for just transitions through
NBS. If place meanings can be malleable or temporary (Bugden and
Stedman, 2019), distributional impacts are less likely to be permanent.
It may also be possible to shift place meanings through deliberative
processes involving diverse stakeholder groups or designing inclusive
governance settings (Frantzeskaki et al., 2018). We do not wish to
overstate this: other place meanings may be more permanent and
chronically accessible resulting in resistance and/or the potential for
multiple layers of place contestation. Hence, new frameworks are
needed to understand the interface between different forms of senses of
place in relation to the structural elements of the existing place and the
intended or actualised transformation of that place through NBS.

Emotional transformations engage the emotional responses in-
dividuals and groups have when their senses of place are challenged
through place changes like NBS. When a place changes, or if people lose
access to a place, it creates an emotional response. These emotional
responses can be both positive and negative (Manzo, 2005), fixed or
fleeting (Bugden and Stedman, 2019; Di Masso et al., 2019), or deeply
held. That sense of place is not necessarily deeply held presents a note of
caution: it invites manipulation of place sentiments by powerful actors
who seek to enable transformations of place that may or may not align
with community expectations. Those who are most vulnerable may be
most susceptible to such manipulations (e.g., presenting place meanings
that emphasize the need for jobs may undercut attempts at sustainability
transitions (e.g., Bell and York, 2010)). From this perspective, any place
change through NBS could lead to both positive and negative percep-
tions of distributional impacts. Procedures also need to engage with
multiple layers of place contestation between different actors who have
different notions of how a place could or should be (Ingalls et al., 2019;
Di Masso et al., 2021). Recognition involves engaging the diversity (and
multi-directionality) of place meanings within and across race, class,
and ethnicity, rather than comparing the meanings of one sub-group
against another and defending those that are consistent with notions
of tradition.

In reality, structural transformations rarely, if ever occur in isolation
from emotional transformations. We therefore need to improve our
understanding of the interplay between structural and emotional
changes. Issues of recognition within a place can be affected by virtual
and imaginary representations created outside the place; for example,
the way in which groups co-create place through social media platforms
like Flickr, Wikipedia or OpenStreetMap (Calcagni et al., 2019), as well
as how social media companies, or other advertisers, represent place and
influence social discourses through their global platforms (Gulsrud
et al., 2018). The mobilities paradigm posits that place meanings can be
virtual, imagined, or realized by different insider and outsider groups
(Di Masso et al., 2019). Therefore distributional justice impacts may be
experienced not only by those directly affected by an NBS intervention,
but also those exposed to an NBS through virtual or imaginative travel.
In this case, emerging justice issues emerge are tied to the capacity of
different groups to engage in these activities. Divergent place realities
may stem from these engagements, calling into question which actors
are affected by NBS, and in what manner. Multi-level governance pro-
cesses thus need to rethink who is affected by a given issue and how
processes can be redesigned to cater for different place imaginaries with
respect to current or future desired states.

13
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4. Modalities for considering senses of place in just city
transitions

Here we outline some of the planning consequences associated with
neglecting structural and emotional transformations linked to the design
and implementation of NBS. For understanding the place-related and
place-based transformations that NBS trigger/set in motion, we
conceptualise NBS as place disruptions that have the potential to trigger or
reroute on-going transformations towards just transitions. We offer four
modalities of the nexus of relations between people, place and nature in
response to NBS-based place transformations (Fig. 1). We conceptualise
the modalities as archetypical descriptions or scenarios that are tied to
institutional responses that enable just transitions through NBS,
grounded in a progressive understanding of place.

4.1. Modadlity I: “Embracing continuity”

The first modality represents a context where a desire for structural
transformation and emotional transformation is low (Box 1). Many in-
dividuals and groups may be deeply rooted to place as it currently exists.
New developments are perceived to disrupt pre-existing place meanings.
Residents seek place continuity, leading to place protective behaviours
(Devine-Wright, 2009). As Stedman (2002) notes: “we are willing to
fight for places that are central to our identities (...), this is especially
true when important symbolic meanings are threatened by prospective
change” (p. 577).

A progressive understanding of senses of place challenges this dy-
namic. NBS may challenge established rituals, and identities may feel
threatened. Others may have highly fluid and/or fleeting connections to
place and little desire to engage in planning for future transformations of
the place. This can lead towards an ‘ambivalence towards place’ and
reticence to engage emotionally to structural transformation. Further,
institutional structures are not in place nor are tailored in ways to enable
validation of community concerns. When relating/interacting in plan-
ning processes, more entrenched actors put forward meanings of place
and identity to deflect and delegitimise anything new, magnifying points
of difference and infringing to highly rooted place meanings and at-
tachments. Consequently, the distributional, procedural and recognition
justice concerns of politically well-organized groups close to an area of
proposed change may be projected loudly and may lead to the under-
representation of the justice concerns of equally affected yet less heard
in NIMBY disputes, including minority ethnic groups and new migrants.
It is also possible that some of these groups may be relating to place in
different ways, and have less stable or multi-centred connections to
place as a result of different cultural backgrounds and life histories.
While public opposition to NBS is an unresearched topic, it is possible
that listening to the views of under-recognised groups may contribute
new senses of place to NBS planning and implementation, challenging
existing norms and values.

4.2. Modality 2: history of broken promises

The second modality is characterized by an unmet desire from
communities to be part of change in their place (Box 2). New spaces for
knowledge co-creation and public participation are supported by NBS
planners, leading to a sense of storing distribution, procedural and
recognition justice. However, this early engagement is not followed
through by institutional actors (city or state government or others).
Promises concerning structural changes, including the physical imple-
mentation of new NBS, which may have held promise for creating new
senses of place, are broken and plans for change are forgotten and never
realised. Trust in the co-creation process declines, ultimately leading to
disengagement and disempowerment of diverse actors. Frustration
about inaction can lead to the creation of active citizen groups who
challenge current social and physical conditions of place. In contrast to
modality 1, the door is opened to more fluid, diverse place meanings and
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Build and they will come

Little community engagement. NBS are strategically built to enable ‘brandification’
of the identity of the place.

A new 'image’ of place may be branded and communicated that may run counter
to local needs or impede people's engagement with place, thus raising justice
concerns.

HIGH
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Embracing new senses in changing places

NBS are co-designed and implemented in ways that give agency to changes in
intensity, structure or accessibility of place meanings over time.

Distributional, procedural and recognition justice concerns regarding continuity
and changes to senses of place are both considered and acted upon. Diverse
groups of people feel heard and respected.

Structural Transformation

Embracing continuity History of broken promices

Multiple senses of place are elicited in NBS co-design. Financial, institutional or
legal structures impede translation needs into transformations.

NBS seen as a disruption to place. Place protective actions come to fore. v

The distributional, procedural and recognition justice concerns of politically LOW
well-organized groups, and/or those espousing more traditional senses of
place may be privileged over those with less stable or multiple senses of place.

Participation often occurs without redistribution of power, resulting in processes
intended to increase procedural justice and embrace multiple senses of place
being deemed as tokenistic, in-turn affecting distributional and recognition
justice outcomes.

Fig. 1. Overview of some of the planning consequences associated with spotlighting or neglecting structural and emotional transformations linked to the design and

implementation of NBS.

Box 1
New York City (United States) Million Trees Program.

New York City’s Department of Parks and Recreation, in conjunction with the non-profit New York Restoration Foundation launched a large-
scale street tree planning initiative — the globally highlighted metropolitan initiative of MillionTreesNYC to green the city (Campbell 2014).
Prior to this, street trees had been planted at the request of neighbouring property owners, and the MillionTreesNYC shifted the focus to trees
being planted without adequate local involvement. Although the program experienced many successes, it has been criticized as “green spec-
tacle” (Lavine 2012) promoting the neoliberal interests of the city (Campbell 2014), rather than being genuinely based on the interests and needs
of local residents. In the early phases of the program, many residents especially in the Bronx-mistreated the trees — removing them or con-
straining their space- as an act of disagreement with the tree plantation program. Community officers faced with this situation started a
consultation to find out that residents felt ignored and had their voices and perceptions not represented (issues of procedural justice) and in
return objected to the structural change that tree plantations introduced. To add to this, Rae (2010) emphasizes the sidewalk areas where the
trees were planted as unclear in ownership/responsibility: technically the city owns the property, but local residents have strong territoriality
and attachment. She notes “some welcome their arrival with open arms and excitement, while others see their planting as an intrusion into their
private space or territory”. In her analysis of public comments received in response to the program, Rae describes objections based on tree
location (literally Not in my FRONT yard), concerns about the process and lack of consultation with local people (procedural justice issues),
concerns about maintenance responsibilities, and potential property damage/litter/public safety. In areas like Brooklyn, MillionTreesNYC tree
planting was initially unsuccessful, with citizens unrooting and vandalising trees. The Not in My Front Yard reaction was fuelled by the feeling of
‘invasion of space’ by the city to what residents were perceiving as ‘their public space’ often used for parking, socialising seeing trees as obstacles
to these uses. In early 2014 specifically, local community centres and citizen groups were brought together by the Department of Parks and
Recreation for consultation on changing the perception and image of citizens towards trees and the greening initiative overall. That required a
number of sessions, door-to-door campaigns as well as planned citizen engagement. Intermediate solutions like ‘medium-height fences’ around
new trees have been proposed and installed in all street trees in Brooklyn neighbourhoods as well as in Bronx and other areas that first trees were
vandalised. MillionTreesNYC may have been problematic from the recognition justice standpoint, as vulnerable and/or non-coalesced groups (e.
g., new migrants) were likely not recognized and hence under-represented in these consultations.

attachment, as the prospects of change are linked to potential structural
changes. Participatory processes are intended to increase procedural
justice outcomes; however, processes are often not associated with the
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redistribution of power, including clear and actionable pathways for
turning aspirations into desired realities. Further, the meanings that are
represented often are not those of local inhabitants — those from outside
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Box 2
Case study of Sodertéalje, Sweden.

Ronna, in the municipality of Sodertalje, Sweden, was built as part of the Swedish Million Programme (1 million new homes) in the 1960 s.
Ronna is perceived as a “hardscape where no garden would grow, no vines would curl around a pergola, and no playground would hear the
laughter of children” (Mack, 2021, p. 2). Far-right populist narratives emphasize the high proportion of people in these cities that are foreign
born, and are commonly linked to social problems like drug sales, rioting, arson, and even murder (Backvall, 2019). Multiple engagements with
Ronna residents have been conducted over time to improve the green spaces in the area. Residents have described emotional attachments to lush
and bucolic spaces, places of freedom, and of raising children, growing up, and growing old (Mack, 2021). They also describe how their
meanings have changed over time with respect to changing management of NBS. However, participation has commonly occurred without
redistribution of power (Mack, 2017). This is often because the funding is not there to support their ambitions, or their desires are viewed by
outsiders to cause more problems (e.g., increased potential for crime), leading to further inaction. Consequently, while participatory processes
are intended to increase procedural justice, they are often deemed to be ‘tokenistic’, and in turn lead to distributional and recognitional out-
comes not being met. While contemporary Swedish architects seek to impose new paradigms on old spaces, their designs often lead to neat,
standardized spaces and negate the emerging place meanings of a changing socio-demographic such as Syriac and Christian communities (Mack,
2017). Municipalities are under political pressure from national governments to rapidly transform the structural aspects of place to overcome
perceived issues of anti-social behaviour. For example, in 2012 the Delegation for Sustainable Cities set the vision to transform Ronna into an
urban area that is environmentally, economically and socially sustainable, is innovative for small scale businesses and supports diverse types of
housing and activities and people with different experiences, competences, income levels and backgrounds. While community engagements
occur, there are few ongoing processes for residents’ emotional connections to place to be heard and to be embedded into the structural
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transformation.

the area, including the desires of planners, architects and businesses
which have a view on what a place ‘should be’ are considered, often
under the guise of ‘expert’ or ‘technical’ knowledge, undermining rec-
ognitional justice concerns including the views of different classes,
ethnicities and gender identities. However, the “broken promises” can
sometimes lead to new sets of meanings and attachments that are linked
to these changes and are set into motion even if the structural changes
themselves do not unfold, or meanings and attachments that are asso-
ciated with these broken promises—i.e., new capacity “well, even if
these actors did not deliver, we the people will engage this ourselves.”

4.3. Modality 3: build it and they will come (or will they?)

The third modality represents contexts with high structural trans-
formation and low emotional transformation in which emphasis is more
on the place change than the senses which underpin human relations
and new beginnings (Hough, 1990) (Box 3). This modality is commonly
associated with urban gentrification and associated with the ‘build and
they will come’ mentality. Urban structure is transformed leading in
some cases to new forms of place contestation. Developers often seek to
‘manufacture’ or commodify new place meanings to align with new
senses of place that reflect corporate and material interests (Di Masso
etal., 2015, 2021). Procedures are not established to listen to the diverse
needs of residents, and in some cases (e.g. gentrification plans in
Copenhagen), new state legislation, policies and community bench-
marks are introduced that represent non-local interests, bypass local

community concerns and to create a new place identity through struc-
tural transformation of residential housing areas (see Gulsrud et al.,
2021). This ties to the points raised earlier by Bugden and Stedman
(2019) that emphasize the potential malleability of place meanings. This
malleability links forward to the idea that vested interests seek to
actively shape emotional meanings and attachments through changes to
the physical and/or social structure of the setting (Frantzeskaki et al.,
2016). Modality 3 considers instances where these attempts do not result
in strong emotional transformation. This failure can mischaracterize
structural transformation’s effects, or active resistance to the change. In
either case, this may result from a lack of engagement with key social
actors, and in such instances, established meanings and attachments
may overcome attempts to change them. This modality is prevalent in
planning that operates with the push of an economic agenda and pro-
motes the commodification of public urban space. In this modality, there
is a hidden paradox: the growth agenda pushes for optimal or efficient
use of all space devoted to development as a way of producing revenue,
and it is often the case that green strategies such as NBS may not be seen
favourably (i.e., adding unnecessary cost to the project). However,
planning rules and schemes may necessitate or oblige developers to
integrate green solutions into the development plans. The structural
elements of place are remodelled and branded in a way to attract new
senses of place, with little to no consideration of the emotional aspects of
place transformation, thereby magnifying issues of procedural and
recognition injustice. Community leaders may see greening solutions as
a means to obscure more fundamental issues, including the overall loss

Box 3
Fishermans Bend, Melbourne, Australia.

Fishermans Bend is an inner Melbourne city area that is under transition. The 258-hectare area sees the relocation of previous industrial ac-
tivities and the redevelopment as a new high-density area of four precincts. Despite visionary proposals for regenerating and redeveloping the
brownfield with nature-based solutions approaches such as water-sensitive urban design principles (State of Victoria, 2022) as well as open
co-design proposals, the area is currently transforming with private interests of developers and an economic growth agenda dominating/driving
mainly due to the fact the land is privately owned. The ‘green aspects’ so far include majorly manicured green spaces and green stripes in
boulevards and public spaces with a distinct feature of economic utility rather than multifunctionality or renaturing of the area. As the site is still
under development, with the limited consultation and openness to take on historical place meanings, we see how developers manufacture new
place meanings and new imaginaries that, in a sense, force a new sense of place through the planned nature. This case depicts the ‘build it and
they will come’ modality in its urban design conception, showing that consultation with neighbouring communities/residents comes as sec-
ondary, with recognition and representation justice concerns being overlooked.
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of green space for densification projects, thereby leading to distribu-
tional justice concerns.

4.4. Modality 4: embracing new senses in changing places

The fourth modality represents contexts with high structural and
emotional transformations (Box 4). In these contexts, people’s multiple
senses of place and identities are recognized and considered during the
designing, planning, and implementing of NBS as critical determinants
of the planning process. Environmental justice issues are actively
engaged during all elements of the design, planning, and implementa-
tion of NBS. The community can identify, resolve or navigate high levels
of place contestation, e.g., being receptive to fixed and fluid dynamics of
business meaning shared by people from different classes, ethnicities,
orientations, etc. Individuals and communities recognise that their place
is undergoing change and that some place meanings are associated with
grief and oppression, whereas others are associated with adaptation and
new beginnings (attention given to both strong and weak place mean-
ings). Despite the tensions between fixity and fluidity in senses of place,
distributional, procedural and recognition justice concerns regarding
continuity and change are both considered and acted upon. Diverse
groups of people feel heard and respected. While not all needs are met at
every stage (recognizing that there are always winners and losers when
engaging with both structural and emotional transformations of place),
most inhabitants view the process as just and equitable. Modality 4
speaks to instances when careful, proactive, deliberative design and
planning results in structural changes that both reflect (respond to) and
re-create a plurality of meanings and attachments that emancipate latent
meanings, giving rise to a fuller panoply of meanings/attachments, both
through the structural changes themselves and through the increased
sense of capacity that affected people, who have participated in the
creation and implementation of NBS.

5. Implications for NBS and just transitions

The previous section showed how NBS have been designed and
implemented in contexts with different engagements with structural and
emotional transformations, each having different possible consequences
for just transitions. The implementation of NBS requires a concerted
institutional approach that is inclusive and aims to advance equity and
justice throughout the planning cycle. Such an approach needs to be
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polycentric and geographically embedded (Loorbach et al., 2020).
Tzoulas et al., (2021, p. 339) argue that “the need to integrate cooper-
ative, competing and conflicting interests in the implementation of NBS
necessitates polycentric governance”; meaning a diversity of arrange-
ments “that allow multiple, overlapping, semi-autonomous decision--
makers to cooperate, compete and resolve conflicts between each other”
(p.338). We build on this argument, considering two principles that
strive for modality 4 as desirable for designing and planning just city
transitions, geared towards embracing new senses in changing places,
and accepting place-based emotional and structural transformation. The
first principle elaborates on experimentation as a means of inclusive
governance to activate structural and emotional transformations, as well
as procedural justice outcomes. The second principle elaborates on how
to strive for plurality and diversity of institutional approaches to allow
for fluidity and adaptiveness of place and meaning transformations so as
to anticipate for just transitions.

5.1. Principle 1: NBS design and planning must purposively activate
structural and emotional transformations through experimentation to
support procedural justice outcomes

Research on experimentation and sustainability transitions points to
the potential for experimentation to foster new place-related narratives
of change, novel practices, and collaborations to promote procedurally
just transitions. Experimentation can adopt new forms of participatory
action research (e.g., arts-based dialogues), which build trust between
different types of affected groups and decision-makers (von Wirth and
Frantzeskaki, 2021). Policies and programs need not always focus on the
solution or outcome. They can seek to foster social and policy learning
and, as such, aim to ‘listen to and understand’ diverse voices and their
journey towards forming new or solidifying existing people-place re-
lations. However, to engage with the interplay between structural and
emotional transformations, planners need to deal with issues of
non-belonging, detachment, fast and slow connections, and positive and
negative meanings associated with place change. This brave space can
be achieved through complementary engagement processes for planning
focusing on aspects of relational identity instead of focusing solely on
interests, positions, or outcomes (Shapiro, 2017; Turnhout et al., 2020).
Urban experimentation through NBS can enable the priming (purposeful
change) in more malleable place meanings (Frantzeskaki, 2019) while
simultaneously grappling with meanings that are chronically accessible

Box 4
Metropolitan Park, Pavlos Melas City, Greece.

In Pavlos Melas city in the region of Thessaloniki in Greece, a large vacant land of around 332 square meters in the city’s west includes 63
buildings that once were barracks, military offices and prison was dedicated for regeneration to transform into a multifunctional metropolitan
park with a cultural community centre. The old buildings were vacated in 2006, and the city has left the land and the vacant buildings to be used
by active, creative economy communities, including artists, community engagement groups, and youth. The main reason was protracted
planning processes, political interests blocking any alignment and strategic planning for the use and regeneration of the place, as well as the
budget cuts due to the financial crisis in 2010 and a period of economic austerity that still pertains in Greece. That allowed for different
communities of interest and cultural communities — given that the area is bordered by many multicultural neighbourhoods and ethnically
‘demarcated’ boroughs to establish and root multiple narratives of ownership of the place. Against this background, in 2017-2018, during the
preparations of the regeneration plan for the metropolitan park, the city organized consultations as well as open participation sessions inviting
all representatives of the communities, actors who had previously used and appreciated the place and land was confronted with resistance and
with very ‘emotionally charged’ narratives of ‘resistance.” The consultation and public participation sessions revealed the strong connections
with the vacant land and the confluent and co-existing pluralities of meanings of a place for the different urban communities. These pluralities of
meanings were supported by a sense of representation (recognition justice issues were early on addressed) and a relationship of trust between
communities and between communities and local government (procedural justice issues addressed). The curated consultation sessions and
openness in the engagement of the city planners allowed over time and through phase 1 of the regeneration process (2018-2019) to positively
change place meanings of the urban communities (multicultural communities) and embrace new uses, and a new vision for restoration of green
spaces and the ‘re-imagination’ of the building stock encountering cultural and social uses for present and future services. This case illustrates
that when multiple meanings co-exist, an open and well-organised participatory planning process that allows the co-design of NBS can facilitate
a positive change of senses of place (Holscher et al., 2021).
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and resistant to change. However, planners need to be open to senses of
place not changing (i.e., not being activated) because of NBS design or
implementation (Bugden and Stedman, 2019).

5.2. Principle 2: NBS co-design and implementation need to consider the
dynamic interplay between recognition and distributional justice to
recognize and adapt to multiple senses of place

Modality 4 calls into question the interplay between recognition and
distribution justice. Clashing temporalities can exist between the use
and distribution of benefits to NBS across groups based on issues of
gender, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. These can be addressed
by spatially planning for democratic access to a diversity of place
meanings, and thus emotional transformations, but also require dealing
with structural elements of recognition, including high volunteering
demands, minimal state support, an overemphasis on valuing quantifi-
able aspects, and the under-recognition of the time needed for personal
and social benefits to developing (Kotsila et al., 2020b). Dealing with the
interplay between distribution and recognition also means rethinking
our understanding of change. As we have described, change is often
viewed negatively from an essentialist view, but the more progressive
view presented in this paper highlights the possibilities for planners to
come to terms with more fluid meanings and attachments grounded in,
e.g., temporary uses of spaces including farmer markets, “pop up” food
offerings, trade fairs, cultural exhibitions, and arts-based science, as well
as how to place narratives unfold over time (both positively and nega-
tively) to affect community attitudes towards both the NBS and the just
city transition.

6. Conclusions

We have offered a novel conceptualization of the relationships be-
tween place and people and interrelated just transformations through
NBS that are foundationally relational and dynamic. Our concept com-
prises of four modalities for enabling just city transitions through NBS by
connecting the view of structural and emotional transformations with
senses of place and just transitions. The four modalities offered a rubric
to understand the likely consequences of engaging (or not engaging)
with a plurality of senses of place when designing NBS. Just transitions
are most likely to occur when planners pay attention to the interplay
between a place’s emotional and structural transformation, including
the multiple fixed, fluid, temporary, and permanently accessible place
meanings. From this perspective, issues of procedure, recognition, and
distributional justice are subject to change over time based on the
symbolic and affective meanings individuals and groups assign to
different aspects of the structural transformation and the relationships
formed (or impeded) through the co-creation process. Planners, there-
fore, need to consider just transitions through NBS as an iterative process
of relationship building open to multiple place subjectivities and per-
ceptions of transformation over time.
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