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Moving beyond the ‘ready-made thinking’ of major cities.
Towards changing models?

Emmanuelle Gangloff & Hélène Morteau

Summary (short abstract)

This book, the eighth volume in the Cahiers POPSU series of cross-cutting studies, 
analyses the transformation of urbanisation models in the face of current 
environmental, health and social crises. It proposes moving beyond generic, 
replicable models — the metropolitan ‘ready-made mindset’ — to devise new ‘ways 
of doing’ urban policy rooted in the specific characteristics of each territory.

Historically, urban planning has been structured around major models, the most 
recent of which have sought to operationalise trends such as the ‘creative city’, ‘smart 
city’ and ‘sustainable city’. These models, which were based on the imperatives of 
territorial competition and attractiveness, have led to the homogenisation and 
standardisation of urban projects. However, a turning point is emerging: operating in 
a ‘climate of uncertainty’, cities are turning their backs on the pursuit of economic 
performance to focus on transition challenges such as food, resource management 
and soft mobility. Emmanuelle Gangloff and Hélène Morteau demonstrate how the 
neoliberal concept of the ‘sustainable city’ is losing momentum in favour of reflections 
on the ‘Anthropocene city’ or ‘climate urbanism’.

More broadly, the end of generic models now calls for a search for tailor-made 
solutions, adapted to the specific vulnerabilities of each geographical area and 
territory.

Faced with the unpredictability of change, experimentation is becoming a new 
paradigm for metropolitan public action. Metropolises are transforming into 
laboratories where full-scale prototypes or ‘demonstrators’ are tested through trial 
and error. At the same time, the use of transitional and/or tactical urban planning is 
on the rise, helping to adapt the city’s rhythms to actual uses.
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Whilst such experiments (whether technical, educational, artistic or community-
based) may prove fruitful, they carry the risk of becoming mere ‘gimmicks’ or 
‘showpieces’ confined to city centres, proving difficult to scale up.

The book highlights four key pillars that could contribute to the renewal of urban 
planning paradigms:

• Health: The Covid-19 crisis has revived the principles of hygienist urban 
planning, adapting them to contemporary challenges (ventilation, low-impact 
density, access to nature). By promoting the emergence of ‘health-promoting 
urban planning’, a number of urban policies aim to address social and 
environmental determinants to improve overall well-being.

• Living organisms and the soil: Echoing the ‘Zero Net Land Take’ (ZAN) 
objective, biodiversity-focused and regenerative urban planning proposes to 
re-embed the metropolis within its geographical context.

• Metabolisms: Analysis based on flows (energy, materials, waste) helps move 
away from a ‘disconnected’ perspective and aids in understanding inter-
territorial interdependencies, fostering alliances between town and country.

• Culture: Cultural urban planning, which harnesses art as a lever for transition, 
is useful for transforming perceptions and involving citizens in the thoughtful 
shaping of their living environment.

The book calls on us to move beyond standardised models. This requires building an 
unprecedented cross-institutional approach and asserting a right to experimentation. 
And whilst metropolitan areas may sometimes struggle to produce inspiring 
narratives, they remain prime locations for incubating systemic approaches to tackle 
climate emergencies. Provided, no doubt, that they manage to forge territorial 
alliances – perhaps in the form of bioregions – placing urban planning at the service 
of living ecosystems and a fairer society.

Summary (long)

Faced with the challenges of ecological and social transition, metropolitan areas find 
themselves on the front line, and with them the models of urbanisation on which their 
development has been based. The ‘regime of uncertainty’ into which they have 
entered compels them ‘to act and react’ in response to successive crises (health, 
environmental, democratic) that have reinforced their role as outposts. This book 
therefore explores how metropolitan policies are attempting to move beyond ‘off-the-
shelf thinking’—those urban planning standards often disconnected from local 
realities—in favour of approaches rooted in the specific characteristics of each 
territory.

Historically, urban planning has always adhered to models in pursuit of an ideal city. 
In 1965, Françoise Choay distinguished between progressive and culturalist models. 
Three decades later, these frameworks were updated by Françoise Fromonot, who 
referred to ‘programmatic urban planning’ (where the programme takes precedence 
over the site),
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‘revelation-based urban planning’ (prioritising geography and history), and
‘composition-based urban planning’ (linking the site and programmes through master 
plans).

The authors propose three broad categories of urban planning models:
- Ideal types, which base thought and action on social utopias (such as garden 

cities) or contemporary objectives such as health-promoting urban planning.
- Operational models, which rely on the circulation of ‘best practices’ and 

replicable projects, such as the ‘Bilbao effect’ or smart grids.
- Analytical models, which are simplified representations used by researchers to 

understand complex systems, such as urban metabolism.

In the field of urban policy, the proliferation of generic models such as the ‘smart city’ 
or the ‘creative city’ has, more often than not, led to the standardisation of urban 
projects, erasing local identities. The creative city, focused on post-industrial 
attractiveness, is now criticised for its gentrification effects. The ‘smart city’, originally 
designed to optimise traffic flows, raises major concerns regarding privacy and social 
inclusion. What of the concept of the ‘15-minute city’, which, whilst promoting local 
accessibility, struggles to adapt to peri-urban areas and the constraints of the labour 
market? Finally, the
‘sustainable city’ is frequently reduced to labels or ‘demonstration projects’ without 
ever undergoing a reorientation or even questioning the neoliberal dynamics on 
which it is based.

In response to these limitations, new approaches are emerging. ‘Experimental urban 
planning’ is becoming more widespread, using ‘urban demonstration projects’ and 
artistic initiatives to (attempt to) transform people’s perceptions. The authors also 
note the emergence of the concept of the ‘sensitive city’, which pays greater attention 
to subjective relationships with places, and that of the ‘Anthropocene city’, where 
climate action becomes a prerequisite for any development. Following this 
preliminary exploration, the authors observe that the era of generic models is drawing 
to a close, giving way to ‘tailor-made’ solutions. The future of metropolitan urban 
planning now lies in recognising the diversity of territories and taking into account 
their specific vulnerabilities, which is the subject of the second part of the book.

Here, they analyse the shift ‘from innovation to experimentation’. The starting point is 
the observation that contemporary cities have incorporated the ecological transition 
into their strategies. The shift away from ‘innovation in an urban context’ – centred on 
technology hubs and competitiveness clusters – towards a more widespread form of 
‘urban innovation’ represents a paradigm shift, according to the authors. The latter 
takes the form of ‘ongoing experimentation’, which has become a means of resolving 
transition challenges through trial and error, temporarily breaking free from the usual 
regulatory frameworks to promote agility and the ‘right to experiment’.
Consequently, urban experimentation can no longer be monolithic but takes the form 
of several different approaches depending on the objectives of the local areas. The 
authors propose
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a typology distinguishing six standard approaches: technical (engineering), 
educational (empowerment), design-based (usage scenarios), artistic (performance), 
community-based (self-management) and pragmatic (integrated approach).

For example, the Nantes City Lab functions as a technical ‘demonstrator’ that tests 
prototypes (autonomous shuttles, 3D-printed housing) under real-world conditions. 
Conversely, the GR 2013 in Marseille offers a ‘sensory’ and artistic experiment, using 
walking to redefine the metropolitan narrative and cast a fresh light on ordinary 
landscapes

The temporal dimension thus becomes a key driver of urban planning here. This is 
what the practitioners refer to as ‘chrono-urbanism’. Transitional and tactical urban 
planning measures that enable vacant sites or brownfield sites to be occupied in 
order to foreshadow future uses before their final transformation provide an example 
of this. These approaches, which are often low-tech, have been accelerated by the 
Covid-19 crisis. It has forced cities to adapt and devise temporary arrangements such 
as cycle lanes or the expansion of outdoor dining areas. These developments are not 
unrelated to the emerging debate advocating the need for an urbanism based on 
‘discernment’ or ‘renunciation’ and questioning technological simplicity and the real 
needs of residents.

Despite its dynamism, this experimentation faces critical challenges. If stakeholders 
do not want these tools to remain mere ‘gimmicks’ or ‘showpieces’ – most often 
confined to town centres – they must not limit themselves to these exceptional 
spaces but must fundamentally transform their planning practices. This requires 
rigorous and well-documented evaluations to accelerate the consolidation of 
knowledge and the replicability of projects.

Finally, the authors highlight the following paradoxical risk: the spread of these 
models could in fact lead to a new form of standardisation or competition between 
metropolitan areas, where experimentation would become a marketing pitch for an 
‘innovative metropolis’ rather than a tool for profound social change.

As they have shown in the previous sections, the traditional metropolitan model is 
being disrupted by the intertwining of health, environmental, social and housing 
crises. These upheavals are forcing elected representatives and urban planners to 
re-examine their core principles (density, mobility, diversity) in order to move beyond 
conventional methods and explore new issues that challenge their approaches to 
city-making. Four new approaches to urban thinking are explored:

- Thinking through the lens of health: from hygienism to prevention
The 2020 health crisis served to highlight urban vulnerabilities. Whilst urban planning 
has historically been linked to hygienism, we are now witnessing the emergence of 
health-promoting urban planning (UFS) and prevention-oriented urban planning. 
However, within an integrated approach, health is not viewed solely through the lens 
of medical care. It is a cross-cutting issue linked to housing quality, heat islands, 
pollution and social cohesion. Operational tools such as Health Impact Assessments 
(HIAs) or the Isadora guide now make it possible to incorporate these considerations 
right from the project design stage.
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- Thinking in terms of living systems: towards eco-centred urban planning
In many areas, ‘greening’ objectives have given way to a genuine, systemic 
consideration of biodiversity. This geographical re-anchoring aims to ground cities 
firmly in their physical surroundings, allowing the site and its ‘green and blue’ 
infrastructure to shape the development programme, rather than the other way round. 
It is here that the concept of ‘regenerative urban planning’ takes on its full meaning, 
as it aims for the city itself to produce biodiversity, energy and food, whilst purifying 
the air and water. We could be witnessing a genuine shift: from a human-centred 
model to a fully eco-centred vision.

- Thinking in terms of metabolisms: moving away from the ‘off-site’ model
The metabolic approach involves analysing all the flows (energy, water, waste, food) 
necessary for urban functioning. By gaining a clearer understanding of its actual 
needs, the city moves away from a ‘soil-less’ vision to acknowledge its dependencies 
on rural areas. Consequently, this analysis is expected to foster cooperation rather 
than competition between regions, facilitating alliances based on resource circularity 
and land-sharing, particularly in the context of achieving the Zero Net Land Take 
(ZAN) target

- Thinking through culture: the sensory as a lever for transition
Culture is no longer merely a tool for attracting people or projecting an image; it is 
becoming a vehicle for radical transformation. Cultural urban planning, which 
harnesses art and the sensory to support changes in lifestyles, enables us precisely 
to work on these reimagined visions in order to co-create new narratives with 
residents. It is by integrating the emotional dimension and atmospheres that cultural 
urban planning fosters citizen empowerment and inclusion – essential links for 
securing acceptance of, and accelerating, the transition towards new urban systems

In conclusion, the authors reiterate the method and objective of renewing urban 
planning models. On the one hand, this requires systems thinking and close 
collaboration between disciplines that were previously compartmentalised (health, 
ecology, art, engineering). On the other hand, it aims to break away from the 
imperatives of competitiveness and excellence in order to focus on liveability and 
environmental preservation.

Ultimately, this book offers a critical analysis of current urban models in the face of 
contemporary ecological and social crises. The authors call for moving beyond the 
rigid concepts on which metropolisation policies were based, in favour of more 
systemic and sensitive approaches centred on living organisms and health. This 
transition requires open governance that involves citizens and encourages local 
experimentation at various levels. Drawing on numerous case studies, the text 
explores new avenues for addressing urban vulnerabilities. Ultimately, this work calls 
for a reinvention of urban planning by placing inter-territorial cooperation and a long-
term perspective at the heart of public policy.

Public policy issues and debates
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To cope with ‘regimes of uncertainty’, cities must now revise their traditional 
frameworks of thought and devise new models capable of addressing the challenges 
of transition. This book invites us to engage in this reflection, raising several issues 
and debates relevant to public policy.

1/ The shift from attractiveness to liveability
For too long, cities have focused their policies on meeting the imperative of 
attractiveness and positioning themselves in global competition. Now, a shift is 
underway towards approaches based on liveability, sustainability and inclusivity. This 
change is driven by a growing number of citizen protests against the traditional 
metropolitan model, but it also reflects the acknowledged failure of metropolisation 
policies and the models on which they were based.

2/ The debate on ‘off-the-shelf’ models
The central debate raised by the book concerns the end of generic, replicable urban 
models, such as the ‘smart city’, the ‘creative city’, the ‘sustainable city’ or the ‘15-
minute city’. Thus, whilst the latter model is based on proximity, it raises questions 
about the ability to combine employment diversity with living spaces, whilst also 
questioning its applicability in peripheral or peri-urban areas. Finally, all these models 
were designed by and for the neoliberal paradigm of competitiveness and territorial 
attractiveness, which has now been superseded by the challenges of transition.

3/ Experimentation as a new mode of action
Faced with these dead ends, experimental urban planning may offer a way forward, 
as it allows solutions to be tested in real-world situations (‘trial and error’). However, 
here too, this model of experimentation requires debate, as it runs the risk of being 
limited to a ‘showcase’ effect – that is, of pandering to a taste for innovation without 
fundamentally transforming planning practices. Furthermore, public institutions, 
unaccustomed to cross-sectoral collaboration, sometimes struggle to champion a 
right to experimentation that breaks free from the usual regulatory frameworks

4/ New items on the political agenda
Metropolitan areas are now addressing issues that were once secondary but are now 
taking centre stage. This is the case with health, through ‘health-promoting urban 
planning’, which enables them to influence the living environment (housing, pollution, 
green spaces) to prevent disease. This is also the case with land management, 
thanks to the target of Zero Net Land Take (ZAN) by 2050, the implementation of 
which is causing significant political tensions between the need for development and 
the preservation of biodiversity

5/ Governance and scale issues
Current crises are forcing us collectively to rethink the scale of intervention. The 
debate centres on moving beyond administrative boundaries towards territorial 
alliances and cooperation with peri-urban and rural areas. According to the authors, 
the concept of the bioregion emerges as a way of putting urban planning back at the 
service of living organisms and a fairer society.
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LinkedIn post
📖 [POPSU Papers] ‘Moving beyond the preconceived notions of metropolises. 
Towards evolving models?’, by Emmanuelle Gangloff and Hélène Morteau.

https://www.autrement.com/depasser-le-pret-a-penser-des-metropoles/ 
9782080158307

📢 Discover the latest Cahier from @POPSU – Platform for the Observation of Urban 
Projects and Strategies, published by @Éditions Autrement. This collection brings 
together the knowledge generated through the action research carried out as part of 
the POPSU Métropoles programme. This is the8thcross-cutting Cahier, which aims to 
foster dialogue between action research projects carried out in metropolitan areas 
and to cross-reference their findings. Written by @Emmanuelle Gangloff and 
@Helene Morteau, it calls for a complete rethink of the models underpinning our 
metropolitan policies.

Moving beyond ‘ready-made thinking’: long live the end of old models!
Traditional urban models are running out of steam. Faced with environmental and 
social crises, our cities are entering a ‘regime of uncertainty’ that compels us to act 
and react as situations arise. The time for global competition over attractiveness is 
over. A shift is underway towards priorities centred on liveability, sustainability and 
respect for biosystemic balances.

Here are the three pillars of this transformation identified by the authors in the book:

1j The end of generic models: ‘Off-the-shelf’ and standardised solutions have run 
their course (smart city, creative city, sustainable city, 15-minute city). What if the 
time had come for bespoke solutions, rooted in the unique character of each local 
area?

2j Experimental urban planning: The city as a permanent laboratory? Through
‘demonstration projects’ or through tactical urbanism, the city becomes a living 
laboratory where solutions are tested under real-world conditions to transform 
planning practices.

3j New policy priorities: Global health, urban metabolism (understanding energy 
and resource flows) and land management (Zero Net Land Use) are becoming the 
new focal points of metropolitan agendas

In this bold and thought-provoking book, the authors remind us that, without waiting 
for tomorrow, urban planning can no longer be content to be merely a technical 
management toolkit; it must (re)become a ‘user-centred urban planning’, sensitive 
and collective, capable of building new, unifying utopias.

#UrbanPlanning #Metropolis #EcologicalTransition #UrbanInnovation 
#SustainableCity #PublicAction
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