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ORIGINAL SCHOLARSHIP

Making time to walk again: (re)introducing walking as an inclusive research 
method in spatial planning
Zef Hemel a,b, Harry den Hartog a,c and Gamze Saygi b

aFaculty of Architecture and the Built Environment, TU Delft, Delft, the Netherlands; bInstitute for History of Art, Architecture and 
Landscapes, University of Groningen, Groningen, the Netherlands; cCollege of Architecture and Urban Planning, Tongji University, 
Shanghai, China

ABSTRACT
This article explores how walking can be reintroduced as an interactive and inclusive planner’s 
activity and how it could be reestablished as an effective method for spatial research and 
planning intervention. This study is, first and foremost, meant as a provocation for planners to 
‘start walking again’ and understand sites, places and context by observing and listening. 
Walking creates time for immersive exploration within the place of practice. It is a way to collect 
diverse stakeholders’ insights and expands a vision. At the same time, walking is a cry for 
sustainability; in fact, walking paves the way to sustainability. It offers reflection in the context 
of postgrowth and degrowth thinking. Our assumption is that by deliberately slowing down, 
we can find sustainable alternatives instead of technocratic solutions because it opposes 
overconsumption, big projects and depletion of our planet. Moreover, by walking, we can 
discover existing, hidden values and find alternative visions for a sustainable future. In our 
research, we test this especially for peripheral rural areas on medium distance of metropolitan 
conurbations, which continuously slip under the planners’ radar. Based on experiments with 
walking as a radical and social activity, in this article we explain how walking can be an 
innovative practice, something poetic becoming political.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 30 October 2024  
Accepted 16 June 2025 

KEYWORDS 
Historic long-distance 
walking routes; research 
methodology; spatial 
planning; urban-rural divide; 
walking

Research by walking

This study is, first and foremost, meant as 
a provocation for planners. They should ‘start walking 
again’ and understand sites, places and context by 
closely observing and carefully listening. Spatial plan
ners, we pose, have simply forgotten to walk. Like 
most scientists, they sit and work in office environ
ments, perhaps sometimes remotely from home. 
While sitting, planners read academic books and 
papers, write on laptops, draw maps in artificial envir
onments specially designed for study and deliberation, 
or they make and discuss plans in board rooms, plan
ning departments or design studios. Sometimes, brief 
encounters take place in conference rooms; now and 
then airplanes and taxis bring planners from all over 
the world to luxury hotels and air-conditioned venues. 
There, short field trips with colleagues are undertaken. 
Quick excursions, the scanning of neighborhoods or 
landscapes are brief moments of contact with reality: 
with physical space and people. Planners think speed 
and efficiency are positive, and even necessary. 

Interviews with people in the streets or participatory 
meetings with those who should be informed or lis
tened to, is what makes planner’s work feel practical, 
realistic, and relevant. Sometimes a site visit is under
taken by car and perhaps partly on foot, but it takes 
a lot of time to seriously perform such outdoor activ
ities. The evaluation and processing of data bring 
planners back to their cubicles. In the end, planning 
is office work.

In this article, we explore how walking can be 
reintroduced as a planner’s core activity and how it 
could be reestablished as a true academic approach 
and effective method for spatial research and planning 
intervention. Over the last 3 years, we experimented 
with walking as a radical and social activity, in two 
rural regions, respectively, in the Netherlands and in 
China. Following historic long-distance paths and 
adjoining rural revitalization projects, we experienced 
how walking can be an experimental and innovative 
practice, something poetic becoming political. We 
believe planning interventions will be less bold, more 
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sustainable and inclusive if walking is being reintro
duced as core (research) practice.

In the past, walking was somehow part of the reg
ular spatial planner’s approach in the Netherlands. For 
instance, the Dutch planner Pieter Verhagen (1882–
1950) was renowned for his knowledge of Dutch land
scapes – knowledge he based on his many long walks 
all over the countryside. When Verhagen became State 
Commissioner for the rebuilding of the Netherlands 
after 1945, we know he made extensive use of all his 
walking experience (Steenhuis 2007). Another promi
nent example is related to the making of the famous 
General Extension Plan of Amsterdam 1935, 
Modernist planners like Cornelis van Eesteren and 
Theo van Lohuizen not only made use of extensive 
surveys but also analyzed the surrounding polder 
landscape by walking together. In weekly walks in 
the Amsterdam region, these two chief-planners stea
dily developed and shared their thoughts on the wider 
environment, finding inspiration and delight in trees, 
plants, and landscape elements and in the presence of 
each other (Van Rossem 1993). It helped them to draw 
the future urban edges of an extended Amsterdam, 
and to persuade engineers and politicians to appreci
ate important details of the existing polder landscape 
(Hellinga 1985). For them, planning was not only 
cerebral, based on statistical research, but especially 
also a social, a bodily and experiential activity.

In China, this tradition seems lacking. In the 
Chinese context, walking research has only very 
recently been introduced – particularly since the 
Shanghai World Expo in 2010 – in an experimental 
way in urban development, in collaboration with local 
universities, in the context of the ‘people-oriented 
approach’ credo within the beforementioned ecologi
cal civilization policy, where participation seems to be 
becoming increasingly important – particularly in 
a limited number of more luxurious urban neighbor
hoods in Shanghai, Beijing and Shenzhen, and cer
tainly not yet rural. The principle, known as the 15- 
minute city principle, plays a key role in this.

How we forgot to walk

After the 1960s, planners seemed to walk less and less. 
Driving cars became customary and was seen as far 
more efficient and comfortable. The range of activities 
became larger and implementing projects further from 
home became more common. Cars and new technol
ogies helped speeding up the planner’s work, while the 
work itself was getting more complex and abstract: the 
mapping, statistical analysis, with ever more stake
holders producing documents and asking for 

gatherings and negotiations. At the same time, in 
their plans modernist planners promoted car use, 
almost taking for granted that pedestrian movement 
would be reduced or even disappear. The need for 
efficiency resulted in landscapes where people spend 
most of their time indoors, driving between work and 
home.

The introduction of computers changed work 
habits in even more revolutionary ways. Planning 
became deskwork. Nowadays some planners even 
claim walking is not scientific (Kowalewski and 
Bartlomiejski 2020). They almost secretly skipped 
most of their fieldwork without being aware of it, 
substituting rich sensory observations on site for 
quantitative data. Technical qualities of the place are 
being emphasized – lot size, zoning designation, mar
ket value –, places described as sites for intervention 
(Beauregard 2016). Abstract planning concepts 
became the result of a complex process of decision- 
making and/or based on statistical analysis, economics 
and politics, worked around with models, drawings, 
aerial pictures, and digital mapping (Faasse 2017). 
Concepts, although vague but easy to reproduce on 
printers and screens, were seen as adequate means for 
being discussed in decision rooms. Such schemes 
might be fit for administrative, office-bound environ
ments, but are poor in detail and sensory observations. 
Despite their influence on planning decisions, these 
‘places of practice’ – were physical and social profes
sional activities occur, especially decision-making – 
are less often a subject of argument in planning theory 
(Beauregard 2016).

While planners more and more adopted a sitting 
habit, artists discovered walking in the open air to 
express their feelings and notions that were getting 
lost in a fast-modernizing post-war society (Careri  
2017). With changes in production systems and auto
mation, working time would be reduced in favor of 
free time. In the 1950s the French Situationists, for 
instance, introduced their playful, spontaneous city 
(Careri 2017). By making use of time and space, they 
believed it would be possible to escape the rules of the 
system and to achieve and self-construct new spaces of 
liberty. What society needed was the construction of 
adventures. In Constant’s New Babylon – initially 
known as Dériville, an art project that ran from 1956 
to 1974, inspired by the book Homo Ludens (Huizinga  
1938) –, this acquired a historical basis and a three- 
dimensional architectural form. After Constant visited 
a camp of nomads in Alba, he started refuting the 
sedentary bases of functionalist architecture and plan
ning (Careri 2017). The series of models he built until 
the mid-1970s represent a vision of a world which, 
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after the revolution, would be inhabited by creative 
nomads (‘Homo Ludens’) who, freed of the slavery of 
hard labor, could explore and transform the landscape. 
Inhabitants would rediscover the primordial aptitude 
for self-determination of one’s environment, the 
instinct for the construction of one’s own home and 
life. Planners, like the artists, would have to change 
jobs: no longer as builders of complete environments 
but as servers of wandering individuals. Spatial plan
ning would become a unified activity that sees the 
urban environment as a relational ground for a game 
of participation.

At the same time in the United States, Jane Jacobs 
wrote her critic on modernist urban planning practice: 
The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961). 
She devoted the first chapters to walking: safety of 
sidewalks, contact and assimilating children on the 
sidewalk. Jacobs, then a young mother of three chil
dren living in the Village, Manhattan, biked (Sparberg 
Alexiou 2006) daily to and from her office at 
Architectural Forum in Rockefeller Center. Her bodily 
approach to walking the city streets was unusual at 
that time:

Its essence is intricacy of sidewalk use, bringing with 
it a constant succession of eyes. This order is all 
composed of movement and change, and although it 
is life, not art, we may fancifully call it the art form of 
the city and liken it to dance – not to a simple-minded 
precision dance with everyone kicking up at the same 
time, twirling in unison and bowing off an masse, but 
to an intricate ballet in which the individual dancers 
and ensembles all have distinctive parts which mira
culously reinforce each other and compose an orderly 
whole. (Jacobs 1961)

It was more than a mother’s concern; urban renewal 
projects wiped out the streets and introduced bleak 
high-rise projects. Lewis Mumford, however, wrote 
about ‘Mother Jacob’s Home Remedies’. In his eyes, 
her book was replete with ‘schoolgirl howlers’ 
(Sparberg Alexiou 2006). Although he agreed on her 
articulate criticism on urban renewal practices, he 
found her research ‘sloppy’. But a few years later, 
Mumford visited De Lijnbaan – in 1953 designed as 
Europe’s first pedestrians-only shopping street – in 
Rotterdam and wrote critically about the way engi
neers solved traffic stagnation and asked: ‘What’s 
transportation for?’ (Mumford 1964). All he saw was 
a vast increase in the number of cars, enabling motor
ists to go longer distances to more places at higher 
speeds. He thought there was no ideal model: ‘human 
purpose should govern the choice of the means of 
transportation’ (Mumford 1964). Walking, he 
thought, should be exciting and visually stimulating: 

‘The legs will come into their own again, as the ideal 
means of neighborhood transportation, once some 
provision is made for their exercise’ (Mumford  
1964). Also, the monotonous uniformities of the plan
ner’s zoning practice should be scrapped. Reinstating 
the pedestrians would give life back to cities and vil
lages. However, after the publication of The Highway 
and the City (Mumford 1964), car use exploded. 
Almost every form of transportation was sacrificed to 
the private motorcar, with the airplane and railroad as 
only long-distance alternatives.

Rediscovering walking as research method

Planners recently started to learn from this again. Not 
speed and efficiency but slowing down and more time 
to reflect should guide them (Helmreich 2013). In 
essence, the act of walking can be seen as the most 
‘basic cognitive method’ through which the environ
ment around us is ‘readable and experiential’ (Wang  
2023). These readable and experiential aspects have 
been recognized by landscape architects, especially 
since the 1980s. For instance, the works of sociologist 
Lucius Burckhardt (1925–2003) and his student 
Henrik Schultz (2014) have been crucial in this. They 
use walking as a metaphor for slowing down, a social 
critique against the consumer society. Burckhardt 
introduced the term ‘spaziergangswissenschaft’ – also 
named promenadologie or strollology. Burckhardt’s 
research on walking mainly had ‘profound impact on 
landscape architecture in German-speaking regions’ 
(Wang 2023). His thinking has also reached academic 
circles in neighboring countries but is not yet 
common.

Walking makes part of the so-called ‘mobility turn’ 
(Sheller and Urry 2006) within social sciences. This 
thinking arises from increased mobility and new forms 
of mobility. Traditionally, social sciences were static, 
and movement was not seen as relevant (Sheller and 
Urry 2006). Nevertheless, walking has been increas
ingly used by anthropologists, ethnographers, social 
geographers, and other disciplines, as a scientific 
research method (Ingold 2010, Pierce and Lawhon  
2015, King and Woodroffe 2017, Duedahl and 
Stilling Blichfeldt 2020, Dasgupta 2022) but also dis
puted (Kowalewski and Bartlomiejski 2020). 
According to O’Neill et al. (2018), ‘there is 
a tradition of walking in ethnographic and anthropo
logical research and in sociological research with com
munities’. The 6.000 miles sociologist William 
Helmreich walked in New York brought him ‘into 
sharp focus of reality that I always knew was there 
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but had never felt a need to express it’. This explora
tion of reality on foot informed him about ‘its full 
potential’ (Helmreich 2013). However, according to 
Vergunst and Ingold (2008), research by walking as 
a ‘technique of the body’ is still largely ignored, even in 
ethnography.

Walking with others also means caring (Dibazar  
2023). For example, the ‘go-along’ qualitative inter
view technique is found as a novel method for study
ing the implications of neighborhoods and local-area 
contexts for health issues other than census-based or 
other ‘off-the-shelf ’ measures (Kusenbach 2003). 
Some use it as an inclusive method focusing on vul
nerable groups, based on walking past places that can 
be confrontational for participants (for example, par
ticipants with Down syndrome). These techniques 
proved to help researchers understand that their per
ceptions are not universal (Bartlett et al. 2023). 
Duedahl and Stilling Blichfeldt (2020) recently used 
this go-along approach in a nature-inclusive manner 
focused on ‘unknown terrains of being-along’ in the 
Dutch Wadden Sea region.

Recently, there is a growing body of ‘walking inter
view’ methodologies (Lee and Ingold 2006, Pink 2008, 
Edensor 2010, Clark and Emmel 2010, Evans and 
Jones 2011, O’Neill and Roberts 2020). Dasgupta 
(2022) argues that ‘walking as a research method 
allows the researcher and the research participant to 
be present and form intimate connections in a foreign 
landscape’. Of course, this experience is influenced by 
the people you walk with. In slow conversation while 
walking you will learn to look at the environment, the 
history, current state and possible future of the region 
in different ways. As indicated in existing literature, 
walking enriches the spatial and mental experience in 
multiple ways (Gandy 2024). Springgay and Truman 
(2017) distinguish four themes in walking research: 
place, sensory inquiry, embodiment, and rhythm. In 
addition, land and geology are important factors that 
influence a walking experience (Dasgupta 2022), as 
well as cultural practices and symbolic histories 
(Macpherson 2016). These multi-layered experiences 
enrich our walking research with perspectives that 
would otherwise remain hidden.

A first planner who rediscovered walking as an 
experimental innovative way of doing research was 
Michael Sorkin. In Twenty Minutes in Manhattan, 
Sorkin (2009) writes about his daily walks from his 
apartment in Greenwich Village to his studio, a stroll 
of 20 minutes. At micro-level, beginning with analyz
ing the steps and then elaborating on the stoop, the 
street, the corner, the buildings, and so forth, he starts 
associating. ‘This long march has allowed the 

insinuation of great events into what was to have 
been a low-keyed memoir of the everyday’ (Sorkin  
2009). By taking different roads, he discusses the pecu
liarities of sp zatial planning and design. His way of 
walking makes him aware of the many choices people 
can make: speed and efficiency, variety, points of 
interest, sunny side versus shady side. ‘Inescapably, 
the walk takes on a narrative quality’ (Sorkin 2009). 
But why walking? According to Sorkin, ‘Walking is 
a natural armature for thinking sequentially. It also 
has a historical relationship to mental organization 
that ranges from the Peripatetics to the philosophers 
of Kyoto, to the clockwork circuit of Immanuel Kant, 
to the sublimities of the English Romantics and their 
passages through nature’ (Sorkin 2009).

By writing about his daily walks, Sorkin paid tribute 
to Jane Jacobs, who lived in the same neighborhood. 
Like in her book, he bases his thoughts on close 
observations of the life in his own neighborhood. 
‘Walking is not simply an occasion for observation 
but an analytical instrument’, he writes (Sorkin  
2009). He introduces Walter Benjamin and Charles 
Baudelaire, and the French Situationists whose parti
cular urban-analytical walking style, the derive – was 
a technique of transient passage through varied 
ambiances, trying to draw on the resources of the 
unconscious by freeing it from its repression (Sorkin  
2009). This brings him to Michel de Certeau, who 
included a chapter on walking in the city in his 1984 
book, The Practice of Everyday Life, which reminded 
him of Benjamin’s flaneur as ‘a botanist of the pave
ment’ (Sorkin 2009). Already after the first mile, his 
readers learn about artists and philosophers who 
walked and reflected on walking as a scientific or 
artistic method. Sorkin criticizes the awful lot of public 
space reserved for parking in the Village. He calls it ‘a 
fundamental affront to the real needs and habits of 
New York’s citizens, the majority of whom do not own 
automobiles’.

While Sorkin walked the streets in the Village, 
reflecting on philosophers and artists who also prac
ticed walking, the British scientist Robert Macfarlane 
left the city and started walking in the British country
side. In The Old Ways (Macfarlane 2013), he delves 
into the relationship between paths, walking and ima
gination. ‘Humans are animals and like all animals we 
leave tracks as we walk’. He applies walking as 
a method on a larger spatial scale. Macfarlane (2013) 
pointed at the fact that our landscapes are still webbed 
with paths and footways, connecting place to place. 
‘Walking is only a step away from a story, and every 
path tells stories. Walking even connects the walker 
with the past, walking as séance, of voices heard along 
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the way’ (Macfarlane 2013). Paths, Macfarlane 
explains, run through people as surely as they run 
through places. Steiner (2021) pointed out that this is 
what defines Europe: ‘Europe is and is being walked’. 
Its cartography has evolved from the many possibili
ties, the many horizons built on a history of human 
steps.

Due to the increased importance of travel, speed 
and range, the attachment to place is changing due 
to new technologies such as the Internet, with 
influences on work and leisure (Castells 1996). In 
spatial planning and design, there is an increasing 
interest in walking as a research method, but most 
existing studies still have a strong focus on urban 
terrains (Baudelaire 1964, Benjamin 1999, Careri  
2017), with trending topics in the impact of the 
built environment and mobility behavior 
(Beenackers et al. 2013), walkability (Wang and 
Yang 2019), and relationship between walking and 
the city (Middleton 2018), and concepts, such as 
the 15-minute city (Moreno 2024) are on the rise. 
Pierce and Lawhon (2015) reported qualitative 
urban geographical research should explicitly 
acknowledge insights gained from walking. 
Moreover, the body of studies yet focus primarily 
on placemaking on a neighborhood scale, they are 
all short distance in range, limited to walking 
groups or for (mental) health purposes (Shields 
et al. 2021). There are only a few exceptions, such 
as some of the later works by Burckhardt, that 
make a connection in between rural and urban 
landscapes, and a study by Grimshaw (2012) on 
the ‘Rural Flaneur’ that differently focus on the 
landscape and rural regions in New Zealand. Both 
mainly deal with the bodily experience and what 
the landscape does with you, about the interaction 
between people and the environment. Although 
those studies are promising, they are notable excep
tions, besides, it has not yet explored how the 
planning discipline may use walking as a research 
method and act as drivers for sustainable develop
ment and the quality of life in peripheral and rural 
areas spanning longer distances. Building on this 
thinking, we emphasize that a reappraisal of walk
ing is not only an interactive experiential method 
to ‘focus the interconnection of people and place, 
of activities and territories’ as Healey (2005) 
reminds, but also a powerful call for slowing 
down and reflection in the context of seemingly 
unlimited urbanization, increasing speeds com
bined with climate challenges, an energy transition, 
and an increasing lack of resources.

Learning from experiences in the Netherlands 
and in China

We, like many people, rediscovered walking during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. This is now being encour
aged by numerous apps. Neurologists and physicians 
stress the benefits of walking by pointing at the phy
sical and mental effects of walking. Walking brings joy 
and increases creativity. Because of these benefits but 
also because of its inclusivity and sustainability, we 
then reintroduced walking as a research method for 
spatial planning, thus combining various practices and 
making use of elements from landscape architecture, 
anthropology, as well as ethnographic research.

Drawing on the interdisciplinary explorations, we 
decided to use walking in two distinct regions with 
multiple spatial planning challenges: (i) the North of 
the Netherlands, in particular the provinces of 
Groningen and Friesland, and (ii) Zhejiang province 
in China. These geographically distant two regions 
have a very different political and geographical con
text, but they are both characterized as peripheral and 
rural and face multiple problems such as lack of attrac
tivity and ecological loss, fostering a feeling of being 
neglected and being victim in a growing urban-rural 
divide. Moreover, in both cases there are historical 
long-distance walking trails that are used for rural 
and regional revitalization purposes. Both regions 
face particular challenges. For example, in Groningen 
gas-exploitation caused socio-economic tensions, and 
severe damage to rural buildings because of multiple 
small earthquakes due to subsidence. Friesland is 
increasingly an exurban region where farmers struggle 
and exurbanites from the Randstad settle down for 
retirement or weekend retreats. Both provinces are at 
about two to 3 hours’ travel from the Randstad con
urbation, the economic powerhouse of the 
Netherlands. The scale and context of the Chinese 
province of Zhejiang is different, but experimental 
policies have made this province into a national fron
trunner with international recognition for its innova
tive ‘green rural revival’ practice (United Nations 
Environment Programme 2018). We assume that 
inspiring examples can be found here, as targeted 
rural revitalization policies have been implemented 
here for a long time: Two Mountains Theory (Huang 
et al. 2024), Beautiful Countryside (Su and Cheng  
2023), Common Prosperity (Xu and Qin 2024), 
Ecological Civilization (Pan 2016), and others. We 
explore these examples while walking, especially in 
the coastal strip. The routes are based as much as 
possible along supposedly inspiring examples, and 
the reach of the high-speed train network this provides 
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an extended area, around the conurbation of the 
Yangtze River Delta around Shanghai. The average 
travel time is also 3 hours from the main metropolitan 
area.

So far, we have done more than a hundred unique 
walks in each region, which means we each walked 
approximately 500 km and had more than a hundred 
in-depth walk-along conversations, plus multiple doz
ens of unplanned additional short interactions with 
people we met on our way. These numbers will be 
multiplied in the coming years. In the Dutch case we 
make use of some eight existing long-distance trails, 
the so-called Lange-Afstands-Wandelpaden (LAW), at 
each trail covering 150 kilometers, configuring almost 
a system of a checkerboard on the map. In the Chinese 
case, we found centuries-old postal roads, mostly dat
ing from the Tang Dynasty that were formerly also 
intensively used by painters, poets, pilgrims, and phi
losophers for inspiration and contemplation. 
Participants can also come up with their own route if 
it fits in the framework. Each time, we walk 
a significant part of the day, at least 4 to 4 hours, 
with one or (maximum) two unique conversation 
partners related to the research region – for example, 
their hometown, place of work or living. This usually 
means some 15 kilometers (depending on personal 
condition, time, weather influences, terrain condi
tions, or unexpected events), our guests are a broad 
range of people such as residents, entrepreneurs, farm
ers, engineers, officials, environmentalists. In fact, 
anyone can participate. We use open, unstructured, 
in-depth conversations. Doing this, we not only collect 
valuable information and a broad range of views on 
local and regional issues but get invited by commu
nities and organizations to present our views on the 
future of the region to a wider audience. Our research 
regions are mostly flat, though with some hills in the 
Chinese case. We walk mainly in daily life clothing, 
not in special hikers’ outfits, and walk through acces
sible terrain without the need for special gear.

Our ‘walking as planning method’ contains three 
fundamental layers: (i) bodily experience in the space, 
(ii) talking and listening, and (iii) storytelling 
approach via publicity and lectures. First, by walking 
in the landscape, our bodies move, orientation gets 
activated, all the senses get stimulated, and human 
scale becomes the measure of all things. We focus 
not only on aesthetic and natural aspects but also on 
accessibility, social facilities, and any spatial element 
determining the quality of life and vitality, such as 
small-scale local retail in villages. Second, while walk
ing, we listen carefully, ask questions, suspend judg
ment, start ‘seeing together’ (Scharmer 2009). In other 

words, we mobilize people’s best energy and commit
ment, trying to probe deeply into people’s actual 
experience and voices. We make our notes afterwards. 
Last, we collect as many unique stories and visions as 
possible through all the walks with so many individual 
guests. Guests also invite us to come and give lectures. 
The latter does not only create a platform for discussion 
but also organically build the recruitment participants 
through dissemination. Walking one-on-one creates 
relationships of trust – together through the mud, experi
encing a lack of comfort, unlike in the city – in which 
people can speak freely about their experiences and ideas 
on landscape, environmental qualities, or future spatial 
perspectives. An open conversation, not structured as an 
interview, evolves during our walking. We let the con
versation be guided by the guest’s inspirations and the 
surroundings and events on our way. Only where neces
sary, we ask specific questions. Thanks to the slow move
ment, it is easy to stand still now and then, to discuss, 
reflect and take photographs, the walking being unob
structed by barriers. This is an added value over faster 
forms of transport, even cycling. Above all, walking feels 
as a liberating experience, recovering our bonds with the 
natural world. Contemplation and reflection are essential 
elements of our approach. Walking makes us humble. 
Our proposed planning interventions are, as a result, 
minimal, harmless, modest.

The intention is emphatically and intentionally not 
to structure too much, so not to record anything nor 
decide and stipulate routes in advance. We take uncer
tainty into account as our guiding principle. As we 
noticed, unplanned encounters with situations and 
passers-by often lead to the most valuable reactions 
and spontaneous insights. Unplanned encounters and 
events inform us in a way that cannot be experienced 
from behind a desk in an office capsule. We think 
planners, dealing with uncertainty, must learn to face 
unplanned events and think and act outside existing 
systems and structures. A walking route is like 
a learning journey through which first-hand knowl
edge and experience is gathered, step by step, in 
a complex and uncertain world. It is an odyssey.

As we experienced in multiple walks with guests, it 
turns out that walking is an ‘innocent’ method built on 
trust, it inspires and gives confidence on the one hand, 
while it makes planners humble on the other hand. 
Moreover, it is experienced as attractive by many, not 
only because of the healthy outdoor air and the scenic 
beauties one enjoys but also because of the long time 
spent together and the supposed working on personal 
physical (and mental) health. All these inputs make the 
planner understand the spatial, socio-cultural, and eco
nomic complexities in a comprehensive manner.
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We discovered journalists showed great interest in 
our scientific walking method. In their eyes, walking is 
concrete, easy to understand, and highly valued by 
their readers. Their articles and reports on our walks 
were of great importance for the recruitment of new 
walking guests to register spontaneously. To our sur
prise, thanks to these articles and TV-items, which 
were strongly disseminated via (social) media, we 
found the right respondents with a wide range of 
personal backgrounds. In the Chinese case, foremost 
among young people, and in the Dutch case, among 
older people, in age ranging from 40 to 70. Also, 
remarkable are the spontaneous bottom-up networks 
that are thus emerging. Generation of media attention 
from the start has therefore become a methodical 
means of finding walking guests for our research, 
which cover in both cases vast regions.

Our method obviously has limitations because 
not everyone is physically able to walk – although 
we have included people in wheelchairs and other 
disabilities. As Springgay and Truman (2017) noted, 
not everyone walks the same way or pace due to 
local physical factors, race, gender, disability, etce
tera. Other limitations include time and age – we 
limit ourselves to adults, although some of them 
were accompanied by kids. Weather conditions and 
other unplanned events or a roadblock influence our 
journeys but can also provide additional insights. 
Another limitation is that we mainly discuss situa
tions where walking has been forgotten or ignored 
due to influences of modernism, urbanization and 
(extreme) prosperity as in the Global North1 and in 
China as a new economy.

Learning to walk again

For centuries, there was no alternative to walking. As 
explained in previous footnote there is still no alter
native in certain regions for certain groups. At the 
beginning of the Industrial Revolution, walking 
speed increased, probably related to economic reasons 
like the cost of living. Economizing on time became 
even more urgent. Extreme growth of wealth in the 
Global North, and especially in new urban parts of 
China (Den Hartog 2010, Hsing 2010), has led people 
to increasingly withdraw themselves into the capsules 
of their vehicles, office cocoons, and built enclaves (De 
Cauter 2009).

Dynamization and acceleration mean 
a fundamental transformation of our relationship to 
space and time. We all are moving at increasingly 
higher speed and are less location-bound due to the 
Internet, but increasingly dependent on new modes of 

informational flow (Castells 1996). Spatial planners 
are not merely participants in the process; they are 
pivotal figures guiding the places of interventions. 
Planners have retreated behind computer screens, 
driving society forward at an accelerating pace relying 
on modern and distant technologies, such as smart 
cameras, satellite maps, and drones.

This resulted in planning expertise that lacks con
crete, personal, experiential knowledge, while com
plexity and uncertainty in planning processes are 
increasing, resulting in, for example, destruction of 
natural resources, lack of coherence in spatial plan
ning, and reduction of democratic decision-making.

Preparatory field research and discussions with 
future users and neighboring residents are generally 
missing, usually replaced by top-down satellite views 
or downloaded project reports by others. So, we use 
personal narratives collected during time-consuming 
walks. We advocate making much more time available 
for this in practice. Without these manyfold personal 
conversations, planners can’t learn about real local 
issues, from different points of view. We state that 
they forgot about anomalous lifestyles, local apprecia
tion, and views that are (often) diametrically different 
from planning visions devised from above.

With this article, we argue that slowing down by 
walking is essential for spatial planning both in theory 
and in practice. Lessons learned by listening and 
observing while walking will benefit not only the 
mindset of researchers and planners but also the qual
ity of our physical environment and inherently con
tribute to a sustainable future. For planners and 
officials as decision makers of spatial interventions, 
‘making time to walk’ is an essential requirement: 
listening to end-users, while observing the environ
ment and contemplating (Abram 1997), are keys to 
a sustainable future.

Summarizing, based on our first findings, we are 
convinced ‘walking’ is the essential starting point 
for developing a sustainable vision for the future 
of both urban and rural areas. To be able to truly 
understand our physical environment, we need to 
intentionally slow down. Walking, although 
a temporary and light intervention in the landscape, 
is a radical activity that breaks with thinking in 
terms of the capitalist idiom of unlimited growth 
and exploitation. While artists and landscape archi
tects focus on inspiring and visual qualities, and 
anthropologists and ethnographers focus on inner 
experiences, the task for planners is to combine 
these qualities and benefit from walking while 
observing and listening. By combining the before
mentioned approaches, we not only address 
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a research gap in the discourse of spatial planning 
and design but also reestablish walking as 
a legitimate academic approach and an effective 
method for spatial research and planning interven
tions. Moreover, we advocate to make time for 
walking as both a means of communication and 
an enriching experience for planners – by setting 
aside at least several days before, during and after 
spatial planning and design decisions and interven
tions to explore the locations and their wider sur
roundings on foot, together various stakeholders, 
and to observe and evaluate while walking. 
Walking engagement needs to be embedded into 
practice as a core activity. This might sound sur
prising, but unfortunately it is no longer a standard 
practice in today’s hectic digital age.

To set Homo Ludens free – in line with Beauregard 
and De Cauter – planners need to expand their hor
izons by leaving their ‘places’ and ‘capsules’. Walking is 
not only a metaphor for slowing down, but also 
a critique against our consumer society: an equivalence 
to sustainability. As a basis for sustainable spatial plan
ning, walking should and can explicitly become (again) 
part of planning, practice and research. For all the 
aforementioned reasons we are convinced that planners 
have to learn to use walking in their practice again: 
a bodily approach as a light spatial intervention through 
which we can truly pursue inclusive, sustainable 
futures.2

Notes

1. On the African continent for example, walking is still 
the most important way to travel, especially in infor
mal settlements within urban areas but also in rural 
areas Benton et al. 2023. The amount of research into 
this is still limited. But there too, walking is under
valued by policymakers and planners, the walking 
infrastructure is inadequate, even unsafe. Walking is 
not a choice here but an expression of inequality and 
marginalization of population groups.

2. To further improve the inclusivity of the method, 
additional practical experiments are needed.
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