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Abstract 
This paper explores how the concept of care can structure an analytical framework for understanding place 
qualities. Care is burgeoning as a major concept within the humanities and social sciences. Given its growing 
application in planning, it is timely to reflect on what the care concept contributes to understanding places and 
their possible futures. Following a review of the scholarly literature, this paper proposes an analytical framework 
based around five characteristics of care: (1) objects of care; (2) caring actors; (3) care practices, (4) care 
motivations; (5) care relations. The final part of the paper reflects on the potential of the care concept for imagining 
possible place futures.

Keywords
Care; place; futures; analytical framework

Full text





.



(2016) critique 
of goal-based planning and its underlying conception of reality. They (2016, p. 244) identify 

planning approach where reality is agreed and consenusal. Both paradigms are critiqued for 
understanding reality as a (Rauws, de Roo and Zhang, 2016, p. 244). In 
their view, such an understanding limits the capacity of planning to respond to uncertain and 
complex planning contexts, and remains in opposition to more emergent, adaptive and 
autonomous behaviours (Rauws, de Roo and Zhang, 2016, p. 244). To move beyond this linear 
perspective in planning, they propose that 

and employ a relational understanding of space and time (Rauws, de Roo and Zhang, 2016, p. 
244).

One alternative perspective is a non-linear planning reality in which direct causal relationships 
between variables of change are lacking, and where change occurs through the interaction of a 
system and subsystems and their contextual environment  (de Roo, 2012, pp. 142; 151). This 
perspective emphasises the role of time, where, in contrast to the static perspectives underlying 
goal- (de Roo, 2012, 
p. 135). This alternative notion of reality underlies post-structuralist planning perspectives that 

change rather than predefined end goals (Boonstra and Rauws, 2021, p. 7). Indeed, in what 
Boelens and de Roo (2016, p. 43)

-
the reciprocal interaction of actors and their surroundings, and is shaped by specific historical-
spatial contexts (Boelens and de Roo, 2016, pp. 43; 48). A core feature of this perspective is 
the view that meaning is multiple and relational 

(Boelens and de Roo, 2016, p. 44).

Such a post-structuralist perspective has been applied in a place-making context by Dovey 
(2010) -making
efforts, Dovey (2010, p. 3)

(2022, p. 105)
place-making, employing a post- ongoing, always 

. This illustrates a different 
underlying assumption about how place futures come to be 
are always in process, rather than having clear before and after states driven by predefined 
goals. 



2.3 Differing positions: navigating approaches to place futures 

The exploration of literature above shows that there are different assumptions when it comes to 
understanding how place futures come to be. Whilst they fall into two broad categories 
(structured and emergent), there is a further complication: the goals and methods of attaining 
place futures also differ. To further complicate matters, a tendency for disciplinary silos makes 
full sharing of knowledge difficult. Many scholars point to this problem, arguing that the 

(Courage, 2021b, 
pp. 4 5). That such differences can undermine the best efforts of practitioners involved in 
cultivating place futures is clear in the following statement from Legge (2021, p. 391):

-making who does not want to make good 
cities that support happy and healthy citizens. Of course, we all do this through a 
different lens.The planner focusses on systems of land use and connectivity, the 
transport engineer believes that making it fast and easy to get around makes a good city; 
the architect via beautiful buildings, the social planner through equitable access to 
services and amenity, the landscape architect will use nature as their tool. Our 
professional expertise is our strength, but it can also be our limitation if all we have is 
a hammer, then all we see are nails (Maslow, 1966)...It is often the differences in 
professional priorities and in the range of scales involved in place planning that create 

In short, there is a lack of agreement about how (and if) particular place futures should be 
cultivated. To address this challenge, and building on the metaphor in above, I argue that a 
different pair of glasses is required; a lens that will help us see the qualities of places more 
holistically. We need different conceptual glasses in order to ask different questions: what 
matters in places, and to whom? What motivates action in places? How might we arrive at a 
more nuanced understanding of the relationships between place qualities, and learn to see 
beyond boundaries and foci conditioned by fields of expertise and norms of practice? The next 
section of the paper explores the potential of the concept of care to provide such a lens. 

Care is burgeoning as a major concept within the humanities and social sciences. Developed 
originally from feminist scholarship within traditional care contexts, care is increasingly being 
mobilised as a concept for thinking and analysing in contexts including science-technology 
studies (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017), heritage studies and 
planning (Davoudi, 2023). Within these contexts the uses of care are diverse, ranging from 
speculative thinking to identifying practices of care. Given its growing application in planning 
and fields relevant to place futures more broadly, it is timely to reflect on what the care concept 
contributes to understanding places and their possible futures. 

The next section of this paper reviews current understandings of care in the literature. Drawing 
from this scholarship, I use care to develop an analytical framework for identifying place 
qualities. This lays the foundation for a reflection on what other parts of the care concept may 
be helpful in conceptualising possible place futures. 



One major way the care concept is utilised in the literature is as a conceptual model. Literature 
using care in this way spans fields as diverse as nursing (Cloyes, 2002) to the green humanities 
(Bernau, 2023). The review identified three major uses of care as a conceptual model.

Care is also employed as a critical lens for analysing contemporary problems. Examples include 
efforts to further understanding of the problems facing urbanisation (Gabauer et al., 2021), for 
addressing fast paced societal change (Dyck, 2005) or considering the skillsets required for 
transitioning to low carbon futures (Carr, 2023).

3.1.2 Care as practice



A key feature of the care concept is its focus on relationality. Evident in the care literature is 
the notion that all care is relational care is not an action that occurs on its own but rather 
always in relation to others care is always interdependent - (Tronto, 2013).
Whilst much of the care scholarship focusing on relationality has drawn attention to more-than-
human relationships (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Dombroski et al., 2023; Jacobs and Wiens, 
2023; McConnell, 2023), other scholars seek to recenter human intentionality in regards to care 
(Huijbens, 2023).

3.1.4 Normative and non-normative trends

Care is often employed to make a normative argument. Some of this literature emphasises the 
politico-ethical obligation to care (van Dooren, 2014; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; Jacobs and 
Wiens, 2023). Others use care to critique neoliberal practices (Gabauer et al., 2021; Kopitz, 
2022) drawing particularly from T (2017) argument for care as an alternative ontology 
to neoliberalism. Although acknowledging the body of care literature in this vein, this paper 
does not take such a normative position. 

3.1.5 Care in planning

Other uses of care in the planning scholarship emerges out of dissatisfaction with neoliberal 
planning contexts and desires to imagine different possible futures. Davoudi (2023) introduces 
care as an ethical, relational and political concept that he uses to discuss a prefigurative planning 
approach. A critique of the underlying assumptions of the neoliberal system underlies his 



argument, seeing prefigurative planning as a way to negate given assumptions and imagine 
alternatives to the status quo. Although not fully defined, Davoudi points to relations of (un)care 
as underlying prefigurative planning in everyday spatial practices.

To explore how planning might benefit from the care concept, the next section of the paper 
proposes an analytical framework built from five characteristics of care: (1) objects of care; (2) 
caring actors; (3) care practices, (4) care motivations; and (5) care relations. Taken together, 
these characteristics have the potential to structure a more holistic understanding of place 
qualities. 

In presenting this framework, I build on the efforts of scholars such as Tronto (2017) to unpack 
the care concept. Tronto (2017) identifies five phases of care, which explains the shift from 
caring about something (a noticing of needs) to caring for something (practices of delivering 

with, in relations with 
others. The framework articulated below approaches care in a different way. Instead of 
identifying phases of care, the proposed framework functions as a tool for mapping the qualities 
of a place, and their interrelationships, in a broad way. Such a holistic understanding is a 
prerequisite for conceptualising possible place futures, and has potential to extend the lenses 
through which we currently conceptualise place futures.

It should be noted that this framework is intended to be applied to places in particular. As Tronto 
(2017, p. 33) is always contextual and, as a result, non-

. Accordingly, this framework 
has greatest utility when applied to places in specific moments in time and space.

4.1 Care characteristics for analysing place qualities



(1) Objects of care

The first characteristic of care that has utility in structuring analysis of place qualities is the 
recognition that there are different objects of care. By object of care, I mean that for which care 
is given. It is evident from the care literature that a wide range of people, non-humans, material 
objects, and physical environments can be objects of care. Furthermore, the selection of what 
is worthy of care is underpinned by socio-cultural and professional values (Healey, 2018; 
Harrison, 2020; Bernau, 2023). Identifying that for which care is given is applied in a heritage 
studies context by (2021) to question which histories, stories and aspects 
of the historic environment are preserved through the practice of heritage conservation. I 
propose that such a technique has utility more broadly in identifying the widest possible 
spectrum of place qualities that receive care, including people, material things, activities, 
intangible qualities, and the physical environment.

In particular, broadening what we identify as objects of care can provide a way to break out of 
specific lenses shaped by fields of expertise that condition what is seen as valuable in places 
and worthy of carrying into the future. Given the implication of values in determining objects 
of care, such a broadening also widens our understanding of the values at stake in cultivating 
place futures. 

(2) Caring actors

The second characteristic of care useful to this analytical lens is the recognition that the capacity 
to care about and for qualities of place is not restricted to experts (be they planners, place 
branders, heritage managers or other professional actors) but rather open to anyone who 
engages with place, including the full range of civil society. Although most of the time it is 
actors who are explicitly involved in efforts to realise place futures (for example city planners 
and self-organised citizen groups) that receive analytical attention, the growing body of 
evidence for the importance of everyday practices shows that even actors who are not part of 
deliberate efforts to realise place futures nonetheless play a role in the way place futures unfold 
(Carr, 2023). Furthermore, a focus on caring actors opens up the possibility to consider the role 
that more-than-human actors play in unfolding place futures (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017; 
Dombroski et al., 2023).

(3) Care practices

It is clear from the literature that there are different ways to care about place futures. Practices 
of care range widely, from looking after elderly people to trimming hedgerows (Tronto, 1998; 
Bernau, 2023). It is also evident from the first part of the paper that different fields of expertise 
endorse different practices for realising place futures. Incorporating an analysis of care practices 
into the framework provides a way to identify these practices and see where they may be 
conflictual or complementary. Furthermore, examining care practices shows that care is not 

might be at the expense of another (van Dooren, 2014). Like care objects, care practices are 
motivated by different values, and through their implementation give rise to different possible 
futures.

(4) Care motivation



In order to nuance our understanding of place qualities it is necessary to examine the 
motivations behind why care is given, and ask what end does giving care seek to achieve? Like 
objects of care, care motivation is related to values. However, where objects of care is mainly 
care about something, care motivation is what shifts it into care for by motivating a practice or 
action of care. Such an interrogation can enrich our understanding of places by allowing us to 
identify where different actors care for the same object, but for different reasons.  As such it 
has potential in identifying value conflicts in place.

(5) Care relations.

An important contribution that care can bring to understanding place qualities is its focus on 
relationality. Many scholars point to the fact that there is a interdependence of care not only 
between human actors, but also the objects they care for (Tronto, 2017; Gabauer et al., 2021; 
Davoudi, 2023; Jacobs and Wiens, 2023). This is particularly important in nuancing our 
understanding of the factors that shape the selection of objects of care and how actors work 
together (or not) to care for them.  Furthermore, knowing and thinking are themselves

(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012, p. 2). Recognising the wider relations such as norms of 
professional practice - that condition our approach to place futures can help us to identify and 
reflect upon the types of place futures that are considered desirable and possible.

The notion of using care to structure analysis is not new. Indeed other scholars also use care to 
understand the complexities of place (Healey 2023; Gabauer et al 2021). However, the 
framework proposed above differs in that it provides a structured approach that is explicitly 
derived from characterisitcs of the care concept present in previous scholarly work. In this way 
it contributes to development of the care concept in a planning context. 

In addition, the proposed framework has potential to address the problem identified in the first 
part of this paper: that a lack of shared understandings and different goals, assumptions and 
practices can oppose and undermine efforts to cultivate place futures. In this sense I follow from 
Dyck (2005, pp. 235 6) in recognising the potential of care in 'chipping away at sub-

care as set out in the analytical framework above can facilitate a structured and nuanced 
identification of place qualities and the values and relationships underlying their care. As such 
care provides the possibility to broaden our understanding of which qualities of place are 
important in the realisation of place futures beyond approaches conditioned by specific fields 
of expertise and norms of practice. 

In addition to its utility in structuring an understanding of place qualities, the care concept has 
further potential in conceptualising the kinds of place futures that are possible or permissible. 
Harrison (2020) recognises that different practices realise specific futures. The first part of the 
paper identified two broad approaches to cultivating place futures structured, goal oriented 
approaches and post-structrualist emergent ones. Care can help us to think through other 
possibilities. For instance, maintenance is commonly identified as a practice of care (Bernau, 
2023; Carr, 2023; Dombroski et al., 2023). Focussing on maintenance can help shift the point 
of focus in efforts to cultivate place futures. Rather than striving to achieve particular goals, or 



manage emerging transitions, care can help us to see where change is less of a driving factor; 
sometimes what is needed is a maintenance of what already is. 

6. Conclusion

This paper has explored the utility of the care concept in a planning context through proposing 
an analytical framework structured by five characteristics of care. A brief reflection on other 
qualities the care concept may help us see, such as place futures centered around maintenance 
rather than change suggests further potential for the development of the concept in a planning 
context. Further work is required to test the proposed analytical framework and explore further 
benefits of applying care in conceptualising place futures.














