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PHD REVIEW:
PLANNING COMPETITIONS AS 
TOOLS TOWARDS SUSTAINABLE 
COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT:  
A CRITICAL CASE STUDY 
EDITED BY TIINA MERIKOSKI 
(PHD AALTO UNIVERSITY)
 

REVIEWER: AGATINO RIZZO, CHAIR OF ARCHITECTURE, 

LULEA UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY, SWEDEN

FORUM

Introduction
The PhD dissertation examines the effectiveness of public, architecture/

planning competitions to generate new knowledge and sustainable 

solutions that apply to urban development projects. She carries out this 

task by looking at the competition process put together for two recent 

urban planning/design competitions in Northern and Southern Finland. 

Tiina Merikoski draws her data from two research projects at her institu­

tion in which her research team was asked to develop the preparatory 

material for the competitions, respectively for a new resort community 

in Ylläs and for a sustainable community development in Siipo – adja­

cent to the booming Helsinki metropolitan area. 

The topic studied by Tiina is important and timely, as the critical exami­

nation of urban planning competitions as a tool to innovate planning 

practice has not received much attention in planning studies. In Sweden, 

the country where I work, and Italy, the country where I have studied 

planning, a number of large­scale urban transformations have been  

approached with the instrument of the competition. In Sweden, one  

important example is the case of Kiruna, whereby the city centre had 
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to be relocated due to the encroaching of mining operations (Ebrahima­

badi et al., 2018). In Italy, design competitions are strongly supported by 

the professional associations there, although the winning entries of a 

competition are often not used in practice, due to petty political issues. 

These examples illustrate also how the culture of architecture compe­

titions varies according to the historical paths and political­economic 

characteristics of each country.

Theory and methodology
Theoretically, Tiina’s work can be situated in the field of design sciences, 

and methodologically she deploys action research as a research strate­

gy. The thesis is of an applied nature, meaning that the type of knowl­

edge produced is at a technological readiness level that is close to the 

final users/stakeholders. This is reflected in the level of theorization of 

her work, which is not as sophisticated as for a more theoretical topic. 

Having said that, the research design is robust: it is inscribed within the 

advocacy/participatory and partly pragmatic, philosophical worldview, 

meaning that it is real world, practice­oriented and problem­centred. 

From this approach, the research strategy derives, i.e. action research; 

the methods deployed – interviews, drawings and participatory­obser­

vations – also follow the qualitative research tradition.  

In my opinion, the author made very good use of her visual method (the 

layering), as well as of the desktop data from the competitions. However, 

one minor point, which is indeed common for many architectural theses, 

is the poor visibility of the empirical work collected with the interviews. 

Typically, theses in geography, which deploy ethnography as a method, 

are very good at using the text from the interviews as a way to support 

and complement the rest of the material. I am aware that this shortcom­

ing may be part of the architectural research tradition, which, as the au­

thor herself puts it in her thesis, emphasizes visuals over text. Moreover, 

the author demonstrates knowledge of her field. The use of the theory of 

reflective design thinking by Schon (1984) is a classic for the planning dis­

cipline, and it is becoming popular again with the advent of the living lab 

and co­creation thinking. Theoretically, I probably would have engaged 

more with theories of knowledge production, focusing also on transdis­

ciplinarity and co­creation (see below).

Thesis structure
The manuscript is a compilation thesis made of an overall essay (“kappa” 

in Swedish) and three attached journal articles (all of which have been 

accepted and published in this journal). While the kappa synthetizes 

and theorizes on the topic of inquiry, most of the empirical data are dis­

cussed and contained in the articles/appendices. However, a summary of 

the articles’ findings is provided in chapter 3. 
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In chapter 1, Tiina sets out the background of her study by situating her 

topic of inquiry within competition studies. This field of research has 

been covered by a number of authors in the Nordic countries including, 

among others, Andersson et al. (2013). Here, Tiina starts to problematize 

the main assumptions of the design competition, namely, the assump­

tion that the future can be investigated with design methods, and that 

the knowledge created can be shared visually. In particular, Tiina focuses 

on the process of communicating knowledge by identifying the main 

actors, and the knowledge transfer, that needs to take place during a 

design competition: within the design team; between the team and the 

jury, and within the jury.

In chapter 2, she sketches her methodological take on her task, i.e. to  

assess the effectiveness of the design competition in generating mean­

ingful urban ideas. Here, the part that most interests me is that of trans­

disciplinary knowledge production, as I have myself engaged with the 

subject in a few works (see Rizzo & Galanakis, 2015; 2017). Briefly, design 

thinking requires a “mode 2” (Gibbons, 1994) of knowledge production, 

i.e. a dynamic framework in which multiple players combine empirical 

and theoretical knowledge to solve applied problems, as the opposite 

of “mode 1” in which knowledge is eminently a contribution to compart­

mentalized disciplines. In this sense, transdisciplinarity means “work­

ing within an evolving and dynamic framework in which empirical and 

theoretical knowledge is combined, and where multiple players (e.g., uni­

versities, research agencies, informal agencies, private firms, NGOs, etc.) 

contribute to the creation of such knowledge” (Rizzo & Galanakis, 2015, p. 

36). In addition, in this chapter the author describes her layering method 

and the two case studies. 

Findings and conclusions
The main finding of the thesis (chapter 3) is that, by stressing the use 

of visual tools over other forms of communication, architectural design 

competitions are effectively disempowering knowledge from other dis­

ciplines, which are nevertheless indispensable to deliver transformative 

urban proposals. Visual tools can go only so far in forming alternative 

ideas of urban futures. Other forms of knowledge production should 

be promoted in the making and assessing of urban proposals (texts, 

videos, etc.). By doing so, other experts and the society at large would 

be in a better position to contribute to and evaluate urban proposals. 

To support such a finding, three mismatches are brought forward (in 

my own words): firstly, the mismatch between means and ends of the 

competition, i.e. is the need for a feasible plan compatible with that of a 

design competition; secondly, the mismatch between the object of the 

competition and the complexity of the brief; i.e. does it make sense to 

be so ambitious while the client is interested in a feasible proposal; and 

thirdly, the mismatch between the deliverables and the objectives of the 
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competition, i.e. is the classic visual material apparatus of an architec­

ture competition consistent with the complexity of the questions? I find 

these results interesting, and very relevant for the architecture and plan­

ning discipline at large. 

To address these issues, Tiina suggests some lines of departure (chapter 

4). In her own words, planning competitions should respond to demands 

such as “better consideration of the clients’, i.e. the competition organ­

isers’, aims and expectations, the growing complexity of the planning 

processes and the built environment, and the need to promote multidis­

ciplinary collaboration” (Merikoski, 2020, p. 71). In this sense, and in my 

own words, design competitions should move away from the idea of de­

sign as a product and encourage instead the idea of design as a process 

that is open to experimentation and therefore risks. 
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