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Confronted with a highly interconnected and continuously evolving world, self-organization
processes in cities receive increasing attention from planning scholars. After the pioneering
contribution of Jane Jacobs (1961; see also Ikeda and Callahan, 2014; Cozzolino, 2015), and
fuelled by Complexity Theories of Cities (CTC) (Portugali et al., 2012), self-organization is
considered to be a key mechanism through which cities dynamically adjust their sociospatial configurations as contexts shift and new circumstances arise (Allen, 1997; Portugali,
2000; Batty, 2005; 2013). Self-organization is the on-going process that concerns the
spontaneous emergence of order at a global level from a vast amount of interactions
between agents at the local level (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984; Cilliers, 1998; Heylighen,
2008). This is to say that urban patterns that are the consequence of self-organization,
emerged ‘by it self’ as external control of central coordination are absent (Rauws, 2016).
Scholars consider self- organization useful in analyzing certain urban phenomena, such as
urban sprawl, informal urban development (Barros & Sobreira, 2008; Silva & Farrall, 2016),
traffic flows and pedestrian flows (Kerner,1998; Helbing et al., 2001), urban economics
dynamics (Andersson, 2005; Easterly et al., 2016), social segregation (Buitelaar et al., 2017;
Schelling, 1978), emergent urbanism (Akbar, 1998; Bertaud, 2004; Hakim, 2014; TotryFakhoury and Alfasi, 2017) and other key aspects of contemporary cities. Hence, selforganization is increasingly considered as a helpful concept in understanding the
complexity of city functioning.
Nonetheless, urban self-organization challenges spatial planners as they, irremediably, cope
with problems of limited knowledge and unavoidable ignorance about future events
(Hayek, 1945; 1967; O'Driscoll and Rizzo, 2014). In fact, the spontaneous and unpredictable
character of self-organization implies that urban changes and transformations are
fundamentally open, evolve at a variable pace, and that their outcome and consequences
are very hard, if not impossible to predict. In practice, this means that the possibilities for
planners to guide urban developments towards predetermined, specific and desirable
outcomes are inevitably limited (Moroni, 2015). In self-organizing urban systems, any
planning intervention has certain immediate effects – to some extent intentional and
predictable – but also remote side-effects that are not necessarily intended or foreseen.
Therefore, on the one hand, self-organization is believed to be a key mechanism for cities in
reacting to various stimulus and contextual pressures, while, on the other, planners
recognize that self-organizing cities require interventions that are suitable to deal with
cities’ spontaneous nature.
Urban self-organization is relatively new but intensely studied phenomenon in Urban
Planning and City Science literature. Advanced models have been developed to better
understand its underlying principles and critical conditions (e.g. Batty, 2013; Beneson,
2014; White et al. 2015) and to provide decision support systems (e.g. Kii, & Doi, 2005;

Yamu & Frankhauser, 2015). Moreover, insights are provided on the implications for urban
governance and the position of planning professionals (e.g. Boonstra & Boelens, 2011;
Rauws & De Roo, 2016). However, the notion of self-organization has yet hardly penetrated
into debates on the suitably and effectiveness of planning interventions in urban systems.
This is especially true in the case of planning rules (Rauws et al. 2016; Moroni and
Cozzolino, 2018).

Urban self-organization, planning interventions and framework-rules
In general terms, we distinguish two main types of planning interventions through which
planners can address the challenges posed by self-organizing cities (Cozzolino, 2017). The
first type concerns direct interventions for the development of collectively required and
desirable physical infrastructures or services (e.g. streets, sewers, schools, etc.). The other
is about indirect interventions that concern the adaptation of institutional frameworks (e.g.
planning strategies, visions, policies, planning rules, etc.). With different degree and
effectiveness, both types of interventions may constrain (i.e. limiting, suppressing, etc.) or
enable (i.e. accommodating, stimulating, etc.) the evolution of emergent urban
configurations. Their main difference is, however, that indirect interventions do not directly
change existing urban configurations. Rather they introduce certain filtering conditions of
actions with the aim to guide and influence the spontaneous evolution and dynamics of selforganizing cities (Moroni, 2015).
Focusing on these indirect interventions, an additional distinction can be made: (1) the
level of planning rules (i.e. public legally binding conditions such as land-use plan and
building codes), and (2) the level of policies and tactics (which do not create legally binding
conditions). Such a distinction matters in dealing with urban self- organization as planning
rules give rise to the framework within which urban actors develop their own spontaneous
plans. Meanwhile, they also provide the framework within which planners can advance
policies and tactics to influence actors’ actions. For these reasons, the proposed themed
issue explores the potential of planning rules as a framework for guiding and dealing with
both opportunities and risks of urban self- organization.
Initial proposals already identify some main characteristics of framework-rules (e.g. Alfasi
& Portugali, 2007; Moroni, 2010; 2015; Buitelaar et al., 2010; 2014; Chakraborty et al.,
2011; Holcombe, 2012; Hakim, 2014; Rauws & De Roo, 2016; Talen, 2016; Totry-Fakhoury
& Alfasi, 2017; Cozzolino et al., 2017). They are overall open to contingent and
unpredictable urban transformations, negative thus to avoid the emergence of undesirable
effects, and relatively stable to enable everyone to have reliable expectations with regards
to possible actions of other agents (Alfasi and Portugali, 2007; Moroni, 2015). In guiding
urban change, framework-rules avoid defining particular future socio-spatial configurations
a priori (Rauws, 2017), opening up flexible spaces for the ‘unplanned’, spontaneous ways in
which cities and neighbourhoods adjust to and evolve with changes at various levels of
society. From this perspective, the idea of having stable framework-rules may come into
tension with unforeseeable future urban dynamics and unexpected risks and opportunities.

Aim
The proposed themed issue aims to further the idea of framework-rules by exploring how
framework-rules can simultaneously exploit the benefits of self-organization (e.g. social
innovation or spontaneous urban regenerations) and avoid certain risks connected to it
(e.g. negative externalities or particular undesired configurations). In particular, this
themed issue serves three goals:
• TO EXPLORE the implications of self-organizing cities to planning rules.
• TO ANALYSE the tension between stable framework-rules and socio-spatial dynamics.
• TO PROPOSE different approaches for framework-rules in guiding urban selforganization.
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