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Terms

Conflicts of spatial relevance (also known as spatial conflicts) exist latently in space and they pose a significant and never-

ending source for tasks (problems) of spatial relevance in need of solving. In contrast to the various characteristics of space,

which can be perceived by your senses, conflicts of spatial relevance usually aren’t perceivable in the beginning. 

Conflicts of spatial relevance arise through different interests of actors of spatial relevance wanting to use the scarce and limited 

resource land. 
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Conflicts – Problems

Unfortunate situations of spatial relevance – Dilemma

... current and forseeable, sometimes occuring surprisingly

... socially constructed

... often not visible (exploring)

... sometimes hard to grasp

... many, in different stages of ripeness(Overview)

Maxims: Problems deserve the center of attention («problems first»)!
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Conflicts of spatial interest






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Conflicts, opportunities and risks





 
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Problems of spatial relevance







 At the centre of acting in spatial planning is not the description of problems but decision-oriented problem solving. 

 It is only when one begins to solve the problems, that one starts to recognise the significant questions, tasks and 

decisions.
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Conflicts and problems I

Problems and conflicts of spatial relevance are not identical. At the beginning, conflicts are often very vague – Problems arise

from conflicts and, after being explored, contain  clearer information concerning stakeholders, timeframes and framework 

conditions. 

 Conflicts are a (never-ending) source for the encountered (unsolved) problems. 

 Without exploring and clarifying conflicts of spatial relevance, the problems of spatial relevance cannot be discovered. 

 Therefore, conflicts are a source for problems.

 The other source consists of the comparison of current states with target states or, in other words, the difference between 

a current state and a desired/aspired spatial state (or a state, which has to be conserved and seems threatened).
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Conflicts and problems II

Teaching module: Conflicts and problems

Source:  B. Scholl
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Conflicts and tasks of strategic relevance

Teaching module: Conflicts and problems

If solving problems contributes to resolving conflicts and also to implementing developments in a direction of planning desired/worth

pursuing, then these are tasks of strategic relevance. (Scholl 2011). 

Source:  B. Scholl
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Problems and problem situation I

Difficult problems cannot be understood without a background.

Karl Popper, one of the most renowned scientific philosophers of the 20th century, describes problems as „unsolved sets of 

problems“, which have to be solved by „conjunctures and refutations“. In an excerpt on human understanding, he indicates that 

a problem can only be understood before its background:

„This background consists of at least one language, the use of which is always based on theories (…), and of many theoretical

assumptions, which, as of now, are not questioned. It is only in front of such a background, that a problem can exist. A problem

together with its background is what I call a problem situation. “ (Popper 1984:174, translated)

Teaching module: Conflicts and problems



© ETH Zürich | Institut für Raum- und Landschaftsentwicklung |  Professur für Raumentwicklung [ 11 ]

Problems and problem situations II

When solving problems, a background has to be gained, which allows recognising, understanding and solving problems. 

In the most cases, tasks of spatial relevance can only be solved with the collaboration of the different stakeholders:

 Working on / disclosing a common background is indispensable for problem solving. 

 This also involves clarifying significant framework conditions (temporal, financial and organisational) and basic 

assumptions.
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Understanding problems

Problems are only really understood when they are trying to be solved. 

 So, in order to find the significant questions of a problem, you have to begin solving a problem as quickly as possible.

„Meine Antwort auf das Metaproblem ‚Wie kann man lernen, ein wissenschaftliches Problem zu verstehen?‘ ist also: Indem man 

lernt, ein aktuelles Problem zu verstehen. Und das, so behaupte ich, ist nur möglich, indem man versucht, es zu lösen, und dabei

scheitert (...). Damit ist ein erster Schritt auf die Lokalisierung der Schwierigkeit getan. Und das bedeutet nichts anderes, als dass

ein erster Schritt zum Verständnis des Problems getan ist. Denn ein Problem ist eine Schwierigkeit,und das Verstehen eines

Problems bedeutet die Erkenntnis, dass eine Schwierigkeit vorliegt und wo sie liegt. Und das ist nur dadurch möglich, dass man 

erkennt, warum gewisse ‚prima facie-Lösungen‘ nicht funktionieren.“ (Popper 1984:187)

Problems in spatial planning are „overall“. 

 In order to understand a problem in its entirety, you have to be conscious of your “pair of glasses” (of your background, your

planning approach) and explore other points of view.
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Problems and problem shifts

When trying to solve problems, new problems and open questions arise, which may be uncomfortable.

„Once we are faced with a problem, we may begin to work on it. We may do so by attempts of two kinds: we may proceed by first attempting to guess or to 

conjecture a solution to our problem; and we may then attempt to criticize our usually somewhat feeble guess. Sometimes a guess or a conjecture may 

withstand our criticism and our experimental tests for some time.

But as a rule, we soon find that our conjectures can be refuted, or that they solve it only in part; and we find that even the best solutions – those able to resist 

the most severe criticism of the most brilliant and ingenious minds – soon give rise to new difficulties, to new problems. Thus we may say that the growth of 

knowledge proceeds from old problems to new problems, by means of conjectures and refutations.“ (Popper 1973: p. 258)
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Checklist for problems I

The following checklist is not a recipe for clarifying and solving problems of spatial importance, but summarises the key points
when proceeding:

 Create a conflict map of all current or future conflicts of spatial importance.

 What are the associated problems?

 Create a list of problems. Create a problem map in the appropriate scale. 

 What are the central problems? Of what decision problems are they composed?

 Describe the essential problems on 1 A4-page. 

 Try to solve the problems by yourself or in group.

Teaching module: Conflicts and problems
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Checklist for problems II

The following checklist is not a recipe for clarifying and solving problems of spatial importance, but summarises the key points
when proceeding:

 What are essential unanswered problems of spatial importance? What additional information is actually required?

 Explore or acquire the information. Estimate quantities.

 Submit the provisional problems to criticism, if possible by competent outsiders, or at least by other group members.

 Include the criticism in further problem solving. Eliminate inexpedient solution approaches. Consider costs and temporal progress of the 

solutions.

 Submit the provisional problems to criticism yet again.

 Include the criticism in further problem solving. Eliminate inexpedient solution approaches.
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