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Abstract 
This paper addresses spatial quality advisory practices in the Netherlands. In our paper we introduce 

the emerging practice of spatial quality teams (q-teams) in the Netherlands as a subject of both 

planning and spatial design research. We aim to contribute to the international discourse on design 

review and further development of spatial quality advisory practices. The research, involving 139  

q-teams, indicates that the Dutch q-teams and their ‘fuzzy legality’ (Cohn, 2001) are an important 

aspect of Dutch planning culture since 1990. Q-teams build on the tradition of aesthetic advisory 

committees, but have a broader scope and more discretionary space. The Dutch spatial quality 

advisory practice has added new methods to the existing systems of design review and aesthetic 

control. In our view the Dutch spatial quality advisory practice is an expression of the indicative and 

collaborative planning and design culture and is not due to specific regulations. We argue that the 

recent Dutch q-teams can offer a hub of professional creativity and knowledge, a deliberative stage 

and a political environment to discuss spatial quality as a public value. This paper provides an 

overview of the characteristics of q-teams and discusses how to assess their impact. We conclude 

with a research agenda aimed at a theoretical framework to assess the performance and 

conformance (Faludi, 1973, 1987, 2000; Faludi & Altes, 1994) of q-teams, and understanding of the 

importance and role of public value, expertise, designerly and plannerly ways of knowing.  
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Introduction  
This paper addresses the widespread emergence of spatial quality teams in the Netherlands 

since the early nineties of the last century, by which time the Dutch seem to have entered a new 

phase in design review. The Dutch have a long history in this area, starting in 1898 with the precursor 

of the aesthetic control committee1 in Amsterdam. During the first three decades of the twentieth 

century the majority of municipalities followed by setting up an aesthetic control committee (Beek, 

1985). In 1962 the practice of aesthetic control became statutory in the Housing Act. Due to the 

desire of deregulation and decentralization, this obligation was skipped in 2013. Aesthetic control 

committees are not unique for the Netherlands. Scholars in the UK, USA and New Zealand described 

the rise of architectural advisory panels (Punter, 1984), commissions of fine arts (Carmona & 

Renninger, 2018; Punter, 1984, 2007; Youngson, 1990), design review boards (Scheer & Preiser, 

1994), advisory panels or review panels (Gjerde, 2013) and urban design panels (Wood, 2014). 

Scholars extensively described the development of Dutch aesthetic control committees (Beek, 2014; 

Nelissen & De Vocht, 1988, 1991; Nelissen & Ten Cate, 2009; Punter, 2003; van Weert, 1999). Several 

of them noted that the Netherlands have had a leading role in developing systems of aesthetic 

control (Nelissen, 2002; Punter, 2003). 

The Dutch system of statutory aesthetic control, however, is only one part of the picture. The 

complementary, less-statutory advisory practices developed by multidisciplinary teams of experts, 

focused on the early stages of planning and design processes, seem to go unnoticed in research and 

academic literature. In the thirties and forties of the twentieth century the first “spatial quality teams 

avant la lettre” can be recognized (Beek, 2014). In retrospect, however, we can mark the initiation of 

the Q-team Kop van Zuid for the harbour redevelopment in Rotterdam (Bakker, 2013, 2016) and the 

municipal Spatial Quality Control Committee of Bussum (Van Campen 2008; Zonneveld, 1992), as the 

starting point of a broad and rapid rise of spatial quality advisory practices (Van Assen & Van 

Campen, 2014). Over the last three decades, at least 139 spatial quality teams and spatial quality 

control committees (both hereafter called ‘q-teams’) were established by local, regional, provincial 

and national authorities. The rise of q-teams is not due to specific regulations but, as we will argue in 

this paper, it can be seen as an expression of the indicative and collaborative planning and design 

culture in the Netherlands. In the background we see the political and societal discourse on spatial 

quality as public value. In 1988, in the Fourth National Policy Document on Spatial Planning (Vierde 

Nota over de Ruimtelijke Ordening), spatial quality was designated as central aim of Dutch national 

policy. The approach of spatial quality was based on the quality concept that Vitriuvius described 

anno 60 B.C. in his ‘De Architectura’: architectural quality is the balanced synthesis of durability, 

convenience and beauty (Morgan, 1914). The Fourth Policy Document transferred this concept to 

contemporary spatial planning and design policy, aimed at increasing the future value, the use value 

and the amenity quality of an area. Currently, the concept of spatial quality is receiving a legal basis 

in the Environment and Planning Act (Omgevingswet) which is expected to come into effect in 2021. 

One of the societal objectives of the Act is to achieve and maintain good spatial environment quality. 

With this term, the concept of spatial quality is broadened to a synthesis of culture and nature. This 

does not, however, result in the disappearance of the older approaches. In the current Dutch 

discourse on spatial quality three approaches are used - and often confused: visual quality (narrow 

approach), spatial coherence (broad approach) and spatial environment quality (integrative 

approach) (Stolk, 2015; Van Campen, 2013). 

In search for the theoretical underpinning of spatial quality advisory practices, a comprehensive 

holistic picture is missing. A quick scan of discourses in the fields of planning and design provides a 

number of themes that may contribute to frame the phenomenon. Creativity is a frequent topic of 

discussion. Aesthetic control and design review are at times considered restrictive on creativity and 

exceptional works (Delafons, 1994). This phenomenon even has a name: "The 'Dolby' effect: a review 

that cuts out the highs and the lows” (Scheer & Preiser, 1994, p. 6). In the case of q-teams the 
                                                             
1 See glossary with specific Dutch terms at the end of this paper. 
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opposite might be possible, as q-teams are expected to activate and stimulate creativity. Another 

theme is the public interest. Q-teams work in commission of public authorities; they are public bodies 

that collaborate on individual cases (plans, projects, designs) with individual actors (clients, 

designers, stakeholders) (Noordegraaf, 2015). Spatial quality advisory practices necessitate a broad 

conception of context in which space, actors, interests and politics converge. Comprehensive 

research on the practices of CABE (UK) confirms the importance of this presumption by introducing 

the concept of ‘macro-context’ as “the full range of influences that act together to shape the process 

and thereby the outcomes of urban change” (Carmona, Magelhaes, & Natarajan, 2017, pp. 5-6). 

Another theme is multidisciplinarity. Although we do discern a growing body of literature on 

multidisciplinary teamwork, it is to a large extend related to different fields of work (Beech & Crane, 

1999; Max-Neef, 2005; Paulus & Nijstad, 2003; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). Where 

multidisciplinarity is reported in relation to design review and aesthetic control committees, it is by 

noticing a shortage of expertise and skills in the fields of architecture or urban design (Dawson & 

Higgins, 2009; Punter, 1993). The multidisciplinary dialogue that takes place in spatial quality 

advisory practices is another theme. It offers the opportunity to bridge different interests, create 

meaning, exchange knowledge and ideas, catalyze reflection and incentivize learning and innovation. 

Habermas and Healey emphasize the value of ‘opening conversations’ (Healey, 1997) to transcend 

different perspectives, values and truths: “when these dialogues are reflexive we can arrive at the 

richest conceptions” (Habermas (1993) in Healey, 1997). 

On the assessment of the impact of spatial quality advisory practices, research into the 

effectiveness of aesthetic control committees (Carmona et al., 2017; Gjerde, 2013; Nelissen, 2002; 

Punter, 1999, 2003) is of limited use because q-teams have a broader scope and more discretionary 

space. The essence of q-teams apparently lies in their ‘fuzzy legality’ (Cohn, 2001) which makes it 

challenging  to assess their impact. But still, in their pursuit of spatial quality, q-teams must be able to 

account for their usefulness and necessity. The need for deeper understanding of (the perception of) 

impact is felt by all stakeholders of q-teams who participated in our research (Van Assen & Van 

Campen, 2014).  

By providing insight in the Dutch spatial quality advisory practices and probing an appropriate 

theoretical approach to assess the impact of q-teams, we aim to contribute to the international 

discourse on design review and further development of spatial quality advisory practices. The 

research questions we address in this paper are: (1) What are the characteristics of the Dutch spatial 

quality advisory practices? (2) How to assess their impact? In the next section we will present the 

results of our research among 139 q-teams. After that, we will discuss how to approach the impact of 

spatial quality advisory practices, and thereafter present our findings as well as a research agenda to 

further elaborate these findings. We end with a brief conclusion. 

 

Characteristics of q-teams in the Netherlands 
In this section we present the results of our research on Dutch q-teams from 2012 till 2014. The 

research started while working in practice, driven by curiosity and amazed no research could be 

found on this topic. We assumed q-teams, active at all scales and in various types of spatial projects, 

to have a distinct influence on planning and design practices. The aim was to open up the black box 

of the q-team practices. We preliminary defined a q-team as a multidisciplinary team of experts that 

advises on matters of spatial quality in spatial assignments. With this definition we included spatial 

quality control committees but excluded monodisciplinary aesthetic control committees and 

individual supervisors. The term ‘multidisciplinarity’ was used as a basic concept to indicate all kinds 

of collaboration between different disciplines within a q-team, drawing on their disciplinary 

knowledge.  

We used both quantitative and qualitative research methods and started with a survey. We 

were able to identify 139 teams, of which 90 teams responded (65%). Subsequently we processed 

and visualized the data statistically in an Atlas of Dutch q-teams (Van Assen & Van Campen, 2014). To 
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An example of a specific q-team is the Quality Team Room for the River. Established by the minister of 
Transport, Public Works, this q-team started early in the project Room for the River (2006). Unrestrained 
by formal governmental or institutional opinions the advisory practice is independent. The five specialists 
represent a broad focus: landscape architecture, urban planning, river engineering, ecology and physical 
geography. All experts are experienced and acquainted with the Rhine River delta. The advisory practice is 
proactive as well as reactive, featuring a balanced mix of excellent professional knowledge, power of 
persuasion and adequate procedures. The Q-team was commissioned to coach planners and designers and 
to peer review the designs and plans. For monitoring and reporting to the minister the Q-team’s uses a 
‘logbook’ of written recommendations and final judgments per project and public (multi-)annual reports 
(Klijn, Bruin, Hoog, Jansen, & Sijmons, 2013). 

explore the perception of team members and their commissioners and clients, we used qualitative 

methods: in-depth interviews with key persons, observations and focus groups, integrated in two 

seminars. The research was supervised by an advisory committee with members from academia 

(Delft University of Technology), local and provincial government and designers.   

 

Commission and composition 

80% of the 90 responding q-teams had a governmental commissioner, on local, provincial or 

national scale. The other 20% were public-private partnerships or semi-public organisations. 52% of 

the responding teams advised mainly on urban developments: city center developments, residential 

areas, business parks and urban renewal. 37% advised on landscape or water assignments on the 

regional scale, like the ensemble of world heritage Beemster Polder, the increasing scale in 

agriculture or recreational developments. The other 11% was focused on various subjects or themes. 

Q-teams with urban focus usually had a municipality as commissioner. Seven of the twelve provinces 

were commissioner of a provincial q-team. Several q-teams with assignments on regional, provincial 

or national scale, had joint commissioning of the state, province and municipalities. Nearly 50% of 

the responding q-teams functioned in cooperation with, or with mandate of, a local aesthetic control 

committee.  

The composition of the q-teams varied, depending on the spatial assignment of the area and 

the ambitions of the commissioner. The average number of team members was four to five, more 

than half of which consisted of spatial designers (landscape architecture, urban design, architecture 

or public space design). Other disciplines were: cultural history, public space, spatial planning, 

archaeology, sociology, housing, sustainability, ecology and nature, (planning) economics, finance, 

infrastructure, water management, welfare, recreation and tourism, and public administration. Some 

q-teams also had one or more laymen as member.  

 

Typology: specific or generic  

The research showed that no two q-teams are exactly alike. Considering the plurality of the 

phenomenon we did not seek strict categorization or best practice principles. Our analysis revealed a 

typology of specific and generic q-teams and six main characteristics (see below) that contribute to 

the profile of a q-team.  

A specific q-team operates within the framework of a specific planning or development area, 

within physical boundaries of the spatial assignment, such as an urban development zone or an 

infrastructural or landscape development. The team guides and assesses individual projects on their 

contribution to the quality of the whole. The specific q-team can play a role in design tenders and in 

the implementation phases. The assessment framework is often an urban or landscape master plan, 

possibly elaborated in a zoning plan, an urban development plan, a visual quality plan or an aesthetic 

policy document. The team is mostly set up for the duration of the project.  
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A generic q-team operates within administrative boundaries: a province, region, municipality or 

district. The team has a broad task. It can bring up topics for discussion, stimulate, investigate, 

supervise, assess and evaluate. The generic team is seen as interface between the spatial vision 

established for an area and the diverse planned and spontaneous initiatives of private and public 

actors. The assessment framework is often strategic and abstract, like a vision document or an 

indicative quality policy document. The team usually has an indefinite end date.  

  

Main characteristics  

In our research we identified six main characteristics that contribute to the profile of a q-team: 

(1) role, (2) spatial quality focus, (3) degree of independence, (4) degree of disclosure of the work, (5) 

degree of regulation and (6) authority.  

The first main characteristic is the role. Q-teams can play a role in spatial and design processes 

from start to finish. Depending on the timing the emphasis is on collaboration, interpretation or 

assessment. Some teams are also involved in the selection of designers and/or design themselves. A 

reactive q-team advises almost only when asked to do so. This team is primarily aimed at supervising 

and assessing plans and projects that are submitted to the team by the commissioner, the clients or 

other external parties. A proactive q-team offers both solicited and unsolicited advice and plays an 

active role in raising discussion. It stimulates spatial innovation, brings parties together, initiates 

projects and research and plays a role in public discussions on spatial questions.  

The spatial quality focus of q-teams can vary, parallel to the three approaches in the Dutch 

discourse on spatial quality (Stolk, 2015; Van Campen, 2013). A visual quality-team emphasizes urban 

design, architecture or landscape design and is made up largely of urban designers, architects and 

landscape architects. A spatial coherence-focused team emphasizes the qualitative integration of a 

project into its territorial context. In addition to the above-mentioned designers, it usually includes 

spatial experts such as cultural historians, archaeologists, public space designers and planners. The 

spatial environmental quality-team focuses on a comprehensive consideration of the interests and 

values of various actors and policy sectors. The team includes not only experts from the spatial 

disciplines but also of other disciplines such as ecology, sustainability, water management, sociology 

or (planning) economics.   

The definition employed for the degree of independence is that an independent member does 

not work under the responsibility of the commissioner to whom she or he advises, has no vested 

interest in the project under review and does not bear any administrative responsibility for it. 

Although the independence of aesthetic control committees is legally required since 1991 (Nijmeijer, 

2001) and the importance of independence is stressed in literature and case law (Nelissen & De 

Vocht, 1991; Nijmeijer, 2001) we see variations in the degree of independence of q-team members. 

We distinguish an internal q-team (14%) that consists entirely of non-independent members, a mixed 

q-team (48%) that is made up of a combination of independent and non-independent members and 

an independent q-team (31%) made up entirely of independent members (7% non-response). There 

An example of a generic q-team is the Quality Team Fryslân (Team ruimtelijke kwaliteit), a non-statutory 

provincial team. This internal q-team consists of designers (50%) and experts on archaeology, heritage, 

infrastructure and sustainability (50%). Since the start (2008) the team focusses on proactive advising and 

is involved in projects on different scales throughout the province, relying mainly on professional authority 

and their understanding of the context. The advisory practice often takes place in discussions, fieldwork, 

boat trips, sketch sessions or in project groups. This way the team seamlessly integrates its input during 

the spatial planning and design processes. The weekly team meetings are meant to monitor the red 

thread of the advisory processes. Clients are welcome to join. The team works with a broad interpretation 

of spatial quality, no fixed principles or criteria, a spatial vision as a reference framework and informal 

evaluation of their work (Van Campen, Van Assen, Fermo, De Jong, & Van Weezel Errens, 2015). 



 6 

is a correlation between the degree of independence and the focus on control: the more control, the 

more independent members.  

The next characteristic is the degree of disclosure of the work of the q-team. Are the advices 

published in public sources? Is the team visible and findable or is it ‘hidden’? Are its meetings open 

to the public and does it communicate with the outside world? We distinguish a closed, semi-closed 

or disclosed character. A closed character means that the team advises only its own commissioner. 

The advices are not published and meetings are held behind closed doors. Q-teams with a semi-

closed character make their advices available to their commissioner as well as to the client and other 

stakeholders of the project under review. Q-teams with a disclosed character publish their advices 

(usually on the internet), their meetings are open to the public and freely accessible, these teams 

enter into dialogue with their visitors and evaluate their work in annual reports or evaluations. Only 

20% of the research population could be classified as disclosed.  

The degree of regulation refers to the extent to which q-team work is bound to assessment 

frameworks, design guidance rules or protocols. An unregulated q-team has an inspirational, 

unconstrained task and works on the basis of a global policy framework and global objectives. A 

semi-regulated q-team has some necessary regulation established (a short protocol for example) and 

then improvises depending on the advice request. The regulated q-team has a carefully defined 

assessment framework and protocol. Q-teams with more focus on the assessment of projects record 

their working methods more often in advance because they are bound by permit periods and have to 

offer legal certainty. A certain standardization is possible when the objects of advice are clear and 

comparable.  

The authority is seen as the way q-teams use their professional knowledge, skills and 

persuasiveness. Some q-teams derive their status mainly from protocols and procedures. Other q-

teams rely heavily on their professional authority and have little regard for the context in which the 

advising takes place. Therefore, their advices sometimes stay unnoticed or unanswered. Combining 

(excellent) professional knowledge with power of persuasion and adequate procedures seems the 

best. The Q-team Room for the Rivers for example concluded: “It was our experience that in practice 

the informal coaching produced more design quality than only a formal procedure might have, but 

on the other hand this may not have been the case without the formal procedures sustaining it. In 

our opinion, this double approach pays off in the high quality of the designs that are now being 

implemented” (Klijn et al., 2013, p. 297).  

 

Assessing the impact of q-teams  
The results of spatial quality advisory practices are not always self-evident and tangible. During 

interviews and focus groups, team members and commissioners indicated that q-teams must be able 

to account for their usefulness and necessity, if only to be prepared for cutbacks and liberalization. 

The need for a better view and deeper understanding of (the perception of) impact is felt by all 

stakeholders of q-teams that we interviewed.  

The international discourse on design review and design governance focusses on the pros and 

cons and the formulation of principles for review (Carmona et al., 2017; Punter, 1999, 2007). We 

could not find an answer to the question how to assess the impact of q-teams. Assessing this impact 

is difficult, “not least because ‘other material considerations’ constantly intrude into every control 

decision” (Punter & Carmona, 1997, p. 333). This applies even more strongly to the plural spatial 

quality advisory practices, which are not only concerned with control but also with collaborative and 

interpretative dialogues. The qualitative returns, the creation of public value, the influence on 

decision-making and the significance for the planning and design disciplines are not made explicit.  

For an approach of the assessment of the impact of spatial quality advisory practices we turn to 

Faludi’s theory on plan conformance and plan performance (1973, 1987, 2000; Faludi & Altes, 1994), 

developed in the context of his decision-centered view of planning. Faludi does not deny the 

importance of substantive knowledge but argues against the idea that planning is only the 
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application of substantive knowledge. He states that planning is concerned with improving day-to-

day decision-making. Decision-making is thereby understood as the broad process that precedes 

decision-taking (Friend&Jessop, 1969, in Faludi, 1973, p. 234). 

 

“The planner negotiates much like everybody else. […] In order to be really helpful to his or her 

clients he or she must have a special understanding of, and also empathy for, their situation. 

Plans have no superior claims to be implemented. They form part of an intricate web of 

influences on on-going decision-making (Faludi, 1987, p. 114).  

 

According to Faludi, planning tools and decision-making are the primary object of planning. Planning 

works indirectly, therefore we cannot measure the effectiveness of plans by the conformance of the 

implementation to the plan.  

 

"Planning has no material object. Planning is rearranging decisions, not intervening in the 

material world as such" (Faludi, 1987, p. 128). “The purpose of plans […] is to help improve the 

quality of subsequent decisions” (Faludi & Altes, 1994, p. 407). “A plan is fulfilling its purpose, 

and is in this sense ‘performing’, if and only if it plays a tangible role in the choices of the actors 

to whom it is addressed” (Faludi, 2000, p. 306).  

 

In our view, like plans and planning, spatial quality advice and advising work mainly indirectly. 

The impact of spatial quality advices must be first sought in terms of facilitating decision-making of 

all parties involved. Performance refers to how spatial quality advisory practices put forward valid 

arguments for decisions on spatial quality and improve the quality of these decisions. However, in 

spatial quality advisory practice, the concept of conformance cannot be dismissed as radically as 

Faludi does for planning practice. Spatial quality advices and advising intervene directly in design and 

designing. The material object is the design object. Conformance refers to how spatial quality 

advisory practices put forward design expertise to improve the spatial quality of the design object.  

Assessing the impact of q-teams means that both performance and conformance have to be 

taken into consideration. Research on the impact of q-teams cannot be limited to the tangible 

advices (the ‘things’) but have to examine the entire advisory process. The impact of q-teams 

depends on the extent to which they put forward (1) valid arguments for decisions on spatial quality 

and improve the quality of these decisions and (2) design expertise to improve the spatial quality of 

the design object. By arguing this, we leave the fundamental question 'what is better spatial quality?’ 

out of consideration. The spatial quality that is ultimately realized, can never be credited solely to the 

q-team. Furthermore, the concept of spatial quality is subject, space and time dependent (Janssen-

Jansen, Klijn, & Opdam, 2009). Therefore, we cannot assess the impact of the spatial quality advisory 

practices in terms of better spatial quality only. 

 

Findings and research agenda 
In this section we will answer the main questions addressed in this paper. The answers are 

summarized and visualized in four conceptual images. In the second part of this section we will 

formulate a research agenda for further research. 

 

Characteristics of the Dutch spatial quality advisory practices 

We have elaborated a typology and six main characteristics (Fig. 1). We conclude that the 

plurality of q-team profiles and the flexible dialogues of q-teams are determining characteristics.  

On the profile, the research indicates that no two q-teams are exactly alike. A team profile must 

be clear and consistent, which does not mean static, as team profiles might change over time, 

responding to a change in context or when entering a new phase in the development process. We 

assume the main characteristics to have a correlation with the typology, but no convincing 
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Figure 2: Spectrum of collaboration, interpretation and control 

Figure 1: Q-team typology and characteristics 

relationship could be demonstrated on the basis of the research results. Further research could be 

useful at this point.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

The flexibility of the q-team dialogue (Fig. 2), has added new instruments to the existing systems 

of aesthetic control. The less-statutory position allows q-teams to have an open dialogue and co-

creative arrangements with actors involved. This creates room for face-to-face encounters and can 

open “a human channel into the state, as opposed to just the bureaucratic machinery” (Healey, 2017, 

p. 337). Again, these positions are not static. Q-teams can determine their position on the spectrum 

depending on circumstances, place and time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Assessing the impact of the spatial quality advisory practices 

Assessing the impact of q-teams means that both performance and conformance (Faludi, 1973, 

1987, 2000; Faludi & Altes, 1994) have to be taken into consideration. We conclude that 

performance refers to how spatial quality advisory practices generate valid arguments for decisions 

on spatial quality and improve the quality of these decisions. Conformance refers to how spatial 

quality advisory practices generate valid arguments for design choices and improve the spatial 

quality of the design object. This approach implies that we have to take into account the whole 

advisory process and the balance between commission, context and creativity of design, what we call 

‘the Q-factor’.  

We found that research on the impact of q-teams cannot be limited to the tangible advices (the 

‘things’). Therefore, examination of the entire advisory process is a prerequisite (Fig. 3). This process 

can be conceptualized with the use of the systems model developed in public management 

(Noordegraaf, 2015). Certain things go in (input), like planning concepts, spatial questions, spatial 

designs, spatial quality regulations, policy, interests. The q-team processes this ‘material’ with its 
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Figure 3: Conceptualization of the advisory process 

Figure 4: The Q-factor of spatial quality advisory practices 

specific professional frames, knowledge, experience and dialogue (throughput) resulting in a verbal, 

visualized or written advice on the perceived question (output). The advice can have broader societal 

influence on decisions, views, ambitions, policy or public debate related to spatial quality (outcome). 

The outcome can have influence on the next input (feedback).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The balance between commission, context and creativity of design indicates what we previously 

called the ‘Q-factor’ (Fig. 4). Spatial quality advisory practices are not directly ‘producing’ spatial 

quality but are supposed to improve decisions and designs related to spatial quality. We can, at most, 

conduct research into the extent to which a team succeeds in ensuring that its advices influence 

decisions and designs. Assessing the impact of the spatial quality advisory practices requires insight 

into the creativity, design skills and territorial knowledge of the q-team as well as into the societal 

and political sensitivity and sense of operational feasibility of the teams. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research agenda 

The answers to the research questions open up a variety of follow up questions and avenues for 

further research. We propose five challenging perspectives.  

 

(1) Further development of a theoretical framework to assess the performance and 

conformance of q-teams. In this paper, we proposed theoretical notions to explain several q-

team phenomena, starting with Faludi’s theory on conformance and performance (1973, 

1987, 2000; Faludi & Altes, 1994) The proposed process approach is a starting point to 
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oversee the whole playing field and evaluate the impact of q-teams. In working towards a 

coherent theoretical framework several notions may be included, such as: public value 

(Bozeman, 2007; Jørgensen & Bozeman, 2007; Moore, 1995), design expertise (Lawson & 

Dorst, 2009), design rationality (Schön, 1983; Schön & Rein, 1994), design thinking (Cross, 

2011), teamwork (Beech & Crane, 1999; Paulus & Nijstad, 2003; Wenger et al., 2002), 

dramaturgical theory (Hajer, 2005; Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003), legality and legitimacy (Cohn, 

2001; De Somer, 2017; Hajer, Feddes, & Sijmons, 2006), decision making in spatial processes 

(Faludi, 1986, 1987; Friend & Jessop, 1969; Van Buuren, 2006). This theoretical framework 

can be informed by existing and new empirical research, both quantitative and qualitative. 

This framework might clarify the assumed synthesis between typology, characteristics and 

dialogue spectrum.  

 

(2) The public value of q-teams. Q-teams may be considered to operate in the public interest, 

even if they consist entirely of independent professionals and often have a considerable 

autonomy to create their own ways of working. They are inherently established to represent 

the public interest and create public value (Moore, 1995). As all public service bodies, q-

teams deal with unique individual cases on the base of more general policies and public and 

professional norms. Their work is “at the same time both individual and societal” 

(Noordegraaf, 2015, p. 114). Spatial quality advice has an inherently discretionary character. 

Indicative planning gives authorities greater scope for consideration. Spatial quality advice 

can be used to underpin decision-making. Legality and the way in which the q team perceives 

and utilizes its leeway, will influence the impact.  

 

(3) The role of expertise in q-teams. Q-teams are largely composed of spatial designers and 

professionals in diverse sectoral spatial planning issues. They possess knowledge, 

professional frames, experience, skills and attitudes. Multidisciplinarity is an important 

feature, as the general pattern is that “team task-related diversity is related to higher-quality 

team decision making” (Gruenfeld, 1995; Paulus & Nijstad, 2003, p. 74). Urban design and 

planning are inherently drawing on a number of disciplines (Khan, Moulaert, Schreurs, & 

Miciukiewicz, 2014). The feature of multidisciplinarity acknowledges the need for “plural 

imagination in rethinking spatial qualities” (ibid., p. 398). Consequently, the spectrum 

extends twofold: It relates to the amount of different disciplines in a team, but it also refers 

to the inter- or transdisciplinary way of working. Both are connected to the emerging 

complexity of questions and problems that teams are faced with.  

 

(4) Spatial quality advisory practices as a bridge between planning and design. This offers a wide 

spectrum of plannerly and designerly ways of thinking and their interaction. For further 

research we propose parallel research in the fields of spatial planning and design. Designerly 

research questions are for example: 1) What are the factual and perceived influence of q-

teams on the spatial design object and process? 2) What is the influence of teamwork 

(methods, expertise, cognition) on the spatial design object and process? and 3) What is the 

innovation potential of q-teams? Plannerly research questions are for example: 1) What is 

the influence of legality and legitimacy on the impact of q-teams? 2) What is the contribution 

of knowledge to spatial questions and solutions and to planning and design processes? 3) 

What is the influence on subsequent actions and decisions of relevant actors in relation to 

spatial quality? 

 

(5)  International comparison. International comparison may reveal whether the characteristics 

of spatial quality advisory practices and impact indicators are recognizable and transferable 

to other countries.  
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Conclusions 
Spatial quality teams are a relatively new phenomenon within the Dutch planning culture. 

There’s a wide variety of q-teams, no two q-teams are exactly alike. Our analysis revealed a typology 

of specific and generic q-teams and six main characteristics that contribute to the profile of a q-team. 

The plurality of q-team profiles and the flexibility within the nature of the dialogue, are determining 

characteristics. An adequate profile is nevertheless important for every individual team. The 

flexibility of q-teams moving between collaboration, interpretation and control, has added new 

repertoires to the existing system of aesthetic control.  

For the assessment of the impact of spatial quality advisory practices, research into the 

effectiveness of aesthetic control committees is of limited use. Q-teams have a broader scope and 

more discretionary space. Assessing the impact of q-teams means that both performance and 

conformance have to be taken into consideration. The impact of q-teams depends on the extent to 

which they put forward (1) valid arguments for decisions on spatial quality and improve the quality of 

these decisions and (2) design expertise to improve the spatial quality of the design object. This 

approach implies that assessment has to take into account the entire advisory process and the 

balance between commission, context and creativity of design, what we call ‘the Q-factor’.  

This research presents the first step of a larger research project. The answers to the research 

questions in this paper open up a variety of follow up questions and avenues for further research in 

the fields of spatial planning and design.  

 

 

 

 

Glossary       

English Dutch Brief description Source 

aesthetic control  welstandszorg control on the appearance of building 
works  

(Needham, 2007; 
Nelissen & De Vocht, 
1991)  

aesthetic control 
committee 

welstandscommissie aesthetics committee to judge the 
appearance of proposed building works 
 

(Needham, 2007; 
Nelissen & De Vocht, 
1991) 

aesthetic policy 
document 

welstandsnota policy document which contains the rules 
for subjecting building applications to 'the 
aesthetic test' 

(Van Assen & Van 
Campen, 2018) 

spatial environment 
quality   

omgevingskwaliteit comprehensive physical environment (not: 
environmental quality, interpreted as 
milieu, ecology, habitat, climate) 

(Van Assen & Van 
Campen, 2018) 

spatial quality 
control committee 

commissie ruimtelijke 
kwaliteit 

committee reviewing the appearance and 
context of building works, interventions in 
cultural heritage and public space, at times 
also urban design proposals and spatial 
policy documents. 

(Van Assen & Van 
Campen, 2018) 

spatial quality team 
(q-team) 

ruimtelijkkwaliteitste
am (q-team) 

a multidisciplinary team of experts that 
advises on matters of spatial quality in 
spatial assignments 

(Van Assen & Van 
Campen, 2014) 

visual quality plan 
 

beeldkwaliteitsplan policy document for a specific 
(re)development area which contains the 
rules for subjecting building 
applications to 'the aesthetic test' 

("Dictionary for 
Urbanists Dutch-
English," 2011) 

 

 



 12 

Acknowledgements 

This paper is part of the research program ‘Q-factor, spatial quality advisory practices in the 
Netherlands’. José van Campen en Sandra van Assen, both PhD researchers, initiated this program. 
Both contributed equally to this paper. Dr. Egbert Stolk University of Technology Sydney, School of 
Design, Architecture and Building contributed to this paper by reviewing and restructuring the paper 
several times and by rewriting parts of the paper. 
 
We want to thank Prof. Dr. Wil Zonneveld, Faculty of Architecture and the Built Environment, Delft 
University of Technology, The Netherlands for his valuable comments on an earlier versions of this 
paper.   
 
The authors received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article. 
 
 
 

 

References 

Bakker, R. (2013) Interview: q-team Kop van Zuid/Interviewer: J. Van Campen & M. Beek. Ruimtelijke 
Kwaliteitsteams in Nederland, www.ruimtelijkekwaliteitsteams.nl. 

Bakker, R. (2016). Mijn Rotterdam, over plichten en privileges van het stadsbestuur [Press release] 
Beech, N., & Crane, O. (1999). High performance teams and a climate of community. Team 

performance management: An international journal(5), 87-102.  
Beek, M. (1985). Het aanzien waard? Geschiedenis van de welstandszorg in Nederland. Deventer: 

Kluwer BV. 
Beek, M. (2014). Ruimtelijke kwaliteitsteams avant la lettre Q-factor, ruimtelijke kwaliteitsteams in 

Nederland (pp. 26-34). Wageningen: UItgeverij Blauwdruk. 
Bozeman, B. (2007). Public Values and Public Interest: Counterbalancing Economic Individualism: 

Georgetown University Press. 
Carmona, M., Magelhaes, C. d., & Natarajan, L. (2017). Design governance: the CABE experiment: 

Routledge. 
Carmona, M., & Renninger, A. (2018). The Royal Fine Art Commission and 75 years of English design 

review: the first 60 years, 1924–1984. Planning perspectives, 33:1(1), 53-73.  
Cohn, M. (2001). Fuzzy Legality in Regulation: The Legislative Mandate Revisited. Law & Policy, 23(4), 

469-497. doi:10.1111/1467-9930.00121 
Cross, N. (2011). Design thinking. Oxford, New York BERG. 
Dawson, E., & Higgins, M. (2009). How Planning Authorities Can Improve Quality through the Design 

Review Process: Lessons from Edinburgh. Journal of Urban Design, Vol. 14. No. 1, 101–114, 
February 2009.  

De Somer, S. (2017). Defining and Designing Executive Discretion in Urban Planning Law: ‘Aesthetic 
value’ as a Material Consideration - project outline. University of Antwerp.   

Delafons, J. (1994). Democracy and design. In B. C. Scheer & W. Preiser, F.E. (Eds.), Design Review. 
Challenging Urban Aesthetic Control: Chapman & Hall. 

Dictionary for Urbanists Dutch-English. (2011). Delft: Spatial Planning & Strategy TU Delft. 
Faludi, A. (1973). Planning Theory (1984 ed.). Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
Faludi, A. (1986). Critical Rationalism and Planning Methodology. London: Pion Limited. 
Faludi, A. (1987). A Decision-centred View of Environmental Planning. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
Faludi, A. (2000). The Performance of Spatial Planning. Planning Practice and Research, 15(4), 299-

318. doi:10.1080/713691907 
Faludi, A., & Altes, W. K. (1994). Evaluating communicative planning: A revised design for 

performance research. European Planning Studies, 2(4), 403-418. 
doi:10.1080/09654319408720278 

file:///C:/Users/José/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/XT1ERB2J/www.ruimtelijkekwaliteitsteams.nl


 13 

Friend, J. K., & Jessop, W. N. (1969). Local Government and Strategic Choice: An Operational Research 
Approach to the Processes of Public Planning (2013 ed.). Oxon: Routledge. 

Gjerde, M. (2013, 2013). A framework for evaluating and improving design guidance & control. Paper 
presented at the 19th CIB World Building Congress, Brisbane. 

Gruenfeld, D. (1995). Status, ideology, and integrative complexity on the U.S. Supreme Court: 
Rethinking the politics of political decision making. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 68(1), 5-20. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.68.1.5 

Hajer, M. A. (2005). Setting the Stage. Administration & Society, 36(6), 624-647. 
doi:10.1177/0095399704270586 

Hajer, M. A., Feddes, F., & Sijmons, D. (2006). Een plan dat werkt. Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers. 
Hajer, M. A., & Wagenaar, H. (2003). Deliberative Policy Analysis: Understanding Governance in the 

Network Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Healey, P. (1997). Collaborative planning. Basingstoke Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Healey, P. (2017). Citizens and Planners: working at the interface. Rooilijn, 50(5-6), 334-339.  
Janssen-Jansen, L., Klijn, E. H., & Opdam, P. (2009). Ruimtelijke kwaliteit in gebiedsontwikkeling. 

Gouda: Habiforum. 
Jørgensen, T., & Bozeman, B. (2007). Public Values An Inventory (Vol. 39). 
Khan, A. Z., Moulaert, F., Schreurs, J., & Miciukiewicz, K. (2014). Integrative Spatial Quality: A 

Relational Epistemology of Space and Transdisciplinarity in Urban Design and Planning. 
Journal of Urban Design, 19(4), 393-411. doi:10.1080/13574809.2014.936142 

Klijn, F., Bruin, D. d., Hoog, M. d., Jansen, S., & Sijmons, D. F. (2013). Design quality of room-for-the-
river measures in the Netherlands: role and assessment of the quality team (Q-team). 
International journal of River Management, 11(3), 287-299. 
doi:10:1080/15715124.2013.811418 

Lawson, B., & Dorst, K. (2009). Design expertise: Routledge, Architectural Press. 
Max-Neef, M. A. (2005). Foundations of transdisciplinarity. Ecological Economic, 53(1), 5-16.  
Moore, M. H. (1995). Creating public value, strategic management in government Cambridge, 

Massachusetts / London, England: Harvard University Press. 
Morgan, M. H. (1914). Vitruvius: The Ten Books on Architecture. Cambridge/London Harvard 

University Press/Humphrey Milford/Oxford University Press/Perseus Digital Library. 
Needham, B. (2007). Dutch Land Use Planning. Planning and managing land use in the Netherlands, 

the principles and the practice. Den Haag: Sdu Uitgevers. 
Nelissen, N. (2002). The dynamic of aesthetic control in the Netherlands. URBAN DESIGN 

International (2002), 7, 49–57.  
Nelissen, N., & De Vocht, C. (1988). Wel-staan over de grenzen heen. Een onderzoek naar de zorg 

voor de kwaliteit van de gebouwde omgeving in enkele landen van Europa. Zeist: 
Kerckebosch BV. 

Nelissen, N., & De Vocht, C. (1991). Aesthetic control in Europe. Housing and the built environment, 
vol 6(no 4), 347-362.  

Nelissen, N., & Ten Cate, F. (2009). Mooi Europa. Ruimtelijke kwaliteitszorg in Europa. Amsterdam: 
SUN Federatie Welstand. 

Nijmeijer, A. G. A. (2001). Welstandstoezicht juridisch getoetst. (PhD Thesis), University of Utrecht, 
Deventer.    

Noordegraaf, M. (2015). Public Management: Performance, Professionalism and Politics. 
London/New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Paulus, P. B., & Nijstad, B. A. (2003). Group creativity. New York: Oxford university press. 
Punter, J. (1984). A history of aesthetic control I The control of the external appearance of 

development in England & Wales,1909-1947 (working papers). Reading: University of 
Reading. 

Punter, J. (1993). Developing design skills for development controllers. Making Better Places: Urban 
Design Now, 10–18.  

Punter, J. (1999). Design guidelines in American cities. A review of Design Policies and guidance in 
Five West coast Cities. Liverpool: University Press. 



 14 

Punter, J. (2003). From Design Advice to Peer Review: The Role of the Urban Design Panel in 
Vancouver. Journal of Urban Design, 8:2,, 113-135. doi:10.1080/13574800306483 

Punter, J. (2007). Developing Urban Design as Public Policy: Best Practice Principles for Design Review 
and Development Management. Journal of Urban Design, 12:2, 167-202, DOI: 
10.1080/13574800701306195, 167-202.  

Punter, J., & Carmona, M. (1997). The design dimension of planning. Theory, content and best 
practice for design policies. Abingdon Oxon: Routledge. 

Scheer, B. C., & Preiser, W. F. E. (1994). Design Review. Challenging Urban Aesthetic Control: 
Chapman & Hall. 

Schön, D. A. (1983). The reflective practitioner. How profesionals think in action.: Maurice Temple 
Smith Ltd. 

Schön, D. A., & Rein, M. (1994). Frame reflection. Toward the Resolution of Intractable Policy 
Conversations.: Basic Books. 

Stolk, E. (2015). Een complex-cognitieve benadering van stedebouwkundig ontwerpen. (PhD Thesis), 
Technische Universiteit Delft, Delft.    

Van Assen, S., & Van Campen, J. (2014). Q-factor, ruimtelijke kwaliteitsteams in Nederland. 
Wageningen: Blauwdruk. 

Van Assen, S., & Van Campen, J. (2018). Q-factor: Dutch Spatial Quality Advisory Practice 
(forthcoming).  

Van Buuren, A. (2006). Competente besluitvorming; het managen van meervoudige kennis in 
ruimtelijke ontwikkelingsprocessen Den Haag: Uitgeverij Lemma. 

Van Campen, J. (2008). Vijftien jaar Commissie Ruimtelijke Kwaliteit Bussum. Wormer: Uitgeverij 
Noord-Holland. 

Van Campen, J. (2013). Omgevingskwaliteit en ruimte. Amsterdam: Berghauser Pont Publishing. 
Van Campen, J., Van Assen, S., Fermo, M., De Jong, B., & Van Weezel Errens, D. (2015). Foar in moai 

Fryslan (J. Van Campen Ed.). Leeuwarden Friesland: Provincie of Friesland. 
van Weert, C. (1999). Aesthetic control management in The Netherlands. Urban Design International, 

4(1&2), 15-20.  
Wenger, E., McDermott, E., & Snyder, W. M. (2002). Cultivating Communities of Practice: Harvard 

business school press. 
Wood, A. (2014). Interview: The Contribution of Urban design Panels to Auckland's Urban Story. 

Auckland: Beatnik Publishing. 
Youngson, A. (1990). Urban Development and the Royal Fine Art Commissions. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press. 
Zonneveld, H. F. M. (1992). Toespraak ter gelegenheid van de workshop ruimtelijke kwaliteit. 

Bussum.  

 


