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BOOK REVIEW

Planning Canada: a case study approach, Edited by Ren Thomas, Don Mills,

ON, Canada, Oxford University Press, 2016, 439 pp., ISBN 9780199008070

Thomas embraces a case study approach in this comprehensive examination of

planning practice and research in the Canadian context. There is compelling justifi-

cation for the use of case studies – as the author outlines – given the bounded scale

of planning interventions and the ability to investigate in more detail the array of

actors often involved.

The book is divided into nine sub-sections, consisting of an introduction to plan-

ning theory and followed by eight divisions organizing the case studies across prin-

cipal ‘sub-disciplines’ of planning. Within each, a theoretical overview is first

provided to the specific planning theme followed by case-study chapters that

encompass development, implementation or in-depth research associated with the

sub-discipline. As Thomas rightly emphasises at several points, despite the cluster-

ing of cases into specific sections, many of them can easily apply to several of the

planning themes simultaneously. The breadth of case studies reflects well the multi-

disciplinary nature of planning practice and research. The examples are taken from

cases across the entire country – from major cities, smaller municipalities and rural

areas – as well as applied to a range of scales – from specific neighbourhoods,

municipalities to wider (metropolitan) regions.

The book begins with an overview of the development of planning in Canada,

providing a historically embedded account of the trajectory of urban planning prac-

tice and education. Thomas then turns to an introduction of wider planning theory.

Key theoretical concepts for planning are introduced, covering dimensions such as

rationality and positivism, communicative and collaborative planning, just city the-

ory, notions of environmental and spatial justice, governance frameworks, and tran-

sition theory. This is followed by an introduction of the body of literature that has

attempted to understand the built form itself, outlining theories of urban growth

models and built form ideals – from the Garden City movement, land-use separa-

tion, new urbanism, transit-oriented development, to Smart Growth – with a critical

reflection on the existing debates surrounding them. The discussion of the planning

theory is succinctly written but quite thorough. It references key literature in the

field and is complimented with useful recommendations for further readings.
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The bulk of the book is then devoted to presenting the case studies, divided into

the eight key planning themes/sub-disciplines. The volume includes a generous

number of studies for each theme with a total of 34 cases presented. Case-study

chapters read as standalone texts while being relatively concise (up to a maximum

of 4500 words each). The breadth of topics covered provides an introduction to a

comprehensive variety of methodologies, whether interviews, participant observa-

tions, design charettes and focus groups, GIS, meta-analysis, policy analysis or the

case study approach itself. Individual chapters can thus also provide a resource for

understanding the application of various common planning research methods. For

example, the in-depth discussion of the application of different case-study

approaches by Kyle Whitfield in the chapter on planning for rural health services,

the use of GIS analyses in Michaela Cochran’s assessment of social vulnerabilities

in Yarmouth, Nova Scotia or the application of qualitative methods in Laura

Johnson’s examination of tenant perspectives on the redevelopment of the Regent

Park public housing community in Toronto. The trade-off in the content design,

however, is that the individual case study analyses sometimes have limited space to

engage more deeply with the planning theory (such as is delineated by Thomas in

the introductory chapter) or, for example, more fully with some of the debates sur-

rounding the political nature of planning decisions.

As a textbook, the volume delivers an excellent educational resource. It is well-

organised with relatively concise chapters that cover the breadth of the particular

case context and research. The summary paragraphs and outlining of main points

make for an easy review of the contexts of each case chapter, while numerous the-

matic text-boxes highlight key issues or relevant links to planning theories. The

‘questions for consideration’ are a further useful resource (however, they are regret-

tably only provided at the end of the first theoretical section). The volume offers a

generous inclusion of figures, maps and tables as well as a useful glossary of key

terms. Together, the contents and design of the book is well suited to engage the

student reader and provide a useful resource for planning educators.

As a text for researchers, the book delivers a comprehensive source of planning

cases across the Canadian context as well as examples of the application of various

methods to planning studies. The volume highlights the versatility of planning prac-

tice and reveals the multiple disciplinary ‘hats and cardigans’ of the planning pro-

fession, providing a useful resource whether for students, educators or researchers

in the field.

In terms of intended audience, as the title conveys, the book presents an explicit

focus on the Canadian context and attempts to engage with the specificities of its

‘political, cultural and governance frameworks’. Nonetheless, despite the book as a

whole being overtly Canadian-focused, the chapters work as standalone readings

and provide useful research into a variety of Canadian cases which can individually

be of wider interest to international researchers or as integrated into planning

courses wishing to offer a valuable international angle. While it is easy to
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enthusiastically endorse this book as an essential read for the field of Canadian

planning research and education, the important perspectives it provides for an inter-

national audience should not be dismissed, especially in comparison to US planning

practice to which explicit comparisons are regularly made in the text.
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