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A Strategic Approach to Contemporary Urban Planning in China: Assessment of
Design-based and Strategy-based Planning in the Complex Urban System
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Abstract. With the rapid urbanization and evident transfer of urban development and planning
system from a planned one to a market-oriented one, the Chinese urban planning has encountered

an unprecedentedly complex situation. Analysis and research on urban systems with complexity
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theory have consequently become imperative. Through the analysis of design-oriented and
strategy-oriented planning approaches, this study finds that the latter is more effective in a
fast-changing urban environment . The major reason is that the strategy-oriented approach is more
flexible and is capable of solving the numerous problems in a complex urban system . Therefore ,
it can multiply social welfare progressively and achieve higher cumulative system utility or better
cumulative social welfare . This study finally argues that the design-oriented approach should be
replaced by the strategy-oriented one in four ways: (1) the traditional time-driven and
design-oriented plans should be replaced by event-driven and strategy-oriented plans; (2) the time
range of plans should not be too short or too long , and should take full account of the validity and
type of plans; (3) a giant city master plan should be replaced by several small-scale strategic
plans ; and (4) in addition to physical design, urban planning should include institutional design,
such as the formal design of statutes and informal design of criteria .

Key words : urban planning in China; planning theory ; design; strategy
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