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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Complexity theories and ethnographies in planning for
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ABSTRACT
Leisure-led regional development refers to leisure as a mechanism
to achieve broad societal goals within a region: economic revenue,
employment and service levels but also cultural or conservationist
ambitions. Engaging in such leisure-led regional development
proves a complex matter. Based on ethnographies of leisure in
the Dutch province of Fryslân conducted over a five-year period
between 2013 and 2018, this paper argues that combining
theoretical understanding of complexity theories with analyses
based on both evolutionary and discursive approaches results in
enhanced understanding of the interactions shaping uncertainty
in leisure development. Results of field observations, interviews,
participation and document analysis show that planning for
leisure-led regional development should consider autonomous
and evolutionary processes, whilst focusing on purposefully
influencing the interactions and perspectives of actors in leisure.
More precisely, this means shaping the narratives and practices in
these institutions which make specific interactions more likely to
develop. This can be undertaken by including in planning efforts
the individual perspectives and emotions among actors in the
regional leisure sector. To cope with uncertainty at the heart of
leisure-led regional development, an adaptive strategy should be
adopted, both in the planning efforts taken and in how such
efforts are monitored and evaluated.
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Introduction

Planning for leisure-led regional development concerns purposeful interventions in
space and place to support leisure development. Additionally, this entails the under-
standing that sustainable and long-term development of leisure contributes economically
to employment, serves as incentive to preserve cultural and physical heritage, and
increases well-being within a community. Planning for such leisure-led regional
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development can, however, be challenging mainly due to leisure complexities with which
planning is often faced. These complexities include: fragmentation of the leisure sector
through many small business and individual actors; the precarious balance between
developing leisure and protecting the amenities on which it is based such as nature,
peace and quiet; and the crossovers between (socio-)economic goals such as developing
leisure as a way to maintain higher service levels for the local community (Meekes, Buda,
and De Roo 2017b). These complexities can have profound spatial ramifications, creating
regional differences in development. This paper employs complexity theories to discuss
the development of leisure, tourism and recreation, referred to simply as leisure in this
paper, exemplifying this with the case of the Dutch province of Fryslân (Jeuring 2015;
Meekes, Buda, and de Roo 2020). Development in this perspective progresses non-line-
arly, due to processes of self-organization, co-evolution and emergence (Chapman 2009;
Martin and Sunley 2007; O’Sullivan 2009). This is applied in this paper to leisure and
tourism, highlighting the way in which a complexity perspective can help in planning
for leisure-led regional development. The main argument of this paper is that for
leisure, the main source of complexity lies in the interactions between the people or
actors involved. Analyzing the non-linear development of leisure, the focus should there-
fore be on these interactions between people as a driving force of (spatial) variation. This
requires an approach that allows for the inclusion of the views, experiences, habits and
emotions of actors in leisure.

To allow for a focus on the interactions between actors in leisure as drivers of complex
non-linear development, this paper draws on regional ethnographies. Ethnography is
understood as a research strategy rather than simply as methodology per se, because it
entails the project’s research design, methods, analytical tools, theoretical perspectives
and representational forms (Denzin and Lincoln 2018). Ethnography is time intensive,
iterative and open ended. The ethnography in this study comprised of five years
(2013–2018) of working and doing research in leisure in Fryslân. The regional ethnogra-
phy used here includes observing as participant observation, listening and reflecting
along with collecting mass media and policy documents, employing a historiography-
based analysis and most importantly learning from participants via interviews. This
allows for the inclusion in the research process of diverse views, perspectives and
emotions of actors in the leisure sector, more so than would be the case with case
study research. The questions that ethnographers ask always change during the research
process, because a significant part of any study entails being sensitive to the socio-econ-
omic relationships and ethical responsibilities associated with framing, generating, co-
creating and representing knowledges.

The conceptual question central to this paper is: what does planning for leisure-led
regional development entail from the perspective of complexity theories? Such a perspec-
tive is based on the idea that the whole of leisure-led regional development is often not
simply the sum of its parts. This paper explores the value of a complexity perspective for
planning by discussing the various forms of analysis that can inform the potential for
planning interventions, concluding that complexity mainly derives from the interactions
between individuals. First, complexity theories provide planning with a conceptual
understanding of non-linear processes through which leisure-led regional development
takes place. Secondly, because complexity focuses on development over time, an evol-
utionary analysis reveals how such processes have taken place and which interactions
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have a profound influence on leisure-led regional development (cf. Hodgson 2006).
Thirdly, focusing on these interactions, the values and meanings of people involved in
leisure simultaneously structure and are structured by their interactions (Meekes,
Buda, and de Roo 2020). This paper argues that, when considering these three forms
of analysis, planning for leisure-led regional development ought to move past simplifica-
tion of quantitative evaluation criteria and targets to focus on institutional structures and
existing discourses as driving and constraining forces of interactions between actors.

Complexity approaches are not new to planning. The ways in which planners can deal
with these complexities have been debated in both academia and practice during the last
decade. Complexity theories offer valuable perspectives for both leisure and tourism
studies (Farsari, Butler, and Szivas 2011; Speakman 2016) and spatial planning theory
(Chettiparamb 2013; De Roo 2017). Both leisure and spatial planning have often relied
on the reduction of uncertainty, whether through a technical rational approach or a
focus on consensus building. The value of complexity theories, however, lies in taking
into account unpredictable developments without reducing uncertainty, by calling for
more adaptive strategies (Boonstra 2015; Hartman 2015; Rauws, Cook, and Van Dijk
2014). Combining ethnographic research on leisure and spatial planning, this paper
debates how theories on complexity can be used in planning for leisure, specifically for
coping with uncertainty arising through the different perspectives of actors. Using an
ethnographical approach to analyzing leisure allows for a focus on individual actors
and their interactions as the main source of non-linear complex development.

Theories of leisure and tourism planning

Leisure, in this paper, is employed as a shorthand for leisure, tourism and recreation and
is considered to be a volatile sector; it is fragmented, manifests a precarious balance
between developing and protecting (landscape) qualities and has a contested potential
to contribute to broader regional development (Milne and Ateljevic 2001). Leisure is
often considered, mainly by local governments, a means to achieve regional develop-
ment, especially in rural and peripheral locations (Dana, Gurau, and Lasch 2014). This
translates into spatial government policies directed towards stimulating leisure-led
regional development. However, planning for leisure-led regional development,
especially with goals that transcend the economic into goals of well-being or identity,
proves to be a complex and unpredictable practice due to the many interacting actors
and sometimes conflicting policy goals (Hartman 2015; Stebbins 1982). Planning here
is defined as any actions taken by either government or other actors with the goal of
influencing future developments towards a desired direction.

During the 1950s, planning was based on a rational perspective in which the idea was
that planning could command a future reality, with plans expected to turn out the way
they were intended. Over time, aspects of uncertainty were more and more taken into
consideration in planning theory and practice. Scenarios were a first step in this devel-
opment, conceived as a way to integrate a certain sense of flexibility between possible
future outcomes (Harrison 2013). Still, such scenario planning was largely based on
the idea that the effects of planning could be predicted within a certain (slim) margin
of error, and that margin of error was known. With the communicative turn in planning,
a new perspective on the role of planners was introduced (Healey 1992). The
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development of an area was deemed to be strongly dependent on the perspectives of
actors in that area, and means were developed to include the necessity for a consensus
among actors to achieve the desired goals.

Theories on leisure planning, by which we mean planning specifically for the develop-
ment of leisure and tourism, have shown similar historical approaches largely due to
having emerged as a specialization of spatial planning (Costa 2001). The main difference
that can be observed is the stronger involvement of the private sector within leisure plan-
ning than in the more government-oriented focus of broader spatial planning. Dealing
with uncertainty, perhaps it could be said that through the work on the Tourism Area
Life Cycle (TALC, Butler 1980) the concept of non-linearity was brought to the field
of leisure at a stage in which this was not yet common place in spatial planning. None-
theless, despite the TALC model taking a step away from traditional rational growth
models, it is still reflective of a view of planning and development based on a seemingly
predictable future. In this sense, the TALC model is more reminiscent of scenario plan-
ning. The communicative turn, which followed scenario planning in the development of
spatial planning, is mirrored in leisure planning through a shifting focus towards com-
munity-based planning (e.g. Jamal and Getz 1995).

One thing these approaches – from rational to communicative planning – have in
common, is that they ingrain a sense of reduction of uncertainty in planning efforts
(Speakman 2016). The development of complexity theories, and their application to
planning theory and practice, have posed a new question of how to deal with a uncer-
tainty that cannot be reduced through means of data analysis, consensus building or par-
ticipative processes (Olssen 2008). This implies creating a planning approach that is not
based on reduction towards certainty, but allows for non-linear and unpredictable devel-
opments through adaptive strategies. Similar to the development in spatial planning,
some academics in leisure planning have recently focused more on non-linear develop-
ment. A growing interest in evolutionary approaches, for instance in evolutionary econ-
omic geography (EEG) is visible in leisure studies (Brouder et al. 2017; Ma and Hassink
2013; Saarinen, Rogerson, and Hall 2017). Additionally, some academics have focused on
unpredictability in leisure through the lens of complexity theories (Farsari, Butler, and
Szivas 2011; McDonald 2009; Milne and Ateljevic 2001; Zahra and Ryan 2007). This
paper explores such a complexity approach to leisure planning and argues that this
approach can take into account the broader goals of leisure-led regional development
that transcend the economic. However, this requires a shift in focus, particularly in
terms of the analysis and evaluation that support planning efforts and decisions.

Complexity of leisure

A central theme of complexity theories is the idea that the whole is not necessarily equal
to the sum of its parts (Heylighen, Cilliers, and Gershenson 2007). This arises from the
multitude of interactions between these parts, which cannot be reduced merely to the
characteristics of the parts themselves, but develop through processes of co-evolution,
emergence, self-organization and path-dependence. Because developments cannot be
determined based solely on an analysis of their constructing parts, a fundamental uncer-
tainty arises (Byrne 2003; Cilliers 2005). This creates non-linear and often unpredictable
behaviour in which small changes can have major effects, or vice versa large
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developments can have very little effect on a structural level. This also implies that devel-
opment over time can show path dependency, but cannot be extrapolated based purely
on an analysis of past and existing patterns (Gerrits 2008).

Coping with uncertainty is one of the central issues for practitioners and academics in
spatial planning with even the best thought-out plans sometimes failing due to unfore-
seen circumstances (e.g. Balducci et al. 2011; Hillier 2008). Academics have recently
attempted to approach uncertainty differently: not by reducing such uncertainty, but
accepting the unknown as part of a theoretical framework that embraces complexity
(Boelens and de Roo 2016; Gerrits 2008; Heylighen, Cilliers, and Gershenson 2007).
Complexity theories offer in-depth understandings of the mechanisms through which
space develops. Translating these complexity theories to the practice of planning has
proven a challenge. Although these theories offer insights into the abstract analysis of
development over time, their direct impacts on the practice of planning is less clear
(Dobrucká 2016). This paper builds on the idea that planning based on complexity the-
ories provides a way to add a dimension to existing planning approaches in a manner that
acknowledges the complexity and unpredictability of the real world. This means allowing
for both the more objectivist background of design and control planning and the con-
structivist approaches of a communicative planning approach, while simultaneously
including a more temporal perspective. The use of these planning approaches then
becomes more situationally and temporally dependent (De Roo 2012).

Leisure, and particularly leisure-led regional development, provides an illustration of
the value of complexity theories in planning. Leisure is fragmented, both as a socio-
spatial phenomenon and as a policy issue. It often exists on the fringes of urban and
rural areas, and sometimes falls outside of the more traditional planning categories of
nature and agriculture used in rural land-use planning and policy (e.g. in the Nether-
lands, Hartman and De Roo 2013). The leisure sector consists of a multitude of actors,
which is reflected in a high proportion of small local firms (Ecorys 2009). The leisure
sector in a region then is made up of the aggregated actions of these firms, which together
make up one product, a destination. Strengthening this product requires a form of inter-
action, and often cooperation, between various actors. However, such actors are simul-
taneously competing among each other. The complexity, therefore, lies on the one hand
in the leisure sector being shaped by the sometimes contradicting actions of actors, but
on the other hand in the unpredictability of how these actions will affect the whole of the
leisure sector.

When, from a planning perspective, leisure is understood as a way of stimulating
regional development, this complexity is further enhanced due to the inclusion of
more interactions; not just those within the leisure sector but also relating to other
policy goals. Development of leisure can be detrimental to the qualities and amenities
that actually form the basis of the leisure sector. Especially in rural and peripheral
areas, amenities like nature and a sense of peace and quiet can be driving forces of a
leisure economy (Heslinga, Groote, and Vanclay 2018). Further developing the leisure
sector can diminish these qualities; for instance, adding more holiday homes in or
around a nature area can harm the attractiveness of that nature area. This means that
measures that are taken with the goal of further developing leisure can end up having
the opposite effect. Finally, leisure-led regional development is often aimed not only at
economic benefits, but thought to affect a region positively in other aspects as well, for
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instance through offering leisure-related amenities for people living and working in the
region. The fact that leisure is often aimed at pluriform goals further enhances the com-
plexity of planning for leisure-led regional development. It is such characteristics of the
leisure sector that make it distinctly suited for an analysis based on complexity theories.

Complexity theories provide planning theory and practice with a challenge. The act of
planning presumes some sort of knowledge of the future. This future, however, contains
elements which are considered fundamentally uncertain in complexity theory. This could
lead to a view of planning as ‘a contradiction in terms’ (Block et al. 2012, 984), because if
the future is fundamentally uncertain planning efforts cannot be expected to result in
predefined outcomes. However, uncertainty is of course not new to planning, nor does
it stand in the way of directing ways to influence future development. Complexity
theory does not suggest that all predictions are futile. Despite a fundamental uncertainty
that makes accurate prediction impossible in the long run, processes of self-organization,
emergence, co-evolution and path dependency do create patterns that are to some extent
predictable and can be influenced.

To understand the value of complexity theory to planning, complexity must be con-
sidered not as a new approach to planning. In contrast, planning that incorporates com-
plexity theories should combine various aspects of planning theory and practice in a way
that focuses on patterns that provide some sense of predictability while simultaneously
aiming for the adaptive capacity to cope with unpredictable outcomes (Block et al.
2012). Perhaps the most important contribution of a complexity perspective to planning
theory and practice is the focus on interactions as driving forces of uncertainty (Cilliers
2005). This provides planning with a perspective for analysis that does not aim at redu-
cing uncertainty, but takes into account the mechanisms through which this uncertainty
arises. This focus on interactions means that structures that influence these interactions
become the main sphere of influence for planning. Institutions play an important role in
governing interactions, making some more and others less likely to develop. An evol-
utionary analysis can show how such interactions are shaped over time and are
influenced by these institutions (Martin and Sunley 2007). Additionally, interactions
are influenced by the individual values and meanings actors assign. Actors in leisure
are more likely to form interactions with those who share their interpretation of
leisure-led regional development, and the meanings and values they assign to leisure
determine which course of action they are more likely to take (Meekes, Buda, and de
Roo 2020). This requires an analysis that encompasses the role of individual actors in
leisure. In the end, complexity and non-linearity in leisure derive largely from the
actions of the people involved.

Regional ethnographies of planning and leisure in Fryslân

This paper employs regional ethnographies of planning and leisure in Fryslân to focus on
the role of individual actors as driving forces of complex and non-linear development
(Bryman 2008). Deriving from anthropology, the most common ethnography is the
one intensively focused on one site of observation and participation. A single-site
whereby the ethnographer probes local situations and people. Over the past two
decades, ethnography moves from its conventional single-site location, contextualized
by these larger socio-political orders, to multiple sites of observation and participation
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(Marcus 2012). Moving out from the single sites and local situations of conventional eth-
nographic research to multi-sited global locations, ethnographers examine the circula-
tion of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffuse time-space. In-between
single-sited and multi-sited ethnographies, we situate regional leisure ethnography
whereby a dynamic mechanism such as planning for leisure is followed across the
Dutch province of Fryslân.

Ethnographic insights include tools such as participant observation at leisure sites,
note taking, collecting mass media and policy documents and conducting semi-struc-
tured interviews to observe, gather, record and interpret the material. This ethnographic
study focuses on the role of planning in leisure-led regional development. The first
author has worked as a researcher on leisure in the province of Fryslân for a period of
five years between 2013 and 2018, immersed in the leisure sector as an observer-as-par-
ticipant (Bryman 2008). In this period, the author, as ethnographer, has collected
material through various methods: a historiography based on the study of newspaper
articles, collecting and curating local and regional policy documents, conducting semi-
structured interviews with 37 actors in the leisure sector, site visits to multiple leisure
facilities and destinations in Fryslân and a set of statistical information on the develop-
ment of leisure in the province. The interviews, observations and other research activities
took place in a multitude of Frisian municipalities, although some interviews were
focused more specifically on the municipalities of Leeuwarden, Ooststellingwerf, Noar-
deast-Fryslân, Heerenveen and Harlingen (Figure 1). Triangulating these methods pro-
vides a comprehensive, in-depth ethnographic overview of how planning for leisure-led
regional development in Fryslân is affected by non-linearity and unpredictability. This

Figure 1. Municipalities of Fryslân.
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provides insights into how planning can cope with complexity in the case of leisure in
Fryslân, but also how a complexity perspective can be beneficial in spatial planning as
a whole. The experience gained throughout these years of research means that position-
ality also developed throughout the research period. Where the ethnographer was posi-
tioned as more of an outsider looking in during the first period of the research, this
developed into a position more embedded in the leisure sector during the course of
the research. This development is a valuable addition to the research, as the research
notes from both situations are used for the interpretation in this paper.

The use of an ethnographic approach to studying leisure-led regional development in
Fryslân allows for insights that are not easily obtained through more conventional
approaches in leisure and planning research. The main value of the ethnographic
approach employed in this study is the possibility to explore and describe the motives
and attitudes of actors in leisure in a comprehensive manner. Through immersion
within planning and leisure in Fryslân, the project’s first author as ethnographer is
able to gain enhanced understanding and interpretations of the choices and mechanisms
that determine the way in which actors behave. This allows for a stronger focus on
emotions, habits and experiences of leisure actors than would be the case in a more tra-
ditional qualitative research approach. Additionally, this means focusing on planning not
only as a government task, but as a set of practices shaped by actors involved in leisure
(Christensen and Albrecht 2020). This approach is central to the main argument of this
paper, as the focus on the personal views of actors allows for analyzing complexity deriv-
ing from the interactions of people involved in leisure.

Analyzing complex leisure

Fryslân is a province in the north of the Netherlands. It comprises 24 municipalities and
has a population of nearly 650.000 people on a total land area of just over 3300 km2 (Pro-
vincie Fryslân 2015). In this province, population decline in rural areas combined with an
overall restructuring of the labour market has led to leisure being seen as a potential
sector for growth of the economy and especially the labour market (Hartman, Parra,
and de Roo 2015). Leisure is not new to the area, as various parts of the province have
developed a significant leisure economy through the years. Most strongly this is the
case for two regions: the Wadden islands, north of the mainland, which function
largely as a separate destination; and the Frisian lake district, which has developed
into a major destination for sailing and other water-related leisure activities (Heslinga,
Groote, and Vanclay 2018). However, leisure has developed in some areas of the pro-
vince, but, in others, this is less the case. As a whole, the leisure sector comprises a size-
able part of the economy, although it is characterized by a strong fragmentation, with a
high number of small firms each contributing to the overall destination of Fryslân. There-
fore, planning efforts to further develop the leisure sector, especially with a broader goal
of regional development, are not easily contrived.

The complexity of leisure-led regional development is visible within Fryslân. Leisure-
led regional development depends on a multitude of actors, balances development with
protecting existing qualities and focuses not only on economic but also other policy
goals such as liveability and nature protection (Meekes, Buda, and De Roo 2017b).
When viewed over time, the combination of these aspects of complexity creates non-
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linear and unpredictable development. An example of this can be seen in the village of
Appelscha, in the southeast of Fryslân,which the ethnographer visitedonmultiple occasions
(cf. Meekes, Parra, et al., 2017). For a long time, this village was a strong tourism and leisure
destination in Fryslân. Many people from the north of the Netherlands visited the town, in
which one of the central attractionswas the amusement park,DuinenZathe.During the eth-
nographer’s immersion in this area, it was ascertained that this actor, the amusement park,
was connected tomany other actors in the village, for instance restaurants, camp sites and at
one point also a miniature park. As such, all these actors together formed a destination that
was stronger than just oneof these amenities on its own.However, due to theneed to expand,
the amusement parkwasmoved from the heart of the village to the outskirts. In this process,
the connections with other actors and amenities were affected, and the ‘whole’ that was the
destination of Appelscha no longer functioned as such. Although the amusement park was
only moved by a few hundred metres, the effect was that the various leisure facilities no
longer acted as one destination. From the discussions and interviews, the ethnographer
was informed by numerous actors in leisure in Appelscha that they felt the move left a
hole in the centre of the village. The effect was a disruption of the existing interactions.
The patterns created by these interactions (for instance of combined visits tomultiple attrac-
tions) therefore no longer existed. Instead of a linear progression, such a disruption rep-
resents a non-linear development: the system, or ‘whole’, may be more or less sensitive to
small events (Suteanu 2005), meaning that cause-effect relationships can be disproportion-
ate.Whatmay seem a small event can have a great impact and, vice versa (Rauws, Cook, and
Van Dijk 2014). Such events highlight the need to consider the complexity that is created
through connections between actors in leisure.

The complexity of leisure-led regional development affects planning for leisure in
other ways as well. This is for instance made clear in the case of the Frisian bid for Leeu-
warden as European Capital of Culture (ECOC) in 2018, which was closely observed and
analyzed by the ethnographer. The province of Fryslân bid for, and eventually was
awarded, the title of European Capital of Culture for the year 2018. This bid was
aimed at leisure-led regional development, not just by attracting tourists to the region
during the year as ECOC, but also as a ‘large scale cultural intervention’, meant to
tackle the social, economic and ecological challenges facing the city of Leeuwarden
and the region of Fryslân (Stichting Kulturele Haadstêd 2013). In this sense, the bid
for the ECOC acknowledged leisure as strongly connected to the socio-economic devel-
opment of the region, something that was also expressed to the ethnographer by multiple
interviewees involved in the organization of the event. The complexity of leisure-led
regional development was acknowledged in policy texts. However, the evaluation criteria
and targets listed largely abandoned this more holistic approach, as they were reduced to
simple statistical measures that did not grasp the complexity of the goals of the project.
This increased the chance of efforts being aimed solely at these limited evaluation criteria,
for instance, the number of tourists or the average spending. This narrower scope thereby
disregarded the actual goals of the year as European Capital of Culture, which had a
broader societal focus through concepts such as community building and inclusion. It
is unsurprising that policy is often translated into quantifiable targets and evaluation cri-
teria, to facilitate political inference. However, from a complexity perspective, a broader
analysis that incorporates a more evolutionary approach and allows for a focus on the
interactions shaping non-linear processes is warranted (Martin and Sunley 2015).
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The two examples in leisure-led regional development given here show that a com-
plexity approach to leisure-led regional development necessitates an analysis that
accounts for time: it is in the evolution over time that non-linear mechanisms of com-
plexity are made apparent. If planning measures are to include this non-linearity and
complexity, planners and policymakers need to understand the process in which adap-
tations can emerge through the interactions between actors. An evolutionary perspective
centred on the actions of individual actors and the way these actions influence others
through interactions can explain how such adaptations can create larger-scale spatial pat-
terns (Meekes, Buda & De Roo, 2017a). The analysis of leisure-led regional development
stresses the evolution of interactions between actors in leisure and the way in which
changing institutional structures affect such interactions. In this way, such an analysis
can unveil the autonomous processes in a region.

An analysis of the development of leisure in Fryslân over time reveals differences in
the dynamics of development of leisure between regions within the province. Some
regions show positive development, where others seem more stagnant. Part of this differ-
ence can be explained through the influence of what Russell and Faulkner (1999) call
‘movers and shakers’: innovative actors that through their connections with others can
change the direction of development in an area. Additionally, the differences could be
explained through the presence or absence of a shared sense of urgency among actors
in the leisure sector. The ethnography shows that in some areas developments such as
population decline and diminishing importance of agriculture had created a sense of
urgency for the development of leisure. For example, an interviewee stated:

I think that for an area like this tourism is mega important, because we’re dealing with
decline here and there are few answers to decline and I think leisure is one of the few
sectors that should really still be able to change things here. – Kollumerpomp, November
27th 2015

These areas showed a high level of dynamics in the leisure sector. In regions where this
urgency was not perceived by actors in the leisure sector, development appeared more
stagnant (Meekes, Buda & De Roo, 2017a). This is also affected by the personal relations
between influential leisure actors in a region. The manner in which such personal
relations were expressed by actors to the ethnographer strongly coincided with the
dynamics of leisure development. The role of planning in these contexts can be
limited, as the effect of interventions can be countered by contradicting actions of
leisure actors. However, incorporating the discursive relations between actors provides
more avenues for planning to influence development.

The ethnography of leisure-led regional development in Fryslân highlights how a
shared sense of urgency affected the way in which interactions were formed and the
way in which this led to structural changes in leisure (Meekes, Buda & De Roo,
2017a). In areas where actors shared the view that cooperation and communal effort
was needed to develop the leisure sector, a more dynamic development of leisure was
observed. In contrast, in areas where a vision expressed from a government level was
not shared by individual actors, this could lead to a more cynical view on cooperation
from actors. In the Frisian municipality of Heerenveen, another ethnographic site for
this project, the efforts of the municipality to create a single frame to capture the
leisure efforts in the area was met with scepticism by multiple actors who had
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differing views and interests. The interests of a sailing school, a modern art museum or a
hotel in the middle of a wooded area did not coincide with each other, or with the
municipal frame which built on Heerenveen’s national fame as a centre for sports excel-
lence stemming from the local football club and speed skating arena. In discussions with
the ethnographer, the various leisure actors in the area consequently expressed little
interest and in some cases even fatigue with the local initiatives aimed at fostering
cooperation within this frame. For example, one interviewee stated:

I mean, I’ve been here for eight years now, I know how it works. It sounds a bit haughty, a
little arrogant maybe, but I’mnot going to lose my time anymore with little projects or meet-
ings where with all the best intentions we’re told what we really should be doing, but which
never lead to anything. – Heerenveen, 8th of December 2015

This analysis shows that when it comes to creating a shared vision, translated also in a
shared marketing strategy, the role of governments or other institutions is important,
although such a shared vision must be related to the initiatives of local individual
actors. Institutional structures can create a mechanism for such actions to lead to a
more structural or fundamental change in leisure if they relate to the perspectives of
influential leisure actors. Even the simple fact that such institutional structures can
create a network through which actors come into contact with each other can foster
more cooperation outside the formal structures developed through policy.

The perspectives and views of individual people involved in leisure condition the way in
which leisure-led regional development evolves by structuring the cooperation and inter-
actions between actors. Analyzing the views, meanings, emotions and discourses with
relation to leisure that pervade among actors in leisure can help further understand the
development of leisure. This stems from the notion that future actions are strongly
influenced by the individual outlooks of actors. Additionally, the existence of less promi-
nent, more subordinate discourses, could reveal the possibilities for unforeseen future
bifurcations. The role of planning can then be interpreted in two separate ways: from a
more proactive perspective of planning the dominance of certain existing discourses
could be reinforced or challenged, depending on the desired goals. In this case, planning
is aimed at specific development paths that are deemed to be the most desired. A more
reactive view on planning would consist of an analysis of existing discourses, both domi-
nant and subordinate, allowing for the facilitation of multiple paths of development. In this
view, planning is not directive, in the sense of aiming for a specific future development, but
responsive to perceived autonomous development which can be facilitated if so desired.

Planning for leisure-led regional development

Ethnographies in Fryslân primarily show that leisure is a complex matter, especially
when seen in the perspective of leisure-led regional development, where broader societal
goals are targeted through the development of leisure. Planning for leisure is affected by
such complexity: when planning measures do not take into account the fundamental
uncertainties at the heart of leisure, planning can lead to results which are not expected
or desired. An example of this is seen in the case of Appelscha described above, but is also
visible in less tangible planning efforts and the importance of discursive and personal
relations between actors. However, incorporating this complexity, non-linearity and
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fundamental uncertainty is a challenge. An evolutionary perspective that considers the
development of leisure over the years can be beneficial to understanding processes
over time. The way meaning is given to such processes by actors in leisure further
shapes future development. Discourses on leisure and leisure-led regional development,
which simultaneously shape and are shaped by the evolution of leisure, can therefore
provide insight in the potential directions for long-term changes in leisure. Because of
the plurality of processes and mechanisms influencing such changes, this also calls for
a mix of planning measures and processes that can affect different aspects of develop-
ment. Therefore, this paper proposes four steps in planning for leisure-led regional devel-
opment, based on the experiences in Fryslân.

The first step in this planning approach deals with the institutional structures within
which development takes place. A complexity perspective focuses on interactions
between actors as the main drivers of uncertainty. These interactions can shape the devel-
opment of a region but are (partially) bounded by the institutional structures within
which they take place. As such, institutions form the ‘rules of the game’ within which
complex development can take place and thereby determine which interactions can be
formed and broken. In Fryslân, some interactions between leisure actors are promoted
through institutional structures, whereas others are less likely to be formed. This
happens through the existence of marketing agencies, subsidy programs or formal and
informal networks. Such institutions can have a profound effect on the development
of leisure when rooted in the interests of individual actors. Recognizing the way in
which both formal and informal institutions in a region influence leisure-led regional
development and using these structures as a way to influence interactions is the first
step in planning for leisure-led regional development.

However, the way such institutional structures affect development is not straightfor-
ward. The second step of a planning approach to leisure-led regional development is
therefore shaped by the necessity for adaptivity. Adaptivity in this perspective means
the ability to adapt to changing circumstances and developments that stem from inter-
actions within leisure. The realization that institutional structures influence the develop-
ment of leisure but that the direction in which this development takes place is
fundamentally uncertain requires such institutional structures to not be fixed and
static. This also means that the way in which goals and ambitions are formulated
should allow for this flexibility. An oversimplified framing of ambitions, for instance
in terms of quantified targets such as economic spending or number of visits, can lead
to a lack of adaptivity in the way in which the broader societal goals are thought to be
achieved. Additionally, such framing can lead to cynicism among actors who do not
recognize their own goals and ambitions in the dominant frame. The need for adaptivity
that stems from uncertainty also requires a different way of operationalizing goals and
targets in planning. A more qualitative approach to goals and targets, not based on stat-
istics but on the values and meanings attached to development, is thus part of adaptivity
as a second step in planning for leisure-led regional development.

Based on these ethnographies, a more qualitative approach to goals and targets also
requires a different form of monitoring and evaluation, which relates to the third step
of planning for leisure-led regional development. To be able to analyze how complex
development relates both to past development and to qualitative goals and targets, an
evolutionary analysis is needed that places development into its non-linear context. In
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this way, the aspect of time, which is central to both planning and complexity, is included
in the planning for leisure-led regional development. For leisure, this implies incorpor-
ating the autonomous development of the leisure sector and the differences between
areas with a more dynamic or more stagnant evolutionary process. Such an evolutionary
analysis is not aimed at deterministic predictions of the effects of planning measures, but
uncovers the mechanisms through which development and structural change takes place.
In complex development processes, such as leisure-led regional development, small
changes can have large effects on development as a whole. This evolutionary analysis
therefore can show the asymmetry that lies at the core of uncertainty in planning. Under-
standing this asymmetry uncovers which planning measures may be more likely to have
an effect on a structural level.

The final step of planning for leisure-led regional development focuses on the people as
the driving forces of complexity. As explained above, the interactions between actors in
leisure drive complex development, and it is through influencing such interactions that
structural change can occur. Through an evolutionary analysis, the interactions that
are most likely to affect structural change can be identified. However, a perspective that
more closely includes the views, emotions and discourses of people involved in leisure
is necessary the complex development of leisure is to be understood. As the example
from Heerenveen shows, if the personal views and emotions of actors affect their
actions and interactions. Therefore, excluding this personal level in planning efforts,
this can result in skepticism among those people who could otherwise be driving forces
of new and innovative development. By considering the personal views of those people
most directly involved in the leisure sector, planners can be more effective in aiming
for structural change or development. Additionally, the focus on the emotions and dis-
courses of those involved in leisure highlights the temporality of meanings and values
attached to leisure-led regional development. Including the personal views of actors in
leisure also means taking into account the fact that both actors and the views they hold
can change over time and that this can have a profound effect on the development of
leisure. This means that efforts to stimulate leisure-led regional development cannot be
set in stone, but should develop along with the changing conditions of the leisure sector.

Drawing on the ethnographies in this paper, a complexity perspective on planning for
leisure-led regional development entails acknowledging uncertainty, rejecting simplified
evaluation criteria and targets, encompassing autonomous developments and evolution-
ary processes and acknowledging the importance of emotions and discourses of people
involved leisure in shaping interactions between actors. In the practice of planning
this requires a temporal view of development, both retrospectively and in terms of plan-
ning for the future. An adaptive form of planning that can be adjusted to changing per-
spectives of goals and aims is needed. Discursive analysis that focuses on the emotions
and discourses of people involved in leisure is required to be able to identify changing
and evolving values and meanings among actors. Such discursive analysis is needed
both in the designing and the monitoring and evaluation of planning efforts.

Conclusion

This paper discusses planning for leisure, describing how leisure planning has largely fol-
lowed trends in spatial planning in general. Moreover, we argue for the use of a
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complexity perspective on leisure planning to account for the broader goals of leisure-led
regional development. The paper employs regional ethnographies to explore how a com-
plexity perspective affects planning for leisure-led regional development. The ethno-
graphic approach used in this paper allows for a more in-depth analysis of leisure-led
regional development in Fryslân than traditional qualitative approaches. The ethno-
graphic approach not only creates a greater understanding of the mechanisms of devel-
opment within the leisure sector through immersion in leisure in Fryslân, but also allows
for a stronger focus on the more personal perspectives of actors. The main argument of
this paper is that a complexity perspective calls for a plurality of roles for planners and
policymakers in influencing autonomous developments and initiating structural
change. This involves not only a more adaptive form of planning, but also a change in
the way development over time is analyzed and evaluated. This is explained through
the case of leisure in the Dutch province of Fryslân, analyzing its complex development
and showcasing how a complexity perspective could propose an alternative approach to
the practice of planning for leisure. These regional ethnographies lead to the description
of a planning approach to leisure-led regional development that consists of multitude of
combined strategies.

An approach to planning for leisure-led regional development based on complexity
theories consists of a combination of adaptivity, evolutionary analysis and a focus on dis-
courses which both shape and are shaped by non-linear evolutionary development. The
use of a complexity perspective in both the analysis of and planning for leisure-led
regional development helps mitigate the intricate matter of planning for leisure-led
regional development. Such a perspective acknowledges a fundamental uncertainty in
the effects of planning measures. Pessimistically, planning could then be seen as futile,
but it is clear that planning efforts in the past have had results that to a large extent
have also lead to desired consequences. Nonetheless, small deviations from the envi-
sioned effects can have drastic effects, especially in the long run. A complexity perspective
incorporates this fundamental uncertainty.

Based on regional ethnographies of leisure in the Dutch province of Fryslân, this paper
concludes that planning for leisure-led regional development from a complexity perspec-
tive takes into account uncertainty in planning, rejects simplification through solely
quantitative evaluation criteria and targets, includes autonomous and evolutionary devel-
opments and focuses on values and meanings as driving forces of interactions between
actors. By not focusing on quantified targets and evaluation criteria but taking a more
qualitative approach to evaluation (both ex ante and ex post) the effect of planning
measures on the actual societal and developmental goals of such planning measures
can be judged more comprehensively. Additionally, considering the autonomous and
evolutionary processes in a region, planning measures can be more directed at the
complex processes and interactions within leisure and leisure-led regional development.
Finally, such interactions can be best understood by incorporating a discursive analysis
that reveals how the choices of actors both shape and are shaped by the values, meanings
and emotions they hold.

The main argument in this paper is that planners need to take up a plurality of roles in
planning for leisure-led regional development in which people are the driving force of
complexity. The acknowledgment of uncertainty that is central within a complexity per-
spective points to adaptive strategies, as reacting to unexpected outcomes is required.
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However, it is not only in outcomes that uncertainty is reflected. A complexity perspec-
tive highlights the temporal aspects of planning. This perspective calls for an analysis
based on an evolutionary perspective, as well as incorporating the effect of discourses
that shape the interactions between actors. Finally, the acknowledgement of uncertainty
should extend to the evaluation of planning efforts. These insights are valuable in plan-
ning for leisure-led regional development, but can also be used to inform planning in a
broader sense.

The results of this paper open up a number of avenues for future research. An impor-
tant finding is that a complexity perspective calls for adaptivity not only in the develop-
ment and deployment of planning interventions, but also in the monitoring and
evaluation of these efforts. Further research should focus on how such an adaptive
approach to evaluation can be achieved. A main challenge here is combining the adap-
tivity required with the need for (political) accountability often required in democratic
processes. Furthermore, an important finding in this paper is the influence of the per-
sonal level on the interactions between actors in leisure. Further research could focus
more on this personal level, for instance by exploring more thoroughly the emotions
of actors in leisure and how this influences their actions. Additionally, a further explora-
tion of combining evolutionary and discursive analysis in complexity research can
provide planning practice with more tangible recommendations. This paper has pro-
vided a clear direction towards making the use of a complexity perspective more tangible
for planning practice. Further research that expands on the use of complexity in planning
can help both planning theory and practice further embrace uncertainty as integral part
of the planning process.
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