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AbstrAct

Shared mental models of spatial planners
A methodology for spatial planners was developed to support very complex cooperative problem solving processes in 
this field. Learning and training this methodology should improve shared mental models of best practise and shared 
awareness of work processes. This should lead to more efficient cooperation and better results for planning teams. We 
compared trained teams of students with novices in an experimental study. The activities of the planning teams, interview 
protocols, and the work results were observed and analysed. The methodological training improved the degree of match-
ing between mental models within the teams and the work results. New theoretical assumptions about the role of shared 
mental models for complex work processes have been developed.
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1  Introduction

Problem solving processes in spatial planning are very 
often complex and deficient. Spatial planners must 
take into account a large number of heterogeneous 
aspects (social, ecological economical, political, and 
administrative). The results of planning cannot be 
seen immediately after the decisions and activities 
have been concluded. Often, positive and negative 
outcomes as well as side effects cannot be seen until 
much  later. Hence, spatial planners get no immediate 
and only poor feedback on the consequences of their 
activities (von der Weth, 2002). Many stakeholders 
with different interests are involved in spatial plan-
ning projects. Therefore, the actors have to find com-
promises without firm knowledge about the outcome 
of possible actions. Spatial planning is not just a design 
process, but also a search for consensus between the 
decision makers involved and the people concerned. 

Because all these people often have a very heterogene-
ous background, a lot of discrepancies can be caused 
by different planning approaches (Schönwandt & Voigt, 
2005). These are paradigmatic assumptions about the 
background and the basic mechanisms of the prob-
lem situation. The planning approaches have a great 
influence on the course of discussions, decisions, and 
activities. A planning metho do logy was developed for 
coping with complex tasks in the field of spatial plan-
ning in a better way. The content of a course based on 
this methodology consisted of a curriculum of 20 units 
with topics like participation of stakeholders, forecast-
ing methods, assessment of measures and projects. Ac-
cording to this methodology, at least six core activities 
have to be performed:

1. Planners must find problem definitions which 
can be communicated to most stakeholders in 
the planning process. These problem definitions 
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