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Introduction

The late 1980s and early 1990s saw the emer-
gence of the concept of urban regeneration, 
which refers to the long-term strategic plans 
implemented in dilapidated areas to im-
prove the city’s environmental, social, and 
economic aspects. One of the most com-
monly accepted definitions of urban regen-
eration is by Roberts, P. (2000, 17), where 
urban regeneration is a “comprehensive and 
integrated vision and action which seeks to 
resolve urban problems and bring about a 
lasting improvement in the economic, physi-

cal, social and environmental condition of 
an area that has been subject to change or 
offers opportunities for improvement”. In 
this paper, the term “urban regeneration” is 
interpreted broadly, covering a wide range 
of interventions, but still retaining some core 
characteristics. Urban regeneration activities 
are based on comprehensive, integrated poli-
cies and interventions that set multiple objec-
tives and activities, depending on the area’s 
problems and potential. They seek to foster 
economic competitiveness, enhance skills 
and capacities of the residents, and improve 
the nature and general appeal of the place 
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(economic, social/cultural, and physical/en-
vironmental dimensions of regeneration). 
In their governance, partnership and coop-
eration are key elements, involving the local 
community, private actors, and government 
agencies. Their scale of intervention varies 
from large-scale strategic to more local. In 
general, urban regeneration programmes use 
public, private, and voluntary funding, with 
the private sector increasingly dominant and 
government funding becoming more selec-
tive. They generally accept and embrace the 
sustainable development model (Roberts, P. 
2000; Hall, T. 2006; Tallon, A. 2010). This 
broad interpretation is also reflected in the 
methodology we have employed, which en-
sures that studies using different terminolo-
gies for “urban regeneration” are taken into 
account (Figure 1). 

Although urban regeneration is a global 
concept, its development trajectory, spe-
cific approaches, and emphasis vary by re-
gion. Early examples of this historical and 
geographical diversity include 19th-century 
efforts such as the renovation of Paris to 
address public health and infrastructure is-
sues, efforts to address the negative impacts 

of industrialisation-driven urban growth in 
the UK, especially in London, and the City 
Beautiful movement in the US. From the 
mid-20th century onwards, the destruction 
caused by World War II was a significant 
catalyst for regeneration in many European 
cities, whereas in the US, urban renewal pro-
grams emerged for modernisation. However, 
the focus of interventions has changed sig-
nificantly over the decades, from large-scale 
clearance and rebuilding to addressing the 
economic and environmental decline of inner 
cities, to sustainable urban regeneration as a 
response to environmental degradation and 
social inequality (Roberts, P. and Sykes, H. 
2000; Hall, P. and Tewdwr-Jones, M. 2002). 
In other regions, such as Africa and Asia, rap-
id urbanisation in the second half of the 20th 
century led to a focus on large-scale redevel-
opment and infrastructure development to 
ensure that urban housing and public ser-
vices kept pace with the growing population. 
Current approaches to urban regeneration 
often aim for a more integrated, compre-
hensive strategy that encompasses physical, 
economic, and social development, with an 
increasing emphasis on community involve-

Fig. 1. Key dimensions of urban regeneration. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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ment. Nevertheless, urban regeneration ini-
tiatives have generally still not resolved the 
tensions between economic competitiveness 
and local social justice (Shaw, K. and Butler, 
T. 2019). Given that the application of the 
concept of urban regeneration shows geo-
graphical differences, yet, from the point of 
view of justice, different regions face many 
similar challenges, this article does not focus 
on a specific geographical region but exam-
ines the relationship between urban regener-
ation and justice in general, on a global scale.

Urban regeneration interventions are well 
known for attracting local and foreign invest-
ment in cities to improve neighbourhoods; 
however, the ongoing increase in these in-
terventions has been linked to gentrification 
and the displacement of minority groups. 
Without meaning to be exhaustive, several 
authors have looked at these consequences: 
the increase in property value and, therefore, 
the cost of living (Granger, R. 2010), increase 
in traffic and air pollution (Egercioglu, Y. and 
Ozcan, N.S. 2016), segregation and inequal-
ity (Arbaci, S. and Tapada-Berteli, T. 2012), 
gentrification and displacement (Çaglar, A. 
and Glick Schiller, N. 2018; Hubbard, P. and 
Lees, L. 2018; Fitzgerald, T. and Maharaj, B. 
2024), access to public services and infrastruc-
ture (Balzarini, J.E. and Shlay, A.B. 2016; 
Tsavdaroglou, C. 2020), environmental jus-
tice and urban sustainability (Anguelovski, I. 
and Connolly, J.J. 2024; McClintock, N. and 
Morris, G. 2024), homelessness (Langegger, 
S. and Koester, S. 2016), and need for social 
housing (Darcy, M. and Rogers, D. 2014). To 
eliminate such problems and improve urban 
regeneration, we believe that social justice is 
a concept that should be taken into account 
in such interventions. 

The concept of justice discussed in this ar-
ticle has been in several pieces of literature, 
each presenting different dimensions of jus-
tice. As a theoretical framework, this study 
is grounded in what can be termed ‘just ur-
ban regeneration’, which argues that urban 
spaces should be inclusively, participatively, 
and equitably transformed in a manner that 
prioritises the voices of historically disadvan-

taged and marginalised societies to promote 
sustainable development. Though several 
dimensions of justice exist, we believe there 
are six key dimensions that provide a unique 
yet interconnected lens for understanding a 
just urban regeneration. 

First, distributive justice is connected to the 
equity (i.e., not equal) and exchange princi-
ples, where people assess what they have re-
ceived based on what they have contributed 
and compare this with others in similar situa-
tions (Lambert, E. 2003; Lucas, T. et al. 2016). 
The concept of distributive justice has also 
been extended to the discipline of geogra-
phy and to urban studies as a whole. Though 
related to economic justice, when viewed 
through its spatial dimensions, distributive 
justice interrogates how space, opportunities 
and resources are distributed across urban 
landscapes. 

Second, procedural justice refers to or-
ganisations’ decision-making processes, 
which should be impartial and consistent 
to ensure unbiased outcomes that may re-
ward or punish individuals (Folger, R.G. 
and Cropanzano, R. 1998). Communicative 
planning theories have argued that for urban 
regeneration projects to be socially just and 
democratically legitimate, emphasis must be 
placed on citizen participation and deliberate 
democracy (see Shahrad, A. et al. 2025).

Third, and linked to citizen participa-
tion, is recognition justice, which refers to 
the perceived injustice people experience 
based on their standpoint. As theorised by 
Nancy Fraser, Iris Marion Young, and Henri 
Lefebvre, recognition justice goes beyond 
the material redistribution of urban devel-
opment and expands it to shed light on the 
power dynamics and residents’ ability to 
be given a ‘voice’ or representation within 
their community. In this, Fraser, N. (1995) 
argues for both redistribution and recogni-
tion to ensure justice prevails, drawing atten-
tion to two types of injustice: socio-economic 
(such as economic marginalisation) and cul-
tural (such as non-recognition and cultural 
domination). This is further supported by 
Taylor, C. (1992), who argued that recogni-
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tion is a human need rather than a courtesy. 
Furthermore, misrecognition of an individ-
ual is not merely rude but deprives them 
of full access and participation that other 
recognised groups enjoy (Giladi, P. 2017). 
Misrecognition is intricately linked with 
epistemic injustice, whereby an individual 
is silenced, excluded, and misrepresented by 
others in their community (Fricker, M. 2007), 
and with testimonial injustice, where a social 
group is persistently assigned lower credibil-
ity due to their social identity (Díaz, R. and 
Almagro, M. 2019). Hermeneutical injustice 
occurs when a social group’s experiences 
are misunderstood because no interpretive 
frameworks are in place to understand them 
(Carel, H. and Györffy, G. 2014). These in-
justices rob individuals of their self-esteem 
and power to become rational enquirers in 
their community. Therefore, recognition 
(in)justice includes the exclusion of certain 
groups from decision-making, the removal 
of cultural and indigenous heritage, the sym-
bolic control over narratives and space, and 
spatial stigmatisation. 

Urban justice, and subsequently spatial jus-
tice, especially within geography, has been a 
highly debated concept, with major points of 
contention including conflicts between static 
and dynamic views, between distributive 
and procedural approaches, and between 
normative and context-specific interpreta-
tions of urban justice. The concept of spatial 
justice can be derived from Henri Lefebvre’s 
(1974 [1991]) “spatial triad,” which holds that 
dominant representations of space do not 
oppress the poor. From the perspective of 
urban regeneration, Lefebvre’s approach is 
especially important because for him, spatial 
justice is fundamentally about the right to 
the city, which latter concept includes two 
fundamental rights: the right to appropria-
tion and the right to participation (Purcell, 
M. 2002). Based on Lefebvre’s work, David 
Harvey (2008) postulates that, besides ac-
cess to urban resources, the right to the city 
should involve the “democratic control over 
the production and utilisation of the surplus” 
(n. p.). With regards to the just city, Edward 

Soja also suggests that spatial (in)justice can 
be seen as both an outcome and a process, 
referring to the distributive and procedur-
al dimensions of justice (Soja, E.W. 2009). 
According to Fainstein, S.S. (2014), justice, 
democracy, and diversity are the three guid-
ing principles of urban justice, yet there is 
ongoing tension among them. Overall, there 
is no single definition of spatial justice, 
which makes it difficult to operationalise 
(Moroni, S. and De Franco, A. 2024). This 
is why research focused on the conceptual 
and analytical examination of spatial justice, 
for example, its relationship to other types of 
justice, is particularly important. 

This draws attention to the concept of gov-
ernance in relation to urban regeneration. 
The term ‘governance’ can have multiple 
meanings, depending on the context and 
approach, encompassing various forms of 
cooperation between the state and the private 
sector (Davies, J. 2001). Thus, understand-
ing the governance mechanisms that drive 
successful urban regeneration is essential to 
achieving broader societal goals, such as sus-
tainable development (Jones, P. and Evans, J. 
2006). Therefore, spatial justice is intricately 
linked to planning sustainability. Although 
social sustainability is a contested phenom-
enon, in urban regeneration it “is seen as 
depending on social networks, community 
participation, a sense of place, and commu-
nity stability and security” (Glasson, J. and 
Wood, G. 2009, 284). Overall, an essential 
part of spatial justice is an appropriate insti-
tutional and procedural base to ensure the 
greatest possible planning benefits for dif-
ferent individuals and groups. In this way, 
spatial justice refers to planning approaches 
such as advocacy planning, radical plan-
ning, equity planning, and communicative 
planning (Alfasi, N. and Fenster, T. 2014). 
Recent studies have also shown that other 
deliberative methods, such as collaborative 
planning, are gaining ground not only in lib-
eral democratic systems but also in autocratic 
ones (Zhou, X. et al. 2024). The implication is 
therefore not only that institutional frame-
works and processes should be taken into 
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account when analysing the justice of urban 
regeneration, but also that geographical ap-
proaches are important in such research.

For this study, we define justice as a philo-
sophical concept that refers to fair relations 
between the individual and society, enabling 
equal opportunities for people to participate 
in a sustainable social market economy, in gen-
eral, and in urban regeneration, in particular. 
Specifically, as an theoretical framework, the 
just urban regeneration looks at the different 
forms of justice combined in that everyone has 
the right and opportunity to have an affordable, 
reasonable and decent home (distributional), 
residents can participate in neighbourhood 
planning processes (procedural), the law rec-
ognises the different disadvantages that vari-
ous groups might experience (recognition), and 
finally, territorial exclusion may be prevented 
through the equitable access and distribution of 
opportunities and resources to the local neigh-
bourhoods (urban and spatial justice). 

We believe that a literature review article 
focusing on the relationship between urban 
regeneration and justice would have con-
siderable added value. Although numerous 
articles have examined the relationship be-
tween urban regeneration and social justice 
(e.g. McCarthy, J. 2010; Gu, Z. and Zhang, X. 
2021; Shen, L. et al. 2024; Jon, I. 2025), to our 
knowledge, no comprehensive analysis of the 
scientific literature has yet been undertaken. 
Therefore, this review aims to uncover the 
connection between urban regeneration and 
the concept of justice. More specifically, we 
examine scientific articles that focus on urban 
regeneration (not urban governance, urban 
policy, or urban planning in general), and 
how justice is understood, interpreted, and 
reflected with regards to urban regeneration, 
including justice typology (social, econom-
ic, environmental, spatial) and dimensions 
(distributive, procedural, recognition, etc.) 
(Figure 2). To understand this research gap, 
the following research question will guide 
our research: How are urban regeneration 
and the different types of justice connected 
in the international literature? We hope that 
this review and the content analysis will con-

tribute to the slowly growing literature on 
understanding how the different forms of 
justice appear and are studied in urban re-
generation literature. Furthermore, we aim to 
inspire new research focused solely on max-
imising the various forms of justice in urban 
regeneration, as this has significant implica-
tions for urban planners and other key urban 
stakeholders in these programmes.

Methodology

Research method

The research method incorporated two inter-
linked methods to answer the stated research 
question. First, a systematic literature review 
(SLR) was conducted to distil studies that ad-
dressed urban development (urban regener-
ation/renewal/rehabilitation) in relation to 
any type of justice. SLR is one of the standard 
processes used to collect specific information 
from a given topic in a rigorous, transparent, 
replicable, and scientific manner. Though 
commonly applied within healthcare, SLR 
has been found helpful in environmental 
management research (Maphosa, V. and Ma-
phosa, M. 2020; Mengist, W. et al. 2020) and 
urban studies (e.g. Şahin, A. and Selçuk, S.A. 
2025). The current SLR followed the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to en-
sure a transparent and trustworthy review is 
conducted (Page, M.J. et al. 2021). 

Second, after the first method was complet-
ed, the selected literature underwent content 
analysis. Content analysis is a methodologi-
cal tool focused on manifest and latent con-
tents. In other words, this tool mainly focuses 
on using codes for the classification of key 
categories within the dataset; therefore, an 
inductive or deductive approach may be fol-
lowed (Elo, S. and Kyngäs, H. 2008). Due to 
the selected literature having no prior ana-
lytical categories, the inductive logic was se-
lected as information was extracted directly 
from the data (texts) through an iterative 
process.
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Literature search

The articles were retrieved from the Scopus 
database. The keywords searched were se-
lected in relation to the research questions 
and were Title = (urban OR neighbourhood) 
AND Title = (renewal OR regeneration OR 
rehabilitation) AND Title = (justice OR dis-
tributive justice OR procedural justice OR 
recognition justice OR spatial justice OR so-
cial justice OR socio-spatial justice) AND (so-
cial sustainability OR collaborative planning 
OR urban governance). The search string 
yielded several publications within the urban 
development and justice field, with the first 
selection being targeted at the article’s title, 
abstracts, and keywords. The specific inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria that were applied 
in the SLR are available in Table 1. 

Fig. 2. Just urban regeneration theoretical framework. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

As evidenced in Figure 3, the initial search 
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(in)justices. These articles were read by the 
authors and then discussed several times to 
check if they fit or did not fit within the re-
search. Only a selected few were included as 

they were also related to the other keywords. 
In doing so, we believe it is imperative that 
we mention that sometimes finding articles in 
which justice was implicitly present would be 

Table 1. The exclusion and inclusion criteria for the SLR

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria
Articles published between 2011–2025 (November) Articles published before 2011
Articles in English Articles published in all other languages

Peer-reviewed articles Books, non-peer-reviewed articles, conference 
proceedings and grey literature 

A combination of keywords used in the title or abstract –

Articles from all disciplines None of the keywords are included in the title 
or abstract

Articles from all countries –
Articles including any research method –

Fig. 3. Methodological flow based on the PRISMA protocol. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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inconsistent, as this would then be subjective. 
However, we do recognise that this limits the 
scope of the research and our interpretation 
regarding the latent forms of justices. As such, 
articles that were initially placed on the ‘may-
be’ folder were read and discussed in order 
to identify and integrate implicit indicators of 
(in)justice. It is hoped that this helped us bet-
ter capture (mis)recognition dynamics, thus, 
aligning our research. After this stage, only 42 
articles were included for the critical appraisal 
and, therefore, included in the final synthesis. 
The authors separately assessed the articles 
into different categories to reduce researcher 
subjectivity and bias. This was then reassessed 
by the next author, and when discrepancies 
existed, a discussion was held, and a consen-
sus was reached. 

Data analysis

The articles were initially analysed using 
research methods, year of publication, geo-
graphical jurisdiction, top citations received, 
and publication per journal. This information 
was then imported into Microsoft Excel for 
the completion of descriptive and manifest 
statistics. Moreover, for the content analy-
sis, we examined (1) in what sense the term 
‘justice’ appears in the articles, (2) what 
other terms and concepts are explicitly con-
nected to justice in the text, and (3) whether 
another equivalent term was used instead 
of ‘justice’. Based on these criteria, an Excel 
factsheet was created to encode the articles 
and extract the data. The factsheet contained 
the following coding categories: justice ty-
pology (e.g. social/economic/environmental 
justice); justice dimensions (e.g. distributive, 

procedural, recognition); geographic justice 
categories (e.g. spatial justice); understand-
ings, definitions of justice; other terms and 
concepts mentioned in the interpretation 
and definition of justice. The second author 
of this study carried out coding. To increase 
reliability, the authors discussed the results 
and the work methods with each other and 
refined the analytical factsheet.

Delimitation and limitations

The combination of the SLR and content anal-
ysis was beneficial for uncovering both the 
latent and manifest content of the literature 
on urban development and urban justice. 
Moreover, these methods would allow for 
the identification of relevant literature and 
critical themes (and sub-themes) within the 
literature to derive valuable insights, togeth-
er with the geographical scope of the studied 
phenomenon. The combined strengths of the 
SLR and content analysis, where the former 
summarises literature through maximising 
objectivity while minimising bias and the 
latter qualitatively and quantitatively analy-
ses textual datasets, though beneficial to the 
current research, are not without drawbacks. 
The main strength of the SLR is also its main 
drawback: the former yields substantial 
publications, making the content analysis 
an extremely time-intensive process. This 
drawback was minimised by following the 
quality evaluation criteria proposed by Lin-
coln, Y.S. and Guba, E.G. (1985), namely 
credibility (truthfulness), transferability (ap-
plicability and replicability), dependability 
(level of consistency), and confirmability 
(positionality and objectivity). Table 2 pro-

Table 2. Evaluation of quality
Evaluation criteria Tactic

Credibility Member checking
Rich verbatim descriptions

Transferability Providing detailed descriptions of procedures
Dependability Verifying results with raw data
Confirmability Individual verification of literature and documents
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vides the protocol that was followed. This 
protocol ensured that the current research 
was reliable, valid, rigorous, and trustwor-
thy, representing what it aimed to represent.

Results

Bibliometrics

The findings of the manifest data are first 
discussed. Figure 4 presents the number of 
publications published between 2011 and 
2025 (November) that are primarily focused 
on the (in)justices of urban development. The 
number of publications began to increase 
significantly in 2015, with four publications, 
followed by six in 2018 and 2021, and eight 
in 2024. Though research on urban devel-
opment is not new, studies investigating 
socio-spatial justice in urban development 
have only begun to gain traction in 2015. Af-
terwards, with the exception of 2016, publi-
cations were recorded on an annual basis. 
This increase may have been attributed to the 
United Nations’ adoption of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 and the 
rising production and circulation of knowl-
edge within discipline developments. 

Though no journal stood out for publish-
ing numerous articles, three and four arti-

cles were published in Land Use Policy and 
Sustainability, respectively. Only two articles 
from HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological 
Studies and New Design Ideas appeared in 
special issues. With the exception of one jour-
nal, all the articles were published in journals 
ranked in the SJR, indicating that they met a 
certain standard. When analysing the journals, 
it is evident that the majority of publications 
were in journals focused on urban planning, 
research, and studies, while only one journal 
was in a separate field, i.e., HTS Teologiese 
Studies / Theological Studies (Table 3). 

The distribution of the 42 articles reveal a 
striking difference in the geographical focus 
of urban research, with a strong emphasis on 
European contexts (Figure 5). Of the 42 articles 
reviewed, 18 focused on Europe, suggesting 
a regional bias that may be influenced by the 
continent’s robust institutional frameworks 
and policy initiatives, such as the Urban 
Agenda for the European Union. These mech-
anisms have not only shaped urban develop-
ment strategies and policies since the 2010s, 
but have also fostered a research environment 
that prioritises European urban issues.

In contrast, other regions are significant-
ly underrepresented: Asia accounts for 10 
publications, reflecting a moderate level of 
scholarly engagement, while Africa appears 
in only 5 articles – despite being home to 

Fig. 4. The number of publications per year. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Fig. 5. Frequency of publications per region. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Table 3. List of articles corresponding with journals

Journal SJR (2023) No. of 
publications

Buildings
Built Environment
Cities
Environmental Impact Assessment Review
Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space
Environment and Planning E: Nature and Space
Environmental Research Communications
Environmental Science and Policy
European Urban and Regional Studies
Frontiers in Sustainable Cities
Heritage
HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies*
International Journal of Housing Policy
International Journal of Urban And Regional Research
Journal of Cleaner Production
Journal of Community Practice
Journal of Planning Literature
Journal of Sustainable Tourism
Land 
Land Use Policy
Midwest Social Sciences Journal
New Design Ideas*
Planning Theory & Practice
Progress in Planning
Space and Culture
Sustainability
Town Planning Review
Transcultural Studies
Urban Affairs Review
Urban Research & Practice

0.575
0.408
1.733
2.681
2.084
1.285
0.797
1.602
1.079
0.799
0.449
0.334
0.849
1.636
2.085
0.488
1.812
2.822
3.200
1.847

..
0.185
0.953
1.963
0.482
0.672
0.701
0.101
1.130
0.757

2
1
2
1
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
2
1
1
1
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1
1
2
1

*Articles were published under special issues.

Africa Asia Europe North America Oceania International

N
o.

 o
f p

ub
lic

at
io

ns

Region

South America

55

10

18

4

0
11

4

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20



117Nzimande, N.P. and Fabula, Sz. Hungarian Geographical Bulletin 75 (2026) (1) 107–129.

some of the fastest-growing urban popula-
tions globally. Even more striking is the com-
plete absence of studies focused on South 
America, with only one in Oceania, which 
raises important questions about the inclu-
sivity of global urban research. Only four 
articles adopt a global perspective, further 
highlighting the tendency of urban schol-
arship to be geographically concentrated. 
This uneven representation is not merely an 
academic matter; it has real implications for 
how urban challenges are understood and 
addressed across contexts. 

Finally, Figure 6 depicts the frequency 
of the different research methods used per 
publication. Qualitative research methods, 
such as interviews and observations, were 
the most popular methods for data collection 
(n = 15), followed closely by review (n = 12), 
while quantitative and mixed-methods were 
used in 8 and 7 publications, respectively. 
Research within the field of urban develop-
ment with a socio-spatial justice perspective 
is largely focused on marginalised, vulner-
able communities, thereby requiring a multi-
faceted approach to investigating the effects 
of injustices arising from urban develop-
ment. Hence, the popularity of qualitative 
research methods.

We also used VOSviewer to analyse the 
42 articles to visualise how the keywords 
related to each other over time. As indicated 
in Figure 7, each node (circle) in the co-occur-
rence network represents a keyword, with its 
size indicating the frequency of occurrence, 

and the lines between the nodes representing 
the strength of the co-occurrence, with thick-
er lines indicating stronger relationships. The 
colour gradient reflects the temporal evolu-
tion of the research teams with blue-purple 
for earlier studies and yellow for recent stud-
ies. Additionally, the analysis produced four 
thematic clusters, with cluster 1, the largest, 
focusing on urban planning, urban develop-
ment, urban regeneration, and social justice, 
indicating how regeneration processes inter-
sect with equity. The second cluster focused 
on Chinese-specific case studies, reflecting 
the growing number of studies and attention 
to Chinese urban transformation. Topics re-
lated to governance, gentrification, planning, 
and brownfield redevelopment were includ-
ed in the third cluster, with the final clus-
ter focused on emerging concepts, such as 
environmental issues and sustainable urban 
development, geared towards sustainability-
oriented urban policies.

Content analysis

We built the theoretical framework of our 
study around the concept of ‘just urban re-
generation’. Besides this concept, in the In-
troduction, we described different types of 
justice that we believe should be part of just 
urban regeneration. These include distribu-
tive justice, procedural justice, recognition 
justice, spatial justice, and urban justice. Fi-
nally, in addition to these types of justice, 

Fig. 6. Frequency of research methods per publication. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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we have also defined the concepts of gov-
ernance, planning, and sustainability as part 
of just urban regeneration, which we discuss 
in relation to the types of justice listed above. 

Based on the content analysis of the arti-
cles, several dimensions of justice can be dis-
tinguished within the above types of justice. 
The interpretations of justice in these papers 
can be divided into three major groups: so-
cial justice (social, socio-structural), econom-
ic justice (economic, socio-economic, justice 
of class), and environmental justice (environ-
mental, ecological, socio-ecological, natural, 
energy, and climate justice). In addition to 
these three main categories, other justices 
are also used: tribal, legal, moral, political, 
historical, intersectional, and cultural justice/
justice of difference. The above are not nec-
essarily mutually exclusive categories, how-
ever, as they are intertwined in various ways 
in the analysed articles.

In the articles, the first justice type, distribu-
tive justice focuses on the distribution/alloca-
tion of benefits, goods, and resources on the 
one hand, and costs and detriments on the 

other. This shows, as is also explicitly stated 
in the articles, that the focus of distributive 
justice is on outcomes, but some articles also 
raise the issue of the power structures behind 
distribution (see below). Although this is not 
a quantitative analysis, it is worth noting that 
redistributive justice is mentioned explicitly 
in the articles more often than procedural or 
recognition justice: the term “re-/distributive 
justice” appears in 17 of 42 articles. 

Among the different understandings of 
justice, re-/distributive justice, and within 
that, justice in the economic sense, plays a 
prominent role in the articles analysed. This 
interpretation of justice is generally referred 
to in the articles as “economic justice” (or 
socio-economic justice). Therefore, eco-
nomic justice emphasises the distribution of 
economic outcomes, including the distribu-
tion of economic goods and benefits, as well 
as economic costs. Examples of this include 
housing and infrastructure (Margalit, T. 
and Vertes, E. 2015), property rights (Lai, 
L.W. et al. 2018), and the right of businesses 
(Siegenthaler, F. 2017) in the sampled ar-

Fig. 7. The keyword co-occurrence network. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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ticles. However, the concept of distributive 
justice refers not only to the allocation of 
economic outputs but also to broader issues. 
In the articles, it is mainly interpreted as the 
distribution of social goods, resources, and 
amenities (e.g. housing, infrastructure, green 
space) between less and more affluent urban 
areas or as the ‘distribution of costs and ben-
efits’ in the society (Margalit, T. and Vertes, 
E. 2015; Puustinen, T. et al. 2018; Bosák, V.  
et al. 2024; Sun, X. and Liu, Z. 2024).

Distributive justice also appears in ar-
ticles discussing the distribution of envi-
ronmental goods, which is why the term 
“environmental justice” is used in some of 
them. Environmental justice is understood 
through the quality of environmental reme-
diation and improvement in natural features. 
In this sense, environmental justice refers to 
the extent to which different social groups 
have access to environmental goods. For 
example, energy justice can refer to the fair 
distribution of energy benefits and resources, 
ensuring that all community members have 
access to affordable, sustainable, and reliable 
energy (Cui, D. et al. 2024). Other examples 
of such studies include investigations into 
how accessible an urban waterfront site is 
to urban inhabitants as in the case of Seattle, 
USA (Wessells, A.T. 2014), and how fair 
the distribution of energy benefits and re-
sources is among individual social groups 
during urban renewal in the peri-urban area 
of Guangzhou, China (Shen, J. et al. 2024) or 
in the case of highway removal projects in 
the USA and Spain (Stehlin, J. 2023). The 
territorial dimension of distribution can also 
be observed in the analysed literature, that 
is, how environmental investments relate 
to each other in urban areas with different 
socio-economic status, i.e., in more and less 
affluent neighbourhoods.

Regarding the material, distributive justice, 
equity, and equality are also among the related 
concepts. In the analysed articles, equity is 
presented as a distribution issue, interpreted 
as equity of outcomes, socio-ecological equity, 
and environmental equity. It refers to both the 
(geographical) distribution of amenities and 

the provision of access to these resources. This 
understanding is exemplified by Freiburg 
(Germany), where the spatial concentra-
tion of old-age residents and the decline of 
community infrastructure and services have 
undermined community sustainability and 
social equity, spurring local authorities to 
introduce new residential design solutions 
(Hamiduddin, I. 2015). All in all, both (in)
equity and (in)equality are used in a redis-
tributive sense, but their content is relatively 
broad, ranging from economic disparity to the 
distribution of environmental goods.

Some studies focus not only on the fair-
ness of the distribution of goods, but also 
on the fairness of processes (e.g. Ferrari, 
E. 2012; Avni, N. and Fischler, R. 2020; 
Hübscher, M. 2021). From this perspective, 
socio-spatial injustices are also the result 
of exclusionary decision-making processes 
(Paddison, B. and Hall, J. 2023). Participation 
in urban regeneration is therefore of par-
ticular importance in studies. The category 
of participation and inclusion is also very 
diverse, as it covers notions such as exclu-
sion and inclusion, collaborative/inclusive/
participatory planning (Wessells, A.T. 2014; 
Attia, S. and Ibrahim, A.A.A.M. 2018), radi-
cal inclusivity (De Beer, S.F. 2018), partner-
ship and subsidiarity (Lai, L.W. et al. 2018), 
inclusive/participatory democracy or simply 
“democracy” (Sezer, C. and Maldonado, 
A.M.F. 2017; Larson, S.M. 2018; Kim, H. 
et al. 2019; Valli, C. and Hammami, F. 
2021), fair democratic governance (Simic, I.  
et al. 2022), social emancipation (Van de 
Kamp, L. 2021). This draws attention to the 
need for theories and approaches that do not 
only address the normative distribution of re-
sources but also emphasise the participation 
of marginalised people in urban regeneration.

The third type of justice, recognition jus-
tice, also appears in the articles included in 
the sample, but typically in connection with 
other concepts. One of them is social difference 
since social justice is intertwined with the 
recognition of groups and individuals across 
a range of markers, including race, ethnic-
ity, gender, and class. This is shown, for ex-
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ample, by the (in)accessibility of waterfront 
sites for North American indigenous tribal 
people (Wessells, A.T. 2014). Also present 
in the articles, social cohesion “refers in this 
context to a combination of economic growth 
and policies aimed at accommodating social 
diversity and democracy”, as in the case of 
Barcelona, where urban regeneration initia-
tives are combined with cultural strategies 
to enhance social cohesion (Degen, M. and 
García, M. 2012, 1024). 

Last but not least, spatial and urban justice 
are often mixed with the types and dimen-
sions of justice already described above. For 
example, using a broad definition of spatial 
justice, just urban regeneration results in 
socially just outcomes, which is a reference 
to distributive justice (Bissett-Scott, J. et al. 
2015). It can be observed that several authors 
in the sample use the concept of urban jus-
tice in relation to urban regeneration from 
a critical social theory perspective (using 
Lefebvre, Harvey, Soja, Fainstein, Fincher 
and Iveson). For example, economic justice 
is interpreted as the uneven outcomes of ur-
ban development in people’s relative access 
to capital (Wessells, A.T. 2014). Such stud-
ies show that socio-spatial injustices result 
from market and power relations (Haase, 
A. et al. 2022; Haase, A. 2024). Within the 
right to the city framework, justice is often 
discussed in relation to the basic rights of 
marginalised urban inhabitants. For exam-
ple, topics such as housing (Ntakirutimana, 
E. 2018) or the (de)criminalisation of informal 
practices in urban areas are brought into fo-
cus (Siegenthaler, F. 2017). Further issues 
examined in the relationship between urban 
development and spatial justice are accessi-
bility, public space, housing, environmental 
remediation (Avni, N. and Fischler, R. 2020), 
displacement and gentrification (Fitzgerald, 
T. and Maharaj, B. 2024). Scale is also an im-
portant topic in the articles, which refer to 
scales of governance (Bissett-Scott, J. et al. 
2015) and the geographic scale at which jus-
tice may be produced (Hübscher, M. 2021). 
In the sampled articles, spatial and urban 
justice are commonly interpreted in com-

plex ways, encompassing procedural and 
recognition forms of justice in addition to 
distributive justice. This is well illustrated 
by articles featuring, for example, Soja’s idea 
that processes and outcomes are equally im-
portant in spatial justice (Soja, E.W. 2010; in 
Ferrari, E. 2012) or Fainstein’s conceptual 
triad of distributional equity, diversity, and 
democracy (Fainstein, S.S. 2014 in Sezer, C. 
and Maldonado, A.M.F. 2017). As this para-
graph shows, spatial justice is necessarily an 
integrative category in which the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental aspects of justice 
are equally important, and, in the analysed 
articles, the “traditional” topics of critical ur-
ban research are mainly represented.

Finally, it should be noted that the term 
“justice” is not used explicitly in all of the 
analysed articles. There are two papers in 
which the term “fairness” is used instead. 
Notably, similar to the above-discussed 
typification of justice, in one article, there 
is a triple division of procedural, distribu-
tive, and interactional fairness (Wang, D.  
et al. 2022), whereas, in the other, fairness (to-
gether with equality and inclusion) is linked 
to social sustainability (Simic, I. et al. 2022). In 
two articles, neither the term “just/-ice” nor 
“fair/-ness” appears; instead, the authors use 
social and environmental sustainability and 
equity (Bianco, L. 2023; Zheng, S. et al., 2023). 

Discussion

Urban social justice is a field that has a long 
tradition and is still relevant for research and 
policy. Improving urban living conditions is 
the subject of several international policies, 
such as the United Nations’ SDG, of which 
SDG 11 aims at making cities and human set-
tlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustain-
able. As the share of the urban population 
increases globally, with worsening socio-
economic inequalities, inadequacies of basic 
public services, and climate change risks, en-
suring social justice becomes an increasingly 
urgent issue. However, recent research shows 
that the principles of justice are often neglect-
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ed in urban renewal programmes, and such 
interventions can even violate justice and the 
right to the city (Fitzgerald, T. and Maharaj, 
B. 2024; Juhila, K. and Perälä, R. 2024). 

Our findings demonstrate scientific dis-
course that touches on the concepts, meth-
ods and geography of research within the 
foci of urban regeneration and the forms of 
justice. We also found that, within the urban 
development discourse, the concept of jus-
tice is understood differently and holds dif-
ferent meanings to different scholars. These 
results are discussed in greater detail below, 
together with their implications. 

We chose the concept of “just urban re-
generation” as the conceptual basis for our 
study, implying that urban regeneration ini-
tiatives should be inclusive, participatory, 
equitable, and sustainable. In addition, we 
included several types of justice in our theo-
retical framework because we believe that 
they should play an important role in just 
urban regeneration. The main types are dis-
tributive, procedural, and recognition justice, 
as well as spatial justice and urban justice.

For interpretations of justice related to 
space, the term “spatial justice” is generally 
used in the content-analysed articles. Other 
relevant terms can also be detected, most 
commonly socio-spatial, territorial, or urban 
justice, whereas others, such as local, region-
al, and place-based justice, play a marginal 
role. One notable finding from these studies 
is that there is no uniform definition of spa-
tial justice or a generally accepted set of its 
elements. Nevertheless, several approaches 
can be identified. One example is the broader 
definition of justice from a spatial perspec-
tive, suggesting that spatial justice is a spatial 
expression of social justice and that urban 
regeneration should result in socially just 
outcomes. Another broad interpretation is 
that of urban justice, referring to the scale 
at which justice is produced. In addition 
to these, a critical interpretation of spatial 
justice can also be observed in the articles. 
In this regard, the authors have essentially 
built on the works of Henri Lefebvre, David 
Harvey, and Edward Soja. In such studies, 

justice is typically viewed as a social product 
that is both a state and a process, and which 
is interrelated with space, depending on it 
but also influencing its production (see also 
Soja, E.W. 1983; Dikeç, M. 2001). Overall, the 
analysed articles show considerable variation 
in spatially informed interpretations of jus-
tice, necessitating further discourse among 
researchers with different perspectives.

A complex approach to spatial justice 
can also be observed as a result of content 
analysis. Authors representing this approach 
rely primarily on two sources. One is Susan 
Fainstein’s concept of the just city, which 
considers equity, democracy, and diver-
sity to be the fundamental elements of jus-
tice (Fainstein, S.S. 2014). The other main 
source is Ruth Fincher‘s and Kurt Iveson’s 
social logics, according to which the basic 
elements of fair city planning are redistribu-
tion, recognition, and encounter (Fincher, R. 
and Iveson, K. 2008). Articles applying these 
theoretical foundations typically mix differ-
ent types of justice within the framework of 
spatial justice, including distributive, proce-
dural, and recognition justice. Combining 
different types of justice undoubtedly has 
certain analytical advantages, but it also has 
its limitations. As some scholars argue, just 
processes do not always lead to just out-
comes. However, factors such as stakeholder 
involvement, leadership, intelligibility and 
transparency of the action, and inclusion of 
local knowledge reinforce success, i.e., fair-
ness in planning (Schmitt, P. and Weck, S. 
2024).

In the analysed articles, distributive justice 
is intertwined with the economic interpreta-
tion of justice, but it also encompasses other 
factors. These are, in general terms, various 
social goods, resources, and amenities, in-
cluding examples such as housing, infrastruc-
ture, green space, and energy. Distributive 
justice is most often interpreted through the 
theoretical frameworks of equality and eq-
uity. In this way, the authors mainly advo-
cate fair allocation and adequate access to 
goods for both less and more affluent social 
groups and urban areas. Furthermore, dis-
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tributive justice mostly concerns outcomes, 
though not exclusively. The importance of 
power structures resulting in the just or un-
just arrangement and (spatial) distribution 
of goods is also mentioned in some studies. 
For example, based on the right to the city 
concept, justice is often discussed in relation 
to the basic rights of (marginalised) urban 
inhabitants. This draws attention to the is-
sue of [private] property rights and to how 
government-led urban regeneration in neigh-
bourhoods may violate the rights of property 
owners. In fact, previous studies have noted 
the issues with private property rights as a 
dimension of social justice that urban regen-
eration has been viewed as a land-grabbing 
act by the state, instead of urban regeneration 
being for the people and making the people 
at the forefront (Hochstenbach, C. 2017; 
Shmaryahu-Yeshurun, Y. and Ben-Porat, 
G. 2021). Here, we can see urban renewal 
programmes being approved not necessarily 
because of a need to improve residents’ qual-
ity of life and the overall neighbourhood, but 
rather for financial returns to investors, as 
seen in Hong Kong (Lai, L.W. et al. 2018). 
Thus, the term state-led gentrification. The 
private property owners are not the only 
ones at risk of being trumped over by the 
capitalist developers. However, property 
leasing from the state, despite its lease con-
tracts, is affected by this (Lai, L.W.C. 1998). 
The denial of renters’ rights to participate in 
a regeneration programme could be evident 
when the state uses its power to serve private 
interests, another form of justice denied.

The multiple interpretations of redistribu-
tive justice also highlight that we should not 
limit ourselves to a single concept of justice 
in our analyses. The distribution of benefits 
or resources can be justified on the basis of 
different theoretical assumptions and argu-
ments, and it can be considered fair or un-
fair according to the criteria used to justify 
it (i.e., the principle of justice). However, as 
the criteria change, so does the assessment of 
justice in a given geographical area (Feitosa, 
F.O. et al. 2024). This is why some authors 
emphasise a dynamic interpretation of justice 

that helps navigate between plural concepts 
of justice in planning practice by articulating, 
connecting, and changing different elements 
of justice, such as the scope of justice or fun-
damental values, in discourses and institu-
tions (Weghorst, M. et al. 2024).

It can be observed that some authors com-
bine the distributive interpretation of justice 
with the procedural interpretation in the ana-
lysed articles. As the content analysis results 
show, procedural justice is also interpreted 
in various ways, but democratic participation 
and democratic representation are empha-
sised. This draws attention to the fact that, in 
addition to a static allocative interpretation 
of outcomes, it is necessary to analyse the 
decision-making processes that lead to the 
spatial configuration characterised by a given 
distribution. According to other authors, jus-
tice should be a central element of planning, 
i.e., the subject of planning rather than its 
object. Therefore, it is not enough to evalu-
ate the outputs of urban planning in terms of 
whether they are just or not, but justice must 
be made the main goal of planning, and dem-
ocratic engagement is also part of this (Lake, 
R.W. 2016). Consequently, instead of the nor-
mative and questionable allocative notion of 
just urban planning, the focus should be on 
how social institutions treat people (Moroni, 
S. 2023; Moroni, S. and De Franco, A. 2024). 

Recognition justice is primarily associated 
with social difference and social diversity in 
the analysed articles. Previous research has 
shown that diversity is important for a just 
city, but it also makes planning problematic. 
This is because diverse social groups and 
perspectives also give rise to diverse expec-
tations regarding planning and the just city. 
Multiple cultures entail multiple rationali-
ties, and the institutional frameworks of each 
can contradict those of the others, leading to 
conflicts. It is therefore necessary to interpret 
justice in multiple ways and to understand 
how these conflicting rationalities can be rec-
onciled in urban space (Hartmann, T. 2012; 
Hartmann, T. and Jehling, M. 2019).

Apart from the main categories of justices, 
i.e., distributive, procedural, and recognition 
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justices, several concepts of justice were identi-
fied during the content analysis. They may not 
be mutually exclusive, as they are intertwined 
with the main categories of justice. These types 
of justice include tribal, legal, moral, political, 
historical, intersectional, and cultural justice/
justice of difference. Noteworthy, these articles 
seek to interpret justice from the perspective 
of indigenous communities, such as tribal jus-
tice among North American native peoples 
(Wessells, A.T. 2014 – see Appendix) or post-
apartheid restorative justice in South African 
cities (De Beer, S.F. 2018). Nevertheless, there 
is a need for many more conceptual tools 
grounded in experiences from cities in the 
Global South to advance our understanding of 
contemporary urbanism in the Global South.

Finally, it is worth mentioning the concept 
of sustainability, which we believe is part of 
just urban regeneration. We would particu-
larly like to highlight the importance of social 
sustainability, which appears in only a few of 
the articles analysed, although in these arti-
cles, justice is considered a fundamental in-
dicator of sustainability. In the triple bottom 
line, little attention is given to the social di-
mension, despite it being an essential compo-
nent of sustainable development (Nzimande, 
N.P. and Fabula, Sz. 2020). Thus, several 
scholars argue that the concept of social sus-
tainability is underdeveloped and primarily 
reflects ideas from the Global North, thereby 
compromising its utility in the Global South 
(see Davidson, M. 2010; Vallance, S. et al. 
2011). Apart from the theoretical challenges 
of social sustainability, Kohon’s work has 
drawn attention to communities’ contested 
challenges towards social sustainability 
(Kohon, J. 2018). In fact, concepts such as so-
cial integration, active participation and so-
cial capital have overlapped with social sus-
tainability (Bramley, G. and Power, S. 2009). 
Instead of bemoaning the vast array of these 
definitions, the multi-faceted definitions of 
social sustainability have been accepted as a 
natural process of the sustainability agenda 
and, thus, social justice. For instance, in addi-
tion to social justice, Dempsey, N. et al. (2011) 
listed non-physical contributory factors such 

as participation, social capital, mixed tenure, 
quality of life, education, cultural traditions, 
place attachment, and fair distribution of in-
come as indicators of social sustainability. 
Colantonio, A. (2009) argued that there 
has been a shift from traditional themes, 
such as social justice, to emerging themes, 
such as empowerment, which focus on the 
multidimensional issues faced by those ex-
periencing urban regeneration programmes. 
Empowerment, as fostered by procedural 
justice, can encourage people to become 
agents in the social innovation of neighbour-
hood regeneration programmes (Queirós, M. 
2010; Figueiredo, Y.D. et al. 2022). Although 
more research is needed to provide an in-
depth analysis of active citizenship and 
empowerment roles in urban regeneration 
programmes, the current results indicate the 
complexities of understanding the different 
forms of justice within urban studies.

Despite the above implications of the study, 
practical limitations cannot be overlooked. 
First, this review included only 42 eligible 
papers that met the criteria; thus, it cannot 
and is not intended to be comprehensive. 
Specifically, the search engine was limited to 
Scopus, and non-English articles published 
were not considered. As a result, due to con-
straints such as limited resources, the study 
may not encompass all articles in the urban 
regeneration field related to forms of justice. 
Future research may consider including all 
types of documents and other languages to 
expand the SLR. Second, from a geographi-
cal perspective, most eligible articles focus 
on Europe, with limited international com-
parative studies among the analysed articles. 
This geographic context and the inherent bias 
in the selection criteria and content analysis 
may limit generalizability; thus, future stud-
ies can strengthen the validity of our findings 
by adopting enhanced, continuous, and rig-
orous selection criteria and content analysis. 
Lastly, empirical studies can employ in-depth 
interviews and questionnaires to investigate 
the ‘presence’ or lack of justice typologies in 
the different urban regeneration programmes 
in neighbourhoods.
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Conclusions

This review examined how urban regenera-
tion and justice interrelate in international 
scholarship, guided by the question: How 
are urban regeneration and the various forms 
of justice connected in the literature? Using 
the just urban regeneration analytical frame-
work – which integrates distributive, proce-
dural, recognition, spatial and urban justice 
and situates them within governance, plan-
ning, and sustainability – we mapped how 
studies conceptualise, operationalise, and as-
sess justice across projects, programmes and 
places. Across the corpus, justice is engaged 
through three principal typologies – social, 
economic, and environmental – most often 
operationalised via distributive, procedural, 
and recognition dimensions, with spatial and 
urban justice serving as an integrative frame 
that explicitly links processes to outcomes. In 
practice, distributive concerns (frequently so-
cio-economic) dominate; environmental jus-
tice appears through access to and burdens 
of environmental goods; and procedural 
debates foreground participation, delibera-
tion, and voice; recognition justice exposes 
misrecognition and epistemic exclusion for 
marginalised groups. Together, these strands 
show justice in regeneration to be multi-sca-
lar, context-dependent, and institutionally 
mediated. 

We also see meta-trends in what, where 
and how knowledge regarding justice is cre-
ated. The number of publications increases 
from the middle of the 2010s. Research is pri-
marily conducted in Europe; however, there 
is an imbalance concerning the representa-
tion of research conducted in Africa, South 
America, and comparative international de-
sign. Moreover, qualitative research prevails 
over quantitative and mixed methodologies. 
These trends can be attributed to the impor-
tance of lived experience and the challenges 
of measuring justice. Important to note, the 
procedure of justice does not automatically 
equate to the results of justice – governance 
architecture, planning culture, and policy 
tools influence both who participates in the 

decision-making process and how the ben-
efits and costs are distributed throughout 
space. By establishing the justice typologies 
and dimensions in urban regeneration and 
connecting them to governance, planning, 
and sustainability, we show that urban re-
generation is practised through multiple in-
terconnected lenses of justice, whose appli-
cation varies by location and methodology. 
Spatial and urban justice serves as a unifying 
framework that connects the processes and 
outcomes of justice in urban regeneration. 
This directly addresses the objective of pro-
viding clarity regarding how justice is con-
ceptualised, interpreted, and represented in 
urban regeneration studies, and provides a 
unified vocabulary and analytical structure to 
facilitate future empirical studies. However, 
it should be noted that this study has sev-
eral limitations, including a limited scope 
due to language and time-frame constraints. 
Additionally, determining implied (in)justice 
required interpretation, and the varied levels 
of regional focus across the literature used in 
this study limit the broader applicability of 
this study’s findings. Future research direc-
tions include developing empirically based 
evidence to support the framework, conduct-
ing comparative studies focused on under-
represented regions, and conducting a longi-
tudinal study using a combination of meth-
odologies to study all six types of justice at 
each stage of the urban regeneration process. 
This will allow the just urban regeneration 
framework to transform regeneration from a 
selective improvement mechanism into a vi-
able means of achieving collective prosperity.
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