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elsewhere are learned, mediated and translated into different contexts, either focusin
posteriori) stages of policymaking processes without encompassing their full scope. In conc

euristic framework to illustrate how
policy experimentation shapes the learning, mediation and tran golicies across different policymaking

stages. In so doing, we invite policy mobilities scholars to expl

temporalities of policymaking.
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politicas. Embora ne j
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RESUMEN - EXPERIMENTACION Y MOVILIDAD DE POLITICAS: PROYECTOS PILOTO DE BUSINESS
IMPROVEMENT DISTRICTS EN CIUDADES DEL SUR DE EUROPA. La investigacién sobre las movilidades de politicas se
ha centrado principalmente en estudiar cémo las politicas provenientes de otros contextos son aprendidas, mediadas
y traducidas en diferentes escenarios, enfocandose generalmente en las fases iniciales (a priori) y finales (a posteriori)
de los procesos de formulacién de politicas, sin abarcar todo su alcance. Al conceptualizar la formulacidn de politicas
como inherentemente indeterminada, abierta y procesual, este articulo introduce las formas en que los experimentos
piloto de politicas median las intersecciones entre las fases a priori y a posteriori de los procesos de formulacién de
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politicas. A partir del caso de tres programas de Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) en la Gran Barcelona (Espafa) y
la Gran Lisboa (Portugal), discutimos la importancia de la experimentacion piloto de politicas a través de cuatro
practicas clave: Pruebas de concepto, aprendizaje generativo e intercambio de conocimientos, implicacién de las partes
interesadas y traduccidn de politicas. Aunque no siempre son comprensivas, teleolégicas o herméticamente separadas,
estas practicas sirven como un marco heuristico para ilustrar como la experimentacién con politicas moldea el
aprendizaje, la mediacién y la traduccién de politicas urbanas a lo largo de las diferentes etapas de la formulacién de
politicas. De este modo, invitamos a los estudiosos de las movilidades de politicas a explorar mas profundamente la
experimentacidn con politicas urbanas como espacios en los que las politicas provenientes de otros contextos son
localmente constituidas y reconstituidas a lo largo de las diversas etapas y temporalidades de la formulacién de
politicas.

Palavras clave: Movilidad de politicas; politicas experimentales; experimentacién de politicas urbanas;
politicas urbanas; business improvement districts.
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of black bags (New Yo

In April 2022, the New York
Sanitation introduced the city’s fi
together public agencies and k
reclaim public spaces by repl
(Mahdawi, 2024). Origin
neighbourhoods, some
competitiveness, the p

hbourhood, this pilot programme is
2 how sealed waste containers perform in a
eaner sidewalks and cleaner curbs ... We will
orks to enable®s to take our streetscape back from mountains
Sanitation Commissioner, 26 July 2022)

lean up the streets, modernise waste collection and
yalk piles of trash bags with sealed, rodent-resistant bins

aste containerisation programme as a public policy to boost urban
ng cleaner streets would enhance the city’s visual appearance and
e visitors. While that might be the case, this programme also serves

Square has be icentre of this experiment, as it has for previous rounds of redevelopment,
ade it a model for other city boroughs (Gupta, 2023). Moreover, given NYC’s
bal-urban policymaking networks, it is more than likely that other US cities, and
e further afield, might look to learn from the city’s approach.

vignette speaks to the broad aim of this article, which discusses the critical role of policy
mmes in the making-up of policy futures. This article aligns with the growing debates in
the approach of urban policy mobilities examining how policies are potentially disembedded from, and
translated into, different contexts (Baker & Temenos, 2015; Temenos et al., 2019). However, it goes
further by arguing for the need to rethink some taken-for-granted heuristics in the studying of
policymaking. This article brings attention to an absent conversation in urban policy mobilities studies
by examining how policy pilot programmes reveal the ‘black box’ of the power-laden processes behind
policy learning, mediation and adoption.

These debates are well-established in the fields of public administration/management (Criado
et al, 2021; Hartley, 2005; Sgrensen & Torfing, 2011) and political science (Lee & Ma, 2020; McGann
et al., 2018). They have recently gained traction in geographical studies on environmental and urban
governance (Bulkeley et al, 2016; McGuirk et al, 2015, 2022). However, urban policy mobilities
studies have yet to fully explore the role of policy pilot programmes in policymaking processes. Under
these circumstances, we have seen some academics criticizing the approach for focusing
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predominantly on the “ways in which policies are adopted and translated in different national contexts
after they have been imported from elsewhere” (Valli et al., 2024). While we acknowledge this critique,
it seems to view policymaking as a linear process. This perspective partly overlooks the social-
constructionist lens structuring the approach, which emphasises the discursive and material practices
through which policies are learned and mediated before arriving at different places (Andersson &
Cook, 2019; Baker & McGuirk, 2019; Cook & Ward, 2012). This article, however, takes a different
perspective. Echoing and extending Lovell et al’s (Lovell et al, 2023) work, its central argument is
that the dichotomy between early (a priori) and late (a posteriori) stages of policymaking shaping
policy mobilities studies obscures the inherently non-linear and overlapping rhythms of policymaking
processes. By focusing on policy experiments as mechanisms that connect multiple policymaking
stages, we situate how such experiments mediate the intersections between pre- and post-
institutionalisation phases.

Situated within these wider intellectual debates, this article makes two argu . First, it
argues that policy experiments are integral to policymaking processes, which start lo fore, and
may extend beyond, formal policy adoption and institutionalisation. We thus su policy
experiments shape the learning, mediation and translation of policies into diffe
approach enables policy mobilities scholars to uncover the intricate webs@®f e

potential resonances in policy mobility and translation processes across differ e ralities (Lovell
o .
akin

et al, 2023; Temenos, 2024; Wood, 2015). Second, it suggests th ol
policymaking instruments that can either undermine or legitimi h
g e
whic

of policies in
policy experiments
olicies circulate and

different economic, socio-spatial and political-institutional i
through this lens invites us to rethink the processes and practi
become localized (Robinson, 2015, 2018; Valli et al., 2024).

To substantiate these arguments, we draw on a litative research strategy that combines in-
depth semi-structured interviews and the analysis of i
three Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) policy erimentation programmes in Southern
European cities. The case of Greater Barcelona (Spaiiagpi
used both a priori and a posteriori policy adoptiox
their role a priori to BID policy adoption. Compari
into the multifaceted nature of policy gilot initiat

reater Lisbon (Portugal) showcases
stances provides complementary insights
in different stages of policymaking. This

minutes) with a diverse array of senio
officials, ‘middling’ technocrats, busin
were supplemented by the analysi

reports and consultant presenfati ogether, these data sources inform our exploration of four
overarching practices: Conce

on, the next section reviews existing work on urban policy mobilities
s of political science/public administration and geographical perspectives

in poligy iliti dies. We then introduce four overarching practices - concept testing, generative
learni v oWledge exchange, stakeholder engagement and policy translation - to illustrate how
policy experiments interconnect multiple stages of policymaking processes. These practices are
substantigted through three BID policy experiment programmes in two Southern European contexts.

The final section discusses the importance of incorporating policy experiments into policy mobilities
studies to better conceptualise the practices and resources of policy learning, mediation and
translation across the different stages of policymaking processes.

II. LEARNING, MEDIATING AND TRANSLATING POLICY IDEAS: POLICY MOBILITIES,
EXPERIMENTATION AND THE REINVENTION OF POLICY FUTURES

Over recent decades, policymakers have faced pressure to address various global-local issues,
including climate change (Meerow, 2017), economic development (Ward, 2007) or public health
(McCann & Temenos, 2015). In response, they have scanned the wider policy landscape and engaged
in benchmarking practices that compare city rankings and indices (Acuto et al., 2021; McCann, 2004).
These have been facilitated by a quantitative comparative infrastructure of urban public life, in the
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form of graphs, numbers, pictures or digital simulations, as a way “to create equivalence between
different places, making policy transfer ... possible” (Prince, 2011). These comparative gestures are, of
course, not new. Writing three decades ago, Harvey (Harvey, 1989) noted a “general consensus ... that
positive benefits are to be had by cities [and policymakers] taking an entrepreneurial stance”. Within
these broader practices, specific attention has been placed on the ways through which particular
policies and places have been socially constructed as ‘best practices’ due to their successes and
potential replicability in other contexts (Papanastasiou, 2024; Whitney, 2022).

The approach of urban policy mobilities has examined the processes, practices and resources
through which these ‘best practices’ have been potentially selected, learned, mediated and translated
by a range of social actors to rethink the existing policy status quo (Baker & Temenos, 2015; Temenos
et al.,, 2019). While certainly not a coherent paradigm, the approach has key theoretical orientations.
One is a relational-territorial perspective to the study of cities and policies. In particular, policy
mobilities studies conceptualise policymaking as a simultaneously interconnected context-
specific process, examining how it is both shaped by socio-spatial and power-laden stru
global-urban circulation of ‘best practices’ (Papanastasiou, 2024; Temenos & McCa In_this

discursively
social labour of

eir corporate interests became
‘international talk-shops’, advocating the replicability ed successes elsewhere (Cook,
2008; Cook & Ward, 2012; Michel & Stein, 2015). ilepgenerativepmore recent scholarship has
highlighted the increasing power of media, spannlng , news articles and increasingly digital
platforms in the constructlon of what constltute ‘worst’ practices. By mediating and
S rms frame certain policies as models
to emulate while sidelining others (McCann, 20 ro, 2016; Ward, 2024). Of course, such

discourses.

Yet, this intellectual focus on el
gap in the study of policy mobilities:
success/presence’ represents just one of many possible
trajectories in policymaking (Loy ; Temenos & Lauermann, 2020). Responding to this gap,

0 oration of discursive and material policy failures. Her study of

e selective adoption or non-adoption of specific policy features. Given
the 1nherent s of policy adoption, understanding how policies are made, re-made,

embr, ted réquires attention to their unfolding across multiple temporalities. This
inter i f discursive and material success/failure deepens our grasp of the learning,
media lating of public policies. Such a nuanced approach aligns with Peck & Theodore’s
(2012, ) call to engage with the “complex webs of experiments, failures and alternatives” as

understanding the “wider patterning of [potential] policy transformation”, adoption and
institutionalisation over time.

While policy mobilities studies have excelled at unpacking the social, material and discursive
practices through which policy best practices are learned, mediated and translated, the approach has
not always been explicit about the stages of the policymaking process it addresses. Here, Lovell et al.
(2023) note that much of the existing research tends to examine either the early stages of
policymaking, a priori to policy implementation, or in later stages, a posteriori formal adoption. This
dichotomy highlights an idiosyncrasy within an approach that emphasises policymaking as an
inherently indeterminate, multilateral and open-ended process (Temenos, 2024; Wood, 2015). We do
not suggest that focusing on these discrete policymaking stages is unsuitable for studying the making-
up of policies, nor do we advocate abandoning these two strands of inquiry. Instead, we suggest that
policymaking processes often resist linear categorisation into distinct stages, as they are inherently
messy and shaped by overlapping rhythms and tempos. Recognising this nuanced aspect provides
opportunities to explore mechanisms like policy experiments as pivotal instances for understanding
4
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how policymaking unfolds. Policy experiments, as mechanisms that transverse multiple policymaking
stages, can shed light on the intersections between pre- and post-institutionalisation phases of
policymaking processes (Bailey et al., 2017; McGuirk et al., 2022; Sgrensen & Torfing, 2011). We thus
echo Temenos’s (2024, p. 527) call to consider the “longer histories of experimentation” to argue for a
deeper engagement with policy experiments if we are to grasp the full scope of policymaking
processes.

Over the last two decades, several interrelated strands of work have explored the role of policy
experiments in shaping policy futures, ranging from political science/public administration to
geographical studies on environmental/urban governance. Despite differing ontological and
epistemological foundations, these fields can enrich policy mobilities studies. In political
science/public administration, policy experiments are test-bed instances that often emerge as part of
normative-prescriptive policymaking frameworks to evaluate ‘what works’ before pohc1es are
institutionalised or scaled up nationwide (Hartley, 2005; Vreugdenhil et al, 2012).
political science/public administration studies have examined how public secto, novation

laboratories function as arenas for testing, demonstrating and iterating new policy i inghe early
stages of policymaking processes (Criado et al., 2021; McGann et al., 2018). Howe ese
studies question whether these laboratories effectively influence the making- policies
(Ferreira & Botero, 2020). Conversely, others have been far more positive, su denhil et al’s

(2012) study of a South African coastal management pilot program that wide policy

diffusion and Lee & Ma’s (2020) findings on innovation laboratoriesmjth and Singapore

which were instrumental in experimenting with and potentiall icy ideas
Geographers and urban scholars have recently enga ilar debates on how policy

Bulkeley et al., 2016; McGuirk et

ashare urban laboratories - locally
testing neéw practices - as experimental
ed at transforming urban governance”
rm (Evans et al., 2021; Schreiber et al.,
erimental governance in Stockholm’s
and informed long-term policies, while
g initiatives in Manchester’s Oxford Road

al., 2015, 2022; Scholl & de Kraker, 2021). Central to
embedded, open and collaborative arenas for learnin
instances that can drive “social and technical chang
(Voytenko etal., 2016, p. 47) through policy innovatijg
2023). For instance, Eneqvist & Karvonen (2021) f
sustainability transitions improved urban poli
Hodson et al. (2018) demonstrated th perimen

policy experiments, whether successf
from.

Though internally differe
geography/urban studies sha
recognise that policy experi whether successful or not, fosters policy innovation and
learning, potentially le revised policy futures. Collectively, they agree that policy
experiments are essen lar policymaking, particularly in its early stages, serving as ‘test beds’
that inform agenda set and/the formulation of policy ideas prior to their formal adoption. While
a e contend that policy experiments are not limited to these early stages
of policymak i ad transverse and connect multiple stages of policymaking, spanning both

pre- utionadlisation phases. This nuanced perspective underscores the need to address
how tudies have largely overlooked the ethos of policy pilot programmes in shaping
policy different policymaking phases and temporalities (Montero et al., 2023). To bridge

policymaking (Evans et al, 2021) across multiple temporalities can deepen our understanding of
policymaking as inherently indeterminate, open-ended and processual.

[II. EXPERIMENTAL URBAN POLICIES: PILOTING BUSINESS IMPROVEMENT DISTRICTS IN
SOUTHERN EUROPEAN CITIES

Recent decades have seen BIDs becoming a prominent economic development policy circulating
in multiple trans-urban policymaking circuits (Silva et al.,, 2022; Ward, 2007). They are business-led
public-private partnerships where property and business owners in a designated area of a town, city,
commercial, industrial or tourism district collectively fund services to enhance the vitality and viability
of these areas. Despite their wide adoption in various places, BID governance schemes vary
significantly in form and function. For instance, in the US and Germany, contributions are compulsory
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for all property owners, while in England funding is sourced from business occupiers. These examples
of BID trans-local adoption clearly emphasise the neoliberal turn in urban policymaking, wherein
businesses increasingly influence urban politics (Michel & Stein, 2015; Ward, 2007).

In the face of an increasing private sector involvement in urban politics, policy mobilities studies
have suggested that policy circulation often occurs between places with similar politico-institutional
infrastructures. BIDs are a prime example of this, as they have traditionally emerged in countries at
the forefront of neoliberal reforms (Silva et al., 2022; Ward, 2007). However, we should not assume
that policy circulation is restricted to more neoliberal contexts. For instance, BIDs have been recently
explored in countries with more moderate or centralised politico-institutional frameworks, such as
Sweden, Denmark, Spain and Portugal (Richner & Olesen, 2019; Silva et al, 2024; Valli et al., 2024).
This raises questions about whether the BID policy, originally created in more neoliberal contexts like
the US, is fully suitable for environments with strong, influential welfare states.

These instances provide fertile grounds for enriching the theorisation of how ne
futures circulate and arrive at more centralised, less liberal, contexts. In these co
experiments tend to emerge as productive, evidence-based ‘pathfinders’ to test parti licies-

iberal pollcy

from-elsewhere and their potential translation into particular ‘local’ contexts (Do 3).
Drawing on recent policy mobilities scholarship, this article examines three@BID mes as
case studies: one conducted in 2017 in Barcelona before formal policy adopti er initiated in
2022 in Greater Barcelona after policy adoption, and a nationwide progra Portugal in

2022 before formal adoption. These cases are used “to explore how ic intergonnectedness of
urban processes and outcomes can be mobilized ... to critique
(Robinson, 2018, p. 221). In particular, we make two argu
i i i : across multiple stages of the
as signifieant policymaking instruments,

particularly when policies rooted in specific ideolo
introduced into singular political-institutional and soci

To support our arguments, we draw on a posteigioki
-region in Spain (Greater Barcelona)
king processes over time. By juxtaposing

these programmes, we explore the mu
material and discursive practices invol
various stages of policymaking. In p
practices, emerging out of the relev
interviews and documentary ana

we explore these issues through four overarching
ic literature and grounded in the semi-structured

showcase the feasibility and eXp
knowledge exchange, e
creation among diver
programmes build loca

pilot progr i
within speci

sctiveness of new policy ideas; (ii) Generative learning and
policy experiments foster mutual learning and knowledge co-
ders; (iii) Stakeholder engagement, which examines how pilot
nd legitimise policy ideas; and (iv) policy translation, examining how

e serves as a productive heuristic framework for examining how policy
grammes contribute to the ‘making-up’ of policies in particular ‘local’ contexts
ious stages of policymaking processes.

perimenting with BIDs in Greater Barcelona, Spain

Case background. In December 2020, the Government of Catalonia institutionalised the BID
policy in Greater Barcelona, marking it as the first city-region in Southern Europe to formally adopt
this economic development programme. This decision concluded over two decades of multiple “starts-
and-stops” in the learning, mediation and translation of BIDs to the region. Initial attempts to translate
them mirrored the experiences of other countries, with regional and local policymakers and business
elites undertaking study tours to US cities such as New York, Philadelphia and Washington in the early
2000s (Cook, 2008; Michel & Stein, 2015). These tours, part of a broader set of informational
infrastructures, allowed delegates to observe BID operations firsthand and “strongly influence would-
be tourists’ mental maps ... from which positive lessons might be drawn” (Baker & McGuirk, 2019, p.
565). However, the bottom-up nature of the US BID ‘model’ was rendered immobile as it overtly
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conflicted with the centralised politico-institutional regime found in Southern European contexts.
Indeed, many acknowledged that adopting such a private-led approach in Greater Barcelona would
require intensive and time-consuming adaptation. Yet, rather than abandoning the BID concept,
policymakers from Barcelona decided to redraw their learning routes by expanding their functional
and formal references to include BIDs in England and, more recently, Germany (Silva et al., 2024).

As with any policy, the formal adoption of BIDs in Greater Barcelona did not occur in isolation.
It reflected a longstanding policy demand to safeguard the Catalan business model (small,
independently-run businesses) from the growing challenges posed by out-of-town and online
shopping (Carreras et al., 2021). This demand side is evident in earlier measures, such as the 2000 tax
on large commercial establishments, urban planning restrictions on medium and large retail units, and
the recent ‘Amazon Tax,’” which imposes levies on major e-commerce companies operating in
Barcelona (Culpepper & Thelen, 2019). However, perhaps more importantly, the adoption of BIDs also
emerged to address the well-documented drawbacks of previous public-privat
initiatives, particularly the public-led and voluntary-based funding structure of
Management (TCMs) schemes (Cook, 2008; Frechoso-Remiro & Villarejo-Galende, 20

among regional policymakers and local business elites through various infofinati
such as international study tours and BID conferences. However, these actors a

Greater Barcelona. They believed, for instance, that the private-led of BI odels’ required
significant political labour to translate and embed within a mafe politico-institutional

it involved a series of policy
ation of the BID programme to
the Barcelona City Council
-sponsored BID pilot programme in two
hnical knowledge before drafting BID
istricts in Barcelona was deliberate,
ty-wide business associations, Barcelona

experiments that shaped the learning, mediation and ntual tra
the local context. This process began in Novemb
commissioned the University of Girona to conduct a p
neighbourhoods (Born and Sant Andreu) to generategs
legislation (Pareja, 2017). Of course, the selectio
reflecting a consensus between local authorities
Oberta and Barcelona Comerg. By sel

in distinct local contexts. At the same ti med to demonstrate that BIDs could be tailored to meet
the unique needs of diverse neighb¢ ithin Barcelona and beyond (Pardo, 2017). This
overarching practice echoes simj [ ogrammes in England (Cook, 2008; Ward, 2006) and
Scotland (Donaghy et al, 2013 Pe Lloyd, 2005), where pilots were selected to test the policy
concept across different locatien en assist central governments in crafting BID regulations.

Indeed, as the then Presid na Oberta stated in an interview:

iments [in Born and Sant Andreu] will last about two years, which is the

ate in favour of these management tools to [formally] implement them
areja, 2017)

regional and even national stakeholders about the BID concept, alongside its formal and functional
implications. Learning and knowledge-sharing initiatives included presentations, round-tables and
workshops in which, in addition to ‘best practices’ from BIDs elsewhere, public and private
stakeholders were exposed through hands-on experiential learning to particular policy ideas
(Asociacidn Espanola para la Gerencia de los Centros Urbanos [AGECU], 2017). In particular, local
stakeholders in Born and Sant Andreu were brought together to identify issues facing their shopping
districts, prioritise place-making actions through the assembling of a local business plan and estimate
its implementation costs. For example, executive figures from the Sant Andreu business association
actively championed BIDs as ‘meccas’ to declining public and private sector funding and as ways to
promote the local ‘business climate’ (Interview #12). However, throughout these informational
infrastructures, some local stakeholders raised concerns about the socio-legal viability of certain
formal aspects of the BID policy, particularly the introduction of an ‘additional tax’ over business rates.
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This raised generative discussions that the local state, rather than private businesses, should be the
primary stakeholder in enhancing the vitality of shopping districts. As such, these experiments
provided ‘hands-on’ pedagogical opportunities for those locally involved in, or perhaps those
observing, the policy experiments to build explicit and tacit knowledge. They also produced new
understandings of the fundamentals of the BID policy in Barcelona and beyond, while in some cases
resisting established notions (AGECU, 2017; Landau, 2021):

When we [consultants] started to introduce the topic of a mandatory levy for the
designated area, fears arose. But once they [retailers] understood what it could be used
for, they went from sceptics to evangelists! (Interview #8, BID consultant)

Stakeholder engagement. This quotation also implicitly underscores the foundational role of
introducing ‘local’ experiments prior to BID policy adoption as a platform to rethink entrenched
power-laden geometries and institutional arrangements governing shopping districts. Perhaps
attempting to emulate the learning outcomes of BID policy experiments in
experimentation with BIDs in Barcelona in the early stages of policymaking provided a c
for reimagining public-private partnerships and fostering previously unco
collaboration in urban governance (Cook, 2008; Ward, 2006). In the Souther
where businesses often see the local state as the most relevant stakeholder i

efforts represented a significant point of departure. As in England a these pilot
experiments mobilised and created social capital by building networks red purpose
among public and private stakeholders (Donaghy et al, 2013; rd, 2006). This
collaborative approach not only raised awareness of the challep ities facing shopping

onal mechanisms to channel
bringing diverse stakeholders
together, the policy experimentation programme was u§éd to outlinéhe relevance of collective action
and the value of public-private partnerships in tackling d urban challenges. Ultimately, these pilot
efforts were indicative of the potential for social capitaldevelopment as ways to redefine the
geometries of public-private collaboration in urbangg
embedding entrepreneurial policies within more ed politico-institutional contexts (Pardo,
2017; Silva et al,, 2024).

Policy translation. Unsurprising experiences of BID pilot schemes in Barcelona
during the early stages of policymakinggplayed a pivotal role in the re-embedding of the BID policy.
This pilot programme, which did not f
the Government of Catalonia in drafti

al., 2013; Peel & Lloyd, 2005; Ward, 2006). Drawing on
this ‘hands-on’ experiential le@rni orking groups and consultive committees were established.

1ons, we formed a larger consultive group and met regularly ... All of this was
e that all stakeholders were considered and to understand their reactions and

nor neutral. Instead, it was inherently power-laden and selective, with certain discourses, practices
and stakeholders being amplified while others were sidelined (Montero, 2016; Papanastasiou, 2024).
In this context, for example, some food distribution chains involved in the committees exerted
significant influence over the wording of the formula that was ultimately used to calculate the
mandatory BID levy.

While insightful and generative, the experimentation with the BID policy in Greater Barcelona
further provides interesting insights into the “longer histories of experimentation” (Temenos, 2024, p.
527) and the multiple stages and temporalities of policymaking. In particular, it demonstrates that
policy experiments are mechanisms not confined to the early stages of policymaking but that they
transverse multiple stages of policymaking, spanning both pre- and post-institutionalisation phases
(Bailey et al., 2017; Lovell et al, 2023; Montero et al, 2023). Under these circumstances, and after
many ‘starts-and-stops’, the formal adoption of the BID policy took place in December 2020 and
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catalysed the creation of government-funded pilot schemes across the city-region in the following
years (Silva et al., 2024). It is to these programmes and their broader implications that we now turn.
Concept testing. While some might have expected policy institutionalisation to mark the final
stage of policymaking, it instead became a fertile ground for experimenting with the BID policy within
the framework of ‘actually-existing’ regulations. This ensured a structured and regulated approach to
its further implementation across the city-region. Following the establishment of a regional BID
framework, two state-led BID pilot programmes were introduced, with financial and technical,
consultant-based support provided to selected shopping and industrial districts (CCAM, 2022; DIBA,
2022). Taking stock of such financial support, a range of consultancies and corporate interests have
emerged, recognising the profitable opportunity to package and promote BIDs as scalable and
desirable solutions. These actors offer ‘ballot-ready’ services to facilitate the local roll-out of the BID
policy across many locations. However, rather than acting as neutral policymaking instances, the
selection of these pilot schemes was, of course, highly calculative and political. Echoingythge practices

al, 2013; Valli et al, 2024). Put simply, they were politically constructed

‘referencescapes’, sources of pride, spectacle and legitimacy, from which otfjers

and perhaps further afield could learn. As one international BID consultant ex
When identifying these pilots [schemes], we need to b nt detérmine which
areas are truly going to work. The last thing we to a pilo®in an area where
it won't succeed, as this would create a bad im put for the BID model.

ngagement. Like the 2017 pilot

Generative learning, knowledge exchange, and stakehd
programme before policy institutionalisation, the ‘actually-existiig’ BID experiments in Greater
Barcelona have also acted as generative learning ingtances for educating and exposing the local
stakeholders to the formal and, particularly, functiona ications of"the BID policy. Local business
groups were encouraged to work directly with local a ities, involving a structured approach to
comparative learning and experimentation with 4 D icy (Valli et al, 2024). This process
progressed from introductory understanding tofhands-@h management and consultancy support,
helping local stakeholders to decode socio-legal d operational frameworks. This approach was

3 offparticular stakeholders while positioning the
BID concept as dependent on support ameng.a committed group of local stakeholders (Bulkeley et al.,
2016 Scholl & de Kraker 2021) Log€al stakeholders transitioned from theoretical knowledge to
e to validate the BID concept and foster stronger
ementation. Recurring formative training sessions and
perational aspects and potential benefits. Echoing trajectories
from elsewhere, these efforts wey nt to make pilot schemes ‘ballot-ready’ and ultimately feature
them in good-practice 008; Donaghy et al, 2013). Notably, these underscore the
dynamics of learning i
ideological influe

not stop with tion and wording of BID regulations in the early stages of policymaking
proc nd echoing contributions emerging from experimental environment governance
studie cy experiments have provided opportunities to evaluate these policies and
ultima Upon the need to conduct further mutations to the form and content of already-

features requiring additional refinement, which may not have been apparent in earlier policymaking
stages or pilot experiments before policy institutionalisation. This underscores that policies are not
static, ‘ready-made’ products, even after formal institutionalisation. Rather, they are complex, iterative
and mutable apparatuses, continuously evolving to respond to new insights and changing conditions.
Such practices illustrate the inherently indeterminate, open-ended and processual nature of
policymaking, as they highlight the fluid and evolving nature of how policies are continuously made
and re-made over time (Montero et al., 2023; Temenos, 2024; Wood, 2015). As one interviewee noted:
The [enabling] legislation was passed with everyone's consensus, meaning that the
private sector didn't object much ... The important thing was to have a law. Later, we
can make the necessary modifications for it to thrive, because I think everyone is aware
that the law has problems .... After these pilots, we will see some [policy] changes.
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2. Experimenting with BIDs in Greater Lisbon, Portugal

Case background. Whilst BIDs have been formally experimented with and institutionalised in
Greater Barcelona, their introduction in Portugal is more recent, informal and open-ended. The
‘demand side’ mirrors the histories found in other contexts (Cook, 2008; Frechoso-Remiro & Villarejo-
Galende, 2011; Silva et al, 2024). It stemmed from Portuguese government programmes like SIMC
(Incentive System for Commerce Modernisation, 1991), PROCOM (Support Programme for Commerce
Modernisation, 1994) and URBCOM (Incentive System for Commercial Urban Planning Projects, 2004)
assembled to revitalise shopping districts following the liberalization of out-of-town retail. Apparently,
these programmes were largely ineffective in delivering long-term benefits (Fernandes, 2023;
Guimaraes, 2016). Academic research also highlighted that public-private partnerships, including
many TCM schemes, heavily relied on public funding and voluntary private donations, which hindered
their wider revitalisation ambitions (Guimaraes, 2018).

In response, an alternative mechanism was necessary to provide sustainable, long funding
for TCM schemes, leading to the idea of introducing BIDs in Portugal. Interestingly, thegolic irst

emerged as a policy recommendation in the 2014-2020 Urban Regeneration Strat for
Vila Franca de Xira, which was commissioned by a group of urban acadenfies ( cipal de
Vila Franca de Xira, 2015). Here, academics discursively constructed BIDs as mobile policy

ai nagement of

worth emulating to foster urban revitalisation and ensure collaborative,
shopping districts through public-private partnerships. While 0
initiative through financial and technical assistance, its materiz
legal frameworks to enforce mandatory BID levy contributionSg
BID concept, this material failure further highlighted the pivotal rale
In particular, they initiated a series of funded research proj
urban governance models, transforming some shoppin
policy laboratories. Among these projects, the PHOENI
New Forms of Governance) at the University of Lis
processes. Here, triple helix collaborations eme
private (businesses) and academic sectors collabo

thority supported this
ue to the absence of

academics as policy mobilisers.
ore the feasibility of alternative
ater Lisbon into experimental
ject (Retail-led Urban Regeneration and
out as a milestone in policymaking
lic (central and local government),

mobilising policy ideas and knowledgg
initiatives has been noteworthy (Ande
particular, academics participat
2022, observing BIDs firsthan
visits were mediated by well- emics working with BIDs, whose role was to select ‘local’

guese peers what works and what does not. These initiatives

as the Institute of Place Management and Scotland’s Town
se policy tourism initiatives served as powerful forms of experiential
ics with examples and narratives that acted as benchmarks and legitimisers

academig§’shared their explicit and tacit knowledge. For instance, in February 2020, Barcelona’s 2017
ogramme coordinators were invited to Lisbon to discuss the formal and functional aspects
of BIDs and'their potential translation to Spain with academics, policymakers and private stakeholders
(Centre of Geographical Studies, 2020). Their PowerPoint presentations, which assembled
experiences generated from elsewhere, extended beyond the conference room and were circulated
further through uploads and downloads via digital-mediated platforms (Cook & Ward, 2012; Ward,
2024). Apparently, this cross-pollination of knowledge created a persuasive informational
infrastructure that resonated with the social and political construction of the BID policy nationwide.
As one interviewee noted:

The role of those [Barcelona’s 2017 BID pilot programme coordinators] was to enable
me to send the PowerPoint to the Secretary of State [for Retail, Services and Consumer
Defence], and I said to him, “Look, they are already doing this [BIDs] in Spain”. And he
said, “This is very interesting. Let’s do it”. | also sent him the PHOENIX project ... Those
were the two documents [ sent him.

10
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Yet, as one might expect, the COVID-19 pandemic slowed down (and in some cases stopped) the
making-up of BID policy futures. Following COVID-19, however, the idea of introducing BIDs has been
cemented through Portugal’s Recovery and Resilience Plan (PRR)}, to which academics contributed.
This was substantiated through the development of Digital Retail Neighbourhoods (BCDs), aimed at
revitalizing shopping districts by integrating digital technologies, new business models and marketing
campaigns for small and medium-sized enterprises (DGAE, 2022). However, rather than replacing
brick-and-mortar environments with purely digital ones, BCDs aim to create phygital places,
transforming shopping districts into a set of click-and-mortar premises (Paiva & Maia, 2024; Silva &
Cachinho, 2021). Academics from the PHOENIX project played a pivotal role, alongside the central
government, in framing what BCDs might look like both formally and functionally by assembling
experiences and evidence from elsewhere.

Concept testing. Though their remits vary from one location to another, we might think of BCDs
as experimental instances initiatives for introducing the BID concept to both loca national

stakeholders. They serve to gauge the politico-institutional climate and test whether in what
ways, the formal and functional features of BIDs can be re-embedded into Portugal’s ralised
politico-institutional context. Unsurprisingly, then, the practice of concept testi icy
framework guiding the making-up of BCDs mirrors many of the key princifes fi i (DGAE,

stakeholders
ially funded
through public mechanisms such as the PRR, they experiment wi s to act and sustain

2022). First, BCDs operate within clearly defined areas where public an

These features highlight the intensive social an
policy to more centralised politico-institutional settings
urban matters. As in other contexts, the selection piue

ical labouRrequired to adapt a neoliberal
re the public sector traditionally governs

demonstrate the potential permeability and plastic e BID conceptin diverse local contexts while
still aligning with a centrally-prescribe i
2013; Peel & Lloyd, 2005; Ward, 2006).
institutionalisation, offering an ‘on-t
institutional arrangements, such as BI
initiatives.

Generative learning and edge exchange. In addition to their role in concept testing, BCDs
serve as key arenas of policy learni knowledge exchange, where public and private stakeholders
collaborate within and g districts to better understand the practicalities of potential
policy futures and ne governance. These socio-technical relations involve assembling
people-materials-kno e through trans-local informational infrastructures that facilitate the

d’ platform to discuss and showcase alternative
y ensure the long-term sustainability of place-based

exchange o S, nd knowledge. These include collaborative learning sessions, such as
network eve i ums and workshops, where expertise is shared through textual, verbal and
visualgmeans. local*stakeholders with different expectations discuss local issues and desirable
futur i s-on skills and reflect on their own governance practices (Silva & Cachinho,

circulatedf@mong BCD stakeholders and external experts (Andersson & Cook, 2019; Baker & McGuirk,
ok & Ward, 2012). For example, these informational infrastructures facilitate debates around
local issues; disseminate firsthand experiences and potentially legitimize existing/future governance
frameworks (fig. 1). Likewise, external experts, including academics and central government
representatives, have also encouraged learning-at-distance and networking forums (Ward, 2024),
allowing cross-BCD knowledge-sharing. Notably, these sites of encounter and persuasion highlight the
complex politics of learning, education and experimentation of public policies, emphasising how
power-laden processes, ideological influences and negotiation processes shape the production and
circulation of policy knowledge and ultimately inform the institutionalisation of BIDs.

)
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Stakeholder engagemen
authorities, businesses s, encouraging institutional experimentation to identify the
presence of local policy n and the development of a partnership-working culture within,
and between, public a vaté sectors. By providing a platform for stakeholders to discuss local
S, ere politically constructed as instances to promote co-creation as a
h which place-based interventions are articulated and enacted. Indeed, the

range_of anch i nts (local authorities and business associations) and the governance
structu serve as gateways to smooth conflicts and reframe power dynamics. This is
partictle int as the emergence and experimentation of new policy ideas may create or widen
existing flicts amongst local stakeholders “who coordinate and prioritize different policy
objectives) juggling diverging values or expectations as well as unequal material and personnel

Landau, 2021). In contexts marked by centralised decision-making infrastructures and
uneven state-market power dynamics, BCDs should function as testing grounds to rethink
conventional, hierarchical power geometries traditionally shaping urban policymaking, while
experimenting with new forms of multi-level governance (Fernandes, 2023; Guimaraes, 2016). As one
academic argued:

That’s why, in the commercial urbanism projects [PROCOM and URBCOM], the leading
figure was always the president of the local authority, and in projects where the
president of the local authority didn’'t get involved, the retailers didn’t give much
credibility. [Their thinking] was simply, “Do we have [access to] the [public] money?
When is the [public] money coming?

Policy translation. Echoing the 2017 pilot programmes in Barcelona prior to policy
institutionalisation, the learning outcomes emerging from BCDs are poised to provide the central
government and representatives from business associations with valuable politico-institutional and
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technical knowledge that could either animate or thwart the translation of BIDs to Portugal. In this
sense, BCDs should be viewed as experimental grounds where policymakers can critically examine
what works and what does not, and determine necessary politico-institutional and policy adjustments
(Baker & Temenos, 2015; Temenos et al., 2019). For example, as BCD initiatives rely on public funding
and are time-bound, their long-term viability and scalability may require the formal
institutionalisation of some socio-material arrangements, such as mandatory levies. This has led some
BCDs to discursively frame their full-fledged BIDs as part of their future governance strategies (fig. 1).
This underscores the foundational role of BCDs in discursively and potentially materially shaping
policy mobility and translation processes, particularly in adapting neoliberal policy repertoires to
more centralised political-institutional contexts, as it did elsewhere (Cook, 2008; Silva et al., 2024; Valli
etal, 2024; Ward, 2006). As one ‘middling’ technocrat put it:

We will be following the ongoing BCDs, and we would expect that this [the BCD
initiative in the PRR] would be completed before conducting the overall
determining if it makes sense, and what kind of sense it would make [to i
BIDs]. For me, this [legal framework] makes perfect sense, even if it’sjust
basic and minimal.

4

IV.  CONCLUSION \

In concluding, it is useful to revisit the quote with whic this@xticle. It outlined how
NYC’s containerised waste bin experimental programme, i ed at cleaning sidewalks in
business districts and residential areas, evolved into_a for yublic policy to enhance urban
business climate. This opening

vignette is an invitation to rethink some of the theoret
mobilities studies. While such studies have been p

insights from political science/public
/urban governance, this article offers a
e policy experiments and the politics of
experimentation seriously, particularly int s of their potential impact on policy learning, mediation
and translation. Drawing on three BID perimentation programmes in two Southern European
contexts, we introduced four overarc es that illustrate how these experiments serve as

i ng stages. In particular, they shed light on the

intersections between the pre
insights provide meaningful ffons to urban policy mobilities studies that argue for a
approach to studying policymaking processes.

the importance of considering the full range of social actors involved
imenting with policies. While existing literature on urban policy
d on elite policy actors, it has often overlooked the pivotal role that
and circulating policy knowledge (Baker et al., 2020; Jacobs & Lees, 2013).
at academics are also social actors in framing and circulating policy knowledge
s. In order to understand the conditions under which policy ideas are potentially

learned : ted”and translated, it is useful to consider the social labour and the discursive and

First, this article
in producing, moyi
mobilities
academics pla
This afgicle sho

which emphasises socially relevant, embedded scholarship. This approach facilitates collaborative
efforts among academics and other actors, thereby fostering policy innovation and reform in
policymaking (Evans et al, 2021; Hodson et al, 2018; Schreiber et al., 2023). As policymaking is
inherently political and contingent on specific contexts, academics must remain attuned to the wider
calculative agendas and complex networks underpinning policy learning, mobilisation and
experimentation. This interaction is not devoid of ethical dilemmas, as scholars must reconcile their
roles as researchers, active participants in policymaking, and sometimes independent consultants.
Balancing competing agendas, ideologies and the power-laden geometries that influence policy
mobilisation requires a high degree of reflexivity and positionality. Critical self-awareness is essential
for maintaining research integrity and ensuring that academics’ contributions to policymaking remain
ethically sound and socially responsible.

13



Gaspar Silva, D., Frago, L. Finisterra, LX(128), 2025, e36947

Second, the article invites policy mobilities scholars to conceptualise policy experimentation as
an integral part of regular policymaking, not confined to particular stages and temporalities wrapping
up policymaking processes. Building on and extending Lovell et al’s (2023) argument, the article
critiques the intellectual tendency in policy mobilities studies to focus on discrete policymaking stages,
either a priori or a posteriori policy adoption. It further argues for a more indeterminate, multilateral
and open-ended conceptualisation of policymaking processes in situating policy experiments as
mechanisms that connect multiple policymaking stages and temporalities (Robinson, 2015; Valli et al.,
2024). Bringing the politics of experimentation into view involves understanding how
experimentation can fundamentally influence policy learning, mediation and translation over various
stages and temporalities (Montero et al., 2023; Wood, 2015). While policy experimentation is often
associated with a priori policymaking stages, this is not always the case. Indeed, policy
experimentation sometimes occurs after policy institutionalisation. This ontological approach to
policy experimentation requires scholars to engage with “the longer histories of ex
(Temenos, 2024, p. 527) to uncover the intricate webs of experiments, failures an ernatives
shaping policy circulation and adoption. The article introduced a heuristic framewor ing four

institutional and behavioural change through stakeholder engagement; afid la i f policy
translation. These practices illuminate how policy experimentation contributégyto vahi
temporalities of policymaking. Notably, we have seen these practices emerging
policy institutionalisation in Greater Barcelona, while their use in k city centres on gauging
the politico-institutional climate and deciding the rendering u im ile of particular BID
policy features.
The final point speaks to the focus of this special issue.
experimenting with a mobile economic development poliey, this ar
circulation solely to neoliberal contexts. Recently, ne
traditionally centralised politico-institutional (Richne
settings, transforming policy actors “from skeptics toge

a conjunctural reading of the
e cautions against linking policy

ntradictions (Landau, 2021). Clearly,
enting with neoliberal policy repertoires

European cities. In some ways, they i
urban policy mobilities studies, illus
urban policies (Andersson & CogQ

these scales remain intertwined in the making of
2, 2024; Silva et al., 2024). For instance, we have seen

reconstitution of the B
collaboration and de how policy experiments contribute to the learning and mediation
processes involved in t anslation and institutionalisation of policies.
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