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Abstract
Practices of urban experimentation are currently seen as a promising approach to making planning processes more collab-
orative and adaptive. The practices develop not only in the context of ideal-type concepts of urban experiments and urban
labs but also organically in specific governance contexts.Wepresent such an organic case in the city ofWuppertal, Germany,
centred around a so-called change-maker initiative, ‘Utopiastadt.’ This initiative joined forces with the city administration
and collaboratedwith a private property owner and the local economic development agency in anunusual planning process
for the development of a central brownfield site. Ultimately, the consortium jointly published a framework concept that
picked up the vision of the ‘Utopiastadt Campus’ as an open-ended catalyst area for pilot projects and experiments on sus-
tainability and city development. The concept was adopted by the city council and Utopiastadt purchased more than 50%
of the land. In order to analyse thewider governance context and power struggles, we apply the social-constructivist theory
of Strategic Action Fields (SAFs).We focused on the phases of contention and settlement, the shift in interaction forms, the
role of an area development board as an internal governance unit and the influences of proximate fields, strategic action,
and state facilitation on the development. We aim to demonstrate the potential of the theory of SAFs to understand a
long-term urban development process and how an episode of experimentation evolved within this process. We discuss
the theory’s shortcomings and reflect critically on whether the process contributed to strengthening collaborative and
experimental approaches in the governance of city development.
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1. Introduction

Over the last three decades, the call for participa-
tory, citizen-centred, communicative, and collaborative
urban planning and development has been persistent

and clear (Forester, 1999; Healey, 1997; Innes, 1995;
JPI Urban Europe, 2019; UN, 2016; WBGU, 2016).
Despite this, participatory forms of urban planning are
still contested and challenging in practice, and are
subject to debate in urban research (Åström, 2020;
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Staffans, Kahila-Tani, & Kyttä, 2020). More recently,
innovation in urban planning has been conceptualised
around the notion of experimental urban governance
(Bulkeley & Castán Broto, 2013; Bulkeley et al., 2019).
This notion resonates strongly with debates within
urban transition theory, which frames urban experi-
mentation as a productive approach to fostering local
transformations towards sustainable urban environ-
ments (Kronsell & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2018; Nevens,
Frantzeskaki, Gorissen, & Loorbach, 2013; Sengers,
Wieczorek, & Raven, 2016; von Wirth, Fuenfschilling,
Frantzeskaki, & Coenen, 2018; Voytenko, McCormick,
Evans, & Schliwa, 2016). Experimentation becomes a
more prominent activity as it develops as an ele-
ment of alternative niche activities and is often organ-
ised by bottom-up civil society initiatives (Seyfang &
Haxeltine, 2012). These ‘new urban actors’ demonstrate
novel and often informal deliberative processes and
alternative planning processes and governance proce-
dures (Willinger, 2014). Bulkeley and Castán Broto (2013,
p. 365) see experimental processes as vital for cre-
ating such niches which—importantly—”can…challenge
regime dominance.” Bernstein and Hoffmann (2018)
state that there is no shared understanding of such
experimental governance, but all approaches share “the
notion that something new is being tried out—there
is a conscious intervention that differs from the status
quo.” Evans, Karvonen, and Raven (2016) differentiate
urban experimentation from conventional urban devel-
opment by its explicit emphasis on learning from real-
world interventions. This view is shared by Scholl and
Kemp (2016), who develop the idea of so-called city labs
as suitable hybrid organisational platforms to co-create
and steer urban experiments in a multi-stakeholder and
multi-disciplinary setting.

In this study, we present a case in the city of
Wuppertal, Germany, that—at first sight—ticks the boxes
of an ideal-type urban planning experiment centred
around a so-called change-maker initiative, ‘Utopiastadt.’
This bottom-up initiative for co-creative and sustainable
city development joined forces with the city administra-
tion and collaborated with a private property owner and
the local economic development agency in an unusual
planning process for the development of a central brown-
field site of almost 6 ha in size along an abandoned
railway line at Mirke station. Ultimately, the consor-
tium, which was institutionalised as the Utopiastadt
Campus Area Development Board (UCAB), jointly pub-
lished a medium-term framework concept for the devel-
opment of the area in accordance with Utopiastadt
ideals. Instead of aiming for a conventional industrial or
housing development, the framework concept picked up
the vision of the ‘Utopiastadt Campus’ as an open-ended
catalyst area for pilot projects and experiments on
sustainability and city development. The concept was
adopted by the city council. Finally, Utopiastadtmanaged
to purchase more than 50% of the land for further parti-
cipatory city development.

Looking at the case more closely, it becomes obvi-
ous that analysing only the experimental planning phase
and its direct outputs poses the risk of overlooking the
broader governance context from a long-term perspec-
tive. In this light, the round table created through the
establishment of the UCAB was far more an attempt
to mediate a latent conflict that emerged between
Utopiastadt and the property owner than an intentional
and jointly agreed experimental planning process or a
planned city lab platform. Nevertheless, the real-world
process encompasses actors’ behavioural and structural
deviations from their normal routines, new modes of
communication and mutual learning. As Torrens, Schot,
Raven, and Johnstone (2019) state, urban experimen-
tation is rarely a linear, structured endeavour; more
often, experimental settings emerge organically and are
the result of struggles in their specific contexts. Healey
(2004, p. 88) defined such settings as “episodes of
experimentation,” in which new forms of governance
are tested and potentially inform and transform the
status quo governance processes and cultures. In her
work on collaborative planning, she calls for a social-
constructivist and institutional perspective on gover-
nance, in which planning is a specific style of gov-
ernance (Healey, 2006, p. 218). We posit that these
institutionalised and socially constructed governance
settings should be taken into account in order to under-
stand embedded episodes of experimentation and—
furthermore—for the actors and mainstream gover-
nance culture to learn from them.

We operationalise the overall governance setting of
the Utopiastadt Campus with the help of the theory of
Strategic Action Fields (SAFs; Fligstein & McAdam, 2011,
2012/2015), which offers a social-constructivist perspec-
tive on social orders that is focused on the dynamics of
change. SAFs can be defined as constructed social orders
at the mesolevel arising from a shared understanding of
the purpose and governing rules of a field. The theory
is rooted in institutional theory, network analysis, and
Giddens’ structuration theory, and builds on Bourdieu’s
ideas of habitus, field, and capital, as well as on social
movement scholarship (Fligstein &McAdam, 2012/2015,
pp. 23–31). It is used to analyse social and political phe-
nomena, including policy fields (Stecker, 2015) and gover-
nance processes in energy transitions and urban develop-
ment (Domaradzka&Wijkström, 2016; Fuchs&Hinderer,
2014; Krauss, 2015). By focusing on the dynamics of con-
flict and change, the theory of SAFs provides concepts to
analyse urban actors, their actions, and contexts in com-
plex urban development issues (see Section 2).

To test the explanatory power of the theory, we
applied several of its core dimensions in the longitudi-
nal case study of the Utopiastadt Campus, dealing with
the contested purpose, planning process, and land devel-
opment driven by the niche actor Utopiastadt. Drawing
on empirical data collected over five years, we aimed to
answer three research questions:
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• RQ1: What phases could be distinguished when
describing the field of the development at Mirke
station following Utopiastadt’s arrival in 2011?

• RQ2: How did the interaction between the main
actors develop from 2016 and what role did the
UCAB as a new governance format play?

• RQ3: How was the new settlement achieved in
2018 andwhat role did experimentation in the con-
text of the UCAB play in this process?

By answering these research questions, we aim to demon-
strate the potential of the social-constructivist theory of
SAFs to understand a long-term urban development pro-
cess and how an episode of experimentation evolved
within this process. The objective is to understand the
functions of experimentation and whether it contributed
to transforming the local governance of city development.

2. Theory: The Theory of SAFs and its
Operationalisation

As socially constructed orders, stable SAFs rest upon a
‘settlement,’ which is a shared consensus regarding the
purpose, rules, and boundaries of the field. In contrast,
contested SAFs are characterised by disagreement about
the framing of these elements. Actors who either benefit
or are disadvantaged by a settlement are characterised
respectively as ‘incumbents’ or ‘challengers’ (Fligstein &
McAdam, 2012/2015, Chapter 1). To answer our three
research questions, we build upon different core aspects
of the original theory.

2.1. Dynamics of SAFs

SAFs are either emergent (developing from a previ-
ously unformed social space), stable (due to a settle-
ment), or are undergoing an ‘episode of contention.’
Emphasis is put on the processes through which fields
change from one of these states to another and the the-
ory describes these in detail. Typically, destabilisation is
brought about by external developments interpreted as
threats or opportunities by field actors. This sets off a
process of emergent mobilisation, characterised by inno-
vative action and organisational appropriation. If success-
ful, the field is pushed into open contention, marked by
shared uncertainty. Stabilisation is achieved through a
new settlement. Building on this dynamic, we analyse
five phases to provide answers to RQ1 in terms of (1) the
original settlement; (2) the onset of contention; (3) the
episode of contention; (4) establishment of the new set-
tlement; and finally (5) the characteristics of the new
settlement (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012/2015, pp. 19–23,
Chapter 4).

2.2. Interactions in SAFs

The theory of SAFs posits that settlements are stabilised
through hierarchies and coalitions, or hybrids of both.

These ordering types are characterised by typical prac-
tices which, for the purpose of this analysis, we deem
to be ‘forms of interaction.’ Ideal-typically, coalitions are
held together by co-operation, while hierarchies rest
on advantages gained through competition or coercion,
based on the power to harm, withhold resources or
threats to do so. We trace the shifting patterns of inter-
actions to answer RQ2. Additionally, we turn to the con-
cepts of ‘internal governance units’ (IGUs): These bod-
ies, typically institutionalised (e.g., trade associations or
compliance units), represent the field towards impor-
tant stakeholders and provide further crucial functions,
thus contributing to field stability and serving the inter-
ests of incumbent actors. Moreover, they are often cre-
ated as part of a settlement and are instrumental to its
establishment. To understand the contribution of UCAB
from a SAF perspective, we trace the six functions of
information, administration, regulation (controlling com-
pliance with mutually-agreed rules), enforcement (force-
fully sanctioning rule violations), certification (decisions
and rules about who is allowed to be a field actor), and
external representation, and include institutionalisation
as an additional crucial dynamic (Fligstein & McAdam,
2012/2015, pp. 13–16, 77–78, 94–96).

2.3. Explanatory Factors of Dynamics in SAFs

In both the stabilisation and destabilisation phases of
SAFs, three explanatory factors play a crucial role. First,
the stability of fields rests largely on the stability of prox-
imate fields within the array of interdependent fields.
Second, in constructing, maintaining, and challenging
settlements, ‘strategic action’ (understood as framing
and mobilisation) plays a key role. Strategic action is
“the attempt by social actors to create and maintain sta-
ble social worlds by securing the co-operation of others”
(Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 7) and mainly depends
on social skill, understood as the ability to read people
and environments and engage interactively with others.
Actors rely heavily on strategic action when contesting
or crafting a settlement. Finally (at least in modern soci-
eties), state actors play a key role in both destabilising
and sustaining/ratifying settlements, as they are inter-
ested in maintaining stability across a variety of fields
(Fligstein & McAdam, 2012/2015, Chapters 1 and 4).
To answer RQ3, we trace these three factors across
the identified phases and in their interplay with the
UCAB meetings.

3. Methods and Data

Our single case study of the Utopiastadt Campus is based
on three bodies of data (see Supplementary File): (1) doc-
uments of a programmatic nature (n = 8) between 2007
and 2018, laying out the policies, plans, and positions of
themain actors regarding the area development; (2) data
accumulated from participative observation at meetings
from2015, including field notes (2015–2018), minutes of
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negotiations, and board meetings (2016–2020, n = 24),
as well as the official meeting protocols (2016–2020,
n = 17); and (3) five guided interviews (2020) with repre-
sentatives of the main actors and with the board’s exter-
nal facilitator. The period of study ends in May 2020.

The meeting minutes and protocols, as well as the
transcribed interviews, were analysed using qualitative
content analysis (Kuckartz, 2018; Mayring & Fenzl, 2014).
Codes were deductively derived from the elements of
the theory outlined in Section 2 and data was coded
using the program MAXQDA (coding trees and sam-
pling/coding units available upon request). The different
bodies of data were used to test and triangulate working
hypotheses and the continuously adapted case narrative
and flow chart.

4. Results

4.1. RQ1: Phases of the Development of the Area

Our analysis distinguishes the five phases of the SAF
(see Section 2.1). During the phase of the establishment
of the settlement, the actors took part in experimenta-
tion on communication, decision-making, and planning.
An overview of these phases, detailed in the following
sub-sections, is given in Figure 1.

4.1.1. Initial Settlement

Our case narrative begins in 2011 when Utopiastadt, an
aspiring catalyst initiative for bottom-up urban devel-
opment rooted in the arts and creative scene, as well
as civil society, first moved into an old, beautiful, and
listed station building (Mirke station) along an aban-
doned inner-city railway line. At this time, there was a
shared consensus between the property owner, the city

administration, and the economic development agency
that the area around the old railway station should be
used and developed as commercial premises. Due to
the lack of noise protection from the nearby motorway
and a long-term decline in the Wuppertal property mar-
ket, the area was assessed as being inferior. From a SAF
perspective, this situation can be described as a settle-
ment in a spatially central, but relatively neglected, field.
The incumbent role was played by the property owner,
a nationwide property company with a business strategy
of profit-focused section-by-section development.

4.1.2. Onset of Contention

Three significant triggers of contention can be identi-
fied. First, initiated by local residents, the old railway line
was converted into a major inner-city cycle route. This
new cycle highway, which opened in 2014/15, delivered
significant impetus for the development of areas along
its route. Second, Utopiastadt’s activities attracted grow-
ing public attention at local, regional, and national level.
Finally, the property owner decided to push the market-
ing of its assets in Wuppertal. All three are proximate
fields affecting the stability of the field.

Utopiastadt saw the growing desirability of the area
as both an opportunity (the possibility of securing a
key area of urban development for civil society actors
and co-production) and a threat (the possibility of losing
this area to conventional investor-driven urban develop-
ment). It implemented three strategies. First, it single-
handedly expanded its activities to the ground sur-
rounding the station building. Second, it worked on
a political-administrative connection between the two
fields (station and surrounding premises). A state-funded
grant required the initiative to be embedded into an
overarching strategy for neighbourhood development.

Initial
settlement

• Premises as inferior
• area for low-quality
• commercial
• development
• Section-by-section
• development
• PO as incumbent

Onset of
contention

Episode of
contention

Establishment
of settlement

• Experimentation
• with cooperative
• governance and
• planning
• Format quickly
• institutionalised
• (UCAB), serving as
• an IGU
• Sales negotiations
• between US and PO
• Public announcment
• of settlement in late
• 2018

• Development plans
• of third party
• investor and PO clash
• with US vision
• Open contention
• Stalemate brought
• about by CA backing
• US

• New inner-city
• cycling highway and
• US activities increase
• the desirability of
• the area
• Emergent
• mobilisation by US,
• gaining political
• support
• Heightened sale
• intentions by PO

New settlement

2011 late 2015 late 2018mid 2016

• Political recognition
• of joint conceptual
• framework
• US becomes biggest
• property owner
• UCAB still working
• on remaining parts
• of area

Figure 1. Simplified timeline of the five SAF phases in field changes concerning the area development around Mirke
station between 2011 and 2020. Abbreviations: CA = city administration, PO = property owner, US = Utopiastadt (see
Supplementary File for a table of the five main actors).
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Utopiastadt, together with a coalition of civil-society
actors, participated closely in writing this strategy which
was adopted by the city council in October 2014.
This ‘Integrated Action Programme’ (IAP) positioned
Utopiastadt as central to the development of the whole
area, and Utopiastadt’s revival of the station building
effectively became a municipal funding project. Finally,
Utopiastadt worked towards acquiring the land. In 2015,
Utopiastadt’s coalition (unsuccessfully) applied for funds
from a philanthropic foundation and started a crowd-
funding campaign to raise funds and public awareness.

For the property owner, the increasing desirability of
the area represented an opportunity for profitable devel-
opment. Utopiastadt’s activities were not perceived as
a challenge to the status quo; the company even legit-
imised Utopiastadt’s actions through formal agreements
and contracts while simultaneously advancing their own
marketing activities. While the property owner initially
mobilisedwithin the bounds of the old settlement, in late
2015 they deviated from the strategy of gradual sell-off
and delegated the development to a local property devel-
oper who proposed a concept for the whole area.

4.1.3. Episode of Contention

The choice to delegate the development led to open con-
flict. In March 2016, a meeting between the local prop-
erty developer, Utopiastadt, and the city administration,
facilitated by the local economic development agency,
ended without agreement. Utopiastadt, backed by the
city administration, rejected the plans. Subsequently,
the developer publicly announced its withdrawal from
the project and backed Utopiastadt. Caught off guard,
the property owner took the development into their
own hands, suggesting a joint process with the city
administration. This plan marginalised Utopiastadt, as it
included neither a prominent role for Utopiastadt nor
a purchase option. It was discussed in two small round-
tablemeetings, inwhich both parties called upon the city
administration as an ally; in theory, this would only be
expected from an incumbent. However, no agreement
was reached, and a shared sense of deadlock clearly
marked a peak in uncertainty.

The episode took place largely in isolation from the
public and the direct influence of proximate non-state
fields. Only in one of the meetings with the property
owner was Utopiastadt directly supported by an invited
representative from ‘Forum:Mirke,’ a local neighbour-
hood council institutionalised by the IAP. However, the
influence of proximate fields was felt indirectly. On the
one hand, in their attempts to secure the adminis-
tration’s support, the different parties tried to frame
the prospective impact of the development on local
proximate fields such as the housing in the surround-
ing neighbourhood and the station building itself. Also,
the local economic development agency advocated on
behalf of commercial development. On the other hand,
growing recognition for Utopiastadt among Wuppertal’s

general public and in the supra-regional urban rede-
velopment arena created a supportive backdrop that
shaped the perspective of the administrative actors and
bolstered Utopiastadt’s confidence. In terms of power,
Utopiastadt’s position was clearly dependent on the city
administration, as it had no means of imposing its vision
for developing the area on its own. However, the prop-
erty owner also needed the co-operation of the city
administration, as there was no zoning in place at the
time to support its plans. In the end, the city administra-
tion backed up Utopiastadt’s position and insisted that
the initiative was involved in the development of the
area. As will be explained in Section 4.3, this support was
largely motivated by having secured the Utopiastadt’s
project in the station building and its function for the
development of the neighbourhood.

4.1.4. Establishment of New Settlement by Governance
and Planning Experimentation

The resulting stalemate was overcome by a series of
externally moderated meetings proposed by the city
administration, starting in October 2016. The facilita-
tor was proposed by Utopiastadt and jointly commis-
sioned. This approach developed into a co-operative gov-
ernance council through which a new settlement was
forged in late 2018. It is in this phase that we iden-
tify experimentation in the Utopiastadt Campus process.
We emphasise that experimentation is not an inherent
concept of the theory of SAFs; hence, we draw on urban
experimentation theory (as mentioned in the introduc-
tion) to analyse the experimental practices. First, the
meetings between Utopiastadt, the property owner, the
city administration, and later the economic development
agency, which had originally been informal in nature,
deliberately evolved into an increasingly institutionalised
board: the UCAB. Second, co-operation among themem-
bers of the UCAB led to consensual practical decisions
concerning, for example, infrastructure development,
co-ordinated communication with potential buyers, and
the approval of a new day-care centre in the area. Third,
a collaborative planning process, in which the board
members co-operated on a shared understanding of the
future development of the area, played a significant
role in this phase. In three workshops with external
planners (jointly commissioned), the parties produced
a joint framework concept, which was adopted by the
city council in June 2018. All three elements can be con-
sidered experimental as they significantly deviated from
the mainstream practices usually present in developing
an area owned by a private property owner. We will
elaborate on how they contributed towards the transfor-
mation of the overall governance setting from a SAF per-
spective in Sections 4.2 and 4.3.

In parallel, Utopiastadt and the property owner
entered into purchase negotiations, resulting in
Utopiastadt purchasing significant parts of the area in
December 2018 and October 2019. This was largely
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made possible through the acquisition of a major
publicly-funded project (‘Solar Decathlon Europe [SDE]
2021,’ an energy efficient housing competition) and was
announced by UCAB at a press conference.

Throughout the process, the municipal actors played
an important role as facilitators, mediating with stake-
holders and actively participating in UCAB. The prop-
erty owner also worked actively to facilitate the process,
changing its staff and using its own finances to pay for the
external moderation and planning experts. As in the pre-
ceding episode of contention, the workings of the UCAB
took place largely in isolation from the general public.
Proximate fields played a more differentiated role. On
the one hand, requests from local businesses interested
in buying parts of the area put pressure on the UCAB
to reach a decision regarding the development of the
premises. On the other hand, the ongoing process pro-
vided the actors with a means of buying time and effec-
tively shielding the area from influences such as market-
ing pressure and political discussion. Again, we will take
a deeper look at the interplay of these factors and how
developments in proximate fields allowed the individual
actors to commit to the vision in Sections 4.2 and 4.3.

4.1.5. New Settlement

The new consensus manifested itself in three ways.
First, the municipality ratified the settlement by officially
recognising the joint framework concept in the city coun-
cil. Second, Utopiastadt gained an incumbent-like status
without disadvantaging the property owner: it effectively
became the biggest landowner on the site, but the prop-
erty owner benefited from achieving a normal market
price and, in mid-2020, still owned an important part of
the land. Third, the actors—for the time being—maintain
their commitment to UCAB. Programmatically, the con-
sensus centres on the overall goal of developing the
area in line with the activities and values of Utopiastadt,
as well as on a co-operative governance model through
which the development was facilitated.

4.2. RQ2: Interaction Forms and the Utopiastadt
Campus Area Development Board

RQ2 focuses on the evolution of the interaction since
2016 and the role of the UCAB as an IGU. We argue
that the theory’s concept of IGUs provides a useful per-
spective to understand the emergence of co-operative
governance practices, as well as the role these prac-
tices played in the development of the overall process.
Figure 2 presents a summary.

4.2.1. Interaction Forms: From Coercion to Competition
and Co-Operation

We analysed the forms of interaction (see Section 2.2)
over time based on meeting minutes and identified
changing patterns over the different phases:

• Co-operation is the only interaction form
present throughout all phases. It plays a vital
role in the contention phase, signifying sup-
port for Utopiastadt in the face of contention.
Co-operation is the defining and constant inter-
action form during the establishment of the new
settlement, reflecting the trust and respect devel-
oped between all participants.

• Competition is most frequent in the contention
phase, but also present in the UCAB—mainly
due to an ongoing struggle for interpretative
power between Utopiastadt and the property
owner. Significantly, in some meetings before
and after the main settlement, disputes arose
over programmatic differences regarding residen-
tial construction.

• Coercion in our case study only occurs in the
form of threats to use certain forms of power
(financial, protest, etc.) or to withhold important
resources. Codings here were notably fewer but
must be heavily weighted because coercion poten-
tially puts current and future relationships at risk.
Coercion was mostly used in the contention phase
to test red lines, or to call upon or provocatively
challenge the hierarchy. Notably, the frequency
reduces with the establishment of the UCAB and
no instances of coercion occurred after the adop-
tion of the new settlement, which fits with the
shift in roles and the fact that no party suffered
‘severe losses.’

We found that the new settlement went hand in hand
with a shift towards co-operation, indicating a more
coalition-like relationship between the actors.

4.2.2. IGU: Structures, Rules, and Functions in the Phase
of the Governance and Planning Experimentation

Based on an analysis of the officialmeeting protocols and
minutes, we assess the extent towhich theUCAB took on
the characteristics of an IGU (see Section 2.2). The board
did not fulfil all functions at all times, but this is not a
prerequisite for an IGU to work:

• Institutionalisation: The group quickly institution-
alised itself by agreeing on a name, a regular
format, and a clear objective. Since the new
settlement, the group meetings have continued,
albeit on a more infrequent and ad-hoc basis and
with uncertainty about the future commitment
and composition.

• Administration: This functionwas quickly and effec-
tively fulfilled primarily by appointing an external
facilitator and adopting co-ordinated protocols.

• Information: Exclusive, new, and/or relevant infor-
mation was exchanged openly in nearly all meet-
ings and by all members to provide grounds for
mutual agreements.
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Category Columns structured by meetings (n = 27). All meetings were non-public, except meeting 25 which was a joint press conference.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27

Year 2016 2017 2018 ’19 ’20
Phase Contention Establishment of a new settlement New settlem.
Format Ad-hoc meetings Utopiastadt Campus Area Development Board

Actors Participation in meetings: grey line = participation with at least one representative; no line = no representative at meeting
_US
_CA
_EDA
_PO
_LPD

IntForm Analysis based on IF codings (n = 163) in own meetings notes; rounded average across all meetings (by the line): Coop. = 3 (n = 69), Comp. = 2 (n = 68),
Coerc. = 1, (n = 25); smallest dot = IF coded less than average; middle = average; big dot = more than average; very big dot = more than 2σ

_Coop.
_Comp. No notes
_Coerc.

IGU Analysis based on protocols and minutes; white = no hint/does not apply; light grey = applies to a certain degree; dark grey = fully applies
_Instit.

Ad-hoc meetings

_Admin.
_Info

No da
ta_Regul.

_Enforce.
_Certif.
_ExtRep.

Figure 2. Meetings in the SAF phases of contention and (establishment of) a new settlement concerning the area development around Mirke station, March 2016–January 2020.
Abbreviations: Actors (EDA = economic development agency, LPD = local property developer); IntForm/IF = SAF interaction forms (Coop. = co-operation, Comp. = competition,
Coerc. = coercion); IGU (Inst. = institutionalisation, Admin. = administration, Regul. = regulation, Enforce. = enforcement, Certif. = certification, ExtRep. = external representation).
Thick black vertical lines highlight the different phases (see Section 4.1).
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• Regulation:Mutually-agreed ruleswere frequently
discussed and at times referred to in the meetings.

• Enforcement: No occurrenceswere found, as there
were no attempts to openly question the rules put
in place by the board.

• Certification: The board defined criteria for poten-
tial buyers and businesses. In separate meetings,
interested companies had to demonstrate their
suitability. Consensual decisions led to the accep-
tance of one applicant (the day-care centre).

• External representation: On several occasions, the
UCAB acted as a unified representative for the
stakeholders, specifically in terms of the frame-
work concept and at the joint press conference
signalling the new agreement. Also, the decision
makers from all the parties involved were regu-
larly informed about the work and progress of the
UCAB, which built trust in the construct.

In essence, while the UCAB’s original motivation was to
overcome the stalemate between the competing devel-
opment models, it quickly took on the characteristics of
an IGU, carrying out many functions and contributing
to the overall stabilisation of co-operative practices and,
finally, the settlement.

4.3. RQ3: Enabling Factors of the Process and the Role of
Governance Experimentation

To answer RQ3, we traced the threemain influencing fac-
tors identified by the theory of SAFs—strategic action,
state actors, and proximate fields—over the flow of
events. As UCAB was crucial for the new settlement, we
also accounted for its specific role. Figure 3 presents this
information in a simplified, complexity-reduced graph.
Overall, the process was made possible by the interplay
of the three major factors. We illustrate this by highlight-
ing five significant steps:

1. Increased desirability: The initial increase in desir-
ability of the area can be traced to two bottom-
up urban development projects—the inner-city
cycling lane, which positively affected several
areas along its route, and the Utopiastadt’s origi-
nal project to revive Mirke station. From a SAF per-
spective, both are proximate fields.

2. Emergent mobilisation by Utopiastadt: Emergent
mobilisation can largely be analysed in terms of
strategic action by Utopiastadt. Through network-
ing, the weaving of narratives and strategic navi-
gation of the funding and policy landscape, the
initiative attracted support. The IAP connecting
the project to the municipal urban redevelopment
agenda was crucial. The IAP would not have been
possible without the support of the city admin-
istration (state actors), which was interested in
securing funding for Utopiastadt’s revival of Mirke
station. This interest was rooted in a concern for

the surrounding urban area, which had already
been on the redevelopment agenda but was only
identified as the distinct neighbourhood ‘Mirke’
through the IAP. The architectural restoration and
social revival of the station building was seen as
a central lever for the revival of the neighbour-
hood. The IAP provided the necessary legal frame-
work for supporting this restoration, as outlined
in Section 4.2. In this way, Utopiastadt’s project
in the Mirke station building was closely tied to
two proximate fields, which strongly influenced
the administration in the subsequent process.

3. Stalemate: The disagreement was largely a conse-
quence of Utopiastadt’s and the property owner’s
divergent strategies. However, the stalemate can
be traced to strong support for the initiative from
themunicipality (state actors) and toUtopiastadt’s
refusal to accept the marginalised role offered
in the company’s plans (strategic action). Both
were influenced by proximate fields: The muni-
cipality was motivated to back the Mirke station
project and to secure the integrated development
of the neighbourhood. Additionally, Utopiastadt
received strong support from the local commu-
nity, as well as increased supra-regional recogni-
tion,which influenced both themunicipality’s posi-
tion and Utopiastadt’s self-confidence.

4. (First) moderated meetings: The meetings were
made possible due to the strategic decision of
all actors to adopt a governance mode in which
moderation and a prolonged timeframe could re-
concile the interests (strategic action). Again, the
city administration (state actors) played a major
part in facilitating these meetings. However, the
property owner also made a significant contribu-
tion by changing their strategy for the area, adopt-
ing a longer timeframe, and withdrawing a par-
ticularly hawkish representative. The remaining
staff agreed to pay for the moderation and plan-
ning offices (strategic action)—a decision based
on earlier experiences from other projects (proxi-
mate fields).

5. Purchase negotiations: The purchase negotiations
reconciled the property owner’s aim of profitable
development with Utopiastadt’s aim of securing
the area. UCAB made the negotiations possible
through combining elements. The tangible top-
ics dealt with served as boundary objects around
which trust grew. This trust enabled the negoti-
ations, but their success hinged on Utopiastadt’s
ability to pay market prices. Utopiastadt achieved
this by strategic action: while UCAB was in oper-
ation, it forged a coalition from local founda-
tions, businesses, and the University ofWuppertal,
which organised financial support and funding.
Here, proximate fields played a major enabling
role. First, the depressedWuppertal property mar-
ket meant the market price was relatively low.
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Second, existing tenancies on the premises pro-
vided a steady income stream. Third, Utopiastadt’s
coalition acquired the project SDE 2021, which
was expected to provide income in the com-
ing years. The existing tenancies and the SDE
are both subordinate SAFs, with the SDE also
rooted in the broader energy transitions field.
The final factor was the municipality, which
actively participated in the programmatic pro-
cess of UCAB (thereby excluding housing develop-
ment, which would have warranted higher market
prices) and—by intervention of the Lord Mayor—
created the ultimate trust needed for the acquisi-
tion (state actors).

As this outline highlights, strategic action, facilitation by
state actors, and the field environment were individu-
ally necessary but only jointly—and in their interplay—
sufficient. Proximate fields provided both an enabling
and restricting environment for the development of the
SAF. In Figure 3, we summarise these supportive fields
under the themes of co-productive bottom-up develop-
ment, supra-regional recognition, and sustainable devel-
opment and transition. Fields summarised under con-
ventional market-oriented development played a more
restricting role in our case. However, our analysis also
shows that strategic action was necessary to exploit
these influences. Proximate fields were also a major
motivation for the actions of the state actors. Finally, our
analysis shows that the establishment and work of the
IGU was an integral part of this interplay. First, the work
of UCAB was made possible and shaped by the three
analysed factors. Second, UCAB became an enabling fac-
tor for the settlement itself, and co-operative routines
continued after our analysis period (see Section 4.2).
This, again, fits with the assumptions of the theory,
which posits that IGUs are often put in place to facili-
tate and stabilise original settlements in emergent SAFs.
Third, our analysis also sheds light on how the IGU (apart
from stabilising co-operation) contributed to the settle-
ment, as shared boundary objects, increased trust and
common positioning proved to be necessary conditions
for the acquisition.

In this light, how does the phase of experimental
planning and its product, the joint framework concept,
fit into the SAF analysis? As the interviewees stated, the
material results of planning in the framework were not
as significant as the process itself. On the one hand, the
planning process became a major boundary object for
UCAB, enabling the growth of trust and co-operation.
On the other hand, it provided an overall storyline for
the work of the council, both providing assurance that
the actors were ‘on track’ internally and justifying UCAB’s
work with the municipal organisations and the property
owner. In this way, the planning process enabled the IGU
to function long enough to create the conditions neces-
sary for the settlement itself.

5. Discussion

5.1. The Theory of SAFs and Urban Experimentation

Weused the theory of SAFs to describe and explain a pro-
cess of area development in a German city and to assess
its explanatory power regarding the conditions and out-
come of an altered governance process that encom-
passed practices of experimentation.

We show that the theory is useful to unpick and
analyse contested area development processes and per-
spectives. The notions of co-operation, competition,
and coercion as central forms of interaction proved
to be instrumental for detecting changes in the com-
munication style, and clearly marked the onset of the
co-operative planning phase. We traced the establish-
ment and functioning of an IGU, which helped to explain
why and how an agreement was reached in a new gov-
ernance mode. Furthermore, the three SAF concepts of
influence of proximate fields, strategic action, and state
interventions contributed towards explaining the pro-
cess. Taken together, we showed that the theory can
help to illuminate the emergence and function of exper-
imentation in its wider governance context.

However, the theory of SAFs does have shortcomings
when analysing urban experimentation. First, from a SAF
perspective, state actors primarily hold regulatory power
and intervene in non-state fields in a top-down manner.
On the one hand, we observed such dynamics when the
city administration used its regulatory power to block
the property owner’s development ideas. On the other
hand, administrative actors engaged at eye level and
provided continuous programmatic orientation, which
contributed towards reaching a common position. This
space for manoeuvre for state actors is vital to instigate
and allows for the emergence of collaborative planning
modes and experimentation.

Second, the meso-level construction of SAFs offers
few conceptual tools to analyse the specific dynamics
and behaviour of individual actors at micro-level; par-
ticularly for operationalising strategic action and social
skill. Our analysis, therefore, had to inductively derive
the strategic actions described in Section 4.3. It could be
worth analysing strategic action with concepts from nar-
rative analysis, micro-sociological theory, and typologies
on discursive policy-making as the one put forward by
Leipold and Winkel (2017).

Third, we came to focus on important turning points
in the course of events and analysed the influences
and contexts of these moments. In the theory, decisive
moments are reflected in the notion of (external) shocks,
leading to the destabilisation of fields. These shocks res-
onate with recent conceptualisations in social innova-
tion research about “critical turning points” (Pel et al.,
2017). We suggest that the dynamics around these deci-
sive moments, not only in terms of destabilising but
also re-establishing the stability of fields, should be fur-
ther explored.
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Finally, the theory of SAFs does not explicitly refer to
notions such as experimentation or experiments. On a
very general level, experimentation could be conceptu-
alised as a form of strategic action through which the
actors in the case tried to overcome the stalemate that
could not be overcome by adhering to the conventional
practices of area development. Furthermore, the the-
ory offers the concept of ‘innovative action,’ referring
to “actors violating field rules with respect to acceptable
practices and engaging in innovative action in defence or
support of group interests” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011,
p. 9). These innovative actions are supposed to be taken
by ‘challengers,’ or actors considered as “sensing an
opportunity to advance their position in the field through
novel means” (Fligstein &McAdam, 2011, p. 10). Instead
of challenging existing coalitions and action, incumbents
are supposed to assure the status quo in the field in
order to stabilise the situation (Fligstein & McAdam,
2011). These distinct actions by certain actors in the the-
ory resonate with the distinctions made between activ-
ities conducted by (innovative) niche actors and regime
incumbents in transition theory (Geels, 2012). Moreover,
the notion of innovative action may suggest linkages to
ideas revolving around the concept of (urban) experi-
mentation, meanwhile established in transition theory
(Fuenfschilling, Frantzeskaki, & Coenen, 2019). However,
a deeper conceptual debate around these concepts is
beyond the scope of this work. We suggest that future
research could explore the conceptual distinctions and
conjunctions between innovative action from the theory
of SAFs and (urban) experimentation. This may help to
describe the nestedness and interaction effects of urban
experimentation within SAFs beyond a single in-depth
case study.

5.2. The Development of the Utopiastadt Campus as
an Example of Experimentation and Collaborative
Planning?

As we demonstrated, laying the foundations for the
Campus was made possible by involving all four actors
in a changed pattern of interaction and communication,
working on a joint framework concept, and building trust
for the purchase negotiations. As shown, this was possi-
ble through the interplay of influential proximate fields,
strategic action and changed strategies (mainly by the
property owner), and intervention by the state actors.
However,whether the process is a good example of urban
experimentation and collaborative planning is debatable.

Concerning experiments, we listed central crite-
ria for such experiments in the introduction: Urban
experiments are defined as situations where a multi-
stakeholder, multi-disciplinary actor group deliberately
decides to jointly deviate from the status quo, to enter
a phase and setting of trial and error, and is eager
and willing to learn from it in the longer run or even
set up stand-alone platforms for urban experiments
(like city labs). Concerning collaborative planning, Innes

and Booher (2018) present three normative aspects
of collaborative planning: (1) The planning process
should enable individual and collective capacity-building
among the participants, beyond specific outcomes or
solutions; (2) the open character of the planning pro-
cess must be guaranteed—no pseudo-transparent and
pre-determined processes are allowed; and (3) the col-
laborative planning process should include—at least
with a certain possibility—contributions to make insti-
tutions more effective, adaptive, and resilient to deal
with complexity.

Accordingly, both concepts ideally demand the delib-
erate creation of a safe space for interaction and a joint
and open-ended learning environment. In our case, it
should be noted that the process was not a joint endeav-
our to explicitly explore and modify area development
processes in Wuppertal and beyond; it was, in fact, an
attempt to resolve a specific clash of interests. The actors’
decisions to participate in the UCAB meetings and to
change the governance mode can be interpreted as indi-
vidual strategic choices in an attempt to secure the objec-
tives of their respective organisations. The purchase deal
was mostly made possible by the acquired and acknowl-
edged strategic and economic power of Utopiastadt, not
by the property owner’s support for the experimental
and participatory nature of the development. It is ques-
tionable whether the Mirke case had any short-term
influence on the property owner’s business model. The
perspectives of the representatives in the meetings and
the interview showed that the changed procedure was
seen as a symbol of adaptive management—and the
case itself was perceived as an exception to the rule.
At city level, the interpretations were mixed: Some saw
the deal as a specific action to support and protect the
Utopiastadt project, while others perceived it as an exam-
ple of changing planning culture and identified need for
more collaborative and participatory not-for-profit city
development projects. On the whole, in respect of ideal-
type urban experiments and collaborative planning, this
highlights why we consider it appropriate to speak only
of an episode of experimentation and collaboration.

However, seen in the broader context of cultural
changes in urban planning, the process provided all
actors with important learning opportunities. The pro-
cess was—to a certain extent—open-ended and trans-
parent, and the decisions were based on consensus.
We could also clearly trace individual learning processes
in the data: The actors were able and willing to lis-
ten to the arguments and perspectives of the others
involved. Over time, they all learned to see the poten-
tial development of the area through the lens of the
other actors and sometimes even swapped roles by
explaining or defending the others’ standpoints to out-
siders or newcomers. All the actors recognised the impor-
tance and the uniqueness of jointly publishing the frame-
work concept and featuring all the logos on the front
cover. Even if the experimental process evolved step-
by-step over time, the concrete planning and urban
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development results are profound. It could, therefore,
be argued that these organically evolving, unintended
episodes of experimentation and collaboration harbour
at least as much potential for change in urban gover-
nance strategies and culture as intentional experiments.
However, further research is needed—both in our case
and in other projects—to trace the long-term impact of
the seeds that have been sown and the real-world expe-
riences that have been gained.

6. Conclusion

In our article we have described and analysed an urban
process with an experimental and collaborative episode
in an inner-city area development. From a normative
perspective of collaborative planning and urban experi-
mentation, the process may not have ticked all the
boxes. Nevertheless, the outcome of the process can be
deemed a success story for unconventional and adap-
tive planning processes and can be recognised as a fruit-
ful learning environment. Applying the theory of SAFs
to this case proved to be instrumental for analysing
and understanding the context and determining fac-
tors of such non-ideal but real-world urban governance
processes and episodes of experimentation. The the-
ory helps particularly to understand the specific con-
figuration of (proximate) fields, actors’ vested interests
in these fields, and the power struggles between inter-
pretations, process sovereignty, and development objec-
tives. It also helps to understand the emergence of
episodes or settings of experimentation as a shift in a
wider governance context. Our case shows how and why
experimentation can fulfil important functions of finding
new settlements in contested fields. By using the the-
ory of SAFs, we hope to have contributed to opening
up novel perspectives on the inherent process dynamics
at play in urban experimentation and collaboration that
could transform governance cultures. In turn, this may
help to inform scientific scholars and practitioners deal-
ing with urban transformations and experimentation in
other socio-spatial contexts.

Postscript: After the end of the study period, the remain-
ing area was purchased by a private person at the end
of 2020. This was done in coordination with Utopiastadt
and the city of Wuppertal and is intended to reserve this
space for the further development of the Utopiastadt
Campus. The PO thus no longer owns any part of the for-
mer railway grounds.
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