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Abstract 
This dissertation highlights and discusses incapacitation in urban regeneration. The synopsis 

reviews the urban regeneration literature on the central motivations and tactics of urban 
regeneration and takes two common combinations – competitive city through megaprojects 
and liveable city through bottom-up interventions – under further scrutiny. This serves as a 
bridge to the research contribution, which proposes a selection of antidotes to incapacitation, 
based on the four journal articles.  

The incapacitating mechanisms include the problem of forgotten problems, the self serving 
role of flagship projects as well as the low standing of knowledge and local expertise. To release 
regeneration practices from incapacitation, a series of methodological, theoretical and 
practical tools are then presented. These antidotes include overcoming the effects of 
incapacitating power through learning; revealing the one-sidedness of regeneration recipes; 
and, connecting with place-based knowledge interfaces. The case studies are from Germany 
(Duisburg and Stuttgart), Finland (the intermunicipal development zone of Kuninkaankolmio 
within the Helsinki Metropolitan Region) and the US (Pacific Beach, San Diego). 

The synopsis ends up pondering the possibility of a 'praxis with integrity' in urban 
regeneration. Could it be that praxis without unbearable contradictions is possible – in such a 
way that urban regeneration that is at once tactically skilful, politically conscious and morally 
motivated can be carried out? In the light of this study such a praxis would have to strive for a 
thorough understanding of the targeted places in order not to lose touch of the very problems 
that urban regeneration is trying to solve. It would also be able to resist the self serving 
solutions which are constantly being introduced, despite their well-known risks and 
limitations. 
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151 Introduction

1  Introduction

If we look at the spectrum of activities undertaken in the name of urban 
regeneration, both in the light of the research literature and through 
the case studies reported on here, the field appears bafflingly diverse 
and somewhat inconsistent. The ‘flagship projects’ where regeneration 
corporations attempt to revamp entire urban quarters are only distant 
relatives of the grass-roots regeneration projects that consist of step-
by-step improvements initiated at the neighbourhood level. What the 
different approaches promise to achieve also varies significantly. Those 
that swear by competitive city-regionalism may be tempted to promise 
the moon, while a community-oriented regeneration project is likely to 
guarantee far less from the outset. There are however no guarantees and 
both approaches may ultimately arrive at fine accomplishments or oversee 
complete flops. Utilising Alasdair MacIntyre’s (1981/2007) concepts from 
within the tradition of practice theories, what counts as ‘a good’ relative to 
one practice (e.g. ambitious architecture relating to the buildings within 
a regeneration zone) can represent a financial catastrophe or an ecological 
compromise relative to another practice. 

Independent of the scale and effectiveness of the regeneration 
activities, we can all finally participate in evaluating the success of each 
model. The waterfront development that the city fathers welcome as an 
investment magnet and an attractive consumption landscape may leave 
some cold: is this the liveable urban scenery that was allegedly strived for? 
Does this produce at least some external goods – e.g. plenty of income from 
corporation tax to the cash register of the impoverished city? Respectively, 
urban infill projects can turn into positive surprises as NIMBY-reactions 
and complaints about capitalising through infill are followed by glad 
acceptance of a new and interesting local rendezvous point. 
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If we continued to view urban regeneration through the lens of practice 
theory à la Alasdair MacIntyre, we could clarify whether the bundle of 
urban regeneration practices includes action the internal and external 
goods of which are aligned with each other, supporting the practice 
concerned as efficiently as possible. Could it be that praxis is possible 
– in such a way that urban regeneration that is at once tactically skilful, 
politically conscious and morally motivated can be carried out (see Räsänen, 

2008)?1 Does the institution established to enable and protect that practice 
actually fulfil its purpose, or does it corrupt that very practice? The latter 
happens when the goods internal to the practice are disregarded in the 
name of some external good – monetary income or fame, for instance. 
Then, the standards of excellence are no longer defined within the practice, 
as the instrumental goods guide the practice and not the understanding of 
internal goods defined within a developing tradition.  

This dissertation provides us with an opportunity to consider the 
relationship between urban regeneration practices and the concept 
of praxis. It would be comforting to prove that a fairly uncontroversial 
praxis is possible, or that there is a potential ‘praxis in emergence’ (see 

Räsänen, 2008)2  in some place I know. Having said ‘place’, I would also 
like to discuss place-based and place-generating urban regeneration as 
providing a potential for praxis based on integrity. The emphasis on place 
serves to focus on those urban regeneration practices that are committed 
to delivering improved places and that detach themselves from developing 
land solely for profit. It also retains a close connection to the physical city as 
the target of regeneration instead of addressing only social capital and the 
capacity building of its citizen groups3. This place-oriented regeneration 
– like any practice – is however likely to face hindrances. Kemmis (2009), 
for instance, anticipates them e.g. in the theories or discourses that inform 
and justify the practices, as well as in the mediating preconditions that 
structure how the practice unfolds in semantic, physical-material and 
social space. In this thesis such hindrances are termed ‘incapacitating 

1  The frame of practical activity developed by Räsänen and his team (Räsänen, 2008; 
2009; Räsänen & Korpiaho, 2011) was intended to resource professional identity projects in 
academia, but due to its firm rooting in practice theories, it has broader applicability in the 
study of practices. 
2  Similar to MacIntyre (1981/2007), who sees the good life as consisting of the search for 
it and being “a narrative quest” for the good (Ross, 1994, 63), Räsänen (2008, 2009) writes 
about the ’praxis in emergence’ as a(n ever-)lasting process, where temporary harmonious 
moments give pleasure and hope of the continuing emergence. 
3  As such, the dichotomy forwarded by Sutton (2008), who conceptualised the means and 
ends of urban regeneration as being a matter of places (although she essentially refers to 
land and its rising value) and people (understood as capabilities) is unsatisfactory. 
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mechanisms’ and are sought from within the ‘motivations’ and ‘tactics’ of 
urban regeneration, and in two common combinations of those two. 

Due to the variegated unfolding of practices, it is not possible to 
change them without the collaborative discussion of the practitioners. 
Whether practitioners like it or not, matters of practice “will also always 
remain topics for public discourse” (Kemmis, 2009, 37). This thesis seeks to 
make a contribution to that debate by inviting practitioners to reflect on 
what is actually being done in the name of urban regeneration and then, 
following this up with the questions how and why.

1.1 Topic and terminology

The core term in this dissertation is urban regeneration. It encompasses 
the verb ‘generate’ which resonates with other related verbs such as ‘create’, 
‘develop’ and ‘produce’ while the prefix re- suggests a promise that any 
urban area can be improved and be given the opportunity for improvement 
after a phase of de-generation.

Peter Roberts (2008, 17) defines urban regeneration as: “comprehensive 
and integrated vision and action which leads to the resolution of urban 
problems and which seeks to bring about a lasting improvement in the 
economic, physical, social and environmental condition of an area that has 
been subject to change”.

Roberts’ definition4 will be adopted here as it centres on vision, action 
and improvement and covers a broad range of concerns. Whereas for 
Couch et al. (2008) urban regeneration is fundamentally about bringing 
something back after something has been lost, Roberts focuses on bringing 
improvements ‘about’, including the possibility of also bringing new kinds 
of life and vigour to the settings in question. 

Alternative definitions often focus on deprived areas. For the 
Eurocities-network urban regeneration is about “the integrated local 
redevelopment of deprived areas”5. For the head of the UK’s first urban 
regeneration fund, the purpose is “to help people in neighbourhoods 
experiencing multiple deprivation reverse decline and create sustainable 
communities”. According to him, this requires “concerted social, economic 

4  Roberts (2008) utilises regeneration as an umbrella term, considering that his overview 
of British urban regeneration covers its entire post-war evolution from 1950s reconstruction 
and 1960s revitalisation, to 1970s renewal, 1980s redevelopment and 1990s’ regeneration. 
For Roberts (2008) the current concerns of regeneration emphasise sustainability as the 
guiding light of urban development (see also McDonald et al., 2009).
5  http://www.eurocities.eu/eurocities/issues/urban-planning-regeneration-issue, 
retrieved 28.10.2014
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and physical action” with “public sector financial support”6. In the urban 
context the public sector indisputably has a role that simply cannot be 
disregarded. Besides the obvious roles granted through legislation and 
the public purse, the “public sector ethos” (Leary & McCarthy, 2013a, 9) is also 
needed for regeneration: “sensitivity to social needs, civic duty, the public 
interest and taking the long view” (ibid.)7. Another set of reasons relates to 
ensuring urban commons such as public space (e.g. Van Melik & Lawton, 2011), 
a sense  of  security  (Parker & Johansson, 2011) or crucial infrastructures and 
their maintenance (Amin, 2006; 2013). 

In this context, attention turns to how cities as compilations of 
public bodies act in improving the quality of life8 in their urban areas, 
and how cities meet other public and private regeneration efforts and 
desires. Bypassing the division into community-led and government-led 
regeneration (Chapman, 2013)9, civic initiatives should not be excluded but 
seen rather as a  complement to public sector efforts and public-private 
partnerships. They can also bring about a comprehensive vision and action 
substituting the vacuum left by inactive cities or partnerships. Sometimes 
civic initiatives are approached by the state, or the European Union 
(Carpenter, 2006; 2013), as agents of regeneration (Sutton, 2008, on financing 

mechanisms in the US; Couch et al., 2011 in Germany, UK and France)10. However, 
according to Swyngedouw et al. (2002, 551), large-scale urban development 
projects “are decidedly and almost without exception state-led and often 
state-financed”. 

6  http://www.building.co.uk/10-ways-to-define-regeneration/3062794.article, updated 
17.2.2006
7  According to Leary & McCarthy (2013a) private sector partners can also be inculcated 
with this ethos, as Leary’s study or urban regeneration in Manchester indicates (Leary, 
2013).
8  Having said that urban regeneration should improve quality of life this means the 
quality of urban life in broad terms. The OECD’s ‘Better Life Index’, for instance, represents 
this broad approach which covers community,  education, environment, civic engagement, 
health, housing, income, jobs, life satisfaction, safety and even work-life balance. Urban 
regeneration measures can directly address only some of these aspects, and some only 
indirectly, but the measures should at the very least not contradict the notion of the ‘better 
life’ (see http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/).
9  Further terms here would include market-led or even property-led, the existence of 
which Booth (2005) discusses in the UK context. 
10  In the UK, there is also a tradition of neighbourhood regeneration (Ball & Maginn, 
2005; Tiesdell & Allmendinger, 2001) and other area-based initiatives (Pugalis & 
McGuinness, 2013). Both German and Finnish regeneration policies have to some degree 
acknowledged the importance of bottom up urban development (Bundesamt für Bauwesen 
und Raumordnung (BBR), 2006; Staffans & Väyrynen, 2009). In these countries relatively 
affluent areas have also been targeted with regeneration programmes (cf. Couch et al., 2011).
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The term ‘urban renewal’ is sometimes used in parallel with urban 
regeneration, although its emphasis is on redevelopment achieved through
the clearance and rebuilding of deteriorated structures11 or through 
renovation of the (social) housing stock. Areas targeted by urban renewal 
actions vary across countries and traditions (Verhage, 2005): in France urban 
renewal is associated with the large housing complexes of the suburbs 
(Bonneville, 2005), in the Netherlands with social housing in general (Korthals 

Altes, 2005), whereas in the US it has been closely linked to demolition and/
or redevelopment of centrally located urban blocks (Angotti, 2008; Hock, 2013; 

Sutton, 2008)12.  
Both urban renewal and regeneration practices raise the question 

of possible – and often inevitable – displacement. What happens to the 
residents of deprived neighbourhoods through the regeneration initiatives 
is a major scholarly debate in urban studies (Davidson & Lees, 2010; Lovering 

& Türkmen, 2011; Marcuse, 1986; Smith, 2002). For Stouten (2011), for instance, 
the definition of sustainable urban renewal would have to contain that 
the original population does not have to retreat but gets its share of the 
improved environment. Although the displacement or gentrification 
processes have not been specifically addressed here, the work done 
does touch upon the debate indirectly in relation to the discussion on 
the selectivity of regeneration motivations and the minefields of large 
regeneration projects (see section 2). 

The case studies herein are from three different countries: Germany, 
Finland and the United States. It directly implies that the regeneration 
issues and practices under scrutiny are not the same across the cases. 
Firstly, there are no fully matching translations for the key vocabulary. 
Therefore it was chosen simply to equate Finnish ‘kaupunkikehitys’/ 
‘kaupunkikehittäminen’13 (cf. Anttiroiko, 2010) and ’kaupunkien kehittä-
minen’ with urban regeneration, although they literally translate as urban 
development. The translation issue also applies to the German ‘Stadt-
umbau’/‘Stadterneuerung’, which are, in turn, even more limited in scope 
than the Finnish ‘kaupunkikehittäminen’. What is clear though is that in 
all three languages urban renewal is a narrower set of activities than urban 
11  Cf. Encyclopaedia Britannica, academic version: http://global.britannica.com/
EBchecked/topic/619499/urban-renewal, updated 16.7.2014.  
12  Drastic demolition measures are no longer as common as they once were, which shows 
e.g. in the definition of the Executive Office of Housing and Economic Development (of 
the State of Massachusetts), which stresses redeveloping substandard and blighted open 
areas. http://www.mass.gov/hed/community/planning/urban-renewal-ur.html, accessed 
22.9.2015
13  http://6aika.fi/rahoitus/rakennerahasto-ohjelma, accessed 22.9.2015
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regeneration (see also Leary & McCarthy, 2013a) or its US counterpart ‘urban 
revitalisation’ (cf. Sutton, 2008). Jussi Jauhiainen (1995, 48), for instance, 
wrote about ‘kaupunkiuudistus’ as the reuse of old urban structure (i.e. 
by partial renewal or full replacement of the existing fabric), which would 
come close to the German ‘Stadtsaniereung’. Antti Ahlava’s team, in turn, 
has utilised ‘kaupunkiuudistus’ predominantly in the context of urban 
densification and urban infill projects (‘täydennysrakentaminen’) (Hartiala 

et al., 2012).

          Urban renewal                     Urban regeneration      Urban policy 

 Stadtsanierung              Stadtumbau & Stadterneuerung          Stadtentwicklungspolitik

 Kaupunkisaneeraus    Kaupunkiuudistus     Kaupunkikehittäminen     Kaupunkipolitiikka

Figure 1: Urban regeneration terminology between urban renewal and urban policy 
in three languages14

Apart from the language issue, the three countries also differ from each 
other in societal and administrational aspects, including whether and 
how urban regeneration practices have been institutionalised within 
their urban planning and development systems. As such, one could say 
that they have differing ‘possibility spaces’ framing the range and effect of 
urban regeneration activities15. In other words, urban regeneration would 
in all three countries be associated with different issues and institutions, 
and be characterised by different path dependencies (cf. Couch et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, the scope would differ still further from a fourth country, the 
UK, which alongside the US represents a central research terrain in the 
scholarly literature16. 

14  The discrepancies between different formulations and translations are multiple. For 
instance, Fuhrich and Goderbauer (2011) utilise ‘urban restructuring’ as a synonym for 
‘Stadtumbau’. Couch et al. (2011) in turn utilise the term ’urban conversion’ when they refer 
to the removal of long-term redundant buildings. 
15  As Peltonen (2006) elaborates, based on Dyke (1988), entities have different trajectories 
as they are both subject to and creators of the space in which they move. The notion of 
‘possibility space’ underlines the room for manoeuvre that results from the interplay of 
constantly evolving entities and changing circumstances.
16  A number of comprehensive works exist giving historical overviews or systemic 
descriptions of the UK approach to regeneration (Jones & Evans, 2013; Tallon, 2013). 
They illustrate how a key impulse for modern urban regeneration was the urban decline 
brought about by deindustrialisation and the decline of manufacturing industries. Since 
the Thatcher years the changes to urban policy have both reflected the political fluctuations 
within the political system while continuing to show traces of Thatcher’s legacy (Carpenter, 
2014).  
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As urban regeneration programmes and measures have been studied 
extensively in both the UK and the US, it would be tempting to adopt their 
vocabulary and the associated explanatory patterns, as if their ‘possibility 
spaces’ were the same across cases reported here – and as if the two countries 
were close peers to be handled as one ‘English-speaking’ tradition. Instead 
of opening up the different traditions in detailed accounts, the choice 
adopted here has been to develop a new vocabulary in order to be able to 
handle the case studies from a more neutral standpoint. As such, focusing 
on the multiple differences between frame conditions risks missing much 
of the generic nature of urban regeneration as intentional action. Instead 
of pondering how to optimise each and every system, we might learn more 
when asking what the problematic models have in common.

1.2 Objectives and scope

In very broad terms, the research problem outlined in the context of this 
thesis is to understand the limitations of urban regeneration practices and 
to seek solutions (conceptual, methodological and practical) that may help 
in developing existing and new practices, even ‘a praxis in emergence’. In 
other words, the study explores urban regeneration between fulfilment 
and vitiation. 

The research problem is divided into discrete research questions as 
follows:  
1)   What incapacitating mechanisms can be identified through the study 

of motivations and tactics in urban regeneration?
2)   Which theoretical-methodological and practical tools can help to 

release regeneration practices from the incapacitating effects? 
3)   Can we outline urban regeneration practices with integrity, or at least 

try to sketch a potential ‘praxis in emergence’?

These questions can be viewed as a process starting with the ‘diagnosis’ 
(incapacitating mechanisms), which is followed by the ‘treatment’ (with 
theoretical-methodological and practical tools), leading towards the 
hopeful, albeit partial, ‘cure’ (potential praxis).

These research questions are approached through an ongoing dis-
cussion with the literature as well as through the case study articles. 
These questions differ from those posed in the individual articles. The 
responses given here may therefore also stem from unpublished research 
and from the efforts of other research projects which did not fit the articles 
thematically or was left out due to lack of space. 
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1.3  Structure and process

This dissertation consists of four scientific articles and a synopsis, which 
both draws together the findings of each article and proffers broader 
conclusions on urban regeneration. The synopsis started by introducing 
the central terminology and the objectives of my work. Section 2 reviews 
literature on the motivations and tactics of urban regeneration and offers 
some interim observations about incapacitation. These observations 
serve as stepping stones to the discussion on potential antidotes to 
incapacitation, i.e. the research contribution of the articles. Section 3 
presents the key findings of each article and responds to the research 
questions posed in this introductory section. Finally, section 4 highlights 
the need to discuss urban regeneration practices with an explicit focus on 
questions of morality and provides recommendations for further research.

The dissertation has been realised through a number of research 
projects and other processes of learning, in close cooperation with 
colleagues and other collaborating persons in Finland and abroad. Two 
of the articles (I–II) were mostly written while my work was financed 
from the YHTYMÄ17 doctoral programme18. The two other articles (III– 
IV) result mostly from the work I did during the TEKES-funded project 
‘Everyday Urbanity’ in Finland and during a research exchange in the US19. 
None of these articles was every formally planned in the sense that they 
had been included in a research proposal. In that sense the dissertation has 
grown ‘organically’.

Each of the articles is an independent case study which tries to advance 
understanding of the phenomena under scrutiny. The articles can all be 
viewed as cases of urban regeneration, as that is what they target, mostly 
directly. In other words: in this case, each case is a case (Laine et al., 2007, 10). 
Case studies are also a method of learning to become an expert through 
intimate context-dependent knowledge, which can be contrasted to 
learning from textbooks (Flyvbjerg, 2011). As noted in in section 1.1, the cases 
contained herein are not truly comparable. They rather speak to certain 
themes that interconnect them despite their obvious differences. Each 
case has, over time, garnered an added importance, either for its scientific 

17  YHTYMÄ is the acronym for the Finnish Doctoral Programme in Environmental Social 
Science.
18  Instead of concentrating rigidly on my research plan (on geobiographies – see Schmidt-
Thomé, 2015) I let my (other) research interests guide my work.  
19  My six-month research exchange at San Diego State University was made possible by 
a Marie Curie / IRSES initiative called CLUDs. http://www.cluds-7fp.unirc.it/aboutclupro.
php accessed 22.9.2015. 
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value or on a personal level. It was only with one case however that the 
importance was clear from the start. As noted elsewhere20 the Duisburg 
case was the one that really inspired me. The Stuttgart case instead 
managed to truly surprise me, both for the significance of the planning 
conflict and for the theoretical insight that it gave impetus to21. The two 
other cases (from Finland and the US) stand in a fruitful contrast to each 
other although the same Public Participation GIS (PPGIS) application has 
been used in both areas.

Each case utilises its own methods and empirical material, which 
have been chosen according to the aims of each article. The choices are in 
a sense outcomes of the urge to see ever clearer. The solutions adopted to 
pursue the clarity of vision include resorting to film studies (in Article I) 
as well as approaching a planning project via its opposition, i.e. analysing 
a kind of mirror image (in Article II). I have also utilised and observed 
PPGIS applications (i.e. softGIS methodology, see Kyttä & Kahila, 2011) with 
multiple intentions (in Articles III and IV). Firstly, they were utilized as 
a tool to better understand everyday life in the targeted regeneration areas. 
Then the PPGIS tools were used to enable context-sensitive studies to take 
place in ways that support the regeneration process but also question some 
prevailing beliefs.

Each article explores a particular portion of the relevant literature, 
which also delineates the issues that get the most space in the articles. Much 
of the research process thus remains outside this manuscript, although 
some of the results have been published elsewhere. For Finnish readers it 
might be informative to explore, for instance, the full array of contentious 
questions associated with the Stuttgart 21 project (Niemenmaa & Schmidt-

Thomé, 2012)22 or to see Duisburg in the broader context of structural change 
and urban shrinkage in Germany (Niemenmaa & Schmidt-Thomé, 2011).

What also remains outside of this synopsis, is the discussion of state-
funded programmes that co-fund area-based regeneration activities by 
municipalities. They may be mentioned, albeit passing, but I am not trying 
to reach for conclusions concerning them, as none of my cases is strongly 
linked with such programmes. However, after opening up the broad spectre 
20  http://finnland-institut.de/cool/blog/verliebe-dich-ins-ruhrgebiet/ published 
29.11.2013
21  The research plan, preliminary literature review and field work were undertaken and 
reported initially together with Vivi Niemenmaa (Niemenmaa & Schmidt-Thomé, 2011), 
but after a new theoretical idea, I continued to develop the theoretical apparatus with Raine 
Mäntysalo. 
22  What we had to squeeze into one table in the Article II made easily one full article about 
the controversial issues (see also Novy & Peters, 2012).  
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of what is done in the name of urban regeneration (in section 2), I will 
shortly return to these programmes in section 4.

Table 1: The role of the Articles I-IV in the dissertation

For the individual articles questions of reliability and validity have been 
addressed in each. In Article III, this followed mainly from the requirements 
of reporting the statistical analysis. In the other three articles the most 
important strategy in ensuring validity has been triangulation: getting to 
know the locality and/or the phenomena under scrutiny from different 
perspectives, with the help of multiple data sources. I have also tried to 
bring the tentative interpretations “back to the people from whom they 
were derived”, as Merriam (1995, 54) formulates one perspective to internal 
validity. I have written about my personal experiences of returning to the 
“field” in a series of blog writings and consider these experiences important 
both as validity checks and as sources of personal motivation. 

 Article Research question of 
the article Data sources

Theoretical-
methodological 
context

Significance for 
the dissertation 

I Duisburg What does the 
absence of the most 
famous fictive figure 
tell us about the urban 
regeneration efforts of 
the City of Duisburg?

Planning docu-
ments, media 
coverage, Tatort-
films, field work
including dis-
cussions with local 
actors

Examining city 
branding in 
parallel with the 
world of film 
making

Problematising 
the one-sidedness 
of regeneration 
efforts; 
questioning 
the salience of 
megaprojects 

II Stuttgart How can overcoming 
of incapacitation 
be understood and 
illustrated in the S21 
conflict? 

Planning 
documents, media 
coverage, field 
work including 
interviews with 
the opposition 
members

Approaching the 
conflict via the 
opposition to 
the contentious 
project as the 
interplay of power 
and learning

Adding to the 
above; introducing 
and illustrating 
an approach that 
combines power 
‘over’ and ‘to’

III Kuninkaan-
kolmio

What can be inferred 
about the public 
acceptance of urban 
densification measures 
based on the residents’ 
willingness to move?  

Data from a 
PPGIS analysed 
together with 
other geocoded 
data; collaborative 
process of devel-
oping the survey 
with planners

Context-sensitive 
analysis of 
residents’ 
perspective 
towards urban 
regeneration

Showing 
advantages of 
place-based 
data; questioning 
common beliefs of 
preference studies

IV Pacific 
Beach

Can PPGIS facilitate
self-organising urban
regeneration? If the 
answer is yes, what are 
the prerequisites for 
successful facilitation?  

Participatory 
observation, 
correspondence 
with Pacific Beach 
actors, PPGIS 
methods

Action research 
setting in the 
middle ground 
of PPGIS and 
Community 
Informatics

Adding to the 
above; opportunity 
to ponder on 
the possibility of 
a place-based 
praxis
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2 Motivations and tactics     
 in urban regeneration

In this section I will review a selection of discussions on what urban 
regeneration practices are and should be, highlighting the main moti -
vations behind the practices as well as the tactics they tend to come coupled 
with. The practices, or the discourses associated with them, were chosen 
based on their prevalence in the recent research literature and on their 
relevance to the case studies used. 

In the first sub-section, I review the literature on ‘competitive 
city-regionalism’ as it (together with its critiques) belongs to the most 
significant debates around urban regeneration. This is followed by a debate 
on liveability concerns, which can also be seen as a strand of another major 
debate – sustainability through urban regeneration. In the second sub-
section I turn to tactics, i.e. to regeneration techniques. Here the focus is 
placed on two approaches: so-called flagship projects or megaprojects and 
bottom-up regeneration through local efforts. In the third sub-section, the 
most common combinations of the motivations and tactics are discussed: 
fostering competitiveness through megaprojects and enhancing liveability 
through bottom-up measures. Finally, in the fourth sub-section, some 
interim observations – signs of incapacitation – are forwarded to pave the 
way for my own research contribution.

2.1  Motivations

Motivations here refer to what is meant to be achieved through the urban 
regeneration practice – what kind of achievements serve as the guiding 
light in regeneration measures. Alternative terms could have been ‘goals’ or 
‘aims’ – or ‘ends’, as a pair for the ‘means’ to be addressed later. Motivations 
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are political, but not necessarily explicitly so. The political dimension 
may also appear more as a result of the choices already made than as an 
invitation to debate societal goals. Motivations can also be both intangible 
(a competitive city) and tangible (a liveable street). Motivations are then 
not merely abstract ideals or values but, taking from Bourdieu (1998), 
occupied positions (ibid., 15) and acts of positioning (ibid., 6), made possible 
with different kinds of ‘capital’.

2.1.1 Competitive city

One strong strand of the urban regeneration literature comes coupled with 
broader considerations of urban entrepreneurialism, neoliberal urbanism 
and ‘boosterism’ (Harvey, 1989; 1993; Paddison, 2009; Pratt, 2009; Swyngedouw et al., 

2002; Wood, 1998). Much of this literature used to come from the UK and the 
US, but the textbooks keep on introducing new case studies to stress that 
these considerations have increasing global relevance. Competitiveness 
considerations and urban regeneration measures seem to be intertwined; 
and this fact is both heavily critiqued (Smith, 2002; Swyngedouw et al., 2002) and 
welcomed (Shimomura & Matsumoto, 2010).

One central, albeit contested, assumption is that cities are currently 
in constant competition with each other. To succeed in this rivalry, they 
should be concerned about achieving some competitive advantage (cf. 

Porter, 2004) or possessing critical location factors (Hospers, 2003; Rogerson, 

1999): competitive cities would be able to boast of knowledge intensive 
production, with a diverse set of globally and locally well-connected 
entrepreneurs as well as access to high-quality urban living environments. 
For the sake of the competition imperative (e.g. Savitch & Kantor, 2002; Storper, 

2010) cities should take action to attract investment. 
On the strength of this scholarly literature, it appears that finding 

alternatives to urban entrepreneurialism will be very difficult in countries 
and cities that subscribe to ‘competitive city-regionalism’, as Ward and 
Jonas (2004) and Boland (2007) have chosen to call this widely accepted 
imperative. Some have asked if we are witnessing a fundamental trans-
formation of urban economies or whether the significance of the change 
has been exaggerated in order to legitimate certain policy approaches 
(Boland, 2007; S. V. Ward, 1998)23 or to even suppress the ‘political’ in urban 
governance (Paddison, 2009).

23  Ward (1998) claims that place marketing is no clear-cut domain or set of tasks but 
a broader ethos or ideology of entrepreneurship that has surfaced in some places more 
strongly than in others. His analysis shows that we are not seeing a new phenomenon but 
rather a set of activities that are typical for urban systems in change. The North American 
settlement efforts for instance served as a setting where competition was endemic in the 
sense that the abundance of undeveloped land and the ‘boosterism’ attitude coincided. In the 
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This striving for competitiveness and incoming investment tends to come 
coupled with a certain modus operandi: “The process begins with major 
regeneration (‘flagship’) projects and urban design strategies […]. This is 
followed up by promotional campaigns and the aggressive marketing of 
cities through the construction of new, deliberately crafted, images that 
replace old and/or negative ones” (Boland, 2007, 1027). Sometimes extensive 
investments in marketing and branding seem to come close to a reinvention 
of the locality (see e.g. Gertner & Kotler, 2004; Parkerson & Saunders, 2005), in 
particular in cities in the search for restructuring (Swyngedouw et al., 2002).

As the ideal of competitiveness interweaves with urban regeneration 
projects and strong marketing efforts, cities begin to appear as brands. 
Research on urban marketing and branding has grown along with the 
marketing activities and the discourse on urban competition (Kearns & 

Philo, 1993; Gold & Ward, 1994; Papadopoulos, 2004; Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2005; 

Anholt, 2010). The word ‘branding’ is however sometimes used in a very 
narrow sense, as if it was about coming up with a catchphrase or a logo only 
(Ashworth & Kavaratzis, 2009). This is why some would rather use the term 
‘place marketing’, which corresponds with a broader understanding of 
shaping some ‘reality’ through urban development and marketing instead 
of seeking mere image improvement. As Gertner and Kotler (2004, 54) wrote: 
”Image improvement, rather than real improvement, is too often used as 
a panacea or a quick fix for a place’s problems.” In place marketing, in turn, 
publicity alone would not be considered sufficient, although its usefulness 
was well acknowledged24.

In competitive city-regionalism, other motivations appear subordinate 
to competitiveness. If environmental quality plays a role in the first place, 
it is reduced to a potential competitive advantage (Rogerson, 1999). Certain 
citizen groups, that are particularly welcome to the entrepreneurial city, 
are expected to appreciate the availability of certain services and high-
quality residential environments. These environments would add to 
the attractiveness of the industrial location of the city, supporting its 
competitive edge as a business location. The same pattern seems to apply 

UK, the resort towns, first around spas and later along seashores were also marketed from an 
early stage to attract new land owners and visitors to these emerging tourist destinations.
24  In conceptual terms, some researchers seem to directly adopt the terminology of 
marketing research and more recently of the brand management, when discussing cities (e.g. 
Gertner & Kotler, 2004; also Anholt, 2010). As Ashworth and Kavaratzis (2009) have shown, 
the literatures on place branding and corporate brands show considerable similarities. 
Hankinson (2007) holds that the integration of the urban development and brand 
management literatures should deepen even further. If this is the case however it is due less 
to the similarity of cities and big corporations (cf. Kavaratzis, 2009), and rather more to the 
fact that all marketing is about balancing between illusions and real-life conditions. This 
issue will be revisited in the context of Article I later in the thesis.
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to the use of culture in the so-called culture-led urban regeneration. Evans’ 
(2005) and Pratt’s (2009) reviews have shown this instrumental use of 
culture – or ‘hijacking’ of culture (Kavaratzis & Ashworth, 2015) – more broadly, 
and Novy and Colomb (2013) have discerned it in the case of Berlin and 
Mooney (2004) in Glasgow, for instance.

There is a paradox built into the notion of competitive city-regionalism. 
As Boland (2007) has noted, despite the aim to create a ‘unique place identity’ 
to differentiate cities from their rivals, the adopted model leads to cities 
taking on the same toolkit of economic development. Strategy documents 
contain the same policy priorities; regeneration proceeds according to the 
same recipes. We see nearly identical megaprojects across cities that are 
allegedly about to perfect their uniqueness – but actually appear ‘uniquely’ 
like all the others. In whose interest then is this rather peculiar emerging 
pattern? 

Competitive city-regionalism is driven by both global and local 
tendencies. According to Boland (2007), in the UK, there is a whole new 
industry growing up around consulting and entrepreneurial academics 
based around competitiveness promotion. With a firm footing in the policy 
field, they “offer research and advice on competitiveness, innovation, cities 
and city-regions, the knowledge economy, clusters, the creative industries 
and performance league tables” (ibid., 1023). Many have no interest in 
questioning the basic assumptions behind ‘competitiveness’ as they live 
from it. From the macro-perspective, competitive city-regionalism can be 
seen as enabling ”the imperatives of a globally connected neo-liberalised 
market economy” to emerge (Swyngedouw, 2010, 3; cited in Imrie & Dolton, 2014, 

175). In urban regeneration it means that the pursuit of economic growth 
through the commodification of land and property markets is deemed 
permissible (ibid). This is no news in cities such as New York, where the 
finance, insurance, and real estate (FIRE) sector already has a significant 
or even hegemonic position (Angotti, 2008), but may be more of a surprise in 
smaller cities that get enchanted by the lure of the competitiveness mantra.

2.1.2  Liveable city

A broad strand of the literature discusses urban regeneration as striving 
for increased liveability. Often the emphasis here is on sustainable urban 
development, for which liveability can be considered both as a prerequisite 
and an outcome. In a sustainable city, making ecological choices would be 
made easy and attractive, i.e. liveable or socially sustainable (Newman, 1999; 
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Vallance et al., 2011). On the other hand, many sustainable solutions such as 
car-free urban zones would add to liveability in those areas and beyond 
(Crawford, 2002)25. For urban regeneration measures it would thus be central 
to draw conclusions on preferable urban structure and form (Godschalk, 

2004; Jabareen, 2006). Liveable urban density, for instance, would be both 
ecologically and socially sustainable (Bramley et al., 2009; Kyttä et al., 2015).

The liveability literature has many overlaps with research on ‘quality 
of life’ issues, which can be studied both ‘objectively’ from statistics and 
‘subjectively’ by asking people (see Ballas, 2013, for a recent review). In the 
context of urban regeneration as a fight against deprivation, it would be 
common to start with the basic needs of the urban population (P. Evans, 

2002). In regeneration areas with/for a more affluent population, the 
starting points would likely focus more on the provision of higher-end 
lifestyle choices (Ruth & Franklin, 2014), and the ‘fear’ of the well-off being in 
the position to ‘vote with their feet’ if unsatisfied with the liveability of the 
area.

A liveable city would have to fulfil certain quality criteria26. Newton’s 
(2012) set of criteria represents a holistic attempt, covering both human 
well-being and urban environmental quality criteria, or “attributes of 
a  place, ranging in scale from dwelling and neighbourhood to a city and 
its region”. Other scholars would rather differentiate the criteria between 
different types of areas and define their own criteria for residential 
neighbourhoods (Norouzian-Maleki et al., 2015), city centre areas (Balsas, 2004) 
or streets (Appleyard, 1981). These extensive criteria lists or catalogues often 
recommend some kind of a monitoring system in order to study the quality 
of those environments27. Various assessment tools for the same purpose 
are also being developed28.

Rather than comprehensive monitoring systems, we are seeing a boom 
in liveability league tables29. As Ruth and Franklin (2014) report, numerous 
consultancies and quasi-research organisations have published ranking 
lists about the world’s most liveable cities. These ultra-light versions of 

25  See also European Commission DG Environment about reclaiming streets for people:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/pubs/pdf/streets_people.pdf, accessed 6.5.2015
26  The previously mentioned ‘basic needs’ will be left to one side here as the cases reported 
here all relate to so-called ‘first world problems’.   
27  Such as is proposed for Melbourne by Lowe et al. (2013)
28  E.g. Hunter New England Population Health (2012) 
29  Some examples: http://pages.eiu.com/rs/eiu2/images/EIU_BestCities.pdf; http://
monocle.com/film/affairs/quality-of-life-survey-2014/; http://www.statsilk.com/maps/
quality-living-worlds-most-liveable-cities-interactive-map accessed 22.9.2015
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monitoring might serve as a bench-marking test for cities, but have little 
to do with the comprehensive criteria that the above-mentioned research 
deals with30. There seems to be a certain lightness embedded in the concept 
as such: Liveability seems more immediate and tangible, and thus more 
achievable than sustainability (Ruth & Franklin, 2014). Certain liveability 
ideas have perhaps become popular because of this. As such, it is easier 
to gain support for a couple of basic principles that come with observable 
criteria than for the establishment of a sizeable multi-criteria monitoring 
system31.    

Taking liveability seriously would mean developing a deep under-
standing of urban everyday life, as well as the effects that urban regeneration 
can have on that patterning. Urban regeneration practitioners would have 
to develop an understanding of the citizens’ everyday practices and to 
respect these in their work.

With reference to Batty’s (2012) New Science of Cities, Ballas (2013) 

calls for a science of happiness to study what makes people happy and 
what cities can do about it. A major feature in the liveability agenda would 
be the central role given to the human scale and the user perspective. 
A group of Australian scholars conceive “liveable place to be one that 
is safe, attractive, socially cohesive and inclusive, and environmentally 
sustainable; with affordable and diverse housing linked to employment, 
education, public open space, local shops, health and community services, 
and leisure and cultural opportunities; via convenient public transport, 
walking and cycling infrastructure” (Lowe et al., 2013).

Improving liveability is a close synonym for place-making (cf. Bohl, 

2012; Godschalk, 2004), which currently represents a popular agenda or 
even a broader movement32. Even non-liveable areas can be ‘taken back’ 
“neighborhood by neighborhood, turning them into ‘places’ through 
collaborative people-centered planning” (Friedmann, 2010) focusing on the 
relationship between the environment and the social life it sustains33. 

30  The Global Liveable Cities Index (GLCI) by Tan (2012) is somewhat more 
comprehensive and transparent than most of the league tables. 
31  In terms of popularity or public acceptance then, even more challenging than liveability 
monitoring could thus be e.g. sustainability monitoring, which should follow many 
ecosystem processes that are beyond our everyday experience. 
32  http://www.pps.org/reference/what_is_placemaking/ accessed 22.9.2015. 
33  Here Friedmann (2010) relies on Cresswell’s (2009) conceptualisation of place.
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2.2  Tactics

The notion of tactics here refers to how urban regeneration is carried 
out: what concrete activities are undertaken and who gets to plan and 
implement them. Perhaps as an alternative to ‘tactics’ we could use the 
word ‘techniques’ of regeneration, or the ‘means’ to it. Tactics however 
serve to carry out concrete acts with the tools available, and do not imply 
constant awareness of the motivations.

2.2.1 Megaprojects and ’flagships’

Urban regeneration megaprojects refer to the very large infrastructure 
and development projects that target delimited urban areas. Often the 
targeted areas include former harbours or industrial areas (as in the 
case of Duisburg) or railway depots (as in the case of Stuttgart), which 
are usually not inhabited prior to regeneration and can thus properly be 
termed ‘redevelopment’. These projects usually take the form of public-
private partnerships of some kind, result in big, mixed-use developments 
designed to attract multinational business and as sites for new housing 
(Fainstein, 2008). They are thus both developments in their own right but also 
work as magnets for further development (Smyth, 1994/2005). As Vermeulen 
(2002) has noted, the associated marketing and branding process is often 
expected to work like a self-fulfilling prophecy, bringing about the future 
that first had to be imag[in]ed.

These urban regeneration megaprojects are also often referred to as 
prestige projects (Loftman & Nevin, 1994) or ‘flagships’ (Grodach, 2008; 2010; 

Voase, 1997), in particular if they entail iconic buildings that can serve as new 
symbols and support the branding efforts of the city, and if they are expected 
to have “an influential and catalytic role in urban regeneration”(Bianchini et 

al., 1992)34.
As the projects are initiated, they may be advertised also as liveability 

boosts or solutions to social deprivation (e.g. in East London with the help of 

the 2012 Olympics35). Some delimit the promises to expected benefits in 
terms of competitiveness and inward investment. Due to the sheer scale 
of the projects, and the risks for both public and private participants, it is 
probably no surprise that the profitability concerns may override other 
targets in respect of social goals (Fainstein, 2008) or liveability (Atkinson, 

34  For an example of these high expectations, see http://www.nodeurbandesign.com/
journal/journal-entry/role-of-flagship-projects-in-regeneration/, accessed 22.9.2015. 
35  http://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2006/03/olym-m08.html, published 8.3.2006
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2004; G. Evans, 2005). In addition, it may not be clear for the public sector 
what it gets committed to when allying with investors and when signing 
contracts with the private sector (Flyvbjerg, 2014). Although cost overruns 
can be expected, these risks are often ignored and underplayed in decision-
making (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003). Managers tend to treat megaprojects as if 
they were just a matter of strict control and do not take into account 
the stochasticity inherent in such complex projects (Bruzelius et al., 2002; 

Flyvbjerg, 2014). However, there is also a systematic bias towards justifying 
implementation through misinformation (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003) and silencing 
critical aspects on purpose.    

Many megaprojects could be classified as attempts to open up 
new business opportunities and to increase the land values within the 
designated area and beyond. This does not mean that they would not 
be a vehicle for the provision of public benefits. According to Fainstein 
(2008; see also Imrie & Thomas, 1993), the outcomes vary significantly, with 
the variation corresponding to how much is being asked from developers. 
If they are allowed to go for the construction option that would generate 
the biggest profits, they will produce “luxury residences and hotels, large-
footprint office towers and shopping malls” with a concomitant minimal 
commitment to environmental quality or affordable housing (Fainstein, 

2008, 783)36. 
Besides Grodach, Flyvbjerg and Fainstein, many other scholars have 

been critical of, or advised against, implementing megaprojects either 
in general (Priemus, 2010), or in the light of their particular experience: 
Häusserman and Simons (2001) from Berlin, and Peters and Novy (2012) from 
various railway station area projects. Raco (2014) has provided a  detailed 
analysis of the state-led privatisation through the 2012 London Olympics 
and shown how the governance through contract -model channels elite 
power into the ‘contractual capture’, out of the reach of the public sphere 
(see also Haila, 2008). Raco (2014, 195) summarises a possible trajectory: “It 
may be that ‘public interests’ become the focus of contractual negotiations 
between and within technocratic elites, funded by public and private sector 
agencies. Citizens and communities may be increasingly forced to look to 
alternative modes of resistance, away from the formal political system.”

36  Beauregard (2005) has explained how the success of mixed-use urban redevelopment 
projects that are supposed to enliven downtown districts depend on the functional 
interdependence of different property sectors, i.e. on the “thickness of the real estate 
markets”. The three impediments to this synergism that he identified in the case of Lower 
Manhattan may also apply to many megaprojects: “the ‘stickiness’ of the sectoral response, 
the enduring allure of office renovations compared to residential conversion and intra-
metropolitan spatial competition” (ibid, 2442).
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2.2.2 Bottom-up urban regeneration 

Bottom-up urban regeneration or local revitalisation measures, is a tapes-
try of forms and traditions. In the US it is largely synonymous with the 
community development tradition, which seeks to correct distortions in 
the provision of public and private goods (Sutton, 2008; Wolf-Powers, 2014)37. 
Here measures may include anything from public space redesign and the 
formation of business improvement districts to the creation of community 
land trusts and the development of indigenous leadership in non-profit 
organisations (Wolf-Powers, 2014). Much of this bottom-up revitalisation 
is done as non-paid voluntary work or financed by philanthropic donors 
as non-profit activity (Fraser & Kick, 2014). There are also national funding 
mechanisms for local revitalisation measures. 

Bottom-up regeneration may also be completely self-organised 
engagement, where initiatives for spatial interventions originate from civil 
society via community-based networks (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011). However, 
as a number of interventions in the built environment are both costly 
and fall into the jurisdiction of the city, successful bottom up initiatives 
often end up searching for allies, or at least certain permits, from public 
sector players. In the US, where there is a long tradition of resorting to 
giant public and private redevelopment schemes, there is also a strong 
opposition tradition – the movements that have emerged as a response 
to massive urban regeneration projects (Angotti, 2008). In cities like New 
York, these struggles have moved beyond protest alone. Community 
activists are now proactively creating community plans, which often try 
to protect neighbourhoods from megaprojects and other forms of potential 
displacement in respect of residents and businesses. Angotti (2008, 5) sees 
them in the broader context of struggles for social justice, as “a means for 
setting priorities and principles that people believe should govern what 
happens in their communities”. 

A central aspect of bottom up regeneration is its potential value for 
community-building and processes of empowerment. Ideally, an inclusive 
regeneration process would not only accomplish certain liveability aims 
but would also serve identity building and even grant local stakeholders new 
positions to help them get politically engaged (Bunyan, 2014). Furthermore, 

37  “Community development planners typically work in neighbourhoods where the 
housing stock is substandard, where crime, property abandonment and low-quality retail 
and recreational options curtail day-to-day social and economic functions and interactions, 
where few people have meaningful or well-remunerated work and where marginalisation 
and a lack of recognition limit people’s capability to flourish as political subjects” (Wolf-
Powers, 2014, 203).
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it could add to the social capital both through ‘bonding’ similar people at 
the local level, and through ‘bridging’ residents of poorer areas with those 
from other sectors of society38.

The problematic questions associated with bottom up processes 
vary across the spectrum of approaches. Some of the most common 
concerns are whether bottom up processes are doomed to be ‘mere 
twiddling’ at the edges, due to limited resources, or therapy that keeps the 
grassroots busy with “endless capacity building” (Dicks, 2014), while big 
decisions are taken elsewhere. We are also reminded that state-sponsored 
bottom-up processes can also be seen as activating citizens to take greater 
responsibility for their own government, individually and collectively, 
preparing for the gradual dismissal of public interventions (Raco & Imrie, 

2000). Another concern with state-sponsored bottom-up processes is that 
through them urban regeneration is still often done to rather than with 
local people (Lawless, 2004; Lawless & Pearson, 2012)39.

Moreover, these bottom-up activities may actually result in rising land 
values. The residents’ own efforts to improve their living conditions may 
make the area more attractive for other residents to move in – and more 
importantly for investments willing to capitalise on that. Klaus Kunzmann 
(2004) is often quoted for having said that “each story of regeneration 
begins with poetry and ends with real estate”. According to Angotti (2008, 

12), this is a serious concern due to the neoliberal shift in public policy:   
“[c]ommunities now confront local governments that are both less 
aggressive in leading land development and more dependent on hegemonic 
real estate interests, and the pro-growth civic coalitions they are able 
to assemble” (Angotti 2008, 12). This means that the bottom-up groups 
and organisations may have to face investors without the public sector 
intermediaries.40 This would see citizens moving from being addressees, 
electors and customers to become co-producers and co-decision-makers 
(cf. Bogumil, 2001, 2; cited in Shand, 2013)41. Bottom-up processes are themselves 
however by no means immune to short-term interests in profit-making 
and may be tempted to tap into the recipes of selected attractiveness and 
quick-fix place-making. 

38  Adapted from Lawless and Pearson (2012) citing Putnam.
39 Dicks (2014) calls this participation in state-sponsored activities “community 
activation”, to differentiate it from promotion of “active citizenship”. 
40 I have written about this occurring in Berlin, in the Mediaspree conflict zone (Schmidt-
Thomé, 2012).
41 http://www.difu.de/publikationen/citizens-and-local-government.html-1 accessed 
22.9.2015.
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Finally, from the bottom up perspective, it is often feasible and desirable 
simply not to act. Sometimes the most effective way to promote liveability 
is to preserve the current structure and appearance of a  neighbourhood 
or of an entire downtown or city centre area. In retrospect it is possible 
to show many examples of how being saved from the bulldozer, often at 
the last-minute through the introduction of conservation schemes has 
preserved liveable settings, healthy social ecologies of the place that fosters 
place attachment (cf. Till, 2012) but also provide for the local economy to 
flourish (cf. Bengs, 2010)42. This, for sure, is not a welcome perspective for 
enthusiastic protagonists of megaprojects.

2.3   Common combinations 
 of motivations and tactics 

Some regeneration motivations seem to come tightly coupled with certain 
tactics. As touched upon earlier, the competitiveness agenda and urban 
regeneration through massive urban redevelopment schemes – also called 
‘flagship projects’ (Smyth, 1994/2005) or ‘megaprojects’ (Flyvbjerg, 2014) – form 
one strong bundle. In the bottom-up revitalisation, in turn, it is common 
to search for smaller interventions addressing both the social and physical 
fabric of the neighbourhood or a larger urban quarter (Friedmann, 2010; 

Sutton, 2009). These combinations will now be addressed utilising Frank 
Fischer’s model of argumentative policy analysis (Fischer, 1995; 2003; 2007). 
The purpose here is rather to illustrate how each combination forms 
“a complex blend of factual statements, norms, interpretations, opinions, 
and evaluations” (Fischer, 2007, 235). The four sets of criteria that Fischer 
has offered for judging whether an alleged “good reason” behind a policy 
can also be proven to be one will be used. These filters of judgement (and 
interrelated levels of argumentation) are read from the bottom towards 
the top (Figure 2): technical verification, situational validation, systemic 
vindication and rational social choice (Fischer, 2007).

As Fischer’s labels for the layers are somewhat cryptic, other wordings 
will be used in parallel (reading again from bottom to the top): Efficient 
methods; Relevant objectives; Contributory consequences and Committed 
resolution. The use of these replacement wordings also suggests that 
the model itself may here be used in a somewhat unorthodox manner, as 

42  I touched upon this during study visits to San Diego and Boston, where the most vibrant 
urban quarters are those which fortunately were not pulled down like their neighbouring 
areas, in the name of urban renewal. 
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a heuristic device, to display and analyse possible series of argumentative 
layers43. I intend these series as simplifications that are unlikely have their 
full-blown, real-life counterparts somewhere.

Layer of 
judgement

 
Description

 
Label

 
rational social 
choice

 
Ideals offering a basis for resolution of conflicting 
judgement; ability to equitably accommodate relevant 
interests (reflected by the conflicts) in comparison 
with other principles and values

 
Committed 
resolution

 
systemic 
vindication

 
Value to society as a whole; equitable distribution of 
consequences

 
Contributory 
consequences

 
situational 
validation

 
Relevance of the objective to the problem situation; 
underlying assumptions about the circumstances

 
Relevant 
objectives

 
technical 
verification

 
Fulfilment of the stated objective; efficiency in 
comparison with alternative means available

 
Efficient 
methods

Figure 2: Fischer’s model of argumentative policy analysis with author’s 
interpretations

If we look at these common combinations utilising Fischer’s model we 
can get an idea of the ‘possibility spaces’ of urban regeneration for both 
combinations. Two possible versions of both of these combinations are 
shown in Figures 3 and 4.  When related to each other in this way, we see 
how far apart the left and right hand side sets of layers are from each other. 
Imagine now that we accept the argument on the left but the resulting 
regeneration is closer to that on the right. If the “ripple effects” prove to 
be ‘elusive promises’ (Abram & Weszkalnys, 2013), the revealed alternative 
is a strongly vitiated version of the postulated intentions. The same goes 
for the liveability agenda in cases where the city subscribes to the more 
substantial version, but the ‘lightness’ then takes over as attractiveness 
concerns gain ground.  

We see two different rationalities cutting through both of the pairs. 
Here ‘rationalities’ refer to modes of thinking that close down the plurality 
of possibilities and establish an outcome labelled as regeneration44. 

43  Certain arguments may be strongly related to only one of the levels, and expanded to 
other levels during the process of policy formation. According to Fischer (1995), in highly 
contentious cases, it is typical that arguments emerge at all levels simultaneously.
44  This formulation combines the work of Haughton et al. (2013), Watson (2003; 2009) and 
Rose & Miller (1992). 
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Levels of 
judgement Criteria

Competitiveness with ‘ripple effects’; 
megaprojects as a necessary 
response to urban restructuring

Competitiveness  
for ‘accumulation’; 
megaprojects as 
real estate business

 
rational social 
choice 

 
Committed 
resolution 

 
generation of a growth machine, 
acknowledging certain ecological 
and social frame conditions 

 
freedom to strive for 
profits cannot be 
questioned

 
systemic 
vindication

 
Contributory 
consequences

 
promises of job generation, 
investment flows and increased 
liveability; 
competitive cities as sources of 
wealth that can be distributed

 
sustaining the 
market in every-
body’s interest; 
huge potential 
monetary gains 
outweigh the risks

situational 
validation

Relevant 
objectives

any area would prefer upgrading; this 
lucky enough to attract investments; 
both exogenous and endogenous 
resources will be utilised 

universal dilemma; 
same toolkit should 
work anywhere; 
market situation 
may not always be 
optimal though

technical 
verification

Efficient 
methods

feasibility studies and impact 
assessments can prove  that the 
choices are optimal; public-private 
partnerships may be needed

revenues will tell; 
unless they are 
business secrets    

Figure 3: Two possible versions of competitive city-regionalism 

Levels of 
judgement Criteria

Liveability improvements 
for better everyday life in 
a community

Attractiveness boosted 
through redevelopment

 
rational social 
choice

 
Committed 
resolution 

 
Multiple understandings of 
good life can be practiced; 
critical dialogues welcome  

 
Would someone oppose 
happiness? Those who do 
not subscribe are free to 
move elsewhere 

 
systemic 
vindication

 
Contributory 
consequences

 
Community empowerment; 
improvements in quality; 
flourishing local economy 
without displacement      

 
Fancy streetscapes as 
evidence of economic 
success and a lure for more; 
a message for target groups 

 
situational 
validation

 
Relevant 
objectives

 
Let the citizens judge; turn 
to the crowds in social value 
decisions; the community 
knows the best

 
Certain liveability recipes 
have passed the test; 
committed (semi-) 
professionals can fill the 
possible institutional vacuum

technical 
verification

Efficient 
methods

Critical evaluation from the 
perspective of everyday life   

League table rankings will 
tell how well  the project has 
drawn from the global pool 
of best practices

Figure 4: Two possible versions of liveability agenda in urban regeneration  
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If  the rationality is to ‘sustain a market’ (Rose & Miller, 1992, 199), the  actions 
tolerated by competitive city-regionalism are limited to commodified 
forms of government (ibid. 198). Then, “individuals can be governed through 
their freedom to choose” (Rose & Miller 1992, 201). Please note that not 
only the competitiveness oriented regeneration but also the liveability 
argumentation may leave the door wide open for commodification. If 
liveability is understood as attractiveness, success can be measured by 
checking from the league table rankings how well the (allegedly) local 
practice has drawn from the global pool of best practices. It is obviously 
more appealing to talk about liveability as happiness than about liveability 
as a never-ending fight against urban deprivation, but was urban re  gen -
eration not about alleviating problems? Are all combinations of motivations 
and tactics equally threatened by this lightness?45

2.4  Signs of incapacitation 

Based on the three previous sub-sections, it is possible to make some 
interim observations about urban regeneration practices as combinations 
of motivations and tactics. At least three signs of incapacitation can be 
identified. 

Problems are seemingly uninteresting, as regeneration practices get 
carried away by promises and the necessity to improve actual problematic 
conditions gets somehow forgotten along the way. Would it not be far better 
first to try at least to understand the prevailing conditions? This problem 
of forgotten problems notably applies to the practices complying with the 
imperatives of competitive city-regionalism. The bottom-up community 
driven approach would, almost by definition, start closer to the problems. 
The politics of issue formation (Leino & Laine, 2012), i.e. the matters of 
concern (Latour, 2005) that serve as crucial points of reference and organising 
principles of the public (Marres, 2007), are central to this approach – unless 
the quick-fix attractiveness agenda manages to blur or replace the original 
motivation. However, taking context-orientation seriously requires some 
effort to interpret what liveability – for instance – would mean in each and 
every context. Not all practices are in the position to do this due to scarce 
resources or a lack of willingness to interpret the present circumstances or 
to consider the whole spectrum of possible improvements. 

45  What about the sustainability agenda: is the popularity of ecosystem services another 
similar story? 
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An exaggerated future-orientation can also be problematic in urban 
regeneration. As Abram and Weszkalnys (2013) write, promised futures 
form a precarious basis for legitimacy in comparison with achieved 
improvements. They may also render regeneration vulnerable to unwanted 
neoliberalism, the focus of which is future market potential (Berglund 2014, 

referring also Moisio & Paasi 2013). Kjaer & Pedersen (2001) are also critical 
of the future-oriented nature of problem formation. As future visions 
and scenario workshops are increasingly popular, even in the public 
administration (Abram & Weszkalnys 2013; Kjær & Pedersen 2001), much time is 
spent detached from real current problems.

Considering how problematic many megaprojects and flagships have 
been found, it is bizarre how commonly accepted this type of choice remains. 
How is it that these elusive promises manage to convince new publics 
again and again? Are these megaprojects self serving from the perspective 
of some actors or of entire practices? With reference to Figure 3, it may be 
in the interests of some influential actors to speak for the ‘Megaprojects 
as a necessary response’, i.e. to support the close interconnection of 
competitiveness jargon and urban regeneration, as they benefit from this 
connection not being questioned. In some cases the protagonists may also 
be well aware that there is a clear discrepancy between the motivation 
statements and the chosen implementation, but continue as if they did not 
know about it. It may be easier to get the implementation process started 
through promises of competitiveness or liveability boosts, and it is thus 
tempting to give one’s word of a better future. 

The reader should bear these signs of incapacitation in mind as we 
now turn to their antidotes identified in the Articles I–IV. However, some 
of the discussion will be only returned to in the final section, which touches 
upon the moral dimension of regeneration practices more explicitly than 
when illustrating possible combinations within Fischer’s framework of 
the model of argumentative policy analysis.
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3 Antidotes to incapacitation 
As discussed in the previous section, we need to better understand why 
these practices tend to lose touch with their targets. What is so slippery 
about the places, the problems of which should be alleviated? We should 
develop both theoretical and methodological tools that help to see behind 
the suboptimal practices, as well as practical tools that keep these practices 
‘earthed’, close to the problems until alleviated. The following sub-sections 
will discuss the findings of articles I–IV as sources of strength for this 
mission. 

3.1  Revealing one-sidedness in Article I

In ”Duisburg as Standort and Tatort: Urban Renewal and Structural 
Change Meet Inspector Schimanski” (Schmidt-Thomé & Niemenmaa, 2014) we 
opened up the problematic relationship between the City of Duisburg and 
a fictive TV-policeman, Horst Schimanski. We explained how Duisburg 
is positioned as a business location (‘Standort’), and contrasted that 
with Duisburg as a ’Tatort’, a (fictive) crime scene. Our parallel study of 
branding efforts and filmmaking shows how the selected backdrops and 
the social conscience of the fictional hero problematise both the speed and 
the course of structural change. In our view, the public debate surrounding 
Schimanski is indicative of the rather one-dimensional nature of urban 
development efforts in Duisburg. Duisburg is an example of a city that 
limits its own capacity for action. It has sworn by competitive city-
regionalism and ended up with increasingly high debts, having produced 
a post-industrial consumption landscape that does not deliver all of the 
goods promised.
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We suggested that structural change, urban renewal processes (through 
large-scale development projects) and branding efforts are closely 
connected (see the triangle in Figure 5). We took the first two concepts 
as two axes of a diagram, and broke down the third concept in relation to 
these axes. The vertical axis represents the move from an industrial to 
a post-industrial economic base. The horizontal axis determines whether 
the structural change shows in the cityscape or not. The two axes produce 
a fourfold table which helps us to analyse the desired and other possible 
brands. 

Figure 5: Urban development efforts in Duisburg in a proposed conceptual 
framework 

In a Duisburg that tries to subscribe to competitive city-regionalism in 
its local economic development, the desired brand shows in the upper 
right corner. As an allegedly post-industrial city, Duisburg would have 
consummated the structural change of its economic base. This would 
correspond with physical settings that urban regeneration efforts have 
created in places like Duisburg Innenhafen. As the City of Duisburg leaves 
the three other parts of the fourfold structure empty, we have populated the 
chart ourselves, with Duisburg’s famous fictional inspector Schimanski.

Much of the Schimanski-footage has been shot in Bruckhausen, which 
represents the antipode of the desired brand for the City of Duisburg. In 
the lower left corner of the fourfold we find an industrial city dominated 
by chimney stacks and working-class neighbourhoods. While film makers 
praise these landscapes, such as streetscapes with the blast furnaces of the 
Thyssen ironworks in the background, the City government finds no beauty 
in this kind of imagery. Actually, the landscape displayed in Figure 4 of our 
article (see page 204 of Article I), no longer exists. The City of Duisburg 
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tore down a great part of the Bruckhausen neighbourhood over the past 
couple of years to make room for a green belt funded by the adjacent 
ThyssenKrupp which wanted to polish the appearance of the area around 
its business. The bitter fight associated with this urban regeneration 
project adds to the obvious pessimism about Duisburg. 

As the film crew started shooting an episode in Innenhafen, the city 
officials were glad: finally people get to see how Duisburg ‘really’ looks 
like now. However, the imagery brought the audience to the lower right 
field of the fourfold table: seemingly successful urban renewal but with 
only a selective structural change. Schimanski himself looked totally out 
of place in the glass-walled office spaces of the flagship development. His 
visit to the (fictionally placed) internal investigations department of the 
police to disclose corruption further underlined that there is a huge gap 
between the upmarket Innenhafen developments and the dropouts, among 
which the rest of the episode was played out.

The fourth field of the table brings us to Ruhrort, which also gave its 
name to the first Schimanski episode aired in 1981. As we wrote in the 
article (submitted in 2011), the City could probably settle its accounts 
with Schimanski here. In the upper left corner of the fourfold, Schimanski 
could invite people to familiarise themselves with the charming 
neighbourhood and show some of the secrets of the huge harbour. This 
kind of commodification has actually taken place in the recent years, but 
with hardly any help from the City. First it was the entrepreneurs running 
the Café Kaldi that started to utilise this potential. Since March 2012 there 
have been Schimmi-tours exactly in the spirit we described in 2011. These 
hugely popular walks, bicycle and boat trips are run by a private company 
called DU-tours in cooperation with other local entrepreneurs. 

This bottom-up perspective contrasts with the top-down model of 
Duisburg Innenhafen, which is a typical flagship project of urban regen-
eration: a post-industrial consumption and office landscape on the 
waterfront. It is pervasive in the PR-materials of the City of Duisburg. The 
images of Innenhafen are essentially abused as pieces of evidence. Besides 
the glass-walled new construction, some former industrial buildings are 
shown reflecting from the surface of the harbour basin. Much of their 
beauty lies in them being former industrial buildings. Innenhafen can 
prove that Duisburg is right (and Schimanski wrong): structural change 
and urban regeneration have been accomplished! Lovering (2007) has also 
reflected on how the low measurable success of economic restructuring 
has led to urban landscapes being used as evidence of the contrary. He sees 
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this as a wider problematic of neoliberal ideas of restructuring coming 
coupled with only pretence of change.

The methodological contribution was to parallel film-making 
and urban branding. It showed the limited scope of Duisburg’s urban 
development efforts – or the incapacitating effects caused by the use of 
‘power over’ in agenda setting by the City. Giving Innenhafen a place in 
the sun also has incapacitating side-effects as the City turns its back on all 
other neighbourhoods, for which there are no resources left and no room 
in the marketing material. As a cautionary tale for place-based praxis, 
Duisburg provides a textbook case of how not to proceed unless you want to 
enable a competitive city-regionalism that produces urban environments 
that are increasingly disembodied from the cultural geography of the city.    

3.2 Analysing incapacitating power in Article II 

In ”Interplay of power and learning in planning processes: A dynamic 
view” (Schmidt-Thomé & Mäntysalo, 2014), we offered a novel conceptualisation 
of power relations in planning by bringing together Steven Lukes’ and 
Gregory Bateson’s frames of reference to discuss jointly the notions ‘power 
over’ and or ‘power to’. We used the conflict over the Stuttgart railway 
station to illustrate how the interplay of power and learning suits the 
analysis of power dynamics in planning processes.

By studying ‘double-binds’, we could grasp both the mechanisms of 
implicit ‘power over’ and the sources of reflective learning to transcend 
them and regain ‘power to’. This was done by approaching the dimensions 
of power as interconnected levels of the systems of our behaviour. These 
are inclined to lead us to incapacitating contradictions, yet it is possible 
to overcome them through learning. Transcending the contradictions 
between the ‘power over’ dimensions can create ‘power to’ effects. The 
enabling emancipatory power just has to cope with coercive power as 
domination in order to be effective. In this contentious case, the opposition 
to the ‘Stuttgart 21’ project learned to frame and resist the large-scale 
traffic infrastructure and urban renewal project, initiated by the German 
railway company Deutsche Bahn. The power of the opposition seems to 
have coincided with the shifts between the three dimensions of power 
(Lukes, 1974/2005), and conceiving these shifts as three crosscutting levels of 
learning (Bateson, 1972/1987) has proven clear explanatory power. 
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Figure 6: The three levels of learning among the S21 opposition as transcending the 
related dimensions of ‘power over’

One implication of the study is the need to recognise the strength of a city’s 
population, the audience of urban regeneration not only of the targeted 
areas but of the citizens’ and citizen groups’ in general. What if at least 
some of that energy that was now spent on working against the S21 project 
could have been used to prepare and develop alternative solutions? What 
if the importance of ‘matters of concern’ – the concrete issues that were at 
stake for the opposition – had been recognised as an expression of place-
based commitment?46 The case also shows how a conflict escalates once 
a public official can be shown to have used manipulative power, i.e. using 
legitimate ‘power over’ as ‘power to’ cover the use of ‘misinformation’. The 
resulted contentious situation limited the joint capacity of the activity 
system to bring about satisfactory outcomes until the opposition learned 
to break out from the misconceived activity context. 

Another lesson for a potential praxis is Lukes’ recipe for revealing 
observable mechanisms of the third dimension of power by identifying 
relations of power that the two other dimensions cannot address (Lukes, 

2005). Scholars can show the working of such mechanisms with the help of 

46  Beauregard’s text (2013, 13) is worth citing here in considerable length: “In public places, 
the public mostly wants clear answers to its questions, not speculation; it wants to hear as 
much about fundamental decisions as details, and it wants to know that the planners, elected 
officials and policy-makers know what they are doing, even though it will often accuse 
them otherwise. For the most contentious of issues, these publics also want to vent their 
emotions either because something important about their world is threatened or because 
they are simply frustrated with government. They are there to express their concerns, not to 
deliberate. They are there for acknowledgment and validation, not for ( just for) information. 
They are there to discuss the kinds of places in which they want to live, with whom they 
want to live, and the changes they are willing to tolerate, not technical arguments.
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comparative studies and possibly point to the weak messages that can help 
bring these issues to the surface at an earlier stage than would otherwise 
have been the case. This means that not only the study of action but also of 
inaction and stagnation can be significant. If a taken-for-granted framing 
keeps crucial issues out of the public debate, it is important to reveal 
how that framing works against some actors’ real interests. This kind of 
revelation corresponds to learning III, i.e. grasping structural power within 
Lukes’ Dimension III.

Furthermore, the article adds to the doubts expressed about the ability 
of megaprojects to bring about all of the improvements that were claimed 
to result from these investments. It also touches on the increasing need 
to respect active citizen groups in urban regeneration. A less attractive 
alternative is that more and more decision-making is channelled through 
the contractual capture process, out of sight from all but those directly 
involved in making the deals, after which opposition is silenced by 
aggressive marketing strategies and/or large compensations. 

3.3   Getting hold of everyday life amidst 
 urban densification in Article III 

To enable “lasting improvement in the economic, physical, social and 
environmental condition of an area” (cf. Robert’s definition of urban 
regeneration in section 1.1), one would assumedly have to know well 
the existing conditions and to understand what would count as an 
improvement. It is unfortunate that apparently this is not a self-evident fact 
(cf. the problem of forgotten problems in section 2.4). My own experience 
from utilising PPGIS (Public Participation GIS), in collaborative projects 
of researchers and urban regeneration actors, suggests that sticking to 
the conditions and improvements is possible. Functioning practices 
of gathering knowledge in ways that are compatible with the expertise 
required at least in certain types of regeneration do exist, while numerous 
examples are available for scrutiny of these solutions being used in 
decision-making. 

PPGIS refers to methods that use geospatial technologies to engage 
the public in order to integrate place-based knowledge to inform land-use 
planning and other decision making that has spatial implications (Brown, 

2012). I have had the opportunity to utilise a PPGIS application called 
‘softGIS’. The development of softGIS first began in 2005 with a thematic 
emphasis on perceived environmental quality but has since been developed
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both to improve its applicability in the different stages of the urban 
planning process (Kahila & Kyttä, 2009) and to promote better analysis of 
everyday urban life (Kyttä et al., 2011; Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2013). Within the 
range of PPGIS applications, softGIS belongs to those that aim for large 
and representative datasets, in particular when contributing to various 
established scholarly discussions, such as perceived environmental 
quality (Kyttä et al., 2013) or children’s independent mobility (Broberg et al., 

2013; Broberg, 2015; Kyttä et al., 2012). 
The softGIS approach rests on three foundations. First, softGIS 

collects geocoded, experience-based data from respondents online, 
through the use of map-based questionnaires. Second, they analyse the
data with established scientific methods (GIS, statistical methods, 
supporting qualitative enquiry). Third, they provide useful information 
to the urban development agents whose needs the questionnaires were 
ultimately designed to address. SoftGIS – or PPGIS in general – is a way to 
turn to ‘the crowd’ to determine what is at stake for everyone. According to 
Brown (2014), “PPGIS methods excel in the identification and mapping of 
place-based social values and land use preferences”. The wisdom of crowds 
should be seen as a complement to technical expertise, not its substitute 
(ibid.). Brown regrets that too often the experts frame decisions as technical 
issues even if they involve social value decisions “where experts offer no 
special insight into social values beyond the capacity of the crowd itself ” 
(ibid.). Brown and Kyttä (2013) see also a clear advantage in the PPGIS 
deliverables that can talk for the broader public instead of merely echoing 
the most active community members. 

The first of the two cases to utilise softGIS is that of the Kuninkaan-
kolmio area (or ‘development zone’) which includes a series of urban 
infill areas within the inter-municipal zone. During the research period 
the Kuninkaankolmio regeneration process was coordinated by public 
sector actors:  the development group and the city planning offices of the 
three cities. As partners in our research project, the Kuninkaankolmio 
development group took the chance to better understand everyday life 
within the area. The development group also wanted us to study the level 
of interest of current residents in living in the area in the future. Here two 
understandings of liveability actualised in parallel: the development group 
wanted to find ways to improve the residents’ quality of life (with a focus 
on everyday mobility and residential quality) but they were also curious 
to know about the level of attractiveness of the planned developments to 
different target groups.
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Besides delivering several reports to the development group, the research 
project produced a number of scientific articles. In ”The prospects for 
urban densification: a place-based study” (Article III), we collected place-
based data from residents via map-based questionnaires. This data was 
then related to a series of register-based data on urban density e.g. in order 
to find out whether residents would stay in their current neighbourhood, 
or in close proximity to it, if they were to move house in the near future; and 
whether a possible change of residence would imply a move to a denser or 
less dense area than the area in which they currently lived. Based on the 
analysis, the participants in the survey preferred the same density factors 
for their future residence as they enjoyed in their current neighbourhood. 
The densities of planned infill developments were also related to the 
interest shown in these projects, which showed that even quite dense infill 
developments were considered rather attractive.

As a side product of Article III (Schmidt-Thomé et al. 2013), we generated 
material that enabled us to return to a long-lasting ‘arm-wrestling contest’ 
among Finnish scholars. A decade ago it was still common to echo the belief 
that Finns are rather uniform in their housing preferences and aspire, 
primarily, to low-rise, detached housing (Kortteinen et al., 2005) located ‘close 
to nature’. Our claim that new, even quite sizeable developments, may 
actually be of interest to the population, might still get characterised as 
a yet another attempt to ignore the preferences of the majority (cf. Lapintie, 

2010), granted that many studies have shown how any majority is ceasing to 
exist (Juntto, 2007; Lapintie & Hasu, 2010). Instead of continuing this debate, we 
think it would be useful to steer the discussion in the direction of real-life 
choices and ask whether some of the previous studies were too detached 
from the everyday conditions of people like the respondents to our survey. 
Vasanen’s (2013) study showed that discrepancies can be found in the 
various responses according to how respondents have been asked about 
their housing preferences: as a matter of concrete choices or abstract 
aspirations. Based on our study, which included a place-based approach 
to the willingness to move, it is more fruitful to talk about the difference 
between contextualised and non-contextualised questions and answers. 
Through the analysis of residents’ anticipated moves to specific (existing 
or planned) locations, the study of desirable density levels attained 
a  novel solidity. SoftGIS undoubtedly helped to connect the questions 
with a certain realism as well as lived places. As discussed elsewhere, “the 
findings come with the contexts to which they belong” (Schmidt-Thomé, 2015). 
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3.4  Nurturing knowledge creation within 
 self-organised urban regeneration in Article IV 

In ”Exploring the use of PPGIS in self-organising urban development: 
Case softGIS in Pacific Beach” (Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2014) we described and 
analysed how softGIS worked in the hands of a community organisation 
which tries to advance self-organising in Pacific Beach, San Diego. We 
identified the three main roles that softGIS played in facilitating the 
self-organisation of urban development, or more broadly, in augmenting 
‘civitas’.

The first role was simply to be one tool among others and act to 
facilitate a particular ‘move’ in the organisational landscape of the area. 
The second role was to be a catalyst in a process where the residents’ 
perspectives had gradually been gaining ground within the self-organising 
approaches of local groups. The softGIS survey was available at the 
point where the community had a demand to understand itself beyond 
the business owners’ perspectives that, traditionally, held sway due to 
the position of the existing Business Improvement District. The survey 
seemed to tap into a local desire on the part of the residents to finally ‘have 
their say’. The survey thus complemented the self-organising tendencies in 
Pacific Beach. Thirdly, softGIS was also one source of legitimacy for those 
community organisations that were aiming at concrete interventions in the 
physical environment. In particular, the spatial analysis of the perceived 
environmental quality provided substantial backing material supporting 
the choice of interventions prepared by Beautiful PB. For a small newcomer 
to the organisation landscape, the ability to talk on behalf of hundreds of 
survey respondents was also clearly welcome.

As the case study shared the problematic offset of many studies 
on ICT-mediated urban issues (i.e. testing a specific technology with 
an interested partner instead of starting from the actual needs of the 
community), it thus remains something of an open question whether 
PPGIS was a  better solution in Pacific Beach than other potential ICT-
based tools. Nevertheless, we argue that despite having been developed for 
formal urban planning processes, PPGIS applications can correspond with 
the ideals commonly set out in the community informatics literature. We 
also called for a deeper exchange of ideas between the scholarly discussions 
on PPGIS and community informatics.
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In the article we did not explicitly frame the Pacific Beach experiment as 
a softGIS test case in urban regeneration, but, in retrospect, we could well 
have done so. If Article III represented citizen informed regeneration, the 
Pacific Beach case (Article IV) was a case of citizen/community driven 
regeneration. I have high expectations of the capability of the Beautiful 
PB initiative to deliver considerable improvements in the liveability of the 
area: the energy of the engaged citizens has likely started a larger positive 
spiral. Something resembling public interest has started to emerge through 
the interchange of various, only partially commensurable, bottom-up 
initiatives. This suggests that Stuttgart can be seen as an opposite case: 
what if the huge potential of the citizens to oppose the Stuttgart 21 project 
(Article II) had been available in an open-ended, collaborative urban 
regeneration process?

Articles III and IV highlight examples of how PPGIS can serve the 
emergence of place-based and place-generating urban regeneration. It adds 
to the tactical skilfulness of regeneration because it conjoins the expertise 
of researchers, planners and citizens in an efficient manner. And it can also 
support conscious, intentional action e.g. through the applications that 
discern the expectations of different stakeholder groups (Brown et al., 2015) 
or when used in an action research setting (Article IV). In softGIS studies 
experiences are examined as ‘earthed’ a manner as possible, in the context 
of everyday life, closer to real-life choices than abstract preferences.

Article IV discussed the prerequisites for the feasibility of introducing 
softGIS in Pacific Beach. The first prerequisite was the shared field 
of interest of the key groups working with the built environment, 
environmental quality and the localisation of possible interventions. 
The second prerequisite was that the spatial analysis was sufficiently 
well matched with the understanding that the community organisation 
had of the development options in the area. What mattered was the long-
term interest embedded in the softGIS applications to reliably measure 
perceived environmental quality for urban planning purposes. Had I, at 
the time, been familiar with the interpretation of ‘praxis’ developed by 
Räsänen’s research team (e.g. Räsänen & Korpiaho, 2011), I could have discerned 
the Pacific Beach case in those terms. In retrospect, it is worth noting 
that success was guaranteed by the fact that the tactical tools, the desired 
achievements and key commitments (context-sensitivity and care for 
liveability) were compatible with each other. Was the softGIS application 
then lucky enough to become a part of an emerging place-based praxis, i.e. 
the self-organised urban regeneration in Pacific Beach? 
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3.5  Responses to research questions

As a reminder, the research questions posed in section 1.2 were as follows:
1) What incapacitating mechanisms can be identified through the study 

of motivations and tactics in urban regeneration?
2) Which theoretical-methodological and practical tools can help to 

release regeneration practices from the incapacitating effects? 
3) Can we outline urban regeneration practices with integrity, or at least 

try to sketch a potential ‘praxis in emergence’? 
The following responses to these questions are based on the research 
literature and Articles I–IV. 

3.5.1 Incapacitating mechanisms

First comes the ‘diagnosis’. The following incapacitating mechanisms 
were identified through the study of two combinations of motivations and 
tactics in urban regeneration.

The problem of forgotten problems

Activities that were supposed to lead to the alleviation of problems, 
improvements in the quality of life etc., often tend to ignore actual 
real life conditions. In Article I, we clearly showed how the promise of 
a consummated structural change that would show in the urban scenery 
of Duisburg, remained detached from the multitude of problems in the city. 
Article II, in turn, illustrated how the opposition to the Stuttgart 21 project 
felt like home amidst the problems that could be identified. The conflict 
was tightly connected to the physical environment of the city. Many of 
the culmination points of the conflict showed how citizen concerns were 
manifest in ways that remained close to the material, attached to the urban 
surroundings. Some of these concerns may have been exploited as pure 
excuses to annul the project, but others were truly in the need of being 
heard and taken seriously.

Self serving role of flagship projects

Flagship-driven urban regeneration appears self-purposeful. Influential 
coalitions may launch such projects in the name of a competitive city 
that needs attractive environments for certain kinds of people, knowing 
well that such outcomes may not be guaranteed by the chosen tactics. 
What suffices is that the show goes on: terminating projects will always be 
followed by new ones to guarantee the good financial standing of the real 
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estate branch. As a bonus, flagship projects can be used as visual evidence of 
structural change, even in cases where no other evidence is available (cf. the 
Innenhafen waterfront development in Duisburg). In other words, flagship 
projects tend to be the ends and not the means of the urban regeneration 
practices that promote them. This reversal of means and ends results 
from the ‘real interests’ being undermined (discussed in Article II). If the 
perceptions of our interests are framed, shaped and distorted to detach us 
from what we would ‘benefit’ from, we are experiencing a combination of 
power’s second and third dimensions flawing awareness of what our ‘real’ 
interests would be (Lukes, 2006). 

Low standing of knowledge and local expertise

The stakeholder groups who are in the position to launch and carry out 
urban regeneration are often reluctant to draw from existing expertise. 
Disregarding the best ‘state-of-the-art’ knowledge (Næss et al., 2013) 

favours the existing routines (Gunder, 2011) and may lead to the repeating 
of old mistakes. At least partially, this results from the lack of functioning 
knowledge interfaces. The expertise would have to become part of the 
practice and to be easily applicable to each regeneration context to 
make a difference (Kahila-Tani, 2015, forthcoming). In addition, much more 
attention should be directed towards gathering evidence about the ability 
of certain implementation models to deliver the expected outcomes (cf. 

Naess et al. 2013). This is a particularly important challenge in cases where 
regeneration appears self-purposeful, i.e. measures are used as means that 
may have become detached from the stated ends. Furthermore, to enable 
improvements in the condition of an area, one would have to know the 
existing conditions and to understand what counts as an improvement. 
Unfortunately, this is not self-evident. 

3.5.2 Theoretical-methodological and practical tools

The second set of responses represents the ‘treatment’. The following 
methodological, theoretical and practical tools can, for their part, help to 
release regeneration practices from incapacitation. 

Methodological contributions 

The approach that parallels branding and film making (Article I) is a novel 
way to shed light on urban regeneration. It can for its part help to analyse 
the disillusionment around urban regeneration. It also motivates further 
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research on the ‘acrobatics’ of urban marketing and branding. Can it be 
done at once for both local and global audiences? Should an individual 
citizen care about branding? 

Another fruitful approach has been to view a regeneration project 
through the eyes of the opposition to it, i.e. analysing a kind of a (distorted) 
mirror image of the contested Stuttgart 21 project (in Article II). Focusing 
on the opposition instead of discussing the S21 project as a whole in detail 
allowed us to show how opposition has not been an undifferentiated protest 
against any ‘change’ but a broader movement of a seriously concerned 
public from various backgrounds. Understanding the gradual learning 
process may be important in explaining why the opposition grew to appear 
as “one of the most powerful and attention grabbing protests against any 
urban project or large-scale urban development scheme in recent memory” 
(Novy & Peters, 2012, 142).

Theoretical contributions 

Addressing the life force of an activity system as the interplay of power 
(over) and learning (as gaining power to) is a useful approach in urban 
regeneration studies. Power dynamics can be analytically grasped by 
linking the Batesonian learning levels with the Lukesian ‘power over’ 
dimensions. Then ‘power to’ is not perceived as opposite to ‘power over’, 
but as a result of capacitating learning that at different levels transcends 
the oppressive effects of related dimensions of ‘power over’. By bringing 
together Lukes’ and Bateson’s conceptualisations, we can build a dynamic 
setting where it is of interest whether the activity system can correct itself 
in the face of overt or covert ‘power over’. Where ‘power over’ may whittle 
away the vitality of a certain planning context, the joint capacity, or ‘power 
to’ bring about satisfactory outcomes, it can be restored when actors learn 
to deal with the contradictions and double-binds they have confronted.

Another quite different finding relates to the need to deepen the 
exchange of ideas between the scholarly discussions on PPGIS and 
community informatics. While some see a close connection between 
expert-driven urban planning and geographical information systems 
(GIS), including their participatory arms in PPGIS, and consider this as 
a hindrance to community development and empowerment, our experience 
from augmenting ‘civitas’ by testing an advanced PPGIS application in 
self-organising urban regeneration questions such a confrontation. 
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Practical contribution

PPGIS, but also other place-based tools, can serve the emergence of place-
based and place-generating urban regeneration. The PPGIS application 
that has been used in the context of the case studies (i.e. softGIS), can add 
to the tactical skilfulness of regeneration, because it conjoins the expertise 
of researchers, planners and citizens in an efficient manner. It can also be 
developed further in applications that focus on discerning the expectations 
of different stakeholder groups and easily tailor the surveys for each 
collaborative (action) research setting. As the approach is committed 
to context-sensitivity and liveability, it manages to study experiences in 
a manner which is as ‘earthed’ as possible, in the context of everyday life 
and which is closer to real-life choices than abstract preferences.

3.5.3 Urban regeneration practices with integrity?

The third step is the hopeful ‘cure’. Building on the first and second 
responses, we could legitimately ask whether integrity-based urban 
regeneration practices are possible. With reference to the answers given 
to the research questions posed above, practices based on integrity would 
be aware of the incapacitating effects discussed above, for instance, 
be equipped with the conceptual tools to understand the challenging 
setting and be able to make a difference in terms of practical action with 
place-based tools. But is it possible to speak here of a potential ‘praxis 
in emergence’? Is there a way to carry out urban regeneration where 
undertakings come together without unbearable contradictions? Can 
urban regeneration be, at once, tactically skilful, politically conscious 
and morally motivated (see Räsänen 2008)47? Does the institution once 
established to protect that practice actually fulfil its purpose, or does it 
corrupt that very practice?

MacIntyre’s conceptualisation of the internal and external goods of 
social practices (MacIntyre, 1981/2007) was referred to, albeit briefly, in the 
first section. For MacIntyre social practices are “any coherent and complex 
form of socially established, cooperative human activity through which 
goods internal to that form of activity are realized” (MacIntyre 1981/2007, 

178). What counts as excellent is defined within each practice, as standards 
are “appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity” (ibid.). 
These standards are best known by the practitioners who consider the 

47  Urban regeneration would thus represent a practical activity that may in special cases 
evolve into a form of praxis (cf. Räsänen 2008, 2009 on academic work).
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internal goods as having value as such, even if they were of no use in gaining 
access to external goods (such as money, social acceptance, power). If the 
institutions that have been established to enable and protect the practices, 
start to demand the production of external rather than internal goods 
they may end up corrupting the production of internal goods. In such 
a case the institutions would also depart from their original purpose while 
disrespecting the power of the tradition to renew its internal standards.

Following MacIntyre then, we could begin to work “on the kinds of 
small communities that are capable of preserving the[se] practices and 
virtues” when well protected from “the depredations of the modern state 
and modern capitalism”(Clayton, 2015). This could provide a model for 
place-oriented urban regeneration where intentional action would align 
the tactics, motivations and the morality of urban regeneration. In a place-
based setting it may be easier to reveal whether “means are not internally 
related goods to ends” but only “a medium for attaining what is wanted” 
(McMylor, 1994, 25).

It remains an open question whether fairly coherent practices, or 
a praxis even, already exists and whether it enjoys some institutional 
shelter. The self-organised urban regeneration in Pacific Beach does 
however present one possible approach to the embedding of such an 
emerging place-based praxis, as its tactical tools, desired achievements 
and key commitments (context-sensitivity and focus on liveability) 
appear compatible with each other. However, without other institutional 
arrangements than the current association, this potential praxis remains 
vulnerable at least in terms of securing the necessary resources for the 
collaborative production of ‘internal goods’.
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4 Some final considerations

4.1  Taking a moment to consider the findings

In section 2, the key motivations and tactics that are either prevalent in 
the urban regeneration literature or otherwise relevant for the case studies 
were reviewed. The key questions in respect of regeneration practices were: 
what can be achieved (competitiveness vs. liveability) and how should we 
act (flagships vs. bottom-up initiatives). It was noted only in passing in the 
previous sections that there is a clear need to complement the discussion 
with a moral dimension. Much of the identified incapacitation stems from 
the centrality of manipulative power. There appears to be much pretence 
and hypocrisy in urban regeneration. Even a regeneration practice with 
a  highly developed level of production of internal goods may not be able 
to live up to expectations if the production of internal goods is being 
jeopardised by the agenda setting of the institutions that are supposed 
to protect this very practice. In another case, some promising practice 
may completely lack an institutional shelter that could provide room for 
the development of its internal goods and thus it remains vulnerable to 
vitiation. 

Could the development of explicit place-orientation be an asset 
here? The obscurity of the possibility spaces familiar from many urban 
regeneration schemes could dispel, if the problem definition remained 
rooted to the context. A place-oriented praxis would also refrain from 
copy-pasting circulating recipes and influential one-fits-all solutions. The 
place-based and place-generating praxis could represent some kind of 
‘happy medium’ between land value oriented practices (many flagships fall 
into this category) and the focus on social capital (common in community-
oriented schemes). The place-based approach would also dilute some of 
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the juxtaposition (reproduced in section 2) between megaprojects and 
bottom-up initiatives. 

Some might point to the local state as a(nother) candidate for 
a  happy medium: many states run programmes that co-fund area-based 
regeneration activities by municipalities. The programmes have been 
excluded from this synopsis as my intention was rather to discuss the 
width of regeneration approaches than to provide an all-encompassing 
review. With respect to the width, the programmes are likely to be hybrid 
in their nature – there are many motivations and tactics involved and their 
combinations vary between traditions and countries (cf. Couch et al., 2011)48. 

Starting from another perspective, could it be that sometimes urban 
regeneration tasks are handed over to practices to which the inner goods 
do not, to begin with, correspond with what we expect those practices 
to deliver?49 If some purely profit-oriented real estate project gets 
public subsidies due to its disguise as a liveability boost, what is actually 
happening? The real estate developer could only be following its usual 
business logic, but the subsidising organisation might be vitiating its own 
policy-making by accepting the development project for some reason. 
Could it be that the situation is better understood by trying to discern the 
internal and external goods of the actors who make and/or let this happen? 

Leary and McCarthy (2013b, 569) conclude that “regeneration 
schemes can legitimately be regarded simultaneously as successful and 
unsuccessful”, because “different interests and stakeholders adhere 
to differing views as to which outcomes were meant to be achieved”. 
The latter sentence could be rephrased to read “different interests and 
stakeholders adhere to differing views as to which internal and external 
goods were meant to be produced”. If we start with the existing traditions 
– was it competitiveness-oriented megaprojects or the bottom-up 
liveability improvements – as traditions they both leave much room for the 
contestation of what is at stake. It might not be possible to define internal 
and external goods in a manner that all legitimate participating actors 

48  However, it is not possible to discuss here, whether the programmes have enabled 
interesting place-based approaches. Judged by monetary terms, in some countries the 
programmes can be expected to have considerable effects. Through the German programme 
‘Soziale Stadt’, for instance, altogether 3,5 billion euro has been spent in nearly 700 areas, 
in 390 different municipalities, since 1999 (see http://www.staedtebaufoerderung.info/
StBauF/DE/Programm/SozialeStadt/soziale_stadt_node.html, accessed 22.9.2015). 
49  Could the Finnish housing developments built under agreements between banks, 
construction companies and local politicians since the 1960s serve as an example of how the 
good intentions of some enthusiastic practitioners had no protection for the internal goods 
and had to comply with the practice of capitalising on rapid urbanisation and using much of 
the profits to fund political parties (Hankonen, 1994)?
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would subscribe to. This is partly due to practices being nested. Within 
a certain broader practice there may be ‘sub-practices’ the goods of which 
differ from the goods of the broader one considerably, and this may even 
go nearly unnoticed50. The mainstream regeneration projects are thus 
predestined to witness a certain bias between the promised and resulting 
outcomes from the perspectives of certain actors. 

But what if we keep on trying and (re-)starting case by case – or place 
by place? If we return to the definitions or urban regeneration presented 
at the beginning of this synopsis, should urban regeneration rather be 
attempted as ‘place-based vision and place-generating action which shall 
lead to the resolution of urban problems and which seeks to bring about 
a lasting improvement in the liveability of the emergent place’? Till’s (2012) 

notion of place-based ethics of care is one suggestion in this direction: 
projects should respect the unfolding of memory and belonging in already-
lived-in places instead of inducing action which erodes the internal goods. 

Similar to Jones and Evans (2012, 2328), my emphasis on place “is 
not intended to reify the local and valorise it over and against external 
pressures for change”. Rather, it is meant as an alternative modus 
operandi “through which local place mediates (rather than ‘resists’) urban 
transformation” (ibid.). If the place-sensitive approach could grow from 
isolated communities of practice into larger spheres of influence, there 
would be a “much greater chance that policy rhetoric might be translated 
into a much more interesting urban landscape” (ibid.).   

4.2  Recommendations for further research

If we remind ourselves of the incapacitating mechanisms identified 
earlier, for instance, deliberate one-sidedness and manipulative ‘power 
over’, then the question of morality in urban regeneration practices cannot 
be excluded from scrutiny. Similar to many other societal practices with 
controversial ideas about some common good, it appears that in urban 

50  Here I think of recent redevelopment projects in Helsinki. All recent brownfield 
development areas have been profiled as extensions of the city centre or as new liveable 
urban quarters. However, some of the projects are being realized by handing them to 
developers without fully ensuring the production of the internal goods desired prior to the 
commission. In other words, the developer is then free to produce its own internal goods, 
most likely including financial profit and less likely the high standards of liveability. The 
tragedy here is that the development practice may be very coherent and effective in itself, 
and will not be caught of breaking any promises – as it never did anything else than took the 
commission. It will be the broader practice that receives all complaints about the mismatch 
between the promised and resulted liveability. Rightly or not, depends on whom you ask.        
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regeneration it is usual to regard the other societal actors as means to 
one’s own ends. It would perhaps then be beneficial to promote a deeper 
understanding of moral questions within urban regeneration practices 
and to familiarise oneself with a broader array of regeneration practices. 
In this light, detailed studies on the internal and external goods associated 
with regeneration practices are to be welcomed. Such studies remain 
however quite challenging as they require an insider’s perspective in order 
to understand the relations between internal and external goods in the 
context of those practices. 

PPGIS applications offer very interesting options for future research. 
Their ability to take the context seriously can support place-based and 
place-generating urban regeneration. The applications help in sticking to 
the substance, i.e. enabling the ‘internal goods’ of urban regeneration to 
remain on the agenda. 

   Admitting the need (Flyvbjerg, 2002; Friedmann, 1998) to inquire through 
case studies how power relations affect and determine practices and the 
realms of possibilities in urban regeneration, Lukes’ (2005) advice to search 
for power from both explicit and implicit conflicts with the help of further 
detailed case studies provides useful guidance here.

Combining the three is also an interesting option: utilising the 
conceptual frame of internal and external goods and trying to map the 
different understandings of goods within a collaborative PPGIS-informed 
regeneration project in order to be able to discern the incapacitating effects 
of power within the process.  
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