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Introduction 
The term ‘urban mobile policies’ chiefly refers to the transfer and travels of urban policy-related 
expertise, places, and agents across spatial sites and scales. In this sense, when urban policy is said 
to ‘move’, it is more of the ideas, images, and forms of representation associated with urban 
development and governance that actually travel between actors and places in ways that exceed 
the administrative boundaries of cities themselves. In so doing, the travels of urban policies — 
the very making and moving of urban sites and situations — reconfigure the imaginations and 
reproductions of urban space, both materially and discursively.  
 
 Derived from the geographical conceptualization of urban policy mobilities, this 
framework seeks to elucidate the growing transnationalization of policymaking that is manifested 
in the extension of policy knowledge networks and the emergence of international policy forms 
and norms. More fundamentally, perhaps, the concept of urban policy mobilities also aims to 
unpack the production of place on the move through the prism of policy, given that paying 
attention to the travels of urban policies also requires a closer examination of the territorial 
contexts through which these policies have traveled and transformed. Conceiving of urban 
policies in this broad sense, then, as tacit and codified accumulations of expertise, prompts us to 
ask crucial questions of how such forms of knowledge are deployed across time and space, by 
whom, and with what consequences for the actors and territories implicated in urban 
policymaking. 
 
Theoretical antecedents 
It is important to first situate the urban policy mobility approach within broader work on cities, 
globalization, and policy transfer. Conceptualized by a group of critical urban and economic 
geographers, the theoretical framework of urban policy mobility emerged from concerns over the 
problematic of the urbanization-globalization nexus within geographical political economy, which 
did not fully address the nature and implications of intercity relationships that transcended the 
territorial confines of the city itself. It also tended to position cities as the (passive) recipients, 
rather than producers, of flows of capital, knowledge, and labor. Other related concerns 
highlighting the question of reconciling the ideology of neoliberalism with ‘actually existing’ 
processes of neoliberalization on the ground, as well as the apolitical conception of policy 
transfer in the political science literature which failed to capture the socio-spatial dynamics 
pivotal to the very ‘making’ of policy.  
 
 Building upon these elements, the urban policy mobility framework has been 
conceptually underpinned by several bodies of literature which seek to address these concerns. 
First, it relies on theorizations of the productive tension between the fixity and mobility of 
capital, as well as the implications of dis/investment in cities, to highlight the double imperative 
of capital to circulate even as it is fixed in place. Second, with regards to the relationship between 
cities and globalization, it maintains a global-relational understanding of the production of place 
in order to foreground the more-than-local attributes of place and space. Third, and to grasp the 
socio-constructivist and processual dynamics of policymaking, the idea of mobilities shows how 
humans, objects, and technologies are rendered mobile and immobile. Fourth, work on 
government rationalities illustrates how certain ideas, actors, and forms of expertise are capable 
of achieving hegemony in society.  
 
 The idea of urban policy mobilities has taken particular inspiration from the dominant 
social science research on policy transfer. Geographers have conceptualized policy mobilities as a 
geographical critique of policy transfer, with the aim of offering a more nuanced approach to 
policy which is attuned to the unevenness and striations of the global policymaking landscapes 
across which polices move and mutate. This framework departs from policy transfer in three 
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main ways. First, the bias in political science towards national state institutions is perceived by 
urban policy mobility scholars to perpetuate a form of methodological nationalism, and reflects a 
lack of attention to the agency of subnational actors and territories to influence policy at diverse 
scales. In response, the urban policy mobilities framework advocates a sense of scalar fluidity to 
consider various linkages and relationships across and between multiple spatial scales. As its 
name suggests, it maintains a key focus on the city as a distinct institutional locale from and 
through which a diversity of transnational actors are drawn together to address challenges and 
enact change.  
 
 Second, because the policy transfer concept is chiefly concerned with the outcomes of 
transfers that are perceived to oscillate between a dichotomy of success or failure, there is 
understandably less focus on the process of policymaking. This reinforces an implicit literalism in 
its tendency to treat the policy as a ‘black box’. In contrast, policy mobility scholars opt for a 
socio-constructivist outlook on policy movements, which is intended to capture the practices and 
processes through which policy is constructed and reproduced. In so doing, geographical context — 
which policy transfer scholars have dismissed as a mere backdrop to action — becomes a 
particularly important domain of constitution for the making of both policy and place. Third, and 
relatedly, because there is less emphasis on process, the policy transfer does not consider the 
politics of policymaking, and how these factor into policymaking to influence the character and 
content of policies. The urban policy mobilities perspective gives strong consideration to the 
inherent unevenness of global policy landscapes — where, for instance, some policies and places 
are deemed more worthy of emulation than others; or which policies fail, where, and why — 
which is underpinned by broader, pre-existing parameters constituted through ideology and 
power. This key attention to power perhaps stems from recent debates over the globalization of 
urban politics which interpret cities as translocal fields for wider processes; when undertaking 
research into urban policy mobilities, it is imperative to bear in mind the socio-spatial struggles 
and upheavals through which places and policies are produced.  
 
Unpacking urban policy mobilities  
What the urban policy mobility perspective emphasizes, ultimately, are the multi-faceted and 
translocal elements of place and power across the urban-global nexus, as these are dynamically 
transformed through the travels of policies and policy actors. There are three main conceptual 
anchors of this framework.  
 
 First, policies and policymaking are viewed as both relational and territorial, on the move 
yet rooted in place. This originates from the notion that the supposed rigidity of territorial 
boundaries has been displaced by the sets of relations which permeate  these delimited spaces, 
troubling the apparent spatial limits of the city. Relational thinking therefore places cities within 
networked relations of co-presence, which are taken as open and permeable. It is not so much 
the idea of territory and place which should be reconsidered, but its traditional, bounded 
connotations in (re)producing the urban experience. So ‘the urban’ is understood as a space open 
to overlapping relations, but still fundamentally grounded and placed; urban places and politics, 
then, are both products and productive of relations elsewhere, reflective of interests and conflicts 
emanating from a range of geographical fields. When applied to policies, a conception of 
relationality-and-territoriality illuminates how policymaking is constituted through motion and 
flows of knowledge — how urban policy actors operate beyond their cities through global-
relational practices of comparison and learning to ‘scan’ a range of policy exemplars — even as 
policymaking remains grounded and bound to locally-dependent interests — how policy 
implementation is contingent on place-specific (re)adaptations and outcomes.  
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 Second, the rubric of assemblage is deployed to frame the processes through which cities 
and policies are variously, and continually, pieced together and negotiated by diverse agents, 
institutional capacities, and materialities which originate from a range of spaces that are at once 
here and elsewhere. The idea of ‘assembling’ is used to reinforce the translocal labors of 
policymaking, as well as disavow artificial dichotomies such as local/global. It also highlights two 
forms of spatiality: the topographical, physical mobilities of policies and policy actors (e.g. policy 
tourism which involves the physical travels of policymakers, together with the tacit and codified 
forms of policy knowledge); and the topological, nonlinear mobilities that reflect how policies and 
cities stand in relation to each other in relational space (e.g. city comparison tables which 
benchmark different cities according to particular metrics, thereby bringing different cities into 
comparison with each other). Collectively, these lay emphasis on the iterative practices of 
imagining and producing place through the ebbs and flows of ‘best practice’ knowledge transfer. 
In urban policy mobilities research, assemblage is used mainly in a descriptive manner to situate 
the practices of policymaking, and the struggles over knowledge, which cumulatively contribute 
towards the production of places and policies. It is also employed as a methodological framing to 
encourage attention towards the practices and processes which are part of the composite, 
relational nature of policymaking; the ultimate aim is to ‘follow’, both literally and figuratively, the 
sites and situations through which policies and places are ‘assembled’ in practice.  
 
 Third, the idea of models figures greatly as a way to reinforce the unevenness of 
policymaking and policy landscapes, manifested in questions of how and why certain policies and 
places rise to achieve certain forms of globality — to be elevated, as it were, to the status of 
‘models’ and ‘best practice’. Such issues are about more-than-local, performative processes of 
knowledge production, as much as they are also about particular positions in a hierarchy of cities, 
as they foreground narratives and questions of power and ideology in the making of urban policy. 
Urban models may be diverse in both form and function, but at their very core they are indicative 
of how different forms of knowledge and expertise associated with particular locales can be 
collapsed into a spatial reference of sorts. In their travels, they are bound by a propensity to 
connote utopian aspirations and desires that speak to different stakeholders in their movements 
and mobilizations. The visibility and development of models is therefore bound up with the 
(re)production of audiences, both locally and extra-locally, which implies a sense of path 
dependence in their reproduction. In this sense models are illustrative of the networks of 
policymaking sites linked through shared ideological orientations and aspirations, as well as the 
more fundamental institutional capacities of different places to produce and embed models.  
 
 Extant research in urban policy mobilities can be broadly classed into two main strands. 
Most work has consistently sought to understand the circulatory capacities of policies: in essence, 
how policies are set in motion, by whom, and the politics that follow such implementations. This 
seeks to elucidate the global-relational dimensions of place and policymaking, in laying emphasis 
on the practices by which policies are constructed from various locales. Conferences and forums, 
for instance, would seem to be prominent examples of translocal spaces for the circulation, 
learning, and assembling of policy-related knowledge. There has also been a focus on the local 
politics of mobile urban policies, which assume the form of uneven power relationships invoked 
through the geographies of authoritative urban knowledge. The diffusion and territorialization of 
urban models and ‘best practice’ across space, for instance, are emplaced in a translocal politics 
of legitimacy: these models are bound not just to the audiences in their ‘destination’ locales, but 
also to local stakeholders who continue to remain mired in their domestic politics and internal 
contradictions. In this domain of policy mobility research, popular empirical foci include policies 
regarding Business/City Improvement Districts, sustainable urbanism, and creative industries, 
alongside a growing focus on smart cities.  
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 Urban policy mobility research has also demonstrated an interest in the neoliberalization 
of urban governance as a way of explaining the quickened rate of policy travels against the 
backdrop of state-mediated market rule and privatized governance, together with the aim of 
better explicating the historical and political contexts of processes of neoliberalization. These 
agendas have been driven by the increasing prominence of the private sector in policy transfer 
and urban economic development, featured most prominently in the rapid growth of the 
consultancy industry in the making of models of policies. In such work, the seemingly benign 
travels of ‘best practice’ policies, models, and policy evangelists have been effectively couched 
within ideological framings that are neither isolated from, nor innocent of, wider power 
structures. The movement of urban policy is understood as both causal and symptomatic of 
increasingly extensive processes of neoliberalization.  
 
Current challenges and future directions  
Work on urban policy mobilities has no doubt delivered better understandings of how cities are 
articulated on an international stage in the context of global urbanism; it has also encouraged 
attention to politicizing the flows of knowledge that constitute uneven urban relations. Further 
research must continue to empirically unpack the diverse ways whereby policies are assembled, 
set in motion, and territorialized. It must do this while resisting the urge to lean towards a 
‘presentism’ that characterizes plenty of the current work on urban policy mobility by keeping in 
mind the importance of historical context; traveling policies are by no means a novelty. And 
while it is crucial to focus on the circulations of expertise, there should also be a focus on how 
these exchanges are co-constituted through the underlying institutional dimensions of place, so as 
to uncover the more fundamental drivers and outcomes of urban policymaking on the move. 
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