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Assembling social innovations in emergent professional
communities. The case of learning region policies in Germany
Franz Füga and Oliver Ibertb,c

aDepartment of Geography, University of Duisburg-Essen, Essen, Germany; bResearch Department ‘Dynamics
of Economic Spaces’, Leibniz Institute for Research on Society and Space (IRS), Erkner, Germany; cInstitute for
Geographical Sciences, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany

ABSTRACT
In this paper, we use the notion social innovation to shed light on the
complex interrelations between the emergence and consolidation of
new policy approaches and their geographical mobility. Empirically,
the paper deals with learning region policies in Germany, which
epitomize a shift of the main approach from ‘catching up’ to
‘reflexive experimentation’ during the 1980s/1990s in Germany. We
highlight the nature of social innovations in spatial planning as
complex assemblages of material, organizational and conceptual
elements. These elements are not necessarily new themselves.
Rather, the novelty lies in the unprecedented ways, in which these
elements are re-combined. From an innovation perspective, the
unfolding of the learning region policy model co-evolves with the
growth and proliferation of a related professional community of
practice. Longitudinal data covering the whole innovation process
is analysed in combination with case study material from two
recent instantiations of the respective policies: the REGIONALE 2016
Westmünsterland and the ‘Competition Impulse Regions’ in Saxony.

KEYWORDS
Social innovation; policy
mobility; learning region;
spatial planning; professional
community

1. Introduction: problem statement

The making of a good plan involves the appreciation of the idiosyncrasies of place and
sensitivity to the historical heritage. A well-crafted plan, in other words, should be histori-
cally and locally unique. However, a broader view across planning practices at many places
and throughout longer phases of planning history unveils patterns of similarity. What
becomes apparent are recurrent ‘governance arrangements’ or emergent (and retreating)
‘policy models’. This paper is concerned with such ‘strangely familiar’ (Temenos &
McCann, 2013, p. 344) instantiations of planning practices at different times and places.
We link up with and seek to contribute to the literature on policy mobilities by exploring
in how far the notion ‘social innovation’ sheds more light into the complex interrelations
between the emergence of new approaches and their geographical mobility.
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Most accounts in the policy mobility debate address mobile practices as ‘models’.
Novelty is mainly interpreted in terms of adaptation or adjustment of already existing
models to the particular local circumstances at the multiple destinations they are trans-
ferred to (e.g. Peck & Theodore, 2012). In contrast, the innovation framework advanced
here suggests a shift of focus from the spatial diffusion of existing models to the inter-
relations between the unfolding of a new idea and its repeated instantiation at multiple
places. Novelty and movement, we argue, do not occur successively. Rather, learning
about a model and its spatial mobilization are simultaneous and co-constitutive processes.
Ideas, in other words, emerge and consolidate ‘through’ travelling.

Policies can practically never exist independently from place, organizations and actors.
Rather, throughout the whole process the related expertize is and remains locally situated
and historically contingent (Temenos & McCann, 2013). If this is true, the very idea of a
‘model’ becomes problematic. The question then is: How can policy ‘models’ exist at all?
And if they exist, where can they be located? We seek to advance this part of the debate
by focusing on ‘professional communities’ (Amin & Roberts, 2008; Healey, 2013; Müller &
Ibert, 2015). Along the lines of the innovation framework, we will argue, that new policies
typically co-evolve with a related professional community. Models, thus, do not exist as dis-
crete entities, but resemble expertize that is dynamically preserved, frequently re-instantiated
and variegated in divergent local and historical contexts by professional communities.

Policy mobility is portrayed to be strongly shaped by dominant political powers and
mainly serves the interests of powerful elites (Peck & Theodore, 2015). Professionals are
delegated to the role of mere ‘technocrats’ who distribute policy models across the
globe and support the enforcement of a neoliberal agenda (Larner & Laurie, 2010).
However, such accounts overlook the capabilities, and readiness, of professionals to proac-
tively create, or at least influence their working conditions according to their own pro-
fessional standards. At least within communities of professional planners, these
standards hardly fit into a neoliberal agenda. Rather, planning professionals frequently
mobilize values such as deliberation, sustainability or the public good. The innovation fra-
mework focuses stronger on the widely understated agency aspects involved in mobilizing
policies and puts a stronger emphasis on the proactive role of experts and their intrinsic
motivations in these processes.

In line with these considerations, we will examine the following research questions: (1)
In how far can novel policy approaches be understood as innovations? (2) What is the
relationship between learning and mobility? (3) How can policy models be understood
and where can they be located? (4) What is the role of idealistic professionals in mobilizing
policies?1

Empirically we will focus on a major shift in the field of regional development policies
that have taken place during the past three decades in Germany. In essence, this shift was
one from ‘catching up’ to ‘reflexive experimentation’. Our research revealed that despite
most practitioners can agree on which single ‘practices’ constitute the novel approach
in regional development policies they still lack an established common terminology to des-
ignate the ‘assemblage of practices as a whole’. As one interviewed expert put it:

I don’t know the ideal term to hallmark what I see. This could be one achievement of your
project. There is definitely a shift away from this policy of catching up towards an augmented
spectrum (I-5).

542 F. FÜG AND O. IBERT



We thus borrowed the notion ‘learning region’ (Florida, 1995; Hassink, 2001; Morgan,
1997) from the literature to denote the novel practices we are concerned with.2 In our
reading, ‘learning region’ is distinctive from other territorial innovation models (Moulaert
& Sekia, 2003) in the sense that it focuses on the problems of regions that suffer from lock-
ins instead of seeking to learn from the success stories of strong regions (Fürst, 2001;
Hassink, 2001; Morgan, 1997). However, only few practitioners in the field (e.g. Stein,
2006) use this term frequently.

In the following section, we will situate our approach into the present discourse and
develop our theoretical understanding of policy innovations and their embeddedness in
professional communities. After a short account of the research design, we scrutinize
different phases in the co-evolutionary social process in which an unfolding innovation
interacts with an emergent professional community.

2. Situating social innovations in the policy mobilities debate

In the following sub-sections we do not only review the strands of literature we wish to
contribute to, but also frequently draw connections to the empirical field we labelled as
learning region policies. We do so, first, to illustrate the conceptual ideas more effectively,
second to substantiate the connections of the approach to the discussed concepts, and
third, to stepwise introduce our understanding of learning region policies to the reader.

Fundamental shifts in practices of spatial planning can be interpreted as ‘social inno-
vations’ (Christmann, Ibert, Jessen, & Walther, 2017, 2019). Along with Schumpeter,
we understand innovations as novel combinations that have become consequential in
practice (Schumpeter, 1911). Hence, innovations are more than just new ideas. Another
necessary condition is that they have to be integrated into social practices and thus
have to be valued as useful by other practitioners. With the prefix ‘social’ we do not
suggest that innovations should be allocated to discrete sectors (like ‘market’ or ‘technol-
ogy’). Rather, new ‘social practices’, such as policy innovations, embrace new (and exist-
ing) technologies and also take into account economic aspects (even if not striving for
profits; see also Domanski et al., 2019).

When applying the term social innovation to the field of spatial planning the question
arises how the two main features of an innovation, ‘novelty’ and ‘usefulness for practice’
can be made operational. We use a social-constructivist approach (Christmann et al., 2017,
2019) by analysing how practitioners and observers who belong to the field assess the
respective shifts in practice. Innovation can be specified as changes in professional prac-
tices that are claimed to be ‘novel’ or ‘innovative’ by field representatives. In this approach,
innovations are discursively constructed by contrasting novel practices against the back-
ground of an alleged state of the art. Further, innovations denote discrepancies between
‘traditional’ and ‘new’ with a disruptive quality. Along these lines, learning region policies
can be classified as ‘novel’ as they represent a shift in strategies of regional development
policies from ‘catching up’ to ‘exploring new development paths’.

The social-constructivist approach towards social innovation inevitably touches upon
normative issues (Moulaert, Jessop, Hulgård, & Hamdouch, 2013). Practitioners do not
only assess the ‘novelty’ of a solution, but also make judgements about its ‘practical
value’. Participants do so by mobilizing professional standards and by confronting the
respective innovations with these norms and values. In the case of learning region policies
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‘long-term orientation’ and the ‘willingness of municipalities to cooperate’ across admin-
istrative boundaries have been important criteria for professionals when promoting or
defending the respective innovation. These norms widely reflect the professional identities
of spatial planners vis à vis political actors who tend to think in legislative terms and are
perceived to overstate the interests of the territory they represent.

2.1. Mobile policy models and social innovations as assemblages

In the discourse on policy mobilities policies are understood as ‘assemblages’ (Allen &
Cochrane, 2007; Anderson & McFarlane, 2011; McCann & Ward, 2012a, 2012b), contest-
able combinations of heterogeneous bundles of knowledge and techniques purposefully
gathered together for particular reasons and adapted to particular (local) conditions
(Temenos & McCann, 2013). As assemblages ‘policies rarely travel as complete packages,
they move in ‘bits’ and ‘pieces’ – as selective discourses, inchoate ideas and synthesised
models’ (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170). Thereby some elements can be regarded as ‘con-
stitutive’ (Roy, 2012) while others are facultative.

Learning region policies are a good case to illustrate this idea. The novelty of this approach
can be understood as a recombination of diverse pre-existing elements (pieces of expertize,
regulation and institutional capacities), some taken from near and others from far (see
McCann & Ward, 2012b, p. 328). The following ‘constitutive’ (Roy, 2012) elements are fre-
quently reassembled in order to pursue learning region policies (Füg, 2015; Fürst, 2001;
Ganser, Siebel, & Sieverts, 1993; Hassink, 2001; Siebel, Ibert, & Mayer, 1999; Stein, 2006):

- Campaigning: Learning region policies aim at creating long term visions for regions,
which are then operationalized incrementally in a series of interconnected projects.

- Extended spectrum of involved actors: Actors from different societal spheres (public,
private and civic) work together in the formulation and implementation of these
policies.

- Integrated approaches. Overcoming of sectoral policies and disciplinary boundaries.
- Mobilizing external expertize. Mobilizing ‘strangers’ and learning from their external

views on the region.
- Competitive modes of governance: Mobilizing project proposals through open calls and

granting funds according to quality criteria.

Not always, but often we observe the following facultative elements:

- Problem-based rescaling: Policies enact spaces according to the geographical extension of
the addressed problems thereby overstepping territorial administrative boundaries.

- Intermediary agencies: Regional development agencies that combine the logics of public
administration, private enterprises and civil society drive the process.

- Festivalization: Learning region policies are eventful, the results are communicated
widely, and public attention is mobilized (Siebel, 2015).

Along with the policy mobilities discours, we appreciate that these models ‘evolve
through mobility’ (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170) and morph and mutate as they
travel (McCann & Ward, 2012b). Policies are thus subject to interpretation and
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reinterpretation in a socio-spatial process. Clarke distinguishes a topographical and topo-
logical understanding of ‘mobility’ (Clarke, 2012). The former denotes movements of con-
cepts across the absolute space, while the latter focuses on the similarities and
dissimilarities of local practices across different sites. When policies move they do so in
topological and topographical space simultaneously.

Most contributors, however, seem to be mainly concerned with interrogating how
‘existing’ policy models are adapted (and thereby modified) to ‘existing’ local contexts.
The origins of the model and the creative process through which heterogeneous tech-
niques and concepts are assembled to ‘novel’ policy models often remain outside the
scope of the analysis. Furthermore, the contingencies, contestations and frictions in the
process of establishing such models in practice remain obscure (Temenos & McCann,
2013).

2.2. On travelling technocrats and professional communities of practice

The mobility of policies is understood as an active, purposeful and interest-driven process
pushed forward by powerful political stakeholders and enacted by a new elite of ‘travelling
technocrats’ (Larner & Laurie, 2010). At the local level, it is facilitated by mid-level tech-
nocrats who co-create locally specific instantiations of globally circulating policies in their
respective settings (Larner & Laurie, 2010; Roy, 2012; Wood, 2014).

Policies travel most easily as trimmed and standardized models (Temenos & McCann,
2012, p. 1393). Mobility thus depends on ‘essentialising and delocalising policy pro-
grammes, converting them into “how-to” manuals of policy implementation’ (Prince,
2010, p. 171). This has given rise to an accelerated circulation of models during ‘which
policymakers stop thinking for themselves and instead rely on the achievements of
their counterparts elsewhere’ (Wood, 2015, p. 208).

We argue the depicted actors and mechanisms of transfer are not sufficient to fully
understand how something like a model with validity at different times and places can
emerge: ‘There is no cloud of free-floating policies hovering in the ether, waiting to be
selected on the basis of “perfect information”’ (McCann & Ward, 2012b, p. 327). Thus
it becomes necessary to consider, how models are related to professional communities,
how community members share, cultivate and variegate these models and how both,
models and communities co-evolve.

A professional community is a sub-category of the more general notion of community
of practice (Amin & Roberts, 2008; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Communities of practice
encompass people who participate in the same practice and follow common rules when
performing this practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Within communities,
practitioners use and advance the shared pool of knowledge by interacting with peers
and colleagues. Newcomers are integrated in existing communities by obtaining positions
of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave &Wenger, 1991). Experienced members thus
share their expertize freely and – at least initially – without the expectation of reciprocity
(Belk, 2010).

In ‘professional’ communities (e.g. lawyers or medical professionals) members have
acquired a formal academic education. More crucially, the acquired abstract knowledge
becomes more sophisticated through reiterated use in practice. Both criteria, formal edu-
cation and the necessity to collect rich experiences in practice apply to planning
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practitioners. Along these lines, a community encompasses ‘professional enquirers who
make up the field of scholarship and practical engagement associated with planning as
a project for shaping urban and regional/territorial futures’ (Healey, 2013, p. 189).
Members might differ with respect to their organizational affiliations but share in
common that ‘they are doing work of some kind in a governance context’ (Healey,
2013, p. 196) related to spatial development.

The community of practice approach offers a conceptual framework for understanding
how models emerge and become common among practitioners. For instance, commu-
nities circulate objects and share documents, blueprints or photographs and thereby
make available the inscribed or codified knowledge for members. The circulation of
ideas is enabled through personal mobility, for instance, by visiting iconic places (Faulcon-
bridge, 2010; Wood, 2015).

However, these mechanisms of learning alone are not sufficient to promote a shared
understanding. Most importantly, these practices are embedded in an ongoing process
of ‘mutual engagement’ (Wenger, 1998). The continuous telling of ‘war stories’ (Brown
& Duguid, 1991) – real life accounts of how practitioners handled challenging situations
– have frequently been observed among planners (Forester, 1999). By jointly scrutinizing
the details of practical instances community members negotiate which of these elements
are crucial to establish a shared practice and which represent only local idiosyncrasies
(Grabher & Ibert, 2014). As long as relevant aspects in the conditions at distant places
are sufficiently similar, it is possible to share practice without necessarily being personally
present at the same location (Brown & Duguid, 2001) – the ‘topological dimension’ of
policy mobility (Clarke, 2012).

By thinking social innovation in conjunction with the community perspective the
agency of participants becomes more accessible for empirical analysis. Professionals are
no longer delegated into the over-determined role of a vicarious agent (the travelling tech-
nocrat) of a neoliberal policy agenda, but come back as entrepreneurial and inventive
social actors with professional identities, own agendas and a degree of freedom to make
(or reject) choices.

3. Research design

The presented study is part of a greater research project, in which the emergence and
unfolding of innovations in spatial planning is studied in four different domains of
spatial planning (see Footnote 1). From 2013 to 2016 four empirical investigations have
been conducted in parallel following a similar research design to afford comparison
across these domains. In this paper, we focus on only one of the four areas: regional inno-
vation policies. As all other studies in the project, it is based on longitudinal data that
covers the whole process from a pre-conceptual state until establishment.

In our research, we combined forward and backward working types of longitudinal
data analysis (McCann & Ward, 2012a, p. 46). The ‘forward working strategy’ is
about identifying a policy’s origin and reconstructing the process from there until
today. Longitudinal data is collected along with an ‘innovation biography’ (Butzin &
Widmaier, 2016). The ‘backward working strategy’ starts from recent instantiations of
learning region policies. It provides a comparison between two embedded cases (Yin,
2014) of recent instantiations of learning region policies. The cases represent a
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theoretically relevant contrast: The first case, the ‘Zukunftsland REGIONALE 2016’ in
the Westmünsterland region in North Rhine-Westphalia, represents a case in geographi-
cal and institutional proximity to the place of origin. It is the eighth (and probably last)
of a series of events that have been coordinated by the Ministry of Urban Development
in North Rhine-Westphalia from 2000 to 2016. Hence, actors could draw on rich pre-
vious experiences. The second case, the ‘Competition Impulse Regions’ in Saxony is
characterized by geographical and institutional distance to the place of origin. While
the initial experiences with learning region policies have been made in the Western
part of Germany, Saxony is the easternmost federal state in Germany. In institutional
terms, after the German reunification in 1990, the re-establishment of the federal state
of Saxony was a disruptive event.

The study draws on two sets of data: First, a ‘document analysis’ has been conducted
based on a systematically assembled compilation of journal articles to capture the pro-
fessional and scientific discourse from 1975 to 2014. The selected journals cover the dis-
ciplines of planning, geography, political science and regional economics, and target
academics as well as practitioners and policy makers. In addition, the analysis includes
key monographs, edited volumes and legislative documents. Results of the discourse
analysis have been published elsewhere (Füg, 2015).

The second set of data consists of 23 ‘expert interviews’ with 27 interviewees. Ten of
these interviews encompass prominent commentators, observers and participants of the
discourses on learning region policies in Germany (in the following coded as I-1–10).
We analysed these data in combination with data obtained in the course of the discourse
analysis to reconstruct the innovation biography. The experts answered to questions about
the content of the innovation, its elements and linkages between these elements, the tem-
poral order of events from the origin of the idea until today, involved places, individual
and collective actors and the influence of different discourses at different times.

The case studies comprise seven interviews with eight interviewees related to the
REGIONALE 2016 (coded as N-1–7) and six interviews with nine interviewees in
Saxony (S-1–6). Interviewees work for public administrations at the municipal and
federal state level, for regional development agencies or were involved in the selection,
qualification or development of projects. Unlike the first series of interviews, the case-
study interviews took the actual regional situation as a starting point and sought to
appreciate the specificities of the cases. Further questions aimed at unveiling linkages to
past experiences that were mobilized in order to launch the respective programmes.

4. The emergence and consolidation of learning region policies in
Germany

In this section, we seek to elucidate the connection between an emergent innovation, its
unfolding and consolidation on the one hand and the process of community formation
on the other. The analysis proceeds in four steps, starting with the pre-conceptual state,
in which the innovation is in a state of ‘latency’ (4.1) and proceeding to first-time ‘gener-
ation’ (4.2), to developing promising ‘formats’ (4.3) and eventually terminating with the
‘stabilization’ of the innovation (4.4) (Ibert, Christmann, Jessen, & Walther, 2015). For
each phase, we first, analyse how the innovation is materialized as assemblage (consisting
of elements and linkages) and second, how this materialization is embedded in
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professional communities. For both levels of analysis, we consider issues of spatial distri-
bution and mobility.

4.1. Latency: Intersecting communities gathering around a shared problem

Disruptive changes emerge in historical settings in which ‘time is ripe’ (Barnes, 2018).
During the late 1970s and early 1980s time was indeed ripe for something new in regional
development policies. The historical background was the persistent crisis of the old indus-
trial regions in Europe. In Germany, it was in particular the experiences with the Ruhr
Area, which lead to the slowly emerging recognition that these regions were facing a
deep structural crisis rather than just another temporary economic downturn (I-1–2; I-
5; I-8).

Until then structural policies were widely concerned with moving the regions forward
on a development path towards industrialization. In the light of the sustained economic
crisis of the formerly most advanced regions, in particular, the Ruhr Area, this ‘linear
development model’ (Freytag & Windelberg, 1978) was questioned. Further, regional
economists plead for an ‘innovation-oriented regional policy’ (Ewers & Wettmann,
1980). At about the same time ‘human and economic geographers’ started to reinvigorate
the cultural foundations of regions highlighting the endogenous resources as so far under-
estimated drivers of economic development (I-6). Drawing on international research on
innovative milieus (Camagni, 1991), the German discourse soon shifted the attention
from the successful regions, like the Third Italy (Piore & Sabel, 1984) or Baden-Württem-
berg, towards the problematic cases (Grabher, 1988, 1993; Läpple, 1986)

We have to investigate non-innovative milieus: which persistent structures are blocking
things? Explaining a successful region is somewhat redundant - or doesn’t bring us any
further (I-8).

A third discourse, advanced by political and social scientists, addressed the changing
role of the state in shaping development conditions: Cooperative forms (Ritter, 1979)
complement the traditionally hierarchical relationship between state and society. Dimin-
ishing tax revenues give rise to public–private partnerships (Hesse & Zöpel, 1990). Inte-
grated approaches replace or complement classical sectoral policies (Hassink, 2001).
Established ways of scaling policies are criticized as inappropriate to address problems
that enact their own spatiality (Blotevogel, 1998). In hindsight, all these strands of discus-
sion culminate in a discussion about a shift in state intervention from ‘government’ to
‘governance’ (Mayntz, 2004).

4.1.1. Assemblages: fragmented local initiatives
Against this background, local initiatives started to experiment with new policy
approaches for regional development. Many elements of the later innovation were
already there, yet they remained disconnected. In North Rhine-Westphalia, two successive
initiatives undertaken by the state government for the ‘Future of old industrial regions’
(ZIM) in 1987 and for the ‘Future of regions in North Rhine-Westphalia’ (ZIN) in
1989 had an important ‘preparatory function’ (I-1) for learning region policy approaches.
In particular, these initiatives promoted the bottom-up formulation of regionally specific
development strategies, stimulated cooperation across municipal boundaries, and
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deliberative forms of integrating a wide range of private actors in development policies
(Prognos, 2016).

At about the same time, regional conferences experimented with integrated planning
modes in parts of Lower Saxony in Northern Germany (Danielzyk, 1994) but also in Swit-
zerland and Austria (e.g. Grabher, 1988; Lutzky &Wettmann, 1982). For different reasons
these experiments were not fully convincing (Prognos, 2016, p. 105ff): They did not spur
enough innovative projects; they failed to integrate stakeholders beyond the political-
administrative sphere and often re-enacted existing administrative boundaries rather
than establishing rescaled territories in accordance to the geography of the developmental
problems.

4.1.2. Communities: separate practices, joint interest, overlapping discourses
During this phase, professional planners find themselves under pressure. The traditional
repertoire of practices, like investing in hard infrastructures or improving the conditions
for external investors, has proven to be no longer sufficient to mitigate the crisis.

Academic researchers who have a strong ability to translate academic insight into
politically and practically relevant knowledge participated in almost all of the early
local experiments (I-6; I-8; I-1). The interpenetration of academic and planning prac-
tices took place at public events during this early stage, for instance, a series of working
group meetings held in the Ruhr Area during the mid 1980s (I-2; I-6). Experts, who
started their careers in academia, eventually became decision makers in key administra-
tive bodies. Karl Ganser is a case in point, who started his career as a human geogra-
pher at the Technical University Munich in the 1960s, worked for the Federal Institute
of Regional Studies and Planning during the 1970s before becoming head of the depart-
ment in the North Rhine-Westphalian Ministry for Regional and Urban Planning in
the 1980s.

An increasing number of professional planners, most of whom belonging to a younger
generation, became excited about these then novel views on the crisis of old industrial
regions. The idea of learning region policies was in the air, yet remained latent:

All that has been undertaken so far reached limits. And it became clear that one needs to go
beyond these limits – but not exactly in which direction (I-2; similarly: I-5).

4.2. Generation: emergent novel policies and a local boundary practice

Most interviewees regard the International Building Exhibition (IBA) Emscher Park, a
development programme for the Northern part of the Ruhr Area coordinated by the
federal state Ministry of Regional and Urban Development from 1989 to 1999 as a proto-
typical instantiation of the novel practice and as a critical breakthrough (Ganser et al.,
1993). It addressed several key issues of learning region policies that so far had remained
unresolved by creating associations between key elements of learning region policies for
the first time.

4.2.1. Assemblages: first interlinkages of key elements
Unlike most predecessors, the IBA found a way for stimulating projects with an innovative
edge by combining elements of competition with instruments for the qualification of
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project ideas (Siebel et al., 1999). The IBA started with an open call for projects and
installed a board of trustees to select the most promising proposals submitted by
regional stakeholders from the public and private sectors and from civil society. More-
over, the IBA found a way to stimulate inter-municipal cooperation at the regional scale.
Having been an organization owned by the federal state, all municipalities accepted its
authority and legitimacy. This new way of distributing responsibility across multiple
administrative levels and political scales (referred to as ‘centralisation’ by interviewee
I-4 and I-5) was crucial to overcome short-sighted controversies among municipalities
and to enable inter-municipal cooperation and cooperative project design from bottom-
up. Furthermore, it became possible to establish a region that mirrors the geography of
the structural problems of the declining old industrial region (I-4) irrespective of exist-
ing administrative boundaries.

More importantly, the IBA Planning Company was founded, a privately organised
development agency in public ownership, with the already mentioned Karl Ganser as a
managing director. It was compulsory for awarded projects to involve representatives of
the IBA Planning Company in project development. It was thus possible to qualify all
of the about 100 selected projects from their beginning to completion. The IBA Planning
Company staged the restructuring programme as a series of events, with an interim and a
final presentation in 1994 and 1999 and manifold project-related festivities. This ‘festiva-
lisation’ (Siebel, 2015) has been instrumental for increasing the motivation of all partici-
pants to achieve outcomes beyond the routine (Ibert, 2003).

4.2.2. Communities: collaborating across boundaries, emergent shared local
practices
The Ruhr Area provided an almost ideal-typical situation to explore the problem of
regional ‘lock-ins’ (Grabher, 1993) in all its dimensions. First, the so far predominant
approach was already weakened due to a long standing track record of first hand experi-
ences with ‘bad practices’ (Grabher & Thiel, 2015). Interviewees describe the situation as
one of despair and frustration and the political leaders were already ‘with their backs to the
wall’ (I-5, similarly I-2). Second, the local scene of planners in the Ruhr Area already
encompassed a critical mass of potential allies ready to appreciate new ideas that elsewhere
would have had little chances of being taken serious (I-4; I-6). Third, international field
trips to regions with similar problems (e.g. North West England, France) and subsequent
return visits sensitized the regional scene of planning practitioners to the nature of the
development problem (I-5). Fourth, the IBA would have been impossible without ‘political
patronage’ (Christmann et al., 2019). The popular prime minister of North Rhine-West-
phalia, Johannes Rau was ‘holding his hand over it, fatherly’ (I-8; similarly: I-1).

The first prototypical instantiation of a learning region policy, in other words, co-
evolved with an emergent local community of practice consisting of planning prac-
titioners, academics, politicians and local allies. The shared practice crystallized around
the IBA planning company. With the board of scientific directors, five leading proponents
of relevant academic discourses became affiliated part-time with the IBA. The scientific
directors were involved in qualifying projects and thus were part of the mutual engage-
ment of an emergent ‘boundary practice’ (Wenger, 1998, p. 113) at the intersection of for-
merly separated practices.
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4.3. Formatting: from local to a trans-local boundary practices

The mid 1990ies can be interpreted as another turning point. Learning dynamics shifted
from implementing a novel idea for the first time to finding ways of re-enacting it under
varying circumstances (‘formatting’).

4.3.1. Assemblages: detecting and developing mobile elements
Interaction among practitioners increasingly became concerned with developing a shared
repertoire of more permanent resources. Participants sought to consolidate a joint termi-
nology and to codify essentials of the planning strategy in a series of papers published in
journals that address audiences at the interface between academia and planning practice,
like ‘RaumPlanung’ (e.g. Ganser et al., 1993) or ‘Informationen zur Raumentwicklung’
(e.g. Läpple, 1986; Siebel et al., 1999). Here the authors identified key elements, of learning
region policies as for instance, ‘project’, ‘development agency’, ‘competition’ and ‘rescal-
ing’ and explore their interrelatedness. The scientific directors of the IBA published an
edited volume (Kreibich, Schmid, Siebel, Sieverts, & Zlonicky, 1994), in which they
reflect on experiences made during the first five years of the IBA Emscher Park
(Häußermann & Siebel, 1994). Soon textbooks were published that extract lessons
learnt from vanguard projects (e.g. Beierlorzer et al., 1998).

Such and other ‘bits and pieces’ (Peck & Theodore, 2010, p. 170) of practices established
during the early 1990s have been taken over in follow-up policies. This ‘upscaling’ was
more consequential for the design of policy programmes while it had hardly any
impact on legislative initiatives. Many of the key features of the approach – the temporality
of the intervention, the association with festivals, the valuation of endogenous regional
resources and the voluntary participation of stakeholders – turned out to be difficult if
not impossible to mobilize via the law (I-4; I-5).

Within North Rhine-Westphalia, learning region policies have been taken up and
developed further within several ministries. The REGIONALE programme (Beierlorzer,
2010), a follow-up programme that spurred a series of regional development initiatives
in North Rhine-Westphalia from 2000 to 2016, was led by the ministry of urban affairs.
Other federal states outside North Rhine-Westphalia followed and organised similar
initiatives (e.g. IBA ‘Urban Regeneration’ Saxony-Anhalt 2010; IBA ‘Fürst-Pückler-
Land’ in Brandenburg).

4.3.2. Community: from local to trans-local professional community
In this phase the professional community increasingly became trans-local. Travelling
experts, for example, the IBA scientific directors, were one important driver of this
process. More importantly, fieldtrips by students and planning practitioners to the North-
ern Ruhr Area, including site visits and personal meetings with project staff, accelerated
the pace of circulating ideas. Successful practitioners who collected first hand experiences
in the second row during early instantiations of the policy have been hired into leading
positions in follow-up events outside the Ruhr Area (I-5). The excitement about the
IBA from outside the region stands in strange contrast to the growing dissatisfaction
about the results and heritage of IBA within the Ruhr Area. In the process of a shared
local boundary practice becoming a trans-local community, the place of origin is
‘mystified’ (Honeck, 2016).
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In summary, formatting and travelling are observed as co-constitutive processes. The
model travelled foremost and easier to regions with similar structural problems and to
regions that are close in political terms (e.g. the Saar region). Only subsequently, the learn-
ing region approach was adopted in regions that were more dissimilar in terms of insti-
tutional settings, political power constellations and socio-economic structures (Saxony-
Anhalt; Brandenburg; most recently Thuringia). The process of creating a model out of
a series of one-off endeavours took place through the repeated instantiations in increas-
ingly divergent contexts.

4.4. Stabilization and adjustment: between consolidation and pragmatism

In this section, we zoom into two recent instantiations of learning region policies: the
‘Zukunftsland REGIONALE 2016’ and the ‘Competition Impulse Regions’. Both comprise
key elements of learning region policies yet representing rather distinct trajectories.

4.4.1. Assemblages: different versions, same idea?
In both cases, the element of ‘campaigning’ can be identified. In Westmünsterland, a
region that has successfully and ‘silently’ (Hassink, 2007) managed the structural
change from a textile region to a wealthy rural region, ten key questions concerning
future development options have been raised and serve as organizing principle for con-
crete development projects at the beginning of the initiative (N-2; N-4). Regional actors
proactively tackle challenges such as future mobility in rural areas, demographic shrinkage
or shortage of skilled labour forces before they become manifest as problems as the name
‘Zukunftsland’ (= land of the future) suggests:

There is no compulsory demand for structural policy, only if you look into the future. This
region will face problems due to demographic development in the coming years (N-1).

We are possibly a space for experimentation and can try out things (…) (N-2).

Responding to these challenges, projects include the modernization of the outlying
rural district Wulfen-Barkenberg, the customization of intermodal mobility infrastructure,
with the implementation of cargo bikes at bus stops in the project ‘MOVIE’, or ‘PUSH
Münsterland’, a knowledge transfer network of small and medium sized businesses target-
ing key value chains in the region.

The awarded Saxon regions are concerned with similar problems: demographic change,
strengthening centres in peripheral regions, employment opportunities in rural areas (S-
2). However, here the campaigning approach is less proactive, as these problems became
manifest already back in the late 1990s. Compared to the Westmünsterland, the Impulse
Regions are not about playful experimentation, but are based on political demand to offer
funding for pressuring issues:

The question that came up, especially from the municipalities, was: Can’t you […] fund
specific implementation projects, investments, so to say (S-1).

Implemented activities are, for example, a regional marketing campaign, a shared
vehicle as ‘citizens bus’ for rudimentary public transport that is used by the youth
soccer team to travel to weekend-tournaments, or the funding of a position as ‘mediator’
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to improve the inclusion of Eastern European workers in the border region between
Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic.

Further, both cases are comparable in the decision makers’ willingness to systematically
‘expand the spectrum of actors’ beyond the public and administrative sphere in regional
development policies. Interviewees mention providers of mobility services in both cases. In
addition they name economic actors, churches and civil society groups (N-4) in the case of
Westmünsterland or health services (S-6b) in the case of the awarded Impulse Region
North Saxony. Similarly, the mobilization of ‘external expertize’ was a key mechanism
to spur new ideas in both cases at the level of projects and programmes. Furthermore,
the aspiration to provide ‘integrated solutions’ is expressed prominently in official docu-
ments and by interviewees in both cases. Both federal states set up inter-ministerial
working groups to advise projects about funding possibilities (S-2; N-4).

Both cases offer vivid examples of introducing ‘competitive modes of governance’ in
regional development policies. The prospect to get first priority in funding schemes of
the respective federal states serves as an important incentive to participate in the compe-
tition. Moreover, awarded projects gain reputation and are thus strengthened for appli-
cations for European funds. In the REGIONALE 2016 case, inter-regional competition
was weak. After seven rounds of funding in the REGIONALE scheme, Westmünsterland
was the last ‘white spot’ (N-5) left on the map that did not yet get funding from the pro-
gramme (also: I-4). However, intra-regional competition between project proposals is
intense. Every proposal goes through a three step selection procedure in which it is eval-
uated and further qualified with the help of an inter-ministerial commission and the
project agency. In the Saxon case, the inter-regional competition is more pronounced
as only four regions got awarded as Impulse Regions (S-2). However, once a region has
been granted an award, projects were no longer selected according to quality criteria.
As a consequence, the participating municipalities were allowed to distribute funds
equally within the regions (S-6a/b).

The facultative elements in assemblages of learning region policies can all be identified
in the REGIONALE 2016 case but only partly in Saxony. ‘Festivalization’, for instance, is
of some relevance in the Westmünsterland region (final presentation of project results in
April 2016), but absent in the Saxon case. The ‘rescaling of territories’was much more pro-
nounced in Westmünsterland, a region covering two counties and some municipalities.
Some observers criticize these delimitations as somewhat ‘artificial’ (N-5) while others
acknowledge the opportunity to reinvent a newly demarcated space (N-3; N-4). In the
Saxon case, rescaling is nothing explicitly excluded, yet in practice three of the four
awarded regions are identical with existing counties (‘Landkreise’; S-2). Likewise in the
REGIONALE case, an intermediary agency is in charge of managing the whole process
while in Saxony participants manage the process from within the existing ministerial
administration.

We said right from the beginning, that the effort must be limited. […] Since the regions are
relatively small, […] we said that there is no need for an additional organisation (S-2).

However, an independent jury with external experts was nominated as an additional
structure to make the decision about the regions to be awarded. Unlike the REGIONALE
Development Agency, which was in charge of managing the whole development process,
the jury dissolved after the decision about the awards had been made. Subsequently, the
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county administrations (Landkreise) took over again the leading role as units of oper-
ational management and programme implementation.

Both cases do not only differ with respect to the number of observable elements but,
more crucially, also in terms of the linkages between elements (see Figure 1). For instance,
in Westmünsterland the regional savings bank (‘Sparkasse’) is not only included in single
projects, but is strongly integrated as a private shareholder of the regional development
agency. This strong commitment was motivated by the fact that the newly defined
region overlaps significantly with the recently reorganized network of bank branches
(N-3). Another case in point is the central role of the REGIONALE development
agency which is interlinked with almost all elements in the assemblage. Such a density
of linkages cannot be achieved by the jury of external experts that could be seen as the
corresponding body on the Saxon side.

In short, both cases represent different instantiations of the learning region policy
model. The REGIONALE 2016 is an example of an ambitious consolidation of the
model that seeks to maintain core qualities and improve single elements. The Saxon
case, in contrast, is an example of a selective adaptation to regional requirements and a
re-instantiation on a more mundane level that is more suitable for integration into admin-
istrative routines.

4.4.2. Communities: trans-local professional community, unevenly distributed in
space
When instantiating learning region policies, both regions could draw on a trans-local pro-
fessional community of practice. The Westmünsterland region builds on more than two
decades of practical experiences with learning region policies in North Rhine-Westfalia.
The REGIONALE programme was a direct spin-off of the IBA Emscher Park and since
2000 there has been a final presentation of a REGIONALE every two (2000–2010) to
three years (2013 and 2016) (Beierlorzer, 2010). The way of directing funding to the
region was already explored during the IBA Emscher Park in the 1990s and the federal
state administration today is used to work in informal inter-ministerial working groups
to secure funding for integrated approaches within projects by combining several sectoral
funding schemes (N-4; N-1a).

Saxony, in contrast, was re-established as a political and administrative entity after the
reunification in 1990. Professional planners thus experienced a drastic restructuring of
institutions and an almost complete exchange of personnel with many newly recruited
staff from former Western Germany. Against this background, it is little astonishing
that the first discussion about learning region approaches started some years later than
in North Rhine-Westphalia. Interviewees recollect a series of workshops that were held
in 1993–1996 with an explicit agenda to scanWestern German experiences for implication
for the situation in Saxony (e.g. Vaatz, 1997). The roots of the ‘Impulse Regions’ can be
traced back to ministerial directives in 1993 and 1997.

Given the low degree of institutionalization in this field and the limited possibilities for
routinization, membership in the community is probably critical for the ability to enact
complex renewal strategies in a region. Actors from both case studies share a similar set
of practices, refer to a similar set of reference projects, share ideas about good and bad
practices. In short, they belong to the same trans-local professional community of practice.
However, both regions also show interesting differences in terms of the density and

554 F. FÜG AND O. IBERT



Figure 1. Learning region policies as assemblages.
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richness of the mutual engagement of community members. In North Rhine-Westphalia,
well connected community members occupy positions in municipal administrations and
in federal state ministries, while in Saxony the respective expertize is concentrated in the
federal state administration alone. Furthermore, in North Rhine-Westphalia, the aware-
ness is spread across adjacent policy sectors as well, e.g. economic affairs, ecology and agri-
culture. In Saxony, the same sectors are reported to be involved in the implementation of
the programme. However, at the same time, they are also criticized for lacking understand-
ing for the particularities of the approach (S-2). Finally, in North Rhine-Westphalia exper-
tize related to learning region policies is also present in private consultancies (N-7). Public
non-university research institutes in the region frequently conduct evaluative research
studies (N-5). Both types of actors are not active in the Saxon case example. Instead, in
Saxony events organised by national professional associations, like the Academy for
Spatial Research and Planning (ARL) were the only way to enhance the influence of the
trans-local professional community into this region (Vaatz, 1997).

The mutual engagement of practitioners is denser and richer in North Rhine-Westpha-
lia. Frequent informal meetings between present and former directors of REGIONALE
Development Agencies as well as informal meetings of leading staff augment the possibi-
lities of sharing of experiences between different regions:

We were discussing again and again, adopt it to our needs, refine it, and experienced support
again and again, what does not work, how can we put it into practice and so on. We also
learned from negative examples. (N-2)

Within North Rhine-Westphalia practices of mutual site visits persist until today and
an increasing number of accessible sites can be visited without much effort by curious
practitioners (N-7). Subsequent REGIONALE events frequently recruit staff from their
predecessors (N-2). They can thus build on long-term experiences with learning region
policies despite the temporal character of the events. In Saxony, practitioners do also
report about an exchange of ideas on a regular basis. However here, only few likeminded
practitioners can be found in the own region. Sharing of ideas mainly includes staff of
municipal and ministerial planning departments while representatives from other policy
sectors and private consultancies are missing. Further, sharing of practice is more
restricted to formalized formats of professional exchange at the national scale (S-2).

5. Conclusion

With this paper we set out to explore the following research questions in order to make
theoretical contributions to inter-disciplinary debates on the mobility of policy models
and on (social) innovations in the realm of spatial planning: (1) In how far can novel
policy approaches be understood as innovations? (2) What is the relationship between
learning and mobility? (3) How can policy models be understood and where can they
be located? (4) What is the role of idealistic professionals in mobilizing policies?

Ad 1. Learning region policies can be understood as a social innovation in the field of
spatial planning (Christmann, 2019). When explaining the novelty of the approach, our
interviewees differentiate between ‘traditional’ policies of catching up along existing devel-
opment paths in contrast to the novel approach of exploring new regional development
trajectories. Moreover, learning region policies can be interpreted as innovations ‘in
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spatial planning’ in the sense that this mode of governance has not only been assessed in
terms of its novelty, but also in terms of its value for practice. This valuation took place
against the background of professional standards of planners who stress the necessity
for inter-municipal cooperation, integrated approaches and the mobilization of endogen-
ous resources. Furthermore, these novelties can also be understood as being socially con-
structed. Learning region policies have been described in terms of a complex ‘assemblage’
(Allen & Cochrane, 2007; Anderson &McFarlane, 2011; McCann &Ward, 2012a, 2012b).
Not the single elements are novel but the newly established ways of linking them.

Ad 2. The social process of innovation has been described as one in which the gradual
unfolding and consolidation of a new approach goes hand in hand with the emergence and
proliferation of a (trans-)local professional community. Initially, time was ripe for some-
thing new in regional development policies, but no one was able to bring together all
required elements in one location. Partly by historical coincidence, partly by intentional
agency of entrepreneurial individuals, learning region policies took shape for the first
time during the IBA Emscher Park in the Northern Ruhr Area before transferring it
into other, more or less similar regions across Germany. Eventually, the model is conso-
lidated (like in Westmünsterland) but also implemented in more pragmatic ways (like in
Saxony). Throughout this process, initially a group of pioneers succeeded in mobilizing a
local coalition of actors. Later on, early and late adopters join in and carry the new solution
into their respective home regions. What started as a local ‘community of inquirers’
(Healey, 2013) performing an unprecedented boundary practice (Wenger, 1998) increas-
ingly grew, branches out and turns from a local into a trans-local professional community.
This view sheds new light on the relationship between the creation of a model and its
mobility across divergent spatial contexts. Both, the policy mobilities strands and inno-
vation studies implicitly assume that the creation and diffusion of novelty are successive
steps. Our evidence from the field of learning region policies, in contrast, shows that creat-
ing a model takes place through mobilization. Unfolding and mobilizing ideas are thus co-
constitutive practices and co-evolve throughout the entire process of innovation.

Ad 3. Against this background, models can be reinterpreted as a set of practices that are
cultivated, developed further, and continually variegated in professional communities.
This addresses a research gap in the policy mobilities literature, in which professional
communities could function as a conceptual element that works like the proverbial
social ‘ether’ (McCann & Ward, 2012b) in which models float. Learning region policies
cannot be described as models in the strict sense of the word. Rather, the respective assem-
blages emerge out of local practices, are negotiated against the background of increasingly
divergent contexts and are continually modified by a professional community. Thus
similar sets of elements and links can be re-instantiated in several locations ‘as if’ following
an abstract model. This suggests that new ideas have to travel in order to evolve into
models.

Ad 4. Finally, it becomes clear that professionals do have agency in this process of
mobilizing policy models. They are more than just ‘traveling technocrats’ (Larner &
Laurie, 2010). Rather, they bring in their own values, ideals and agendas as professional
planners when becoming excited about the new policies and propagating it in front of
peers, decision makers or society more broadly. Learning region policies have been
appreciated, valued, evaluated and driven mainly by idealistic professional planners –
less so by politicians (with the notable exception of patrons), and most of them see
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them as part of a politically progressive project. In particular ‘social’ innovations are driven
by enthusiasts and propagated openly by professionals with strong beliefs. The very fact
that an idea is mobilized, thus, seems to be rather loosely connected to the nature of
the underlying political agenda.

Our findings have to be interpreted with care, of course. Due to our research design, we
did not further follow the international links (like international delegates, international
publications) we encountered in the professional community. Thus international policy
mobility remains underrepresented in our account but is, of course, the main focus in
the debates on policies mobilities.

However, our findings also clearly show that the mobilization of policies ‘within’ a
national territory is already a challenging task, in particular in federal states such as
Germany. Further, our analysis showed that policy mobility might be stronger determined
by territorial institutions than often assumed, in particular when these policies are inno-
vative. The recent debate on policy mobilities, which advanced a ‘global-relational under-
standing of urban policy’ (McCann &Ward, 2012a, p. 46), might understate the persistent
influence of territorialized institutions for the circulation of policy models. For future
research, it would thus be desirable to analyse processes of social innovations with an
explicitly international research design.

Notes

1. This work was supported by the German Research Foundation (DFG) under Grant IB 95/6-1.
The project was part of a bigger project consortium. Empirical work has been conducted with
a similar research design and in close cooperation with Gabriela Christmann (PI) and
Thomas Honeck (Grant CH 864/3-1 on ‘temporary uses’); Johann Jessen (PI) and Daniela
Zupan (Grant JE 202/6-1 on ‘compact, mixed-use urban neighbourhoods’) as well as Uwe-
Jens Walther (PI) and Oliver Koczy (Grant 1591/6-1 on ‘neighbourhood management’).
See also Christmann et al. (2019).

2. It is important to note that in the German context the term ‘learning region’ is also used
beyond the field of application we are concerned with here. For instance, an educational pro-
gramme co-funded in 2001 by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research and
the European Social Fund for Germany (ESF) is called ‘Lernende Region’. It supports net-
works at the regional scale between different educational institutions in order to promote
life-long learning. However, apart from addressing the regional scale it has little in
common with the type of policies we are discussing bellow.
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