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Executive summary 

The skills and competences – the policy capacity – of government to tackle complex, place-based 

sustainability problems have repeatedly been highlighted, but remain abstract in how they are defined and 

developed within government. This paper looks at ways of enabling capacity within government while 

engaging with the communities in the places that are the target of place-based policies. Policy capacity is 

defined as the analytical skills for assessing current performance and future policy options as well as 

capacities to undertake medium- and long-term planning and strategic goal-setting. Capacity is divided 

into three dimensions of analytical, operational and political capacity as well as three levels of individual, 

organizational, and systemic. At the cross-section of these dimensions, nine elements of capacities are 

highlighted. The capacity-enabling initiatives highlighted in this paper include Policy Innovation Labs 

(PILs), Data Collaboratives (DCs), and Collaborative Governance Regimes (CGRs). These initiatives are 

set-up by government or with public money and specifically engage (local) stakeholders beyond 

government on place-based issues. They are collaborative in nature and try to capture place-specific 

challenges and stakeholders through establishing networked structures that serve as pathways for 

exchanging data or knowledge that is fed back into policymaking processes. 

The paper finds that each form facilitates different dimensions of capacities and also serves a different 

purpose. From a more short-term, in-depth perspective into local challenges (PILs) to providing technical 

capacities for collecting and utilizing data – often across policy sectors as well as geographic locations 

(DCs). As well as combining a diverse set of autonomous stakeholders and creating a shared knowledge 

base (CGRs). In sum, capacity-building mechanisms need to be established in larger collaborative efforts 

– both across government and non-governmental stakeholders as well as across jurisdictions to effectively 

address placed-based challenges through knowledge exchange and learning from best practices. 
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Governments increasingly witness a combination of complex challenges and a call for more evidence-

based policymaking given the advances in data analytics and access to information all over the world. 

However, in many parts of the world, governments are structurally unprepared for an engagement with 

diverse forms of evidence, including the stakeholders involved in producing and gathering such evidence. 

This has resulted in calls for a collaborative approach and a reconfiguration of relationships between levels 

of government and also the role of citizens. At the same time, complex, location-specific issues like those 

in the sustainability context are often ongoing and recurrent and are not being easily resolved through 

consulting scientific evidence, experts or citizens. They also manifest across different levels and scales. 

As a result, there have been calls for increasing capacity within government to address such problems in 

a way that is conducive to place-based needs. A lot of research and reports either identify ‘a lack of 

sufficient administrative, technical or strategic capacities’ (OECD 2019, 12) or state that the goal should 

be to increase governments’ capacity as ‘a critical part of fostering good public governance to achieve 

broad societal goals, such as promoting sustainable development’ (OECD 2020a, 9). 

However, capacity mostly remains an abstract idea, highlighting that policy makers need to develop new 

skills and policymaking practices, embrace foresight, experimentation, evaluation and stakeholder 

interaction (OECD 2020b). Or that improving capacity includes ‘strategies such as improving organisational 

infrastructure, tools, resources and processes; workforce development; and establishing strategic units to 

support an evidence-informed approach across government’ (OECD 2020a, 10). In previous discussions 

on state capacity, the economic dimension was further very prominent. In these studies, capacity is 

understood as the government’s ability to generate growth and economic development. ‘Researchers have 

mostly relied on economic measures of capacity that have included the use of overall aggregate measures 

or national wealth and productivity such as real and nominal gross domestic product (GDP) growth, GDP 

per capita, factor productivity, inflation, unemployment, size of current account, and so on’ (Woo et al. 

2015, 276). However, a pre-condition for economic success is that the economic institutions of the 

according government are trusted and have the skills and competences to make decisions on certain 

measures.  

There is further a discussion on the interplay among resilience and capacity. To illustrate, the concept of 

capacity has been integrated into the notion of regional resilience, indicating the ability of local businesses 

to navigate shifts and disruptions in the market, technological advancements, and policy alterations 

(McGlade et al. 2006; Simmie and Martin 2010). This resilience-focused literature primarily centres around 

market dynamics and, adopting an evolutionary stance, by looking at how local political structures respond 

to changing environmental circumstances, encompassing both technological and political changes 

(Swanstrom 2008). The framework of regional resilience stands as an alternative viewpoint to the concept 

of a learning region, which places more emphasis on the policy-driven aspects of transformation (Pendall 

et al. 2007; Swanstrom 2008). However, the discourse surrounding regional resilience has increasingly 

spotlighted institutional and policy dimensions (Boschma and Martin 2010; Hassink and Klaerding 2010; 

Martin and Sunley 2006). Linked to the learning discussions, scholars have defined capacity as an entire 

system’s capacity in relation to the structures and procedures that allow learning to take place at all levels 

of the system – including in a multi-level governance context (Schout 2009; Borras 2011). In contrast, 

some have also zoomed in on specific capacities. However both ways of defining capacity do not capture 

when the lack of capacities becomes a hurdle for learning or link specifically to policy outcomes.  

1 Introduction  
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From this discussion, a nested view of policy capacity has emerged. Policy capacity is thereby understood 

as the set of skills and resources within government necessary to perform policy functions (Wu et al. 2015). 

In order to identify different aspects of capacity, a distinction is made among three dimensions of analytical, 

operational and policy capacity as well as three levels - individual, organizational, and systemic. At the 

cross-section of these dimensions, different forms of capacities are highlighted that include, for example, 

individual technical knowledge (analytical capacity), entrepreneurial skills (operational capacity) or political 

acumen (political capacity). At the organizational level, capacity is defined as having access to external 

expertise and data (analytical), establishing collaborative mechanisms (operational), and political/ 

stakeholder support (political). System level capacity encompasses data collection and analysis tools 

(analytical), mechanisms for intra-state (vertical and horizontal) coordination and planning (operational), 

as well as trust, legitimacy and accountability (political). 

In the context of place-based policymaking, the need and availability of these capacities varies. Place-

based policymaking is characterized by territorially grounded policies structured with a multi-level 

governance perspective and tailored to the unique attributes of individual regions (Wolfe 2011; Barca et 

al. 2012). Placed-based initiatives are referred to as ‘actions by on-the-ground actors who have ownership 

(and take the risks) in implementing ideas and actions, even if the initiatives are externally initiated and 

supported’ (Brondizio et al. 2021, 67). While many of such initiatives are place-specific, they are connected 

in various ways with governments at multiple levels as well as potential non-governmental organizations. 

In fact, they are often ‘intertwined in an inescapable interdependence among actors and levels of 

governance’ (Brondizio et al. 2021, 67). This is especially pertinent for sustainability-related challenges, 

because they are often place-specific while also being affected by space-blind policies and are being 

perceived differently by a diverse set of stakeholders. An example of a space-blind and place-based 

relationship is that of water scarcity. National water quality standards can conflict with place-based policies 

that aim to allocate water resources or promote specific conservation practices based on regional needs. 

Thereby, strict water quality standards may limit the use of certain agricultural practices in one region, 

while another region may rely on those practices due to its unique conditions. Navigating this intersection 

requires careful coordination and the development of flexible frameworks that allow for both overarching 

and place-based policies to coexist harmoniously. Thus, place-based policies need to address future 

trajectories of specific locations while considering overarching policies that potentially have place-based 

implications and a set of stakeholders at multiple levels. This is a high bar for being effective in addressing 

place-based sustainability challenges and requires a specific set of skills and competences. Governments 

need the ability to understand the implications of different policy options based on knowledge from the 

region and from different stakeholders. This implies the capacity to engage with knowledge bases and 

input and having the ability to place and utilize it in the larger institutional context and with the financial 

resources available.  

This paper focuses on this set of skills and competences by looking at structures that government is able 

to establish in order to facilitate capacity for creating effective place-based policies. These include Policy 

Innovation Labs (PILs), which are dedicated teams or entities focused on designing public policies, Data 

Collaboratives (DCs), partnerships among stakeholders to share and utilize data, and Collaborative 

Governance Regimes (CGRs) that entail processes which engage public agencies or levels of government 

across boundaries to carry out a public purpose. While each of the three arrangements serves a different 

purpose, they share certain characteristics. They all enable a collaborative set-up among stakeholders and 

have a data and knowledge sharing component. The three arrangements also actively embrace the 

complexity and dynamic of place-based challenges.  

The paper finds that each form, PIL, DC or CGR, facilitates different dimensions of capacities and also 

serves a different purpose. PILs for example enable a more short-term, in-depth perspective into local 

challenges which means they are time-consuming for government officials and require a higher 

commitment over a limited amount of time. They are especially valuable when they identify gaps in skills 

and develop targeted trainings for officials to translate findings from PILs into policy-making efforts. DCs 
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can support government in providing technical capacities for collecting and utilizing data – often across 

policy sectors as well as geographic locations. However, they require a strategy as to which level of 

government is being targeted in order to provide useful insights for place-based policymaking. CGRs 

usually have a diverse set of autonomous stakeholders and therefore have value for creating a 

standardized framework for, for example, data collection or creating a shared knowledge base. They also 

are challenged by potentially diverging interests as well as have different levels of capacities across 

partners.  

The paper defines policy capacity in the following section (Section 2) by outlining the nine dimensions of 

the capacity framework and linking the idea of policy capacity to the multi-level governance framework and 

capacity that is located outside of government, such as citizen science. In Section 3, attention is paid to 

capacity mechanisms and effective place-based policymaking, specifically in the context of sustainability 

challenges. Section 4 contains a detailed look at the three initiatives, policy innovation labs, data 

collaboratives, and collaborative governance regimes, by giving examples from Canada (Solutions Lab, 

Vancouver), the United Kingdom (UK Collaboratorium for Research on Infrastructure and Cities, UKCRIC), 

and the Lower Mekong River Basin Region (Mekong River Commission, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, 

and Vietnam). The final section, Section 5, concludes the paper by summarizing the findings.  

 



   9 

POLICY CAPACITY MECHANISMS FOR ADDRESSING COMPLEX, PLACE-BASED SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 
  

2 Government Capacity  

Capacity Definition and Taxonomy 

Definition  

Policy capacity is defined as “the ability to marshal the necessary resources … to set strategic directions, 

for the allocation of scarce resources to public ends” (Painter and Pierre 2005, 3), or in a broader sense, 

the set of skills and resources necessary to perform policy functions (Wu et al. 2015). While policy capacity 

partially depends on the available skills and competencies, as well as the political orientation of policy 

makers, it also depends on the available financial resources and the legal constraints given by the overall 

institutional setting. 

‘Given the government’s central role as policy maker, policy capacity is necessarily affected by political 

institutions and activities related to formulating, legislating, and implementing policies’ (Woo et al. 2015, 

274). For instance, the legislative system shapes government elections and legislative processes (Lijphart 

1991). Effective management of this system becomes pivotal in supporting governmental activities, 

constituting a crucial systems-level political competence necessary for sustaining office and realizing 

electoral, legal, and policy objectives. Additionally, the decentralization of administrative decision-making 

influences individual behaviour and policy outcomes by relocating policy discussions to the local level 

(Buchanan 1995). Governments must then adeptly manage these intergovernmental interactions to ensure 

effective governance (Woo et al. 2015). 

This perspective on policy capacity results in a ‘nested’ view (depicted in Fig. 1) which has several 

significant deviations from prior attempts to defining policy capacity. To begin with, it does not confine itself 

to a specific function, stage, or task within the policy process; instead, it encompasses all policy processes 

– ranging from agenda setting and formulation to decision-making, implementation, and evaluation. This 

stems from the realization that the challenges faced by governments in executing these policy functions 

significantly vary, and competence in one task does not necessarily ensure effective performance in others. 

Simultaneously, it acknowledges the potential for skills and resources to be transferrable across tasks (Wu 

et al. 2015).  
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Figure 1. A nested model of policy capacity (Wu et al. 2015, 168). 

At the individual level, policy professionals—such as policymakers, public managers, and policy analysts—

play a pivotal role in shaping the effectiveness of diverse tasks and functions within the policy process. 

Their policy capacity hinges upon their comprehension of policy processes, proficiency in policy analysis 

and evaluation, managerial skills, and political acumen. Nevertheless, substantial individual policy capacity 

might not necessarily ensure policy effectiveness, as other resources and capacities are equally 

indispensable at the organizational and system levels for completing certain tasks. At the organizational 

level, the presence and efficacy of an information infrastructure, human and financial resource 

management systems, as well as political backing, can either enhance or diminish individual capabilities. 

For instance, organizations that excessively limit the autonomy of individual decision-making or erode 

morale among policy professionals could erode the agency's capability to fulfil its functions (Gleeson et al. 

2011; Tiernan and Wanna 2006). Finally, the system-level describes wide-ranging and at times all-

encompassing capacities through which other aspects might be shaped. In essence, capacity is 

understood as proficiencies and capabilities present within government agencies across three 

interconnected tiers: the individual realm (e.g., policymakers, decision-makers), the organizational sphere 

(e.g., agencies or programs), and the systemic level (e.g., encompassing the entirety of government or the 

broader macro-level institutional and structural contexts) (Mukherjee et al. 2021). 

In addition, a distinction is being made among analytical, operational, and political capacities, which 

describe capacities that help ensure policy actions are technically sound, allow the alignment of resources 

with policy actions so they can be implemented in practice, and help to obtain and sustain political support 

for policy actions respectively (Wu et al. 2015).  

Taxonomy 

The nested understanding of policy capacity, which includes the three levels and three forms of capacity 

can be translated into the taxonomy shown in Table 1. This highlights nine forms of capacity covering 

different skills and competences as well as covers the individual, organizational and systemic level. It also 

allows a more nuanced discussion of different aspects of capacity. 

Level of resources and 

capabilities  
Skills and competences  

 Analytical Operational Political 

Individual  Individual analytical capacity Individual operational capacity  Individual political capacity 

Organizational  Organizational analytical capacity   Organizational operational 

capacity   

Organizational political capacity   

Systemic  Systemic analytical capacity  Systemic operational capacity Systemic political capacity 
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Table 1. Policy capacity: skills and competences (Wu et al. 2015, 167). 

Individual level  

The ‘individual analytical capacity’ can be described as ‘the ability of individuals in a policy-relevant 

organization to produce valuable policy-relevant research and analysis on topics asked of them or of their 

own choosing’ (Howlett 2009; Howlett 2015, 174). Thereby recognizing that this capacity entails 

acknowledging the individual skills or competences of analysts and policy practitioners (Colebatch, 2006; 

Colebatch et al. 2011), alongside the analytical resources available to them. This form of policy capacity 

is not exclusive to governments; other entities such as independent government inquiries, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), and lobbyists also require it. The analytical capacity at individual level 

is thereby related in a nested fashion to other competences and capabilities of government. In order for 

these capacities to translate into high-quality policy analysis, these skills and competences require the 

availability of timely and appropriate information. In addition, Howlett (2015) points out that beyond the 

‘supply of qualified researchers’ and the ‘ready availability of quality data’, there needs to be a demand for 

research and a procedures that encourages productive interactions among researchers creating a culture 

in which openness is stimulated and risk taking is acceptable (Riddell 1998; Howlett 2015). The ‘individual 

operational capacity’ dimension describes the skills of individual managers to perform key managerial 

functions. A key aspect, according to Tiernan (2015) is that there is an increasing focus on leadership in 

discussions of public sector reform while also promoting managerial reforms that focus on efficiency and 

technical skills. ‘Individual political capacity’ is defined as political knowledge or ‘policy acumen’ (Wu et al. 

2010). Pal and Clark (2015) underscore the significance of perceiving politics not only within one's 

immediate purview but also in the broader context. They assert that an adept grasp of politics in both 

realms is vital for individual policy actors to effectively contribute to the policy process. In sum, identifying 

key stakeholders, comprehending their fundamental interests and ideologies, and grasping the intricate 

dynamics among them are integral attributes for successful public managers. Equally important is the 

capacity to discern the political trade-offs necessary to broker agreements among competing actors and 

interests.  

Organizational level  

At the organizational level, analytical capacity requires the availability of individuals with analytical skills in 

combination with processes for collecting and analysing data as well as an organizational commitment to 

evidence-based policy (Pattyn and Brans 2015). ‘An efficient information system for collecting and 

disseminating information within and across public sector agencies is especially important in the context 

of the present day emphasis on evidence-based policymaking which requires not only the ability to analyse 

data but also its availability in a timely and systematic manner’ (Wu et al. 2015, 169). Organizational 

operational capacity describes the internal organization of public agencies and their relationship with 

legislative and executive institutions as well as the training and goals of public servants working in them 

(Peters 2015). The final dimension at organizational level, organizational political capacity encompasses 

nurturing learning relationships with governance partners and the public. To succeed, governments must 

delineate an issue, engage the public's attention towards it, and actively involve them in its resolution. 

Importantly, Dunlop (2015) contends that establishing two-way communication empowers citizens to 

monitor state activities, engage in dialogues with state actors regarding issues of personal concern, and 

exert influence on political outcomes.  

Systemic level  

The conceptualization of systemic policy capacity builds on the concept of 'state capacity' in prior literature. 

At its core, existing interpretations of state capacity encompass the institutional and relational prerequisites 

that impact a government's capability to formulate and execute policies, as well as to establish and enforce 
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laws (Fukuyama 2004; Fukuyama 2013). Nonetheless, defining and quantifying this concept presents 

challenges, resulting in the coexistence of diverse understandings of 'state capacity' within the literature. 

In an early report by the World Bank (1997), for instance, the focus was on 'state capability' as the 'efficient 

ability to undertake and promote collective action'. However, much of the existing research on state 

capacity, rooted in the realm of public administration, emerged from the scrutiny of a state's 'strength' in 

managing economic development (Evans 1995; Weiss and Hobson 1995). This often entailed an exclusive 

emphasis on economic performance as a gauge of state effectiveness, accompanied by a general 

approach to understanding the sources of such effectiveness. In a more recent conceptualization, Woo et 

al. (2015) argue that at this level, legitimacy is a crucial foundation upon which other forms of policy 

capacity build upon. This is linked to the idea that governments that hold higher levels of trust have more 

room to manoeuvre and negotiate larger transitions and through which other aspects of policy capacity 

maybe linked and leveraged. As an OECD report (2021) on trust points out: 

Governments are operating in an increasingly complex and fast-paced environment, with growing expectations 
from citizens for an efficient and seamless interaction with their governments. Public satisfaction with 
administrative and social services, as well perceptions of fairness and equal treatment, are strongly associated 
with trust in civil service. (Ibid, 67) 

It also forms the boundary around which policymaking at the organizational and individual level take place. 

Specifically, the three sets of skills at systematic level include:  

• Systemic analytical capacity: The overall condition of scientific, statistical, and educational 

infrastructure within a society that enables policymakers and professionals to access high-quality 

information necessary for conducting their analytical and managerial tasks (Hsu 2015).  

• Systemic operational capacity: The coordination of governmental and non-governmental efforts to 

address collective problems (Hughes et al. 2015). 

• Systemic political capacity: The so-called ‘steering-level’ capacity, which has the potential to shape 

all other capacities. This dimension is shaped by the level of trust in the political, social, economic 

and security spheres of policy action (Woo et al. 2015).  

In the context of the development of the taxonomy, beyond establishing the categories, there also has 

been focus in the literature on highlighting the context and dynamic linked to establishing the capacities 

within government. For example, Dunlop (2015), highlights a dynamic perspective for organizational 

political capacity by mapping different types of the capacity onto policy learning dimensions. The underlying 

idea being that building capacity is a fundamentally dynamic exchange and that different learning 

environments enable new capacities and capacity in turn enables policy learning and ultimately policy 

change. Thereby, policy learning is defined as ‘the updating of beliefs on the basis of new information and 

debate’ (Dunlop 2015, 262). As for the context in which capacities are acquired and established, studies 

show that political structures and processes, such as election cycles, economic conditions, cost pressures 

on government, the media, as well as pressure groups and an informed and demanding public play a role. 

However, as Hughes et al. (2015) point out, ‘how such powerful influences can be managed by the policy 

worker is at the core of governance capacity, and policy leadership development in particular’ (Ibid, 242).  

Since the establishment of the policy capacity taxonomy, there has been some discussion on updating or 

adding to the existing categories in light of the rise of big data analytics and behavioural dimensions of 

policy. As Mukherjee et al. (2021) point out, ‘the availability of data, network analysis and modelling 

necessitate complex skills such as making use of software, models to produce insights that inform policy’ 

(Ibid, 254), which necessitated a parallel emphasis on big data readiness at all three levels of capacity 

(Clarke and Craft, 2017; Giest, 2017; Giest and Mukherjee, 2018). One approach is to use data availability 

as a proxy of capacity. This has taken shape in the form of using the ‘ready availability of quality data’ 

(Riddell 2007) as measurement of capacity or using the idea of ‘statistical capacity’, which captures the 

dimensions of statistical practice, data collection, and indicator availability (World Bank 2014). This 

capacity measure has been linked to the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) and studies show that 
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indeed those countries performing better on data availability also score better in the EPI in terms of climate 

change, air quality, water resources, among others (Hsu et al. 2014). However, this measure is limited to 

the capacity within government and lacks dimensions to capture the ability of government to connect with 

other stakeholders to obtain additional insights in form of local knowledge or data. This is captured in the 

above outlined capacity framework in the category of ‘organizational political capacities’, which include – 

seen through a policy learning lens – ‘that agencies develop and adapt organizational capacities that help 

them engage in productive learning relationships with their various audiences’ (Dunlop 2015, 262).  

There has also been some criticism around the use of the capacity dimensions. Some argue that the 

taxonomy needs further development in terms of how mechanisms link to the different capacities and it 

‘does not lend itself to drawing causal inference or developing a theory of policy capacity’ (Mukherjee et 

al. 2021, 249). Another aspect that has been raised is that policy capacity can enable a 'dark side,' 

promoting self-interested, political, or economic 'rent-seeking' goals of policymakers (Chindarkar et al. 

2017; Howlett and Mukherjee 2016). This happens in scenarios where high-capacity politicians make 

(economic) commitments for electoral gains based on their ability to identify relevant information, while 

more effective solutions are ignored. It can additionally facilitate the creation of 'placebo policies' as 

'agenda management safety valves' (McConnell 2020, 965) or 'hidden agendas' (McConnell 2018), serving 

political objectives rather than addressing core policy issues. These aspects remain unexplored, 

particularly given challenges posed by global trends like populism and autocratization (Kelemen 2017; 

Maerz 2020; Norris and Inglehart 2019; Mukherjee et al. 2021). 

Capacity and Multi-Level Governance  

The levels highlighted in the capacity taxonomy do not directly translate into a Multi-Level Governance 

(MLG) understanding of policymaking, which includes supranational/ international, national and sub-

national or regional levels as well as civil society and non-governmental stakeholders (Hooghe and Marks 

2001). However, there are clear links between the two concepts, which include:  

• Multi-level governance requires collaboration and coordination among different levels of 

government and non-governmental actors to address complex issues. Policy capacity, as defined 

above, provides the skills and competencies required for effective collaboration across levels, 

facilitating the sharing of expertise and resources. 

• The policy capacity definition recognizes the importance of skills and competencies in policy 

processes. In a multi-level governance context, these skills become crucial for actors at various 

levels to engage in informed decision-making, policy analysis, and effective communication. 

• Multi-level governance involves both horizontal interaction (across different jurisdictions) and 

vertical interaction (between different tiers of government). Policy capacity enhances the ability of 

actors to engage in constructive horizontal and vertical interactions, thereby improving the overall 

effectiveness of multi-level governance. 

• Multi-level governance requires the effective implementation of policies across different levels. 

Policy capacity, particularly at the organizational and individual levels, ensures that policies are 

implemented with the necessary expertise, resources, and managerial skills. 

• And finally, both concepts emphasize the engagement with non-governmental actors, including 

civil society organizations. Policy capacity contributes to effective engagement by enhancing the 

ability of both government and non-governmental actors to contribute constructively to policy 

discussions and implementation. 

Recent studies look at the role of (national) MLG settings in shaping the policy capacity of cities. Based on 

a study of six major European cities, Cucca and Ranci (2022) find that there is a significant association 

between the characteristics of cities under consideration, their respective MLG frameworks, and their policy 

outputs. This has to do with the fact that MLG systems shape the regulatory as well as the financial 
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autonomy of cities and in this space of complex inter-governmental dynamics, policy capacity to develop 

and implement policies is formed. They find that  

Institutional aspects related to the MLG framework, in addition to decision-making dynamics and the role of 
public and civil society actors, play a crucial part in either expanding or limiting the capacity of urban policy to 
effectively respond to social challenges. (Cucca and Ranci 2022, 1517). 

The research further highlights that there is an inextricable connection between the trajectories of 

European cities and the dynamics and policy directions prevailing at both the European and national levels. 

While it's insufficient to conceive of a ‘European city’ as impervious to shifts in national policies, these cities 

can, however, exhibit a capacity for innovation and effective management of economic shifts and societal 

complexities—provided they are bolstered by a facilitating multi-level governance (MLG) system. 

 

The typology in Table 2 highlights MLG complexities that shape capacities at local level. Starting in the 

upper left corner, unsupported localism describes a scenario in which there is high local autonomy without 

the financial support from the state, resulting in a need for high levels of capacity at local level in order to 

carry out large-scale planning and looking for local funds or European programs. Constrained localism 

also describes weak financial support, but at the same time a low degree of local autonomy. This results 

in cities dealing with strict financial and sectorial regulation and scarce funding, which can lead to 

collaborative attempts among municipalities within the same metropolitan area in order to have 

supplementary place-based programs addressing local needs. In the lower column, supported localism 

captures strong financial support paired with a high degree of local autonomy. This, according to Cucca 

and Ranci (2022), creates locally based programs with room for setting specific goals and with high levels 

of involvement of local stakeholders in the planning activity. The final category centralism is a combination 

of strong national interventionism with generous financing. In this case, local governments have limited 

functional and institutional autonomy and depend heavily on state interventionism.  

Capacity outside government  

Even though the capacity of governments is the main component shaping policy capacity, Wu et al. (2015) 

recognize that “’a wide range of organizations, such as political parties, NGOs, private businesses, and 

international organizations, as well as multiple government agencies, are involved in policy processes and 

thus their capacities affect the government’s own capacity to perform’ (Ibid, 167). This applies especially 

in the context of environmental issues, ‘where “super-wicked” problems of the commons like climate 

change (Levin et al. 2007) necessitate global environmental governance’ (Hsu 2015, 197). Hsu (2015) 

makes the point that due to varying levels of capacity across governments to acquire and use 

environmental knowledge, there is the case for ‘citizen scientists, independent watchdogs, private sector 

companies, and third-party organizations’ to be involved and potentially enhance capacity (Ibid, 198). 

Especially in the context of sustainability challenges, ‘environmental policy capacity is not restricted to 

Table 2. A Typology of Multi-Level Institutional Governance Settings (Cucca and Ranci 2022, 1501). 
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national policies, but instead increasingly relies on societal forces of all kinds’ (Jänicke 1997; Hsu 2015, 

203). In addition, ‘assessing the actual and proper overall distribution of capacity between government and 

non-governmental actors and the difference between governmental and non-governmental analysts and 

policy advisory system members, including outside consultants, is a key question and central focus in 

research into policy analytical capacity’ (Howlett 2015, 178).  

Citizen Science  

Looking at the role of outside, place-based expertise, citizen science projects have become an important 

resource for government in the context of sustainability challenges. Citizen science is rooted in co-

production (Ostrom and Ostrom 1979) and participatory research (Hodgkinson et al. 2022; Hoppe 2010; 

Jasanoff 2003), and addresses societal challenges and holds substantial potential for policymakers and 

practitioners. Its impact is well-documented, encompassing environmental awareness (Johnson et al. 

2014), public science education (Bonney et al., 2009), community resource stewardship (Vitos et al. 2013), 

and UN Sustainable Development Goals monitoring (Fraisl et al. 2020). Broadly defined, citizen science is 

a shift from expert-driven hierarchical knowledge to collaborative public participation (Bonney et al. 2009; 

Kullenberg and Kasperowski 2016), situated in participatory development literature (Cooke and Kothari 

2001; Hoppe 2010). 

Whereas many citizen science projects are the result of a research-driven collaboration, in recent years 

they have increasingly become a resource for government as well. Such ‘intersectoral’ collaborations are 

acknowledged for sustaining projects and creating effective interventions (e.g., Braun et al. 2006; Castro 

et al. 2021; Freitag and Pfeffer 2013). There is evidence that long-term partnerships that engage with 

relevant communities and align with local goals, create trust and ultimately high-quality data (Braun et al. 

2006; Cunha et al. 2017; Chak 2018; Freitag 2017). Examples from the environmental policy space where 

knowledge is combined at a global scale include the generation and use of geographical information linked 

to the proliferation of open source data (such as the user-generated database Open Street Map), the 

‘World Water Monitoring Challenge’, which encourages citizens to monitor local water quality or a similar 

initiative for air quality called ‘The Air Quality Egg’ (Hsu 2015). In a similar vein, local initiatives are 

increasingly being recognized. Various local initiatives involving civil society actors have been well-

documented, particularly within the context of urban sustainability transitions and highlight the a shift 

towards emergent processes rather than planned endeavours (Huttunen et al. 2022). This implies that 

government needs the capacity to identify and connect with such local initiatives in different ways. This 

could be through the exchange of data and/ or knowledge, financial support or a more structured dialogue. 

To summarize, citizen ‘can act as place- or practice-based experts in situations where lay knowledge can 

be more sensitive to local realities than abstracted scientific and expert knowledge’ (Huttunen et al. 2022, 

102714). However, a caveat to engaging with local – and especially marginalized – communities is that 

there is a danger of contributing to unequal power relations and there is a risk of only engaging with those 

already active or interested in sustainability issues or otherwise dominant groups. 
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Defining effective place-based policymaking in a sustainability context  

Place-based policies encompass a philosophy and strategy for fostering economic and societal 

development that recognizes the potential for enhancing well-being within the unique context of every city, 

region, and rural area. In recent years, there has been a heightened focus on place-based policymaking, 

extending its application across a diverse array of policy areas – including social and environmental 

sustainability (Beer et al. 2020). The sustainability context is one that is defined by challenges of “spatial 

resource-mandate” mismatch, where the principle of subsidiarity, aiming to delegate tasks to lower levels 

of governance, conflicts with the capacity to effectively execute them. This results from inadequate 

resources at lower levels, insufficient knowledge about local circumstances at higher levels, or a lack of 

collaboration within regions (Alber and Kern, 2008; Marshall, 2008). Addressing this global-local dilemma 

of sustainability challenges requires a multilevel governance framework with robust vertical connections, 

enabling national to local leadership with the necessary resources for sustainable organization (Wolfe 

2011). This forms the basis of the place-based policymaking, which encompasses territorially grounded 

policies structured with a multi-level governance perspective and tailored to the unique attributes of 

individual regions (Wolfe 2011; Barca et al. 2012). The place-based approach centres on two core 

elements: Firstly, it underscores the significance of a place's social, cultural, and institutional traits (Barca 

et al. 2012). Secondly, it recognizes the involvement of various levels of government and diverse policy 

layers in addressing sustainability challenges. In contrast, space-neutral or aspatial policies give less 

attention to geographic context, assuming that policy should be centred around "mobility, agglomeration 

and thus, the promotion of specific urban sectors or technologies with little or no recourse to the regional 

context’ (Barca et al. 2012, 140). However, even policies presumed to be space-neutral inevitably yield 

explicit spatial consequences, many of which could hinder the policy's objectives unless these spatial 

effects are considered (McCann 2023). This becomes particularly vital in an environmental context, where 

issues are intricate and, as defined by Levin et al. (2010), challenges become “wicked” or even 

“superwicked”. In addition, the uncertainty of sustainability challenges increases the complexity of decision 

making processes further, making it difficult to predict which level of governance is able to exert most 

influence on policy decisions (Di Gregorio et al. 2019). Di Gregorio et al. (2019) find that power dynamics 

among MLG levels prevent cross-level interaction and reinforce mismatches between governance systems 

and place-based issues.  

“Wicked” problems defy resolution through conventional means and are marked by their ill-structured 

nature. This signifies the absence of a definitive solution, as diverse stakeholders perceive the issue 

differently and propose distinct approaches to tackle it. Consequently, there exists no singular right or 

wrong approach to such problems; rather, “the choice of explanation determines the nature of the 

problem's resolution” (Rittel and Weber 1973, 166). Place-based policies offer a means to address at least 

some of these hurdles by influencing the future trajectories of specific locales, acknowledging local 

3 Capacity mechanisms and effective 

place-based policymaking  
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autonomy, and simultaneously considering national interests (Castle and Weber 2006). However, not all 

policies can be place-based, and many aspatial public policies unintentionally possess place-based 

implications. In essence, ‘while the intention may be space-blind, the outcomes are rarely if ever space-

blind or place-neutral’ (McCann 2023, 22). This underscores the need for coordination between space-

blind and place-specific initiatives, aligning their central objectives with various policy domains and levels 

of governance (Barca et al. 2012; Wolfe 2011). Wolfe (2011) notes that advancing toward place-based 

policies at regional levels "requires a new approach to the governance mechanisms for policy development 

that incorporate regional exercises to identify and cultivate their assets, undertake collaborative processes 

to plan and implement change, and encourage a regional mindset that fosters growth" (Ibid, 2). 

This highlights two points: First, that it is important to identify (legacy) space-blind policies that impact or 

even limit local initiatives due to (hidden) trade-offs or a competition for resources. And second, to 

understand the characteristics of placed-based initiatives and how they connect to the larger ideas 

surrounding placed-based policymaking, such as the engagement of local communities and the timing and 

goals. 

Evaluating the effectiveness of place-based policymaking  

Policymakers grapple with the task of finding methods to assess the effectiveness of policy initiatives in 

specific places. Particularly challenging is the scarcity of information concerning the social repercussions 

associated with policy measures. This predicament primarily stems from the historical emphasis on 

economic impacts. This often leads to more policies targeting the same problem and/ or the same place. 

However, research shows that instead of more policies, better policies are needed. Policies need to be 

‘aimed at maximising the development potential of each territory, solidly grounded in theory and evidence, 

combining people-based with placed-based approach, and empowering local stakeholders to take greater 

control of their future’ (Rodríguez-Pose 2017, 34). In addition, selecting indicators to be the basis for 

informed policymaking always involves certain tensions. Indicators help to simplify complex systems, 

however this simplification also can lead to results that poorly represent places or challenges. 

‘When an inadequate conceptual framework (or none at all) for dealing with this inevitable tension prevails, the 
consequences can include breeding complacency about conditions, mindlessly recording anything and 
everything as ‘baseline data’, and provoking unnecessary actions or implementing measures that ultimately 
turn out to be ineffective’ (McCool and Stankey 2004, 297). 

McCool and Stankey (2004) further raise questions about the indicators that the effectiveness of 

sustainability is based on, because technically and/or scientifically-defined measurements can differ 

significantly from community indicators. Citizen initiatives have often developed their own indicators that 

differ or are even at odds with the government. This implies that there needs to be a way to engage with 

stakeholders and citizens in order to identify what should be sustained, for whom, and over what time and 

spatial scale. As Holzer and Kloby (2005) state in the context of citizen participation, it is crucial for 

managers to adopt strategies capable of harmonizing day-to-day operations with meaningful interactions. 

However, implementing these strategies poses challenges since involving citizens in governmental 

processes often runs counter to the specialized, routine-driven, hierarchical, and impersonal nature of 

bureaucracies. Moreover, managers themselves require training to effectively engage citizens, gather 

data, and transform insights into meaningful knowledge that facilitate well-informed deliberation. 

Unfortunately, the training needed to equip employees with the skills essential for supporting citizen 

participation can often incur substantial costs – both in terms monetary and time-related resources. Berner 

et al. (2011) go one step further and establish an idea of effective citizen participation from the perspective 

of stakeholders themselves. They find that citizens differ in their way of understanding effective 

participation and focus on a two-way communication between all stakeholder groups and look for 

opportunities to be heard earlier in the process. In contrast, elected officials see participation as effective 

if there are limited complaints by citizens and when there is high voter turnout. For staff, citizens are a 
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valuable resource to provide information as well as to get other members of the community to understand 

potentially pressing or controversial decisions being made.  

Effectiveness is further shaped by the institutional setting in which placed-based policies are designed and 

implemented. If the institutional structure does not have transparent and reliable decision-making 

processes, it makes it harder to develop and realize place-based solutions due to potentially changing 

regulatory requirements. For example, ‘a weak institutional context has the effect of exacerbating the 

problem of information asymmetry between regulators and regulated firms, thus increasing incentives for 

rent seeking and other opportunistic behaviour’ (Araral 2014, 301).  

Overall, it is clear that due to the specific character of place-based policies, the development of evaluation 

indicators and a universal framework to guide an impact assessment across jurisdictions and studies is 

difficult. This has to do with complex, local settings, a mix of policy interventions, varying timeframes, and 

spill-over effects across regions, which is often paired with a lack of appropriate data to understand the 

effects of these dynamics (Darvas et al. 2019). Consequently, the ways in which effectiveness is 

approached varies across locations and is influenced by the specific objectives and stakeholders 

associated with each place. 

Effective placed-based policymaking through a capacity lens  

The idea of capacity in the context of addressing place-based sustainability challenges is not new. Already 

in the early 2000s, researchers have argued that addressing climate change adaptation and mitigation 

occurs within the framework of adaptive and mitigative capacity, respectively (Brooks et al. 2005; Adger et 

al. 2005). Prior to that, research into climate change responses specifically was limited to estimations of 

specific climate change impacts and proposals for mitigation and adaptation responses, rather than 

investigations into the socio-political and institutional precursors to these responses. The premise was that 

science could address the knowledge gaps that hindered climate change efforts, and policymakers could 

rationally utilize this knowledge to create and execute efficient response strategies (Jasanoff and Wynne 

1998, Irwin and Wynne 1996, Irwin 1995; Burch 2009). This introduction of capacity focused on the 

adaptive and mitigative capacities at group-level, including the structure of critical institutions and the 

allocation of decision-making authority, the ability of decision-makers to manage information, public 

perception of attribution as well as the ability of a system to undertake climate change mitigation (Yohe 

2001). Following this, research found these capacity dimensions to be operating at a very high level of 

abstraction and being applied to very large groups. In response, a different framing of capacity was 

proposed that is defined as a the human ability to manage both the generation of greenhouse gases and 

the consequences of their production (Adger et al. 2005). This idea was further broadened and response 

capacity was described as time and context specific, and culturally and regionally specific. ‘It consists of a 

broad set of resources, many of which have previously been described as the determinants of adaptive 

and mitigative capacity. For instance, stocks of human and social capital, which are pools of resources 

that may be used in a multitude of ways, are elements of response capacity’ (Burch 2009, 30). The 

advantage of this expansion lies in its capability to link response capacity with the fundamental socio-

economic and technological trajectory of a particular society or community, thereby offering a fresh 

perspective to explore how capacity can be effectively translated into action (Burch 2009). 

In this context, governance at different levels becomes a key focus when thinking about translating 

response capacity into action. ‘For instance, at the municipal scale, cities possess stores of capacity in the 

form of financial resources, in-house technical skills and experience, and decision-making legitimacy and 

effectiveness. External to these factors, however, are the policies and practices at higher levels of 

government’ (Burch 2009, 76). This applies to some municipalities more than others. As the MLG 

framework in Table 2 suggests, this is primarily the case in ‘supported localism’ scenarios where strong 

financial support is paired with a high degree of local autonomy. To account also for the so-called ‘external’ 

factors, the Wu et al. (2015) framework captures both the different levels as well as different types of skills. 
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Rather than treating capacity as a potential for tackling different place-based sustainability challenges, the 

framework encompasses the entirety of the policy process, from setting agendas and formulating 

strategies to making decisions, carrying out implementations, and conducting evaluations. This recognition 

arises from the understanding that the difficulties confronted by governments when executing these policy 

functions exhibit notable differences, and proficiency in one task does not guarantee proficiency in others. 

Additionally, it recognizes the possibility of skills and resources being adaptable across different contexts 

(Wu et al. 2015). 

In recent years, in order to bridge knowledge and organizational gaps in government to address place-

based issues, new forms of governance or institutional set-ups have been developed. Three forms are 

described in more detail below.  
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Selection of capacity-enabling initiatives  

As more data is collected and knowledge is more readily available, the pressure on government to 

incorporate this information into the policymaking process has been mounting. However, data collection 

points, such as sensors that measure water quality or sea levels in specific places are not enough to create 

evidence- and place-based policies. Policy research has shown that in order for such evidence to be acted 

upon, several things need to be in place, including an organizational setting in which knowledge can be 

integrated effectively and quickly as well as a way to connect to policymakers that are able to take this 

knowledge into account when making decisions that ultimately affect the region in question. Decision-

makers have to understand the effect of overarching and place-based policies on a region while also being 

adaptable to an ever-changing and uncertain context. The core idea is that for policies to be effective, they 

must be able to adapt to conditions that cannot be anticipated. 

The idea of capacity focuses on the process of knowledge transfer and learning – the ability to 

communicate, absorb, and learn from the knowledge pool in and beyond a certain place. To facilitate such 

processes in government, which is notoriously slow when it comes to change and knowledge absorption, 

there are structures that enable capacity within government to create effective place-based policies. The 

following section highlights three prominent ones that have been adopted in different parts of the world 

and specifically enable multiple levels of government to effectively address complex, place-based 

challenges. Those include Policy Innovation Labs (PILS), Data Collaboratives (DCs), and Collaborative 

Governance Regimes (CGR). They share common features that enable capacity within multi-level set-ups, 

including:  

• They all enable collaboration between various stakeholders in order to gain insights into different 

perspectives as well as tap into various data sources. This specifically includes participatory 

elements through which citizens and often also stakeholders and experts, can highlight place-

based challenges and potential solutions.  

• Data and knowledge sharing plays a central role in the three arrangements – this can take different 

shapes by creating joint data bases, linking data sets or integrating place-specific data.  

• The three arrangements acknowledge the complexity and dynamic of place-based challenges 

while also creating structures in or linked to government that encourage adaptability and flexibility 

in policymaking.  

 

These elements form the basis for enabling capacity within government, because they become a resource 

and vehicle for different levels of government to, for example, equip individuals with analytical skills 

(individual analytical capacity) in combination with establishing processes for collecting and analysing 

place-based information (organizational analytical capacity). 

4 Capacity-enabling initiatives 
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Policy Innovation Labs  

Defining PILs  

Policy innovation labs (PILs) ‘are increasingly being established and commissioned by governments to 

bring new insights and approaches to policy design and the delivery of public services’ (The Policy Lab 

2018, 4). Policy ‘labs’ are defined through their roles as ‘dedicated teams, structures, or entities focused 

on designing public policy’ (Fuller and Lochard 2016). PILs are thereby contributing to a rapid turn to 

experimental approaches within government (McGann et al. 2017, 1). As such PILs act as change agents 

and ‘innovation catalysts’ within the government apparatus (Bason 2017; Carstensen and Bason 2012). 

PILs, as organizations or units in the different sectors, were established with the aim of dealing with 

complex policy issues in innovative ways and are expected to respond and contribute to sustainability 

goals for example. The establishment of PILs has been a response to growing pressures on governments 

to delivery higher quality, more cost-effective, more citizen-centred, digitally sophisticated, and more 

innovative responses to increasingly complex challenges.  

Due to the widespread use of the terms ‘policy lab’ or ‘policy innovation lab’, a substantial body of literature 

has emerged discussing various aspects of these labs. Global research indicates that many labs are 

relatively small organizational entities that operate for a limited duration (McGann et al. 2019). Fuller and 

Lochard (2016) discovered that within the European context, most policy labs were experimental initiatives 

and had an existence of approximately two years. Furthermore, these labs often depend on political 

support, which suggests the possibility of dissolution or reduced funding when ‘political priorities change’ 

(Timeus and Gascó 2018, 995). Comparisons are frequently drawn between innovation labs and think 

tanks, given their shared organizational traits such as a high degree of self-organization autonomy and the 

ability to span diverse policy domains (McGann et al., 2019). Thereby, innovation labs distinguish 

themselves through their co-production features, actively collaborating with individuals to develop solutions 

and incorporating participatory elements into their policy formulation processes (Tonurist et al. 2017). 

Additionally, PILs are often characterized by the wide usage of digital instruments to allow public 

transparency (Olejniczak et al. 2020)’ (Wellstead et al. 2021, 194). Another important feature that many 

policy labs exhibit is that they share knowledge among each other and also learn from each other’s 

successes and mistakes. The OECD’s Observatory for Public Sector Innovation (OPSI), for example, is 

tracking case studies of innovation, which is something that PILs can tap into. Further, PILs can have 

significant leadership and engagement from senior staff and/ or elected officials, which creates strong links 

to government as well as provides a setting in which funding or other resources are provided.  

Given the participatory elements that innovation labs incorporate in their ways of working, they are seen 

as entities that bring together different experiences and perspectives and thus benefiting policymaking ‘by 

increasing the likelihood that the nature and underlying causes of problems will be understood’ (McGann 

et al. 2019, 301). This is not least because citizens participate in implementing policy policies and are 

essential in making public services work (Osborne et al.2016; Bovaird and Loeffler 2012). This way of 

working has effects on the policymaking and decision-making processes. There is an emerging discussion 

about where policy innovation labs are effective. Policy labs play a crucial role in influencing at various 

levels of governance. Policy labs can shape the overarching concepts that guide policymaking, such as 

the balance between environmental conservation and economic development priorities. They contribute to 

the discourse on how these priorities are weighed and how place-specific concerns are factored into the 

equation. Moreover, policy labs impact the underlying logic of policy instruments, influencing the 

preference for particular implementation styles. This includes encouraging debates on the appropriateness 

of 'hard' regulations versus 'soft' approaches like moral suasion, all within the context of addressing local 

challenges and realities. Policy labs can also directly impact formal program objectives. They engage 

stakeholders in policy co-production, allowing for localized participation in determining the focus of 

programs, whether it's water conservation versus energy efficiency within a sustainable city development 

initiative. Policy labs bring together diverse perspectives to create tailored solutions that align with the 
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unique needs of specific places. When it comes to the practical implementation of policies, they influence 

the specific settings in which policy tools are implemented, ensuring that they align with the local context. 

For instance, they can contribute to adjusting the ideal levels of green spaces and parks or water 

conservation in a city, acknowledging the geographical and societal considerations of that specific area. 

Location-specific, policy labs also play a role in determining the specific calibrations of policy tools for 

effective implementation. This includes decisions like the demarcation of designated green parks or the 

expansion of rainwater harvesting requirements for new commercial buildings. These micro-level 

adjustments are essential for ensuring that policies have a meaningful impact on the ground. In essence, 

policy labs serve as dynamic platforms for linking place-based policymaking arguments to different levels 

of governance. They facilitate dialogue, innovation, and tailored policy solutions that resonate with the 

unique needs and contexts of specific places, fostering effective and responsive policymaking. 

Solutions Lab, Vancouver (BC), Canada 

The Solutions Lab (SLab) is a public sector social innovation lab inside the City of Vancouver that began 

in 2017 with a focus on working with programs on the greenest city, healthy city, climate emergency, 

reconciliation, and equity policies and programs. It is ‘a small and non-permanent public sector innovation 

lab, led from ‘the middle’ of the organization, and each year needs to iterate its work and secure funding, 

permission, collaborators and partnerships’ (City of Vancouver 2022, 2).  

While engaged in social and ecological policy and planning within the City of Vancouver, it became 

apparent that distinct processes, frameworks, and practices were necessary to address complex 

challenges differently. The prevailing methodologies were not yielding the desired transformative 

innovation outcomes. The ‘Healthy City For All’ strategy thus created the opportunity and resources for the 

Solutions Lab. The initiative was pursued over several years, with the Solutions Lab expanding and 

establishing a community of practice for city personnel and community partners. During this period, the lab 

also undertook applied and action research and forged partnerships. 

In 2021, the Solutions Lab experimented with transitioning toward more network-oriented endeavours, 

exemplified by the ‘Transforming Cities from within Learning Journey’ and ‘Community of Practice’. This 

community consists of teams from 12 cities across Canada, addressing intricate challenges at the nexus 

of climate, equity, and decolonization. Since then, the focus has been on continual exploration to discover 

how transformative innovation in the public sector can be nurtured, scaled, and enhanced across cities in 

North America. 

In terms of financial resources, the Solutions lab received start-up resources through Vancouver city’s 

innovation fund. The Solutions Lab grew out of a Staff Hub that brings together City of Vancouver staff to 

work on ‘high priority complex challenges related to Healthy City for All, Greenest City, Engaged City, and 

Economic Action Strategy’ (City of Vancouver 2018, 3). The Staff Hub received $200,000 to cover 

expenses and test the concept. There was also a team on best practice research in order to adopt 

approaches that worked in other public sector labs. 
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The Solutions lab then started with four labs where teams of city staff and community partners work on 

complex challenges. In order to identify the themes of the labs, the guiding principle was to choose 

challenges that are at ‘the centre of a City staff persons’ desk; don’t have a predetermined solution already 

in mind; and where there is a willingness from the staff lead(s) to work differently’ (City of Vancouver 2018, 

6). Once a topic was chosen, the focus was half on finding breakthrough solutions and the other half on 

professional development. This implied that there needed to be a commitment by the city for some of the 

staff to spend time on a specific topic in the context of a lab. Once a staff lead and question was confirmed, 

each lab developed a design brief as well as formed a multi-stakeholder lab team. An example of one of 

the labs is the one seen in Figure 2.  

Table 3. Focus of PILs and principles of the Solutions Lab (City of Vancouver 2018, 3). 
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Figure 2. Planetary Health Lab Example (City of Vancouver 2018). 

The lab, beyond pursuing the goals identified in the design brief, also has a municipal policy context. It is 

aligned with the city’s long term commitments to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and ecological 

footprint (‘Vancouver’s Greenest City Action Plan’ and ‘Renewable City Action Plan’). It also makes links 

with the Health City Strategy in terms of healthy living and sustainable food systems and builds on 

Vancouver’s Food Strategy by identifying new focus areas for diversity of voices and inclusion, financial 

accessibility and availability, and food system resilience (City of Vancouver 2022, 16). One of the main 

outcomes of this lab was that new collaborations were created between people and organizations that had 

not worked together before, and in some cases had been in conflict with one another because of very 

different values and approaches to the topic. In addition, one of the biggest challenges was the factor of 

time. Participants indicate that they do not have the time needed to adequately work on the complex 

challenge and thus work focuses on ‘band-aid’ solutions rather than larger changes.  

Evaluation and Impact  

One year in, in 2018, the Solutions Lab published the report ‘Navigating complexity, The journey of the city 

of Vancouver’s Solutions Lab (so far)’ in order to reflect and evaluate the work that had been done in the 

four labs. One of the main findings from the first year was that the labs need ‘more flexible and nimble 

processes in order to enable fuller participation by more people’ (City of Vancouver 2018, iv). These 

findings were based on the idea of ‘developmental evaluation’ (DE) in order to learn and adapt the work 

as it was undergoing. The idea of DE is to evaluate what next steps are in the creation of an emerging 

program and raises questions, such as ‘what are the options for the next iteration of the program?’. This 

was done in junction with a survey evaluation conducted with participants in all four labs.  
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These results show that respondents indicate that they approach their work at the city differently since 

participating in the labs. ‘Some indicated working to understand a problem from multiple perspectives, 

especially those of end-users and individuals most affected by the problem. Others are taking the time to 

understand a problem more deeply before coming up with an immediate solution’ (City of Vancouver 2018, 

24). These insights into the processes and perspectives of participants resulted in outcome measures that 

included the following aspects:  

• Shifting organizational culture: 

o Securing longer-term and more robust budget and senior leadership support;  

o Develop a City-of-Vancouver-centric culture and systems change evaluation framework to 

measure the impacts of the lab;  

o Lab work, and lab team members formally recognised/ rewarded internally and externally 

• Building innovative infrastructure:  

o Creation of innovative infrastructures that can be scaled within the context of the Greenest city 

and Health city policy domains  

• Unlocking the potential of people: 

o Portfolio changes for lab team and Community of Practice (CoP) members that add new work 

responsibilities resulting from their experiences in the Solutions Lab 

o Number of CoP members with active participation included in their annual performance plans  

• Growing authentic partnerships 

o Partner organizations adopting tangible actions resulting from work on lab teams  

o Formal funding and/or partnership agreements with external organizations supporting lab work 

• Tell stories of change 

o Continued evaluation of lab outcomes and impacts  

o Learning, critical reflection, measurement and reporting acknowledged as core practices of the 

Solutions Lab and all those involved.  

Another question that is being raised in the context of PILs is when to end a lab. The Solution Labs report 

highlights that ‘it typically takes a little while for root causes, stuck patterns, and deeply ingrained mental 

models to surface, and spending more time in that space is where we notice that participants shift their 

understanding of the challenge and are able to unearth these more systematic aspects of the challenge, 

particularly when complex challenges are working towards social and ecological justice’ (City of Vancouver 

2022, 14). This results in a process where activities are slowed down significantly to work on things such 

as collaborative problem framing and also to picking up pace when at a point to make decisions on how to 

move forward. There is also a general sense that labs profit from moving away from a ‘tool and technique’ 

approach toward more professional development in the public sector.  

Based on these insights, Solutions Lab 2.0 was launched, which builds on the evaluation insights and 

experiences, including focusing on capacities within city government, moving towards professional 

development and how the impacts of learning-focused innovations can be evaluated.  

Capacity-enabling elements for PBP 

In the way PILs are structured more generally and the Solutions Lab in particular, they facilitate technical 

and operational capacity for individuals and organizations with a spillover effect into political capacities. 

For the latter, one of the labs, for example, created new connections between people and organizations 

that had not worked together before, and some even had been in conflict with one another because of very 

different values and approaches to the topic. The lab setting was able to facilitate capacities to overcome 

these divides. Timeus and Gasco’s (2018) study, for example, specifically highlights that such labs facilitate 
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local government innovation capacity by contributing to aspects such as idea generation and knowledge 

management. 

PILS span policy domains while also actively collaborating with individuals to develop solutions and 

incorporating participatory elements. Individual PILs also share knowledge among each other and thereby 

expanding the knowledge base available to policy makers (individual analytical capacity). PILS further 

engage with public, private stakeholders as well as organizations relevant to specific places. Thus, they 

contribute to the individual political capacity for policymakers to better understand the broader context, 

identifying key stakeholders and comprehending potential interests linked to a place-based problem being 

addressed. 

As for capacities at the organizational level, the policy innovation lab is able to equip individuals with 

analytical skills in combination with establishing processes for collecting and analysing place-based 

information (organizational analytical capacity). Further, the links to government are built-in through public 

funding and, in the Solutions lab, a local commitment to have municipal officials join. There is limited 

evidence for more structural connection to legislative or executive institutions, but broadly speaking PILs 

support organizational operational capacity. 

Especially relevant in the context of the Solutions Lab was the commitment by the municipal government 

to give officials the time to participate in the activities and think deeply about a problem. Basically, the PIL 

became a vehicle to justify facilitating individual capacities linked to local problems. This was paired with 

picking up topics relevant to local government by choosing challenges that were at ‘the centre of a City 

staff persons’ desk and without a predetermined solution. This set-up of high-intensity relationships is only 

sustainable for a limited amount of time. Thus, as is being observed beyond the Solutions Lab, PILS are 

usually relatively small organizational entities that operate for a limited duration (McGann et al. 2019). 

Hence, there is a trade-off between duration or a long-term mechanisms to enhance capabilities in 

government and the intensity at which PILS work with local communities and policymakers. Finally, PILs 

are dependent on political support, but are not building the political capacity to achieve it as it is clearly 

stated in the Vancouver Solutions Lab context where the city enabled for some of the staff to spend time 

on a specific topic in the context of a lab.  

Level of resources and 

capabilities  
Skills and competences  

 Analytical Operational Political 

Individual  x x x 

Organizational  x x  

Systemic    x 

Table 4. Policy capacity features of policy innovation labs. 

Data Collaboratives 

Defining DCs   

Data Collaboratives are generally understood as partnerships or collaborations among diverse 

stakeholders, including governments, private companies, non-profit organizations, and research 

institutions, aiming to share and utilize data to address social, economic, and environmental challenges 

(Gurstein 2011; ). These collaborations involve the pooling and analysis of data from multiple sources to 

generate insights, inform decision-making, and drive positive societal outcomes (Barlacchi et al. 2015 

2015). DCs build on the notion of collaborative governance and information sharing and thus add socio-

technical complexities to collaborations. In this context, challenges can arise in terms of ‘legal barriers, 

silos, proprietary nature of data, fears of misuse as well as privacy, ethical, and fairness issues’ (Ruijer 
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2021, 1). However, the ability to share data among different actors also enables government to tackle 

complex public problems (Susha et al. 2018). Ruijer (2021) identifies three interrelated levels relevant for 

data collaboratives: organizational, political and policy, as well as data and technical. The latter one refers 

to a pre-existing data sharing or information infrastructure. Political and policy elements include legislation 

and policies addressing data and privacy aspects as well as political support. Finally, organizational 

elements refer to pre-existing formal or information network structures (Ruijer 2021).  

Thereby, data collaboratives often take the form of local living labs. A living lab is most commonly 

understood as a real-world environment where research and innovation activities are conducted in a 

collaborative manner among citizens, researchers, and public as well as private stakeholders. Living labs 

provide a space to experiment in the context of a participatory and citizen-centred design (Bergvall-

Kåreborn and Ståhlbröst 2009). Living labs are ‘intended to design, demonstrate and learn about the 

effects of urban interventions in real time’ (Bulkeley et al. 2016, 13) while also having an explicit place-

based focus. Especially relevant when it comes to data collaboratives is that such labs often seek to collect 

data in real-time, for example through smart applications and data management and control systems. 

Researchers and governments often have easier access to several sources of data when it comes to 

specific, local projects, such as the transformation of a former industrial site or the reconfiguration of an 

urban space. It is also a way to work with the public on open government data and make sense of some 

of the information gathered about specific places. Livings labs also allow for an understanding of 

sustainability that is emergent rather than pre-defined, because they follow a more experimental, 

interventionist, incremental and ‘learning by doing’ governing approach. There has been discussion on the 

impact of living labs, since due to the specific character of living lab studies, the development of evaluation 

indicators and a universal framework to guide an impact assessment across jurisdictions and studies is 

difficult. A common element across living lab evaluation frameworks is the assessment of engagement and 

diversity of stakeholders and users and the lab’s efficiency, effectiveness, utility, and sustainability. There 

is also a diversity in how living labs are evaluated, due to their inherent user-centric nature. Consequently, 

the ways in which evaluations are approached vary across locations and are influenced by the specific 

objectives and stakeholders associated with each living lab (Bronson et al. 2021). 

UK Collaboratorium for Research on Infrastructure and Cities (UKCRIC) 

The UK Collaboratorium for Research on Infrastructure and Cities (UKCRIC) is a network of interlinked 

urban infrastructure ‘observatories’, at sites across the UK, for the digital capture, mapping, sensing, 

monitoring, and testing of real urban infrastructure systems over the long term – with 15 partner academic 

institutions and 88 small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) involved in project activities (UKCRIC 

2022). The key objective is to capture the complex interrelations and interactions of real systems with the 

environment, people and society. The research is enabled by close collaboration with local government 

and industrial partners. UKCRIC is composed of three strands: infrastructure laboratories, Urban 

Observatories, and the Data & Analytics Facility of National Infrastructure (DAFNI). Infrastructure and 

urban observatories encompass monitoring and data collection systems that continuously track and 

analyse the performance of crucial infrastructure and urban systems in real-time. These observatories 

furnish essential data and insights into the behaviours and functionalities of these systems, enabling 

improved decision-making and the formulation of more effective solutions to the challenges faced by 

infrastructure and urban areas. DAFNI is the National Platform to meet computational needs in support of 

data analysis, infrastructure research, and strategic thinking for the UK’s long term infrastructure and cities 

planning.  

UKCRIC focuses on how to make the system that constitutes the nation’s infrastructure more resilient to 

extreme events and more adaptable to changing circumstances and contexts, and how it can provide 

services that are more affordable, accessible and useable to the whole population. UKCRIC ‘provides the 

trans-disciplinary, systems-based research for the transformation of infrastructure and urban systems, 

generating economic opportunities for the UK…by engaging government, industry, academia and end 
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users, UKCRIC is de-risking, helping to prioritise, and providing evidence, analysis and innovation’ 

(UKCRIC 2022, 3). UKCRIC received £196M of public funding (excluding primary funding for facilities) and 

has attracted £40M in research funding from commercial sources. It has so far produced one patent as 

well as one spin-off company.  

Thereby UKCRIC conducts, among other domains, placed-based studies and urban observatories. Place-

based research initiatives and urban observatories, also referred to as living labs, represent innovative 

approaches to research and development geared towards enhancing the sustainability, resilience, and 

adaptability of both infrastructure and cities. UKCRIC’s place-based projects involve focused studies 

conducted within specific physical locations, enabling research and development to occur within real-world 

contexts. This approach facilitates the practical testing and demonstration of novel solutions on-site. Such 

an approach yields valuable insights into the feasibility of implementing new technologies and solutions, 

potentially expediting their rollout and commercialization. Both place-based research and infrastructure 

and urban observatories have the goal of advancing the sustainability, resilience, and adaptability of 

infrastructure and cities, ultimately contributing to a more sustainable development in targeted locations. 

Oxford-Cambridge Arc  

One of the place-based studies is the ‘Oxford-Cambridge Arc’. The Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc 

is recognized as an economic asset, offering substantial growth potential for both local communities and 

the UK as a whole. Tapping into this potential necessitates innovative collaboration between businesses, 

local stakeholders, and the government. This collaborative approach in the context of the UKCRIC work 

aims to ensure that the gains from growth are accessible to local populations and the nation as a whole, 

all while safeguarding the natural environment. To ensure that developmental benefits align with 

sustainability and resilience goals, substantial breakthroughs are required in networked services such as 

transportation, energy, and water. This, according to the project description, calls for transformative 

innovations that can enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of these services, contributing to a more 

sustainable and resilient future (UKCRIC 2021). 

UKCRIC set-up a collaboration of universities and the Arc Universities Group (AUG) – a network of 

universities between Oxford and Cambridge – in order to explore, for example, air quality.  

Air quality  

Cranfield’s rapid study of air quality throughout the Oxford-Milton Keynes-Cambridge Arc utilized the data 

collected through their urban observatory. UKCRIC operates six urban observatories which are collecting 

vast amounts of open access data on parameters such as infrastructure condition, air quality, noise, and 

traffic flows. These facilities are designed to capture the complex interrelations and interactions of 

engineered systems with the environment, people and the economy. By deploying sensors across a variety 

of urban sites, this national ‘observatory’ enables the digital capture, mapping, monitoring and testing of 

real cities and infrastructure at a variety of scales, over time. These measures help to design Low Emission 

Zones in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc and air quality policy more generally.  

Findings from these smaller projects are then used to provide integrated regional planning input. There are 

‘contrasting growth scenarios for new dwellings within the Arc’ as well as the quantification of the 

‘implications of changing local needs for infrastructure services within the context of the national ‘big 

picture’ of population change, economic growth, technological innovation and climate change’ (UKCRIC 

2021, 14).  

This also applies to the collaboration between the UKCRIC Urban Observatories of Newcastle, 

Birmingham and Manchester, The Alan Turing Institute and the UK Department of Transport to develop a 

digital twin in order to decarbonise transport and standardize this approach across the country. This stems 

from a history of UK cities having access to real-time metrics such as traffic flows, but developing individual 
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paths to tackle the problem. However, this can compound complex problems through a lack of 

standardization and consistency. And, in turn, national level policies might overlook place-based 

information relevant to an overarching strategy (UKCRIC 2023). Another aspect of the data sharing is that 

researchers, decision-makers in government and private bodies were unable to access secure data and 

sophisticated data models in one place. UKCRIC developed a trusted and independent platform (Data & 

Analytics Facility for National Infrastructure, DAFNI) which enables access to analytics needed for policy 

decisions.  

Evaluation and Impact  

In terms of impact, UKCRIC has links to other national research institutes including Alan Turing (data and 

digital), Henry Royce (materials), the National Composites Centre, the Productivity Institute and the Active 

Building Centre – catalysing a network of UK’s leading research institutes. UKCRIC is further actively 

supporting the National Infrastructure Commission (NIC), the Infrastructure and Projects Authority (IPA) 

and the Climate Change Committee (CCC). UKCRIC is also connected globally with research institutions 

including the Australian SMART Infrastructure Facility, JPI Urban Europe and TU Delft Next Generation 

Infrastructure (Netherlands). 

Beyond aiming to be a ‘rigorous evidence base’ for government, UKCRIC has links to government in other 

ways that can lead to both impact as well as capacity-building. For example, researchers at UCL's 

Department of Science, Technology, Engineering and Public Policy have established a ‘Competencies 

Framework for Infrastructure Policy Professionals’. The initial impetus for this study originated from the 

firsthand experiences of the Principal Investigator(s), who engaged with a diverse array of infrastructure 

and policy topics within academic research, practical applications, and educational contexts. Over recent 

years, a growing necessity has emerged to comprehend the fundamental competencies encompassing 

skills, knowledge, and behaviours essential for individuals operating at the intricate intersections of 

infrastructure and policy. The competencies framework tries to develop proactive implications for shaping 

the content and structure of degree programs and ongoing professional education, thereby equipping 

practitioners to effectively address the prevailing challenges within the sector. ‘This report summarizes the 

key research insights that that team believe have the capacity to inform research agendas across 

UKCRIC’s missions, and directly inform education across higher education and workplace training”’ (Rivera 

et al. 2022, 3). The report shows that that practitioners within the infrastructure policy sector have a large 

amount of tacit knowledge and expertise that has been gained through experience and ongoing reflection, 

which is a valuable source of insight and guidance for researchers and those seeking to make practical 

change in the sector.  

UKCRIC is present across all regions of England and Scotland, with plans for expansion into Wales and 

Northern Ireland. This widespread network contributes to regional growth and productivity, fostering 

extensive collaboration among academic institutions spanning various UK regions, and further strengthens 

and enriches partnerships with the private sector, local government, investors, citizens, and communities. 

The UKCRIC however recognizes that by not having one physical centre in the UK and at the same time 

covering a diverse set of topics is a challenge when it comes to coordination as well as ensuring that 

UKCRIC’s vision and capabilities can be effectively communicated and delivered – especially to 

policymakers. Therefore, the UKCRIC Coordination Node (CN) was created with the goal of being 

responsible for, among other things, influence and outreach activities, including informing national debates 

and policy formulation. ‘This is achieved through responses to calls for evidence or consultation processes’ 

(UKCRIC 2023, 36).  

Capacity-enabling elements for PBP 

The idea of data collaboratives more generally facilitates the policy analytical capacity of government by 

bridging potential information gaps both within government as well as among government and other 
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stakeholders. Data collaboratives also contribute to the identification, collection, analysis and incorporation 

of data and scientific knowledge into the decision-making process. However, this might be specific to 

certain government levels – especially in countries with highly decentralized modes of governing. For 

example, if a country has a highly decentralized mode of environmental policymaking, there might be highly 

varying levels of capacity per governance level or region with Data collaboratives potentially only targeting 

a certain level or region as well. For the UK example, UKCRIC focuses on linking knowledge across the 

UK and thus facilitating policy analytical capacity at national level with limitation to supporting capacity at 

regional or local level. This is especially relevant for place-based policymaking, since it highlights that there 

needs to be some thought being put into which level of government or region the data collaborative is 

targeting and what this means for the (de)centralized governance system in place. As Hsu (2015) points 

out, some government’s environmental agencies with greater capacity are able to collect a range of data 

using sophisticated technologies whereas others are not. And ‘such discrepancies become problematic 

when aggregated to a systematic scale: when comparing carbon emissions at the provincial versus 

national scale’ and can potentially lead to a loss of trust in the government’s analytical capacities. This 

shows a clear trade-off between capacities being supported at national or lower levels of government and 

how this affects data collections in a certain institutional context.  

UKCRIC tries to partially address this by creating a virtual platform that is able to combine place-specific 

data, such as real-time metrics on traffic flows, with standardization and consistency mechanisms to have 

insights that contribute to policies that could be place-specific in certain regions, but also inform 

overarching policies at national level. This is an important enabler for operational analytical capacity at 

organizational and systemic level. But, it also has proven to be difficult to combine both as evaluations 

have shown that by not having one physical centre in the UK and at the same time covering a diverse set 

of topics is a challenge when it comes to coordination with policymakers. It further seems that UKCRIC 

has recognized a need for looking at and potentially enhancing individual-competences linked to data 

collection. This has to do both with the availability of skills training to (next-generation) policymakers as 

well as the ability to share existing knowledge and expertise in a way that it can be re-used in different 

regions. This is a strong facilitator for individual and organizational analytical capacity.  

Level of resources and 

capabilities  
Skills and competences  

 Analytical Operational Political 

Individual  x   

Organizational  x x  

Systemic  x x  

Table 5. Policy capacity features of data collaboratives. 

Collaborative Governance Regimes 

Defining CGRs  

Collaborative Governance Regimes are broadly defined as ‘the processes and structures of public policy 

decision making and management that engage people constructively across the boundaries of public 

agencies, levels of government, and/or the public, private and civic spheres in order to carry out a public 

purpose that could not otherwise be accomplished’ (Emerson et al. 2011, 2). CGRs have several distinct 

features compared to other collaborative set-ups. They often have a broad focus on public policy issues in 

contrast to more narrow organizational priorities. CGRs also encompass a diverse set of autonomous 

organizations that represent different interests or jurisdictions. In this context, they develop institutional 

and procedural norms and regulations that cultivate collaborative efforts. Finally, CGRs ‘enable repeated 

interactions among their participants through structured processes over time (distinguishing them from 
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one-off participatory workshops or short-term collaborative forums)’ (Emerson and Nabatchi 2015b, 719). 

They are thus an effective way for local governments that want to address place-based issues and where 

the participants cannot accomplish their goals without one another and many challenges need to be 

addressed simultaneously with limited resources and lacking capacities (Puppim de Oliveira 2013). In sum, 

CGRs can be seen as a response to wicked problems that must be addressed in a continually evolving, 

complex governance context and require an adaptative response. They also have a certain degree of 

formalization, which supports decision-making processes and potential funding or evaluation procedures.  

There are numerous approaches for evaluating the outcomes of intergovernmental cooperation, but 

assessing the performance of collaborations that transcend boundaries remains difficult and complex 

(Radin 2000). There is little consensus on what truly constitutes effective performance and conventional 

assessment methods do not effectively capture the dynamic and innovative characteristics of these 

intricate governance systems. Further, the ambition of cross-boundary collaboration to resolve complex 

public issues and delivering public services may have hindered the necessary critical examination of these 

rapidly proliferating governance models (Emerson and Nabatchi 2015b). In particular, Emersosn and 

Nabatchi (2015b) point out that there is a distinction between process and productivity performance. 

Process performance focuses on the results of the collaborative process whereas productivity looks at the 

outcomes of collaborative actions. One element that is highlighted in the framework that is developed 

based on this distinction is that of ‘capacity for joint action’. This includes the ability to foresee upcoming 

needs and challenges stemming from the results of collective actions both at the participant level and in 

relation to the intended objectives. This requires a consistent and enduring capability to produce outcomes, 

coupled with adaptability, responsiveness, and innovative thinking in response to evolving systemic 

conditions. To summarize, Emerson and Nabatchi (2015b), suggest, within the scope of CGRs, to look at 

evidence of CGR capacity in use that has contributed to the achievement of targeted goals (e.g., dedicated 

staff, resource acquisition, resource sharing), and evidence of CGR capacity available to continue to 

contribute to the achievement of targeted goals (e.g., fundraising strategy, strategic plan, shared theory of 

change). 

Mekong River Commission (MRC) 

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) operates as an intergovernmental entity facilitating regional 

discourse and collaboration within the geographical ambit of the Lower Mekong River Basin. It consists of 

three permanent bodies: The MRC Council, the Joint Committee and the Secretariat. In addition, there is 

an MRC summit, which is organized every four years and where heads of governments come together to 

assess outcomes of the collaboration. The MRC council is the decision-making body and is responsible 

for all policy-related matters concerning implementation as well as basin-wide strategies. The MRC joint 

committee coordinates all implementation efforts and is assisted by task forces, working groups, or expert 

groups. Finally, the MRC Secretariat consists of four divisions and one office, including an administrative, 

an environmental management, a planning and a technical support division. It is assisted by national-level 

consultants a well as technical experts from the region and all over the world. The establishment of the 

MRC in 1995 was predicated on the Mekong Agreement, an accord signed by Cambodia, Lao PDR, 

Thailand, and Vietnam. The MRC assumes the role of a regional forum engendering water-related 

diplomatic interactions and operates as an intellectual repository for the effective administration of water 

resources, thereby facilitating sustainable developmental pursuits within the designated region. 

The member countries have developed five, cooperative procedures to address water management in the 

region, which include:  

1. Data and information sharing: This is based on a 2001-agreement ‘Procedures for Data and 

Information Exchange and Sharing’ (PDIES).  

2. Consultation on infrastructure projects: This builds on the 2003 ‘Procedures for Notification, Prior 

Consultation and Agreement’ (PNPCA) collaboration.  
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3. Water use monitoring: The ‘Procedures for Water Use Monitoring’ (PWUM) was approved in 2003 

to provide a comprehensive framework for monitoring water use and diversion.  

4. Maintenance of flows: This builds on the ‘Procedures for Maintenance of Flows on the Mainstream’ 

(PMFM) from 2006 with the intent of having a mutually acceptable hydrological flow regime.  

5. Water quality: In 2011, the ‘Procedures of Water Quality’ (PWQ) was signed to establish a 

cooperative framework on water quality.  

These agreed-upon procedures are linked to a data portal to which member states contribute. This is then 

used as a joint database as well as a source of information and forecasting for the public. One example is 

the ‘Rapid Basin-wide Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Tool (RSAT).  

Rapid Basin-wide Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Tool (RSAT) 

The RSAT provides a framework and methods to apply Integrated Water Resource Management (IWRM) 

principles for a Basin-wide approach to sustainable hydropower development. The approach considers 

broader environmental, economic, technical, social, strategic and cumulative impacts as well as 

institutional responses for sustainable development. The tool has been the basis for dialogue between 

Cambodia and Vietnam on the shared Srepok River Basin and has been applied at community level in 

Vietnam to facilitate discussions on how to protect and improve flood and drought conditions in the Cham 

Island Marine Protected Area.  

The MRC is working on a dashboard that can visualize the data is being collected, which shows both the 

current status of different dimensions as well as the direction in which it is developing shown in the 

categories of: on track, increasing, stagnating/ increasing, decreasing or data unavailable.  

 

 

Figure 3. Sample representation of the MRC's dashboard (MRC 2021). 

The data base is also a starting point for strategies being developed for the region. The Basin Development 

Strategy (2021-2030) identifies a set of basin-wide development and management needs, trade-offs, 

challenges and opportunities. The strategy marks a shift from only focusing on water resources planning 

to a larger operational management plan, including ‘transboundary coordination of operations of dams and 

other water infrastructure’ (MRC 2021, xiii). It also looks more broadly at the socioeconomic development 

and vulnerabilities in the region that are linked to water needs and energy security. This has to do with the 

substantial trade-offs in the region between economic and environmental aspects of water resources 

development. These trade-offs stem from predominantly isolated national planning efforts, complemented 
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by regional planning endeavours that have primarily revolved around evaluating the tolerability of cross-

border effects of national plans. Notably, no alternative plans or projects have been proposed for the 

participating countries to deliberate upon. Consequently, these regional evaluations have not resulted in 

noteworthy alterations to the water resources development plans at the national level (MRC 2021). This 

insight has led to plans that go beyond national infrastructure projects and include joint investment projects 

and national projects that have basin-wide significance and ultimately reduce such trade-offs. In order to 

do this, the MRC becomes a central platform to coordinate basin management operations as well as 

support data and information acquisition, processing and sharing as well as setting up an information 

management system.  

Evaluation and Impact  

Given the involvement of external funders of the Basin management structure, there are several review 

moments built into the development of the MRC structure. The 2019 review states that the availability of 

high quality data and information is critical to the MRC’s capacity to deliver on its Core River Basin 

Management Functions. Participants of the review identify the existing knowledge base of the MRC and 

its unique record of historical data as one of the most valuable assets. ‘The data underpins the procedures, 

studies, assessments, scenario testing and planning on which the regional knowledge base is built’ (Bird 

et al. 2019, i). The MRC coordination was also facing challenges in combining the national-level activities 

with addressing issues that cross national borders while at the same time being partially externally funded. 

There was push for decentralizing activities, but, according to the review, this was overly ambitious given 

the varying capacities available in each country. Additionally, the lack of integration between regional and 

national monitoring networks has impeded progress. While decentralization should eventually enhance 

this integration as national agencies assume more control, operational efficiency has suffered in the short 

term. By the end of 2018, three activities had been fully transitioned to national agencies. Nevertheless, 

the performance of data collection and transmission for these activities has deteriorated. This decline is 

primarily attributed to resource shortages for the operation and maintenance of data collection stations. In 

some cases, external factors like changes in national telecommunications networks have exacerbated the 

situation, affecting the near real-time hydrometeorological parameters. Moreover, the absence of well-

defined handover agreements specifying responsibilities and timelines has also contributed to the decline, 

particularly concerning the ad-hoc provision of socio-economic data. Specifically, the review highlights two 

aspects: First, that the overall scope of the monitoring efforts of the basin and the way that these efforts 

are integrated with national systems needs attention. And second, a focus on the supporting information 

and data management systems that enable more effective use of the outputs (Bird et al. 2021). Resulting 

in a recommendation to focus on ‘technical and human capacity building’ (Ibid, iv).  

Regular refresher training and knowledge sharing especially at a national level is necessary to address 

high staff turnover and to instil good practice. Human capacity issues are further exacerbated when multiple 

systems are operating within a country as operators with experience at one type of station may not have 

knowledge and skills in how to operate and maintain another. All countries have automatic telemetry 

stations within their country that are not part of the HYCOS network. Greater alignment and harmonisation 

of systems could provide economies of scale in training for operators across the whole of the country 

network. 

Impact-related points are also raised in the context of data collection. For example, the report highlights 

the need for sub-basin scale data for impact assessment purposes. The impact assessment further lacks 

socio-economic data in order to better understand the status and trends for socio-economic conditions for 

the whole of the basin.  

Speaking to the evaluation of CGRs more generally, Emerson and Nabatchi (2015a) highlight that 

‘collaborators have to have explicit discussions about what success looks like with respect to achieving 

target goals, meeting participating organizations’ needs, and strengthening CGR as a whole’ (Ibid, 222). 
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Based on this, collaborators can agree on how to measure performance. Thereby, some measures can be 

done by the CGR, but others might require external support and evaluations.  

Capacity-enabling elements for PBP 

The challenges outlined for the Collaborative Governance Regime in the Mekong River Region are typical 

for cross-national coordination efforts that also address a nexus of different issues that are place-specific. 

Often short- and long-term effects of nexus challenges are at odds. When they are pressing short-term 

needs – economic or otherwise – it is a challenge for local actors to address long-term plans. This results 

in local actors being unwilling to invest resources into data collection. Additionally, even if there is 

willingness to do so, there is a lack of regional capacity and skills to take on data reporting. Capacity 

challenges also stem from the technical and administrative infrastructures in place. Place-based 

challenges are often the responsibility of separate entities, hampering both communication within countries 

as well as among national-level institutions (Giest and Mukherjee 2022).  

In these larger or even cross-country arrangements, the development of local capacities relies significantly 

on interactions spanning multiple levels, yet the creation of institutions that can effectively bridge these 

disparities is imperative (Puppim de Oliveira 2019). Moreover, divergent interests often exist between local, 

national, and international stakeholders (Pinto and Puppim de Oliveira 2008). There has been less work 

on the interactive effects of international and (trans)national actors and processes and the types of causal 

processes that influence domestic policy. Cashore et al. (2019) identify two broad conclusions about the 

analytical, political and operational capacities in such settings. First, they suggest that concerted and 

proactive efforts are needed to overcome existing stasis and, second, they see a key role of a highly-skilled 

policy entrepreneur that is able to, among other things, engage transnational networks and at the same 

time examine the domestic historical context and policy setting through which global efforts might improve 

local problems.  

Playing a dual role, CGRs can serve as catalysts for global endeavours but also act as facilitators for 

enhancing local capacity. These networks serve to establish connections between different tiers of 

governance, fostering collaborations at the local level and contributing to the consolidation of local 

collaborative efforts. 

The MRC has, beyond the organizational linkages that were developed and are being institutionalized, a 

joint data platform which enables governments to see the same information in a standardized form and 

further gives the public a way to gain insight into the challenges linked to the region. This means that data 

collection efforts are matched with an organizational structure that is able to act across countries and with 

a focus on a specific region. This supports operational capacities at organizational and systemic level in 

that it creates relationships among public organizations in the region as well as enables coordination efforts 

across them. The MRC further has the potential to facilitate systemic analytical capacity by facilitating the 

scientific, statistical, and educational infrastructure within each of the member states, which ultimately 

enables policymakers and professionals to access high-quality information necessary for conducting their 

analytical and managerial tasks (Hsu 2015). From a long-term perspective, this could have spill-over 

effects for the systemic political capacity of member state governments as the ability to use place-based 

knowledge in policymaking in the basin region creates trust and legitimacy. Finally, the members in the 

MRC have different levels of capacity and thus there is an opportunity to exchange knowledge that exists 

in one country about the basin region, but not in another and thus facilitating organizational analytical 

capacity.  

 

Level of resources and 

capabilities  

Skills and competences  

 Analytical Operational Political 

Individual     
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Organizational  x x  

Systemic  x x (x) 

Table 6. Policy capacity features of collaborative governance regimes. 

Summary 

To summarize, different set-ups also facilitate different capacities within government and thus meet various 

place-based needs. For example, if place-based challenges span national borders, Collaborative 

Governance Regimes can facilitate operational capacities to build relationships and, if paired with a data 

infrastructure, enable analytical capacities. Short term set-ups are a good option for gaining in-depth 

insights and if skills training provides a long-term enabler for individual capacities 

• Policy Innovation Labs: due to their participatory elements, they are seen as entities that bring 

together different experiences and perspectives and thus benefiting policymaking and thereby 

facilitate technical and operational capacity for individuals and organizations with a spillover effect 

into political capacities. However, PILS are usually relatively small organizational entities that 

operate for a limited duration and this creates a trade-off between duration or a long-term 

mechanisms to enhance capabilities in government and the intensity at which PILS work with local 

communities and policymakers.  

• Data Collaboratives: are collaborations among diverse stakeholders, including governments, 

private companies, non-profit organizations, and research institutions, in order to share and utilize 

data to address social, economic, and environmental challenges. They facilitates the analytical 

capacity of government by bridging potential information gaps both within government as well as 

among government and other stakeholders. Data collaboratives are able to combine place-specific 

data with standardization and consistency mechanisms to have insights that contribute to policies 

that are place-specific in certain regions, but also overarching at national level. This is an important 

enabler for operational analytical capacity at organizational and systemic level.  

• Collaborative Governance Regimes: is an overarching term for a diverse set of autonomous 

organizations that represent different interests or jurisdiction and that develop institutional and 

procedural norms and regulations that cultivate collaborative efforts. Such arrangements are able 

to match data collection efforts with an organizational structure that is able to act across countries 

and with a focus on a specific region. This supports operational capacities at organizational and 

systemic level, creating relationships among public organizations in the region as well as enabling 

coordination efforts among them.  

In comparison, the three initiatives focus largely on analytical and operational skills and competences and 

due to their collaborative nature mostly target the organizational level. Some of them have spillover effects 

on political capacities, but more often, they are dependent on political will to support them. Also, because 

they are often set-up at arms-length of government, they cannot directly contribute to, for example, the 

reputation or legitimacy of government units.  

Level of resources and 

capabilities  
Skills and competences  

 Analytical Operational Political 

Individual  DCs, PILs  PILs  PILs  

Organizational  CGRs, DCs, PILs  CGRs, DCs, PILs   

Systemic  CGRs, DCs CGRs, DCs  (CGRs), PILs  
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Table 7. Policy capacity features of policy innovation labs, data collaboratives, and collaborative 
governance regimes compared. 

While there is evidence that having these capacities improves efficiency, measuring the success remains 

difficult. The specific character of place-based policies limits the development of evaluation indicators and 

a universal framework to guide an impact assessment across jurisdictions and studies. Consequently, the 

ways in which effectiveness is approached varies across locations and is influenced by the specific 

objectives and stakeholders associated with each place. However, effectiveness can be understood as a 

way to assess two things simultaneously: One, whether place-based community needs are met with the 

collaborative efforts that are being undertaken to tackle a specific problem, and second, whether 

effectiveness is achieved with respect to designing and implementing policy measures in a way that they 

display coherence, consistency, and congruence with each other (Howlett and Rayner 2007).  

At the same time, the capacity mechanisms that these initiatives represent can be transferred and scaled 

for different scenarios. After the identification of the most pressing capacity gaps in connection to a place-

based challenge, the best capacity-enhancing mechanisms can be chosen. This can start in an 

experimental setting first – for example with one policy innovation lab – or based on the insight that a 

larger-scale collaborative effort is needed by starting broader. This would mean, setting up a collaborative 

governance regime with neighbouring jurisdictions. This goes hand-in-hand with evidence that the type of 

capacity-building initiatives fits with the MLG setting as well as the place-based problem.  

Building PBP capacities in the future  

Capacity is a key component for government to identify gaps in place-based knowledge and skills needed 

as well as how to fill these gaps by connecting to other stakeholders (in the context of initiatives such as a 

Collaborative Governance Regime). Because capacity is a somewhat abstract idea, the policy capacity 

framework is able to break-down capacity elements relevant for the whole policymaking process and 

thereby pinpoint capacity gaps at individual, organizational, and systemic level. In addition, the type of 

capacity can be identified through the categories of analytical, operational, and political capacity. This, is 

also one piece to moving closer to effective place-based policymaking. How capacity gaps are filled and 

who is engaged in this process plays a vital role for properly framing place-based sustainability challenges 

and from there, finding ways to effectively manage and address them.  

Due to the place-specific nature of the initiatives, their impact is difficult to measure. This is something that 

both the capacity and the place-based policymaking research struggle with since it is more about 

developing capacities to identify and manage place-based challenges well rather than developing impact 

indicators. This, in turn, makes it difficult to categorize such efforts as a success or failure. In addition, 

within each of the initiatives, there a version of how to implement them. For example, policy innovation 

labs alone can include established teams (or organizations, or institutes) set up specifically for innovative 

activities for public policy making and physical spaces set up to conduct workshops or other stakeholder 

activities. Parallel to that there are also related organizations such as living labs, research institutes, and 

nudge (behavioural economics) groups as well as private sector organizations contributing to policy 

making. Wellstead et al. (2021) estimate that there are well over 450 lab-like entities worldwide. Moving 

forward, this highlights a need for policymakers being able to identify the following elements:  

• The type of MLG setting, including supported, unsupported, constrained or centralistic; 

• Capacity gaps within government based on the nested capacity framework and linked to the place-

based challenge; 

• Collaborative arrangements that match the challenge and fill capacity gaps within government; and  

• Time and space parameters in terms of long-term vs. short-term arrangements and the level(s) of 

government being targeted.  
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As the examples show, these processes can be supported by data and knowledge exchange, however 

always require the insights and experiences of policymakers and stakeholders familiar with specific places. 

This also means that throughout the steps, there should be an awareness around the built-in skills training 

and participatory mechanisms in place. Without proper identification of the problem and a problem frame 

that is shared across stakeholders, data collection and analysis remains a mindless recording of indicators. 

 

Figure 4. Depiction of Capacity mechanisms addressing complex, place-based sustainability 
challenges. 

These steps do no occur in a vacuum, but take place in a complex context that consists of numerous, 

layered and interrelated conditions – political, legal, economic, social, and cultural. One aspect is that of 

political and power dynamics. ‘Power is rarely distributed evenly, and the patterns of influence and control 

create conditions that not only shape public perceptions but also shape the individual perceptions and 

inclinations of potential collaboration participants’ (Emerson and Nabatchi 2015a, 43). This also implies 

that when the above listed initiatives of PILs, DCs or CGRs are set-up, in some contexts it might matter 

who is setting them up and who is leading individual labs for example. Stakeholders that initiate can come 

from a variety of organizations or groups. Initiators can come from one or more government agency, 

elected officials, research institutions or non-governmental organizations as well as civic groups. They may 

also come from the private sector. In this context, they might exercise their formal or informal authority in 

order to frame a wicked problem. This can potentially lead to resistance or non-participation. More 

generally speaking, power imbalances between stakeholders can make collaboration difficult over time 

(Ansell and Gash 2008). 

Closely linked to this aspect is that of the history of a specific place or region. In this context, scholars point 

to ‘localized capabilities’ (Maskell and Malmberg 1999) that stem from characteristics which are unique to 

a region, such as local infrastructure, resources, institutions, and available knowledge and skills. This also 

means that in setting-up these initiatives, stakeholders have an important role in connecting the region’s 

historical legacy and capacity-building.  

 

Matching collborative, 
capacity-enhancing 

arrangement with place-
based problem 

Identification of 
place-based 
challenges 

across 
jurisdictions/ 
perspectives

Identificaiton of 
capacity gaps 

within 
government 

Type of MLG setting: 

• Supported/ 
Unsupported/ 
Constrained 
Localism 

• Centralism 



38    

POLICY CAPACITY MECHANISMS FOR ADDRESSING COMPLEX, PLACE-BASED SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGES 
  

Conclusions 

Complex, place-based challenges, such as climate change related changes, can often not be solved, but 

need to be managed well by government. Such challenges often provoke divergent views about the very 

nature of the issue, its importance and appropriate responses. Decision-makers therefore need the 

capacity to demonstrate that the issue is well-managed and help stakeholders negotiate a shared 

understanding and meaning about the problem and its possible solutions. Such capacity is crucial for 

democratic legitimacy and achieving civic outcomes (Head 2018). Policy capacity is generally understood 

as the analytical skills for assessing current performance and future policy options as well as capacities to 

undertake medium- and long-term planning and strategic goal-setting (Howlett 2015). Thereby, policy 

capacity is separated into the three dimensions of analytical, operational and political capacity as well as 

the three levels of individual, organizational, and system. At the cross-section of these dimensions, 

different forms of capacities are highlighted, such as technical knowledge (analytical capacity), 

entrepreneurial skills (operational capacity) or political acumen (political capacity) at individual level. 

Capacities at organizational level include access to external expertise and data (analytical), collaborative 

mechanisms (operational), and political/ stakeholder support (political). Finally, system level capacity 

encompasses data collection and analysis tools (analytical), mechanisms for intra-state (vertical and 

horizontal) coordination and planning (operational), as well as trust, legitimacy and accountability (political). 

In the context of effective place-based policymaking, government needs the capacity to identify (legacy) 

space-blind policies that impact or even limit local initiatives due to (hidden) trade-offs or a competition for 

resources. And understand the characteristics of placed-based initiatives and how they connect to the 

larger ideas surrounding placed-based policymaking, such as the engagement of local communities, and 

the timing and goals. 

Complex problems thus highlight a need for capacity-building at every level of government to facilitate 

skills needed to adapt to emerging events across different groups of stakeholders. This means going 

beyond the narrower scope of delivering pre-defined outputs such as new roads or upgrades to utility 

networks, to think more rigorously and creatively about the framing of the policy problem, and the potential 

solutions ranging from policy and regulation to technology upgrades. The fragmentation of responsibilities 

and expertise across the domains of public policy, planning and engineering can undermine a more holistic 

and integrated approach to defining problems and solutions.  

In the context of the limited resources within government to dedicate towards capacity-building, this paper 

looked at new forms of enabling capacity within government while engaging with the communities in the 

places that are at the centre of policymaking. Specifically, this includes Policy Innovation Labs (PILs), Data 

Collaboratives (DCs), and Collaborative Governance Regimes (CGRs). These arrangements share that 

they are set-up by government or with public money and specifically engage (local) stakeholders beyond 

government on place-based issues. They are collaborative in nature and try to capture place-specific 

challenges and actors through establishing networked structures that serve as pathways for exchanging 

data, knowledge that is fed back into policymaking. In fact, opposite to what the name of place-based 

policies suggests, capacity-building mechanisms need to be established in larger collaborative efforts – 

both across government and non-governmental stakeholders as well as across jurisdictions to effectively 

address placed-based challenges through knowledge exchange and learning from best practices.  
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