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Abstract: As a response to the grand societal challenges reflected in the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), the transition towards sustainability has gained momentum in
recent years, as has the debate on mission-orientation in innovation policy. Harnessing the positive
transformation potential for innovation, is about collaboratively exploring complex and uncertain
pathways, especially when the goal is sustainable local economic development. Nevertheless, the
demand for participatory approaches posed by the re-emergence of mission-orientated innovation
policy, and the conditions for their successful implementation at the local level, particularly in the
framework of economic development, are poorly understood and not yet in the focus of the current
debate. This article conceptualises participation as a new mode of governance for sustainable local
economic development, and links it to mission-orientation in innovation policy. We differentiate
forms, degree of involvement and target groups, as well as highlight the underlying rationales and
modes of interactions. Based on action-research carried out over three years in the city of Bottrop,
Germany, we conceptualise an ideal-typical practice of participatory governance. Our findings show
that firms are willing to participate in sustainable local economic development, only if they can
internalise at least part of the value-added.

Keywords: mission-orientation; innovation policy; participative governance; economic develop-
ment; sustainability

1. Introduction

Being a top priority on policy agendas at the local, national and supranational level,
innovation policy experienced a turn from fixing market and systems failure, towards
tackling ‘grand societal challenges’ such as climate change, ageing, inclusive and smart
growth as well as problems of ongoing economic restructuring [1–4]. This ‘normative
turn’ [5] has made way for what has been labelled mission-oriented innovation policy
(MIP) [1], transformative innovation policy [4,6] or challenge-oriented innovation pol-
icy [7,8]. Notwithstanding their different foci, these novel approaches or ‘paradigms’,
share the renewed interest in setting the direction of change to facilitate purposive innova-
tions. Hence, societal ‘mission’ is regarded as a narrative for challenge-based innovation
policies [8]. Societal challenges are ‘wicked’ in the sense that they are complex, systemic,
multi-dimensional, urgent and open-ended in nature [8,9]. To this end, Hekkert, Janssen
and Wessling define ‘challenge-based missions as an urgent strategic goal that requires trans-
formative systems change directed towards overcoming a wicked problem’ [10] (p. 76). Ideally,
‘[a] “mission” gives both a sense of urgency and a sense of meaning’ while expressing values
that citizens care for [11] (p. 9). Good examples of mission-orientation are the United Na-
tion’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [12] or the European Union’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme [13]. The paradigm shift, however, is most apparent
in the forthcoming Horizon Europe programme. Influenced by the work of Mazzucato [3],
the programme defines five missions (‘Conquering Cancer’, ‘A Climate-resilient Europe’,
‘Mission Starfish’, ‘100 Climate-Neutral Cities by 2030’ and ‘Caring for Soil is Caring for
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Live’) and clear targets, intending to maximise the impact of research and development,
to sustain global competitiveness and to improve peoples’ daily life [14]. Likewise, the
German Federal Ministry for Education and Research (BMBF) High-Tech Strategy 2025
claims ‘we are developing missions and setting ourselves concrete goals which unite the support
of science, business and society. [ . . . ] we are specifically promoting research into issues that are
relevant to our economy and society’ [15] (p. 4).

Without a doubt, coping with grand challenges necessitates fundamental societal trans-
formations including, but going far beyond, technology, to institutional and behavioural
change [1,4,8,13]. Linnér and Wibeck define transformation as ‘deep and sustained, nonlinear
systemic change, generally involving cultural, political, technological, economic, social and/or
environmental processes’ [16] (p. 222). ‘Transformability’, in contrast, refers to the capacity
for actors and institutions to change part of a system when changes in ecological, political,
social or economic conditions make the existing system untenable [9,17], and is viewed as a
core characteristic of resilient systems [17,18]. Resilience in this context is not merely about
adaptation, but the ability of systems (people, communities, ecosystems, cities, nations)
to generate new ways of doing, in other words their adaptive or transformative capac-
ity [19,20]. According to Yan and Galloway [21], transformation becomes possible if the
capacity to change exists. Taking ‘directionality’ as a starting point, MIP also calls for a
collective priority setting process engaging a diverse set of societal stakeholders—with
different interests, problem perceptions, advocating distinctive solutions—to combine
various sources of knowledge in new ways [4,22]. It follows that MIP requires, rethinking
how innovation policies are designed, implemented and evaluated [6,8,9]. As Weber and
Rohracher [23] rightly pointed out, prevailing rationales legitimising policy interventions
derived from neoclassical and innovation systems thinking—market and systems failures—
are not sufficient concerning transformational change. Notably, they lack directionality,
integration of demand-side, reflexivity in the long-term and coordination among policy
fields and levels; additionally, uncertainty of change processes is largely neglected. High-
lighting the complementarities between innovation systems and multi-level transition
approaches, the authors suggest adding ‘transformational failures’ as a complementary
rationale for policy interventions [23].

Given the complexity of societal challenges, the contextuality of innovations as a solu-
tion to concrete problems including local users [24,25], and the variety of location-specific
institutions, it seems rather unlikely that grand challenges will be solved globally [26]. Yet,
adaptive capacities of social systems are said to depend on the nature of their institutions
and their governance [27]. Arguably, new and more decentralised modes of governance are
needed to equally involve and effectively coordinate firms, academia, local governments,
intermediaries, NGOs and citizens, in ‘missions’ [8,28]. Meaningful governance should
encourage mutual learning, problem-ownership and co-production, while emphasising
directionality. At this stage, national governments continue to be the core actor in inno-
vation policy; however, in recent years challenge-oriented policies proliferate, both at the
subnational and supranational level [26]. At the subnational level, cities and regions offer
essential opportunities to successfully implement MIP, as they exhibit lower barriers to
integration of governance functions, to actively engage people in missions and to grasp
demands. The best way to do so is ‘engagement by design’, in other words through
active participation in shaping the mission, setting priorities and governing the imple-
mentation [11]. Here, complementarities between policies at the three governance levels
(e.g., directionality, anticipatory, participatory and inclusive nature) can bridge local, na-
tional, supranational policies and ideally, accelerate the impact of MIP, while circumventing
trade-offs. Putting forward directionality can help establish legitimacy for action, whereas
new modes of governance give leeway for shared responsibility and accountability.

Nevertheless, governance of MIP also poses particular challenges: first, coordination
challenges stemming from the cross-sectoral nature of MIP and calling for coordinated
actions across policy levels and fields. Second, implementation challenges, resulting from
the diverse interests and capacities of government organisations [29]. Whereas policy mixes
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have been proposed as a possible solution in response to coordination challenges [30], only
a few studies have considered the alignment of policy design and implementation [31,32].

Hence, rather than focusing on mission-oriented innovation policy initiatives, this
paper centres on opportunities, challenges and bottlenecks of meaningful governance
structures for local economic development. The growing body of literature reflects the high
expectations attached to the idea of MIP and its underlying rationale of transformational
change but lacks detailing with regard to implementation at the local level. This poses
fundamental research questions: how can such policies be implemented at subnational
level? What are the necessary institutional settings and governance structures in support
of MIP? What is the role of implementing bodies in transformational change processes?
In an attempt to provide initial responses to these research questions, we will proceed
as follows: first, we introduce the concept of participatory governance as a new mode
of local economic development, towards transformational change. Second, based on the
project of «Bottrop2018+–Towards Sustainable and Resilient Economic Structures» funded
by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) See Supplementary,
we exemplify the implementation of this mode of governance under real conditions.

2. Participatory Governance as New Mode of Local Economic Development

Breaking grand challenges down into concrete problems, translated into missions,
strategies and concrete action, is at the core of MIP. Transformational change, however,
cannot be understood without actors who initiate and engage in change processes. As has
been outlined above, given the contested nature of problem identification, the contextual
nature of problem-solving and the variety of institutional settings, MIP is best implemented
at the subnational level of regions and cities. Drawing on the subsidiarity principle in
innovation policy, and emphasising the geographical dimension of social and democratic
legitimacy, Wanzenböck and Frenken [26] claim that ‘[a] mismatch between the spatial impact
of innovation and the spatial scale of governance processes in which social problems are negotiated,
framed and decided, would contradict the democratic values as formulated in the subsidiarity
principle’ (p. 55). According to Mazzucato [13], Europe’s multi-level governance system is
highly suitable for MIP, as it allows Member States and regions to experiment within larger
EU-wide missions. This article describes such an experiment within the German context of
local economic development.

2.1. Role of LDAs in Implementing MIP

In the German federal government system, cities have a relatively strong position,
as the right to self-government is guaranteed by the constitution (‘Grundgesetz’). While
the federal government and the federal states (‘Länder’) define the key principles, that
is, the legal and financial framework, of innovation policies following EU regulations
and directives, the detailed policies, their design and implementation are left up to the
municipalities. They develop their own responses to the necessary transformational change,
in the form of location-based schemes tailored to the specific local context. In this line, the
responsibility of promoting local economic development (‘kommunale Wirtschaftsförderung’)
falls within the responsibility of local authorities.

Local economic development agencies (LDAs) in Germany today often struggle to
achieve their goal of establishing future-oriented economic structures because of the com-
plexity of the challenges they face. That is, a continuous change towards a diversified
middle-class economic system that is less prone to external shocks, demographic change
and a lack of skilled labour force as a consequence thereof, a strained financial situation in
the municipalities, and the increasing relevance of sustainability. Consequently, the tasks
of LDAs have become more diverse in recent years [33–35]. The emphasis is increasingly
on positioning the location in regional, national and international competition, not only to
maintain its attractiveness but also to enhance it. Achieving this requires tying established
and young companies to the location, promoting start-ups and the expansion of broadband
coverage, recognising and responding to new technological, economic and societal trends,
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and identifying options for action relevant for the local context. Companies and other local
actors, are increasingly demanding to be actively involved in shaping the strategic direction
of the local economy. The traditional service portfolio of LDAs is insufficient in coping with
all these multifaceted, complex expectations. What is needed are structures and approaches
suitable to meet internal and external requirements by bringing together actors from the
business sector, academia, local administration, politics and civil society [36–38].

A participatory approach enables local stakeholders to develop a shared vision for
future economic development, and to bundle their knowledge, capacities and other re-
sources, to support local economic development, this contributes to overcoming resource
constraints, leverage synergies and avoiding redundancy. Its success depends on coop-
erative management rather than on the promotion of individual interests. Rather than
taking isolated actions, the local stakeholders engage in joint efforts to develop the local
economy for their own benefit and urban society. It is a long-term, time-consuming process,
which requires analysis, insight and above all, mutual trust and interactions between the
partners [39]. Such an approach requires rethinking the concept of governance in all its
facets, that is, its structures and processes.

2.2. (Participatory) Governance

‘Governance’ is understood in the English-speaking realm as a process of organising
multiple actors to shape a shared vision and specific activities [40]. Borrás and Edler define
governance of change in the context of innovation policy as ‘ . . . the way in which societal
and state actors intentionally interact in order to transform ST&I systems by regulating issues of
societal concern, defining the process and direction of how technological artefacts and innovations
are produced, and shaping how these are introduced, absorbed, diffused and used within society
and economy’ [41] (p. 14). In the German context, Fürst [42] distinguishes between self-
organisation and regional governance. Self-organisation refers to politic-administrative
actors and institutions fulfilling activities delegated from the state. At the same time, local
governance can generally be defined as a network-based ‘soft’ form of self-organisation.
As such, it includes public (politics, administration) and societal (business, civil society,
science) actors, different modes of interaction (competition, cooperation, hierarchies),
distinct ideas of space (functional, territorial, symbolic) and varying levels of observation
(local, regional, national, European). This broad understanding of governance describes
the full range of interaction patterns and modes of collective action. It is not understood
from a normative perspective (as ‘good governance’), but as an analytical category to study
the processes of self-organisation.

Governance of ‘missions’ in complex socio-economic systems engaging a multitude of
stakeholders from public, private, intermediary and NGO domains, necessitates participa-
tory approaches [28,43,44]. Participative governance as a relational approach, challenges
established practices of self-organisation in local economic development. It requires new
non-hierarchical forms of process-organisation [45], tied to the self-organisation compe-
tences of non-state actors [46], and aiming at cooperation and co-production. In contrast
to the widespread understanding of participation as the active involvement of citizens
in municipal decision-making and planning processes, participatory economic develop-
ment here refers to the commitment and engagement of local economic actors jointly, to
shape transition processes in economic structural development. Within such a governance
concept, the roles of LDAs move beyond classical tasks such as location marketing and
building maintenance. They also comprise network management, measures to secure and
acquire skilled workers at the location, raising awareness and improving the framework
conditions for addressing societal challenges [34]. As the implementation body of MIP,
the role of LDAs is one of stewardship, in other words to anticipate changes and exploit
opportunities, and to orchestrate the transition of the local economy towards sustainable
and resilient development.

Sustainability comprises the three interrelated pillars, ecology, economy and society,
the triangle of sustainability, and is realised as a balancing of trade-offs between equally
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desirable goals in the three pillars [47,48]. Sustainable development encompasses all
activities and instruments that promote sustainability within local economic initiatives.
The local socio-economic system is said to be resilient when in the event of a disruption, it
is capable of maintaining or quickly returning to the desired functions, to adapt to change
and to transform into systems that no longer limit current or future adaptive capacity [49].
Such transition processes require iterative, and cooperative governance approaches that on
the one hand bring together multiple local actors and stakeholders from business, science,
policy, administration and civil society, and on the other, can deal with issues and problems
effectively and sustainably. Such participatory governance can strengthen problem-solving
skills and the ability to develop economic structures continuously. Changes in policies
and strategies are not enough in this context. Rethinking, changing values and the active
participation of urban actors are just as necessary as long-term visions instead of short-term
activities. Acknowledging the uneven distribution of power, resources, influence, access to
information and capabilities, power relations between different institutions and actors and
their dynamics need to be considered.

2.3. Transition Management

It is an ambitious task to abstract governance practices from their local context, to
allow their application in different locations. Transition management [43] offers a solution
by aiming to facilitate and accelerate sustainable transitions through a participatory and
iterative process of visioning, learning and experimentation [50–52]. The transition repre-
sents a multi-phase, multi-level process, triggered by external changes or innovations in
the established structures and practices. For affected actors to better anticipate, adapt to
and influence the direction and speed of change, a common understanding of the origin,
type and dynamics of change is helpful [53]. So, transition management moves in the
area of tension between change as an uncertain, open process on the one hand, and the
effort to ‘control’ it on the other. The balance between openness and control is guaranteed
by adopting a long-term perspective (at least 25 years), which forms the framework for
short-term policy. Setting short-term (operational) goals is based on long-term (strategic)
goals and the anticipation of future developments, through the working out of scenarios.
These goals are to be formulated in a flexible and adaptable manner (iterative process).
The actors need space, and a protected environment to develop alternative regimes and
drive innovations. Such participation by and interactions between the actors, is necessary
to support politics and to involve actors in the solution through learning processes [54].

Transition management distinguishes between four governance levels at which partic-
ipatory processes can be stimulated [54]:

• Strategic: Defining long-term activities for a shared discussion on the future (e.g.,
formulating long-term goals).

• Tactical: Determining medium-to long-term activities, which aim at changing estab-
lished structures, institutions and provisions.

• Operational: Specifying short-term activities (including experiments) to test, imple-
ment and demonstrate new ideas, practices and social relations, and

• Reflexive: Activities allowing the collective learning from the dynamics of the present
system and the transition processes to the desired future system.

Participation is, however, no end in itself, and no ‘one size fits all’ approach exists. This
article argues that applying an all-encompassing participatory process is not as important,
as asking whether active participation on all levels is necessary and feasible, and whether
the actors have sufficient interest, resources and capacities for the desired participation.
The conducted experiment shows that the answers to these questions are not easy and
depend on various factors.

3. Methodology: The Case of Bottrop

Participatory governance as a new mode of governance for MIP, was pilot tested in
a three-year research project in the city of Bottrop, Germany. It combined a multifaceted
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methodology for strategy development, implementation and evaluation (processual di-
mension; see Appendix A (Figure A1 and Table A1)) with a structure for participative
governance. Based on action research conducted with local actors in Bottrop, in the follow-
ing we summarise the vital methodological points, and the course of the project, which
serves as a baseline for the discussion section.

Originally coined by the American psychologist Kurt Levin [55] in the early 1940s,
action research (AR) has spread to a wide field of research disciplines [56] and fits the
rational of mission-orientated innovation policy, because AR is research carried out in
real-time with participants involved in change processes. With reference to Greenwood
and Levin [56], Karlsen and Larrea define AR as ‘research strategy for change in real-time
where three elements of research, action, and participation are connected and combined in the same
process’ [57] (p. 7). What the distinct approaches of AR have in common is the combination
of action, research and participation in a spiral process of action and reflection [58].)
The case presented in the following was not designed as AR from the beginning. The
necessity for a process perspective on what happened during pilot testing of participatory
governance and why it happened, however, has become increasingly important, and AR
provided a suitable framework for this. As stated previously, implementing mission-
oriented innovation policies is a complex task. Arguably, policymakers, implementing
bodies and engaged actors, not only need analysis and new concepts, but also critical
reflections, to make sense of challenges, problems and actions, and to cope with them.
Through co-generation processes [56]—where data are derived from direct participation
and dialogue with practitioners, as well as from surveys, expert interviews and secondary
data–AR can contribute to establishing ‘spaces of reflection’ [58].

3.1. Framework Conditions

Located in the federal state North Rhine-Westphalia, Bottrop is a middle-sized centre
within the Ruhr metropolitan area in Germany. Because of its location, Bottrop faces very
tough regional, European and global competition. The primary goal of the municipality,
is to develop a unique, but regionally appropriate, economic profile. For more than
150 years, the mining industry shaped the economic structures and image of the city. In
2018, however, the last mine closed its doors and with it, the subsidised coal mining in
Bottrop, and the Ruhr region, came to an end. Considering the importance of the sector as
a social and educational partner, the city of Bottrop is facing significant challenges. Next to
the considerable regional competition, and the necessary economic restructuring, from one
strong sector to a diversified economic structure, with many small and medium enterprises,
Bottrop is confronted with an ageing population and an overly strained public budget [59].
The new orientation of the local economy requires new governance approaches to cope
with the challenges.

Participatory processes are not totally new for the city. As part of the ‘City of the
Future’ competition funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and Research, and the
‘Innovation City Ruhr’ Initiative, the city of Bottrop elaborated jointly with citizens, politi-
cians, administrators, business and science, a municipal ‘Vision 2030+’ as well as project
and implementation plans for the most critical future tasks. In addition to climate and
structural change, topics of demographic change and its demands on social coexistence
were addressed. While the ‘City of the Future’ process is aimed at the entire city, ‘In-
novation City’ focused on specific city districts. In both projects, different local actors
were involved in participative governance processes, however not specifically for local
economic development. There was a need for a framework building on the lessons learned
from the previous processes, and allowing expanding and coordinating participation in
a strategic manner. To initiate transformational change towards sustainable and resilient
local economic development, the three-year project Bottrop 2018+ was carried out between
2016 and 2019. The goal of this project reflects the SDGs, namely Goal 8, which aims to
‘promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment
and decent work for all’. The overriding objective of Bottrop 2018+ was to pave the way
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for participatory governance processes as the most suitable framework for translating the
formulated visions into actions, durable over the long term.

3.2. Piloting Participatory Governance: The Experiment Bottrop 2018+

Bottrop 2018+ aimed at co-producing a participatory structure for economic devel-
opment by capitalising on the engagement of and existing synergies among the local
actors. The project followed an ambitious work programme, combining quantitative and
qualitative status quo analysis with strategy and structure development, followed by an im-
plementation phase and accompanied by a continuous reflection through critical appraisal
(see Appendix A (Figure A1 and Table A1)).

By means of ‘governance as process’, initially an extensive socio-economic analysis based
on public statistics [59] provided detailed information on the local framework conditions
(e.g., economic structure, employment, population, age structure, educational attainment,
etc.,). Next, an extensive qualitative analysis of the existing governance structures, an-
chored in the Office for Economic Development and Location Management of the City
of Bottrop (the local LDA), was carried out to understand the actors’ entanglement and
the trust base for local economic development in the city [36]. Interviews with experts
from regional and local business development networks, associations and the business
sector revealed that awareness of sustainable and resilient economic structures had to be
improved. Furthermore, the interviewees perceived and appreciated the LDA in Bottrop in
its traditional role as a service provider [36]. Physical proximity, reliability and quick re-
sponse to inquiries, minimal bureaucracy and the well-established regional networks, were
highlighted as strengths. The predominantly reactive behaviour of the LDA as a whole,
however, was viewed critically. The experts expressed the need for an active approach that
includes the various local interest groups in economic decision-making. Interview partners
also emphasised as weaknesses, the strong dependency on politics, weak city marketing
beyond the city boundaries and the lack of a joint economic development strategy. The
experts also stressed the desire of economic actors for greater involvement in the imple-
mentation of activities and measures [36]. These results explicitly showed that Bottrop has
room and willingness for participatory governance approaches. The socio-economic and
qualitative governance analysis jointly formed the basis for subsequent activities.

The restructuring of the practices for local economic development (phase 2) presented
an all-encompassing, multi-level, multi-actor approach, based on ‘Strategic Alliances’
(STA) [60–62], in other words, the structural dimension of participatory governance. STAs
are not a new phenomenon and have been subject to many management studies [63]. If
transferred to local economic development, STA means broadening the scope of actors
involved in the development of the local economy including delegation of responsibility.
Local stakeholders join forces and resources to define a common ‘mission’ and make joint
efforts to achieve this mission. The STA approach builds on transition management, and
aims to activate and connect local actors to form a ‘collective’ [62]. Contrary to the common
practice where the city administration or the LDA takes the lead in strategic development,
the STA approach requires that the participants together set up a dialogue process, make
decisions and define an action structure that enables them to design common strategies for
sustainable and resilient economic development.

As shown in Figure 1, a cross-sector platform, the ‘Economic Alliance’ (EA), is at the core
of the STA in Bottrop. Open to all local actors directly involved in, or affected by economic
development, the EA functions as a governance structure and transition management
agency, at the level of the city’s economy. The EA establishes transition arenas in the form
of thematic and sector-specific strategic alliances [61]. In Bottrop, these were ‘Cooperative
and digital Production in Craftsmanship’, ‘Trade-practices of the Future’ and ‘Sustainable
Start-ups’. The three thematic STAs define the strategic framework for thematic cooperation,
development of joint goals and definition of responsibilities. As an operative level for
strategy implementation, each of the three thematic alliances defines at least one ‘real-world
laboratory’ (in German ‘Reallabor’) as an experimentation space. Real-world laboratories
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bring together relevant stakeholders, and allow space for developing and testing solutions
in accordance with the mission and strategy defined, while processes of co-design and
co-production, which enable collaborative learning, take centre stage [36,64].
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At all levels, non-hierarchical, lateral governance formats structure interactions of
actors (see Appendix A (Figure A1 and Table A1)). The shared problem-centric view, the
development of a shared vision and identification of thematic priorities take place at the
level of the EA; hence, the EA sets the direction of the transformation processes (meta-level).
The strategy in a thematic area is elaborated by the thematic strategic alliances (STA). The
implementation of specific measures and experimenting, is allocated to the real-world
laboratories, where the local actors connect at an operational micro-level to experiment with
new solutions. The STAs define the structures and goals for the real-world laboratories, and
act as a meso level between them and the overarching EA platform. The LDA established
a management office to ensure smooth stakeholder management, to coordinate project
activities and to steward and orchestrate the whole process.

All formats were open for interested actors in Bottrop. It was envisaged, however,
that the strategic levels of the EA and STAs would mainly involve CEOs of companies,
and entrepreneurs, while the real-world laboratories would engage professionals and
employees. The theoretical conceptualisation of the approach, however, proved to be too
complicated for a successful practical implementation in Bottrop.

4. Results: Lessons from Practice

The involvement and requirements for the city administration, companies and other
local actors in participatory governance, are particularly demanding. First, all actors must
reflect and question their traditional roles. The LDA needs to step away from the mentality
of a service provider, and reflect future demands in a changing economic environment.
Companies must acknowledge their responsibilities not only for sustainability but also
for the city as a business location. Here a sense of problem ownership, and thus, a push
for getting things changed, is crucial. Political actors need to be open to bottom-up
processes and cooperative decision-making, which goes hand in hand with delegating
power to local actors. These revised roles were not only new to the actors, but proved
challenging in practice. During the course of the project, it became evident that the
theoretical concept—structure and processes—overstrained the capacities, resources and
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commitment of involved actors. Critical reflection led to rethinking and adapting the
initial project approach. Despite the excellent start, marked by strong motivation and trust
between the actors, already knowing each other and familiar with participative governance
approaches, the proposed ‘strategic alliances’ approach did not bring the expected results.
Although the actors were successful in defining a shared vision for the future economic
development directed towards sustainability and resilience, they soon fell back into their
‘old’ roles and behavioural patterns. The business sector showed restraint in self-organising
and decision-making processes, which, as stated above, are the core of the STA approach.
Instead of non-hierarchical bottom-up structure development, the LDA was expected to
take the lead and continuously guide the process for all involved stakeholders. The political
actors partly abandoned the initial idea of participative governance as an instrument for
implementing MIP. These dynamics resulted in a somewhat negative feeling, which gave
rise to questioning the new form of governance. Instead of establishing the EA as a platform
for joint decision-making, the emphasis shifted towards EA as an arena for cross-sectoral
business interaction only and the level of the thematic STAs was abandoned. Additionally,
some employees of the LDA’s felt tensions and resistance to the newly proposed structure.
Communication problems about the necessity and the desired results of the new structure,
in the beginning, led to an internal rejection of the process.

Based on its action research orientation, the project dynamics led to experimentation
with other methods for enabling participation. For example, a ‘Balanced Score Card’
(BSC) process was initiated to facilitate a ‘directional’ dialogue in the LDA, among the
employees, and between the LDA and local economic actors. The BSC process focused
on achieving agreement on shared strategy, a detailed plan for the economic structure of
Bottrop, representing the shared vision and defining long-, middle- and short-term goals
and measures. The implementation of the strategy remains to be completed even after the
end of the projects. Next, several scenarios were developed and discussed with the local
actors, to determine the future of the EA beyond the project term. The second round of
expert interviews with intermediaries accompanied this process, so as to obtain a broad
reflection of the process. All actors agreed that a cross-sector network is a necessity in
achieving a sustainable and resilient local economy in Bottrop. The nature and intensity
of participation, however, requires a revision. The business sector in Bottrop expressed
a willingness to work together in experimentation spaces as real-world laboratories, and
implement the developed strategy in cooperation. Collective decision-making, however,
and engagement at a meta-level was disregarded as too time and resource consuming [61].
Instead, local actors formulated the demand for:

• Continuous and effective coordination of activities;
• An interface enabling collaboration between all local actors (politics, administration,

intermediaries, economy, and academia);
• Keeping an overview of the sustainability strategy in Bottrop;
• The EA acting as a source of inspiration and driving force.

while the overall responsibility is assigned to the LDA to ensure directionality of activi-
ties, smooth and efficient processes and elaboration of proposals for future strategic activities.

The experiences during the course of the process, led to several lessons about par-
ticipative governance as an implementation instrument for mission-oriented strategies.
These findings have been decontextualised from the case of Bottrop and are discussed in
the following section.

5. Discussion

An essential component in the concept of ‘Bottrop 2018+’ was its openness. This
openness required intensive collective work on the content, structures and processes. The
approach provided a rough design, but the specific topics and their implementation had
to be defined by the local actors in an open discussion. The demands on creativity and
input for the structure, the working method, the breakdown of challenges into problems,
the definition of topics in response to these and strategy implementation, proved to be
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too ambitious for the actors involved. Indeed, one reason is the relatively short project
duration of three years. It was expected to establish a self-organised and self-managing
network of partners, and to develop and implement a mission-oriented strategy. As stated
above, trust, identity, accountability, problem ownership and taking responsibility, take
time. The relatively small size of the city of Bottrop, with a limited number of engaged
companies, and the complex and probably overwhelming project structure, are additional
reasons for the difficulties experienced.

The three-years’ experience in Bottrop, clearly shows that a well-designed, demand-
centric approach for an all-encompassing restructuring of the local economic development
practices, is not necessarily successful. Instead, specific framework conditions, including
power relations and actors’ capacities, need to be considered when initiating and aiming to
sustain participatory processes. In the following section, vital success factors derived from
the process are summarised.

1. Openness to change: The participatory process requires all actors to reflect critically
on their current roles and associated behavioural patterns, and generally be willing
to change them. LDAs must dissociate from the mentality of a service provider,
and better anticipate future requirements in an everchanging economic environment.
Companies have to take more responsibility, not only for their own company and its
sustainability, but also for the ‘city’ as a business location, and more generally the
urban society. Politicians must have the courage to approach companies and make
decisions in dialogue. Only then will the change from reactive to active economic
development for the benefit of companies and society, succeed. In Bottrop, this
openness was only partially given. While the initial socio-economic and governance
analysis revealed the willingness for change, it quickly became apparent that the
STA approach is too challenging and that the openness to change requires additional
efforts especially as regards firms’ added value (see factor 3).

2. Common understanding: A common understanding of the objectives of mission-
orientation and its rationale, is necessary. It must be clear what the vision of a
‘sustainable and resilient local economy means, or to be more precise, what is behind
sustainability and resilience. Exclusively communicating knowledge derived from
theory is not enough, as it remains abstract. Instead, sustainability and resilience
must become tangible in everyday life, to give meaning to the multiplicity of local
actors with their distinct logics and interests. Thereby enabling actors to take own-
ership of these terms, will allow to recognise the benefits that come with them, and
consider sustainability and resilience as a goal when developing strategies or when
implementing measures. That means, however, breaking sustainability and resilience
down into concrete problems, and issues of concern for the actor groups involved, in
a multilateral dialogue process. Within Bottrop 2018+ project multiple attempts to
achieve a better understanding of sustainability and resilience were made. While the
actors agreed from the beginning to the common vision, its operationalisation proved
challenging. Likewise, the developed and introduced monitoring methodology was
disregarded as too complex. Instead, the actors called for illustrating sustainability
by good practice and specific business-related examples. Doing so, proved crucial to
maintaining actors’ motivation (see factor 3).

3. Motivation: Enabling such an intensive dialogue and the joint solution finding, re-
quires a high level of motivation. The actors must recognise their personal, normative
or moral benefit of participation, and thus the necessity for active involvement in
shaping the local economy to classify a (permanent) commitment as worthwhile. It
is essential to elaborate and communicate the specific added value for the various
groups of actors, in due consideration of the multiple motives of those involved
(e.g., economic or political motives). Closely related to this are problem identification
and problem ownership [61]. Actors are motivated to take part in processes and
activities if they perceive them as a solution to their problems or challenges. It is
essential to actively make the benefits of participation for the different actor groups
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visible to increase their motivation and long-term commitment. Although a common
future structure has been adopted at the end of the project, in Bottrop this task is yet
to be implemented. Balancing the ‘desirable’ and the ‘feasible’ emerges as continuous
and dynamic negotiation process.

4. Trust: It is generally accepted that trust is created through transparency, open com-
munication, reciprocity and repeated interaction. Arguably, ab initio all instruments,
mechanisms and processes require openness and clarity on the possibilities and
consequences of decisions just as motives for engagement. Results from expert in-
terviews showed that transparency and openness are ensured in Bottrop because of
the good (cooperation) work with the LDA and the skills of its employees. How-
ever elsewhere, trust-building measures may be required before starting with the
participatory processes.

5. Avoiding parallel structures: Restructuring economic development, and particularly
LDAs, does not mean starting from scratch. Instead, it is vital to begin with what is
already there (e.g., existing sector-specific networks). Avoiding parallel structures
is of central importance here. When it comes to involving all relevant actors, it
is first necessary to clarify what activities and initiatives at a local level the actors
are already engaged in, and what the relevant issues are. The aim is not to replace
existing networks, but rather to strategically involve and interconnect, and in addition
to that, supplement them. Participatory governance is complementary to sector-
specific initiatives and aims at cross-sector and cross-structural cooperation. Parallel
structures can lead to rejection or resistance to the overall process (‘everything already
exists’) or groups of actors withdrawing (‘I have no more time for that’). However, it
must be taken into account that not all structures are suitable for achieving the set
goals. A re-evaluation of existing structures against the background of sustainability
and resilience, is sensible. This factor was proven essential for Bottrop. Precisely
against the background that several LDA employees did not feel included and feared
replacement of their work by the new structure. It took some effort to clarify the
objectives and structural differences, and to reduce resistance and gain support for
the idea of participative governance.

6. Space for experimentation and reflection: Development and implementation of joint
strategies requires space for experimentation and reflection. ‘Space’ is understood
here not only as a physical place, but also as freedom and flexibility in the processes
and structures. For many actors, participation in governance processes means ad-
ditional work, and it is essential to create spaces in terms of time and resources.
The actors need the freedom to contribute their ideas, but also a certain degree of
support in the implementation. Appropriate interface management, networking and
funding can help to reduce the risk inherent in the uncertain process. In Bottrop,
the experimentation space was secured through the real-world laboratories, which
were appraised as a suitable instrument. Nevertheless, the demand for leadership
and coordination by the LDA was also expressed in the experimentation rooms. This
showed, once again, that breaking away from conventional ways of thinking and
doing takes a lot of effort and time.

7. Leadership: A participation process also requires leaders to take the management
position, function as moderators and bridge-builders and, if necessary, push, set,
track and enforce topics. This role can be taken as individual responsibility (e.g., an
entrepreneur), or collectively (e.g., LDA). The actor(s) taking this role, on the one
hand, have to stand out with their commitment to participatory governance and the
underlying mission-orientation, and on the other hand must be broadly accepted by
the local actors (e.g., reputation as a reliable partner). In Bottrop, it was not clear from
the beginning who would be taking the leadership role. At the end of the project,
however, it was communicated that the LDA should take the role. Besides, it must
be ensured that the ‘leader’ possesses the necessary capacities, or is supported by
acquiring external expertise or additional workforce. For Bottrop, this meant that the
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management office and the respective position, should be maintained and funded
beyond the project term.

8. Political commitment: A participatory approach presupposes openness of politics
towards new forms of decision-making and planning, to legitimise the new gover-
nance structures, and binding nature of the decisions. Next to business, academia,
city administration and intermediaries, policymakers are another actor group to be
involved in participatory governance, while considering the specific logics and inter-
ests (e.g., thinking in electoral circles). Accordingly, policymakers and other political
actors should be ‘persuaded’ to participate in the new local economic governance
as much as the other actors. The fact that policymakers—with the exception of the
major—quickly withdrew from the process and left it for the business sector to shape
the EA as a platform for exchange and feedback, underpins the relevance of achieving
political commitment. Decisions that entail a political consent were, however, not
taken by the EA in the project term.

9. Identification and activation of ambassadors: Participatory governance requires
supporters, or promoters to ‘push’ the idea of participatory economic development,
and to make its benefits known among the local actors. So-called ’ambassadors’, are
people who have the potential to contribute to the formation of opinions at the local
level, who have a good reputation, who enjoy the trust of local actors and who are
perceived as reliable. They need to be identified and activated at an early stage. In
Bottrop, the mayor acted as an ambassador and has accompanied and supported
the entire process, which proved to be a strong motivator for all local stakeholders
to participate.

The identified success factors should not be considered in any particular order, but
weighted equally; all elements have been proven essential in the process. Nevertheless,
subject to local conditions, it is likely that some aspects are found to be more important
than others when adopting the approach. For example, trust, recognition of the necessity
for change and an influential ambassador like the mayor were present in the city of Bottrop
from the start. The experimentation rooms and the leadership position proved effective dur-
ing the process, while additional efforts are necessary to sustain a common understanding
and motivation, avoiding parallel structures, and especially securing political commit-
ment. These shortcomings inhibit to make full use the STA’s potential for local economic
development in Bottrop. The experimentation with additional methods for participation,
not bound in any particular structure, helped decontextualizing the process and deriving
the subsequent 10-step guidelines. The guidelines should serve to help municipalities in
adopting participatory governance as a means for implementing MIP.

First, it should be noted that even in mission-oriented policies, participation is not an
end in itself, but should be implemented strategically. Therefore, an in-depth analysis of the
status quo at the particular location should first be carried out. Second, a distinction must
be made between the structures (‘governance as structure’) and the topics, in rethinking
economic development (‘governance as process’). If the goal is, for example, the transition
towards a sustainable and resilient local economy, current projects and activities must be
re-evaluated and adapted to the set goals. Third, an essential element is the identification
of the relevant actors and structured stakeholder management. Stakeholders are all people,
groups and organisations interested in influencing or benefiting from local economic devel-
opment (LDA, city administration, politics, companies, intermediaries, civil organisations,
academia, etc.,). Active participation of these actors, requires strategic involvement in ref-
erence to identified motivations and individual goals. Fourth, to effectively reach out to the
multiplicity of actors, relevant communication channels need to be identified and, fifth, key
messages and topics must be formulated in the language of the actors, in order to be heard.
Sixth, it is crucial to get everyone ‘on board’; this explicitly includes the employees of the
LDAs, as well as local actors. Seventh, efforts should be made to create ‘us’. Identification
with the challenges, problems, vision and the process, is crucial. Finally, a clear division of
roles (eighth) is necessary, which goes hand in hand with resource planning for the actors
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involved (ninth), based on the agreed division of labour (tenth). Figure 2 summarises the
ten steps while Appendix B (See Figure A2) provides full elaboration on the guidelines.
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The process outlined is an ideal-typical process model. It illustrates the necessity for
an interplay between bottom-up and top-down approaches (‘Gegenstromprinzip’), to define,
legitimise and operationalise the direction of change, account for the diversity of actors
and contexts, and give leeway for reflection. Supportive missions formulated in European,
national and supranational innovation policies, which stand for top-down activities, frame
local economic development. Likewise, participatory governance is usually stimulated
by established structures for economic development (in Germany LDAs, steps 1 to 4)
in a top-down manner. Sustaining participatory governance, however, calls for bottom-
up activities, for which the business sector demands revision of economic development
practices, initiates a self-organisation process and takes responsibility for finding solutions
to cope with the problems at hand. The interplay between top-down and bottom-up
approaches becomes most evident in steps 5 to 7, which involve all actors influencing or
participating in the local economy, in building a collective. Finally, there should be an
agreement about how to work together for solving the ‘grand challenges’, which considers
the capacities and resources of everyone involved (steps 8 to 10).

6. Conclusions

This article discusses the success factors and guidelines for implementing mission-
oriented policies within the framework of local economic development. Taking the example
of a German LDA, the concept of participative governance was scrutinised as a solution
to implementing MIP. Participative governance brings together multiple local actors from
business, science, policy, administration and civil society, not only for the development of a
long-term vision but also for the joint implementation of a common strategy in response
to grand challenges, and its manifestations at the local level. The transition management
literature provides a baseline for organising such governance; however, no ‘one size
fits all’ solution exists. Instead, there is a need to orchestrate the process by organising
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participation, communication and exchange of information and knowledge between all
relevant stakeholders, while considering the context and broader framework conditions
including available capacities and resources. Cross-sector networks, real-world laboratories
and balanced scorecards, can be useful instruments for facilitating the exchange, defining
problems and finding meaningful solutions. Nevertheless, actual themes, topics and
experiments, are context-specific. Explicit attention should first be paid to conditions
such as motivation, trust and leadership to customise the process. A helpful guide to
this customisation is provided here with the ten steps from status quo analysis and re-
evaluation of conditions and structures, through the creation of a collective, to the division
of labour and resources. The success factors and ten steps, are aimed at helping LDAs and
other intermediaries who are searching for approaches for implementing mission-oriented
policies on a local level.

As mentioned previously, ‘engagement by design’, in other words active participation
is the best way in shaping missions, setting priorities and governing the implementation of
MIP. The main focus so far has been on engaging citizens in decision-making. MIP follows,
however, a broader approach which calls for the involvement of a variety of actors from
the political, economic and societal sphere. It also requires recognising, analysing and
organising participation from the perspective of regional and local economic development.
To this end, the introduced 10-steps guideline is viewed as a new solution or proceeding to
establish and more decentralised mode of meaningful governance that allows to equally
involve and effectively coordinate local actors in ‘missions’.

Supplementary Materials: All deliverables and additional articles to the project ‘Bottrop 2018+’ are
available in German at www.wirtschaftsstrukturen.de.
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Appendix A

Figure A1 shows that the experiment with participative governance was carried out
within a comprehensive project structure. Three partners were involved with the project:
the Office for Economic Development and Location Management of the City of Bottrop (the
local LDA) acted as the coordinator, and was supported by two research institutes: Faktor
10–Institute for sustainable development, introduced and accompanied the implementation
of the strategic alliance approach as well as conducting the monitoring and assessment
tasks. The Institute for Work and Technology was responsible for the status quo analysis
at the beginning and the end of the project, the transition process, as well as the overall
project evaluation. Table A1 gives an overview of the methods applied and the data used.
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Table A1. Bottrop 2018+—tasks, methods and data.

Tasks Method Data and/or Outcome

Status quo analysis:
socio-economic situation and
governance

Quantitative analysis of data
collected official statistics (e.g.,
DESTATIS, it.nrw, Federal
Labour Office)

Population, income, labour market development
(unemployment, labour market dynamics, youth and
long-term unemployment), school education and vocational
training, employment trends and structures, commuter
traffic, start-ups, start-up inclination, industrial
development, gross added value, enterprises and turnovers,
crafts businesses, (environmental protection) investments,
tourism

Semi-structured interviews with
local stakeholders including
intermediaries, SWOT analysis,
QCA

Perception of the existing governance structures; strength
and weaknesses of the local economic development agency;
chances and risks for the business location Bottrop

Sustainability Monitoring Desk research, business survey,
secondary data analysis

Indicator set and measurement tool, data on
sustainability-related activities of local businesses

Communication The project website, newsletter

Transition of Local Economic
Development (LDA)

Balanced scorecard process

Defined vision for sustainable and resilient local economic
development translated into operational goals, measures
and indicators including the division of work among the
involved actors

Scenarios Four scenarios to sustain participatory governance
Semi-structured expert
interviews

Process Evaluation Expert focus groups
Three annual focus groups with experts from academia, city
administration and local economic development; critical
reflection on concepts developed and procedures applied

Knowledge Transfer

Final conference, networking,
conference presentations,
articles, integration into
teaching

Ten articles, www.strukturwandel.de as a single-entry point
for all produced materials, handout »10 Steps towards« (in
German only), project booklet, six conference presentations,
a final conference

www.strukturwandel.de
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the remaining project period. 

 

Step 6 

Rethink current structures 

 To what extent does the ‘new’ process influence the current work processes and content in the present 

governance structure (e.g., LDA)? 

 What changes or adjustments are necessary for internal alignment and practices? 

 How can all employees be included in the new process? 

 
Annotation 

All employees in the current structure must accept the new vision and participate in the new process to define new tasks 

for themselves and the local economic development. As elaborated above, this proved essential in Bottrop. At the beginning 

the project was viewed internally as ‘the next short-term project’. It took extra effort to include all employees in the strategy 

development and implementation measures. Which proved that internal participation is as important as opening the 

processes for external participation. 

Figure A2. Cont.
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Step 7 
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Annotation 
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common strategy development. At the end the ‘joint us’ was recognisable in the LDA and partially in the business sector, 

while political actors need to be engaged somewhat stronger.   

 

Step 8 
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 Who takes on which tasks in what role? 

 To what extent do the decisions influence politics? 

 
Annotation 
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development of scenarios with different outcomes and consequences for the stakeholders. 
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Because of the partial rejection of initial roles assigned to distinct actors, balancing between the two extremes of what is 

desirable and what is feasible proved helpful. It became clear that the LDA must take an interface role as ‘orchestrator’ 

and driving force. The mayor’s engagement as an ambassador for participatory governance positively affected he other 

actors’ engagement. 
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involved actors. Taking the leading role, however, was meant for the LDA additional employees and therefore monetary 

costs. During the development of scenarios, these points were reconsidered. It was agreed to secure the coordination office 

for the EA with local funding from the city administration, at least for a further year. It is recognised that this issue will 

be back on the agenda in the medium term. 
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