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Abstract
Literature on urban experiments and the role of experimental governance is increasingly focusing on the relation-
ship between experimental processes and existing urban governance and planning configurations. This article aims
to develop knowledge about institutional capacity and conditions for embedding experiments in mundane, everyday
planning contexts. Based on qualitative interviews and document studies, we draw upon a research-led experiment
which introduces digitally supported mobility interventions in a suburban neighborhood south of Stockholm, Swe-
den. We ask two questions: 1) which case-specific institutional capacities influence the embedding of urban experi-
mentation? And based on this, 2) which general implications follow from the challenges of embedding experimental
activities in mundane urban development contexts? Our results illustrate that mundane settings are challenging sites
for embedding urban experimentation within broader strategic urban planning and development. In the case stud-
ied, limited strategic planning resources and the absence of an up-to-date strategic framing for the neighborhood’s
development makes it challenging to integrate, and learn from, the experiment within its broader planning context.
Broader implications from this case suggest that limited institutional capacity to embed experimentation in mundane
planning settings implies an extended role for researchers to support conditions for embedding. We also identify a
need for both researchers and public planning agencies to continuously safeguard democratic legitimacy and prioriti-
zation of scarce strategic planning resources. Embedding can be a demanding learning strategy. Involved actors ought
to closely assess available capacity for embedding and identify activities which might support embedding in order to
establish favorable conditions.
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Introduction
Experimental initiatives – such as urban living labs, pilot projects, demonstration projects
and test beds – have been described as over-promising a shortcut method to urban sus-
tainability transformations (Evans et al., 2021). The promise of learning and innovation
associated with experimentation lends the term “considerable rhetorical power as a method
through which to scale-up from individual examples” (Evans et al., 2016 in Späth & Kniel-

Copyright © 2023 Author(s). This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons CC-BY 4.0

License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ).

Volume 3, No. 2-2023, p. 21–37

ISSN online: 2703-8866

DOI: https://doi.org/10.18261/njus.3.2.2RESEARCH PUBLICATION

mailto:jacob.witzell@vti.se
mailto:kelsey.oldbury@vti.se
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


ing, 2020, p. 3). Individual examples and the contexts experiments are first implemented in
vary, as do the sites of governance surrounding experimentation. There is therefore a need
for more specific explorations of the relationships between individual examples of experi-
mentation and their surrounding urban planning and governance settings. In this article we
are specifically interested in the concept of embedding, and how to understand processes
which can strengthen the relationship between experiments and urban planning and gov-
ernance.

Experimental initiatives, such as the case discussed in this article, are “context depend-
ent and embedded within specific institutional configurations, actor networks, and local
governance structures” (Sharp & Raven, 2021, p. 199–200). Many studies have focused
on experimentation in what could be described as ‘flagship’ urban development projects.
Flagship projects have been defined as “significant, high-profile developments that play an
influential and catalytic role in urban development” (Smyth, 2015, p. 4). A flagship project
is often a defined area, supposed to “mark out change,” commonly as part of city market-
ing, and often surrounded by expectations that flagship projects will lead to influential new
visions and policies (ibid.).

Like flagship projects, experiments are also supposed to mark out change, and flagship
development projects and experimentation often overlap. Certain studies of experimenta-
tion in flagship projects have focused on the city as a laboratory (Karvonen & van Heur,
2014; Evans & Karvonen, 2014), or more broadly as cities which have embraced experimen-
tation as a mode of governing (Eneqvist et al., 2021). Others have explored former industrial
sites as experimental settings, such as the regeneration of brownfield post-industrial ruins
(Dorstewitz, 2014), or harborside regeneration mega-projects (Marrades et al., 2021). Fur-
ther studies also include test-bed activities where “experiments constitute an integral part
of planning and developing the area” (Berglund-Snodgrass & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2020, p.
99)1. The ways in which findings from one experiment are transferred or rolled out else-
where raises questions about how applicable findings are from experimentation in planning
settings which are often the exception rather than the norm. This risks overlooking the dif-
ferences between planning contexts and institutional capacities of public actors distributed
across various geographies and jurisdictional boundaries. We argue that more mundane
peripheral, suburban developments, which lack a high-profile “flagship” sustainability and
experimentation labeling, have received insufficient attention.

In this article we discuss a case of experimentation in a satellite suburban area under
development (introduced in detail in section 3.1). We contribute to existing literature on
experimentation with an example from a location, and a planning and governance context,
which we describe as ‘mundane.’ In contrast to the definition of a flagship project above, a
mundane, unexceptional urban development refers to a locale which is not currently con-
sidered to be of strategic importance, nor expected to deliver grand visions, novel policy,
or showcase an urban transformation. These various settings have different and important
implications and lessons to be learned about institutional capacities, possibilities to embed
experiments in local governance and planning, and the role of experimentation in more
everyday, mundane planning contexts.

Literature on urban experiments and the role of experimental governance is increasingly
focusing on the relationship between experimental processes and existing urban governance

1. Experiments themselves can also be labelled as flagship initiatives – for example, initiatives within the Horizon
2020 program (see Späth & Knieling, 2020).
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and planning configurations (Hodson et al., 2017; Eneqvist, 2022a). One aspect of this rela-
tionship is the inherently place-based nature of experimentation. Urban living labs, pilot
projects and demonstration projects are commonly rolled out at the local level and have
been described as intrinsically linked to the places or sites where they are enacted (Marrades
et al., 2021; Sharp & Raven, 2021). The place-based dimension of experimentation empha-
sizes the importance of local governance and planning actors and processes. However, the
interconnections between experimentation and existing urban planning and governance
processes are not necessarily at the forefront of how experiments are designed. Studies have
shown that experiments do not necessarily aim to make connections with urban planning
and municipal development agendas. Municipalities have even been viewed as problematic
partners and difficult to involve (Scholl & de Kraker, 2021a, see p. 167). Recent literature has
argued that more research is needed to understand the implications of experimentation for
urban planning (Scholl & de Kracker, 2021b). Others have suggested that municipal learning
is the missing link between experimentation and transformation (Evans et al., 2021), imply-
ing that further studies into how municipalities learn from experimentation are important.
Drawing on the concepts of embedding and institutional capacity, in this article we take our
point of departure in the assumption that in order to facilitate municipal learning, the gov-
ernance context and planning strategies in question need to be part of how experimentation
is undertaken. In line with others, we explore the interconnections between experimental
processes and existing urban planning and governance processes using literature on institu-
tional capacity.

The aim of this article is to develop knowledge about conditions for experimental gov-
ernance beyond flagship urban developments. We draw empirically upon the research pro-
gram MISTRA Sustainable Accessibility and Mobility Services (SAMS), which introduces
and tests digitally supported mobility solutions with an urban living lab (ULL) approach
in the suburban neighborhood of Riksten in Botkyrka, south of Stockholm, Sweden. The
transdisciplinary research program practically introduces mobility solutions to learn about
how such solutions can contribute to an accelerated sustainability transition. The program
also studies how research-led urban experimentation can facilitate learning, specifically the
potential of mobility solutions to contribute to the municipal public planning and govern-
ance of the neighborhood’s continued development. This article focuses on the conditions
for such learning, and we analyze and discuss challenges to embed experimentation in urban
governance and planning. To do this we ask two questions:

• First, which case-specific institutional capacities influence the embedding of urban
experimentation?

• And second, which general implications follow from the challenges of embedding
experimental activities in mundane urban development contexts?

The article is structured as follows. In section 2 we present the analytical framework on
experimental governance, embedding experiments, and institutional capacity. Section 3
covers methods and materials, and introduces the case in more detail. Section 4 focuses on
our analysis of capacities for embedding experimentation in strategic governance and plan-
ning in our studied case. In section 5 we present a concluding discussion and point at general
implications and challenges for embedding based on this case. .
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Analytical framework
In this article we combine literature on experimental governance and embedding with an
institutional capacity framework, building on previous studies (Eneqvist, 2022a; 2022b).

Experimental governance and embedded experiments

In line with previous literature (Voytenko et al., 2016; Kronsell & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2018;
Eneqvist, 2022a) we understand the research and experimentation that takes place in Rik-
sten as a ‘form of experimental governance’. Experiments can themselves be understood as a
form of governance as they entail an alternative forum for developing and governing change
(Eneqvist, 2022a), and have been described as distinct forms of urban governance (Evans &
Karvonen, 2014). This type of governance is commonly characterized by a temporary orga-
nizational form (Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021) made up of a constellation of actors from pub-
lic, private, civil society and research organizations, and a more or less explicit ambition to
develop or test new technologies (Ryghaug & Skjølsvold, 2020).

The experimental approach has governance implications, as it potentially “recasts the role
of local governments from a vertical, hierarchical structure with clearly defined responsi-
bilities to a more horizontal, collaborative structure with fluid, distributed responsibilities”
(Eneqvist & Karvonen, 2021, p. 184). At the same time, experimental approaches make
diverse claims on the role of public actors, for example by challenging or disrupting existing
ways of governing urban development, but also encouraging learning, and new perspectives.
However, experiments may risk becoming parallel processes if work is not done to establish
clear links among ongoing planning and governance processes (Isaksson et al., 2022).

In this article we use the concept of embedding to frame processes through which experi-
mentation may systematically interact, co-evolve with, and support ongoing urban planning
and governance. Embedding captures the relationship between experimentation and institu-
tional contexts. We draw on Sharp and Raven’s (2021, p. 198) definition of embedding as “a
process of … anchoring urban experimentation in formal and informal institutions within a
particular locale, with a view to potentially transform them to achieve intended sustainability
outcomes”. Institutions in this article refer more specifically to the municipal planning and
governance context and processes. Embedding therefore refers to the ways in which exper-
iments work with the “temporary alignment with existing organizational setting and struc-
ture” (Raven et al., 2019 in Sharp & Raven, 2021, p. 198). This relationship concerns how
experimentation is developed or amplified toward existing municipal practices (Eneqvist &
Karvonen, 2021). This can involve identifying linkages to relevant municipal processes and
the establishment of “boundary-crossing forums” (Sharp & Raven, 2021, p. 199). We there-
fore understand learning and knowledge exchange as part of the dynamics of embedding.

In research regarding the relationship between existing urban governance and planning
configurations, and experimental processes, embedding concerns the ways experimental
processes may reconfigure or realign strategic urban governance and planning processes
(Hodson et al., 2017; Ehnert, 2022). For example, how and if experiments are aligned with
policy and planning agendas, how the design of the experiment realizes new kinds of capac-
ities and capabilities of actors involved (Hodson et al., 2018), and whether experimenta-
tion strengthens or contributes to existing institutional capacities. Experimental processes
have emerged in the context of fragmented urban governance and capacity to act, with
further knowledge required to understand the relationship between institutional capacities
and experimentation, and the role experimentation has in systematically supporting urban
transformation (Hodson et al., 2018). We therefore operationalize our study of the condi-
tions for embedding experimental process in urban governance and planning using the con-
cept of institutional capacity.
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Institutional capacity to embed experiments in urban governance and planning

We approach urban planning and governance from an institutional, relational perspective,
as “the established practices of public authorities – including rationalities, instruments and
modes of governance – that aim to steer urban development into a desired direction” (Wolf-
ram, 2018 in Scholl & de Kraker, 2021b, p. 156–157). It concerns both substance and process;
a combined search for policy directions and ways of governing urban developments in such
directions (Healey, 1998, p. 1533). A central issue regards “how to create a capacity to build
and maintain the strategic parameters of urban governance, in situations where new forces
are generating different policy agendas and bringing in new actors, and where governance
power is diffused among these actors” (ibid. p. 1535). This involves establishing collabora-
tive relationships among stakeholders to generate planning programs as well as establishing
public governance cultures by which spatial issues, conflicts and interests can be addressed.
Such urban planning and governance are “about fostering the institutional capacity to shape
the ongoing flow of ‘place-making’ activities in ways which can promote long-term and sus-
tainable improvements” (ibid. p. 1544). Following this understanding, urban experiments
constitute an additional element in urban planning which has implications for the capacity
of public actors to govern and plan urban developments.

Healey defines institutional capacity as the “capacity of organizations to create new rela-
tionships for engaging in purposeful, collective action” (1998, p. 1542). Polk (2011, p. 187)
has, in a similar manner, interpreted the concept as the ability of public agencies “to respond
to and manage current social and environmental challenges through decision-making, plan-
ning and implementation processes”. Capacity is situational and relational, in the sense
that it is reciprocally shaped by, and in turn shapes, institutional conditions. In Healey’s
framework, institutional capacity consists of knowledge resources, relational resources, and
capacity for mobilizing action. Recently, the concept has been applied to study experimen-
tal governance (see Eneqvist, 2022a). Following Eneqvist, relational resources concern the
“networks that connect stakeholders with the potential to collaborate” (Eneqvist, 2022a, p.
4). It involves the range of relations and the extent to which they span actors, departments,
and professions, as well as their integration and power dynamics. We approach knowl-
edge resources as highly dependent on the relational resources and understand them as the
resulting “formal and informal expertise that can promote experimental learnings, and how
these learnings are produced through social interactions” (ibid. p. 4). It regards the range
of knowledge, integration of knowledge into different policy spheres, frames of reference
and openness to reframe problems and issues at hand. Lastly, mobilization capacity concerns
“the ability of stakeholders to mobilize knowledge and to change the established governance
‘regime’” (De Magalhaes et al., 2017, in Eneqvist, 2022b, p. 4). Such capacity reflects institu-
tional arenas, techniques to mobilize action, and individual change agents who know how to
navigate the institutional landscape. Individual change agents can be described as “bound-
ary spanners”, who perform a type of broker role. This role has been defined as a position
which involves managing the interface between an organization and its environment, as well
as other forms of collaboration and partnerships, to address complex issues of public policy
(Williams, 2013).

We will make use of Healey’s framework for institutional capacity to structure the analysis
of conditions for embedding an urban mobility experimentation in a context of mundane
municipal governance and planning. Our specific case concerns an experiment in the urban
development Riksten, located in Botkyrka municipality, in the Stockholm region.
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Method, materials, and case background
In this section we describe the methods and materials used to study institutional capacity
for embedding urban mobility experimentation in the municipal governance and planning
for Riksten’s continued development. We also provide an overview of the neighborhood’s
characteristics and outline the research agenda of the research program.

Method and materials

The analysis is based on document studies and qualitative interviews. Key municipal strate-
gies, objectives and plans covering urban development and land use, transport and mobility,
and sustainable development (Botkyrka municipality, 2003; 2010; 2014; 2016; 2018; 2020;
2021a; 2021b) have been studied. Documents were thoroughly read before interviews were
carried out in order for us to orient ourselves with current municipal urban development
and sustainability strategies and policy of relevance to urban experimentation.

Four municipal strategists working with urban and environmental developments were
interviewed (Interviewees 1–4) in April and May 2022. Interviews lasted approximately 90
minutes and covered how the municipality engages with urban experiments; how experi-
ments align with municipal strategies; to what extent learning is accommodated and results
from experiments are disseminated within the organization; challenges and opportunities
associated with experiments in urban development; and conditions that influence govern-
ance and embedding of urban experiments. The interviews also included the interviewees’
perspective on Riksten’s urban development and municipal institutional capacity to govern
toward a sustainable development. The analysis also builds on complementary observations
and documentation from workshops and meetings the authors have participated in through
the research program.

Ultimately, we are studying the relationship between an urban experiment and the
municipal institutional setting for governance and planning of the neighborhood as part of
a research program we ourselves work in.2 Experimental governance is a theoretical concept
which captures the role and influence of experiments in urban development and change,
however this also has methodological implications. Research organizations are actors who
actively take part in, and in many instances initiate and lead, temporary experimental ini-
tiatives. Researchers are therefore also implicated in this form of governance (Evans &
Karvonen, 2014). Evans et al. (2021, p. 179) argue that the processes by which municipal
organizations learn through experiments “should be considered more centrally by funding
instruments and researchers”, while Eneqvist et al. (2021) note that researchers also have a
role to play in ensuring how experimentation supports rather than undermines the legit-
imacy of public authorities. Späth and Knieling (2020, p. 15) further reason that experi-
mentation cumulatively has the potential to change or shift which governance processes are
“considered normal”. Discussing institutional capacity and processes of embedding is con-
sequently undertaken reflexively in this article with the acknowledgement that we, in our
role as researchers, also impact those capacities and processes.

The research program, which frames the broader context of the research in this article, is
an example of process-oriented transdisciplinary research which aims to facilitate sustaina-
bility transitions, and which consequently necessitates new kinds of participatory roles for

2. The authors work in the program, focusing on the role of public actors and aiming to learn about conditions for,
and public institutional capacity to embed, urban experiments. The situated experiment – or urban living lab – is
carried out in a collaborative, transdisciplinary process within the program.
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researchers (Bulten et al., 2021). As researchers involved in designing, preparing, carrying
out and evaluating urban mobility and accessibility experiments in Riksten, we act as inter-
mediaries who may influence planning agendas and who take part in the continued shaping
of the urban location. Our participation in program-related activities, such as workshops
and interviews, has provided up-close insights into how, and to what extent, the urban
experiment is embedded into the broader planning and governance structure that shapes the
development of Riksten. In our analysis, we make use of our insights to provide an overarch-
ing description of which types of relational networks and knowledge resources that shape
the program activities, and how those may contribute to embedding of the urban experi-
ment. Our analysis therefore reflects the research we have done into institutional conditions
for embedding experimentation, as well as the activities we have initiated to further explore
and support conditions for embedding.

The analysis is empirically restricted to the neighborhood in development, Riksten.
Though we recognize that one should be careful when generalizing based on one case, we
regard our study providing a deviant case (Flyvbjerg, 2006), in the sense that it contrasts
several recent studies on experimental governance which have concerned urban “flagship”
projects (Dorstewitz, 2014; Eneqvist et al., 2021; Marrades et al., 2021). By illustrating how
a mundane local planning context comes with different conditions for embedding experi-
ments in urban planning and governance, the case complements and problematizes current
literature on embedding of urban experimentation (see Flyvbjerg, 2006).

Mobility experimentation in Riksten

The research-led urban experiment which we draw upon in this article takes place in the
suburban development of Riksten, a former military airfield in Botkyrka municipality, 20
kilometers south of central Stockholm. Developments have been underway since mid-2000s,
regulated by a strategic development agreement between a major private landowner and the
municipality, and a land-use planning program adopted in 2003. Riksten currently houses
3,000 inhabitants in a mix of single-family homes and mid-sized apartment buildings, with
plans to accommodate up to 10,000 people when the area is fully developed in the 2030s.

Car-use dominates travel in and around Riksten (Botkyrka municipality, 2015). The 2003
municipal land-use planning program accommodates extensive car usage and presumes the
construction of additional road infrastructure to and from Riksten, which would increase
road capacity and cut travel time. Sustainable travel is not addressed apart from a brief state-
ment that it should be encouraged. A regular bus connection to a commuter train station
in the adjacent neighborhood of Tullinge allows public transport journeys to central Stock-
holm with one transfer. Residents express dissatisfaction with poor public transport access
to nearby major workplaces, higher education and commercial locations (ibid.), as well as
traffic safety and bicycle infrastructure. Additional bus connections are outlined in the 2003
land-use planning program, but two decades later the introduction of such services depend
on yet unfunded road investments.

Since the land-use plan for Riksten was adopted in 2003, Botkyrka municipality has
sharpened its environmental targets (see Botkyrka municipality, 2016; 2018; 2020). The
municipality has pledged to become fossil free by 2030 and achieve climate neutrality
by 2045 (Botkyrka municipality, 2018). Mitigating climate emissions is acknowledged to
require curbed traffic volumes through mobility management, support for non-travel acces-
sibility solutions, and modal shift from car to public transport, walking and cycling (Bot-
kyrka municipality, 2016; 2021). While targets are ambitious, the strategies are repeatedly
framed as enabling sustainable choices rather than safeguarding developments, for example
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formulated as the municipality providing “opportunities for Botkyrka’s citizens to be cli-
mate- and environmentally smart” (Botkyrka municipality, 2021b, p. 25). Documents stress
that sustainable development requires both continuous work to “sustain a societal capacity
to handle complex societal problems” (Botkyrka municipality, 2020, p. 7), and a developed
understanding, analysis and prioritization of knowledge, competencies, innovations, and
technical development. However, the municipal sustainability policies are not reflected in
Riksten’s decades-old land-use planning program, nor the neighborhood’s continued devel-
opments.

Shortly after the adoption of the land-use planning program in 2003, a research-initiated
study formulated suggestions for strategies, policy packages, target groups and evaluation
mechanisms for sustainable travel in the development of Riksten (Vägverket & Botkyrka
municipality, 2005). The work, which had been carried out in isolation from the formal
planning process, ultimately gained no influence over actual governance and planning in
Riksten. Twenty years after that research study failed to embed results into urban governance
and planning, research focused on sustainable travel is once again being carried out in the
neighborhood. This time, the MISTRA SAMS research program takes a more explicit exper-
imental approach with the ambition to introduce digitally supported mobility interventions
in a ULL, and study conditions for embedding the research effort with the municipal gov-
ernance and planning of the neighborhood’s continued developments.

The research program acknowledges that the neighborhood’s suburban, car-accommo-
dating characteristics, with car ownership levels higher than the national average, provide
challenging conditions for introducing new mobility solutions, compared to the urban
cores and flagship urban developments where sustainable mobility solutions are more fre-
quently introduced. Nonetheless, even in such more centrally located areas, integration
of mobility experiments with established urban governance and planning institutions has
been limited (Eneqvist, 2022a). Therefore, alongside the applied approach of studying new
mobility solutions, citizen perspectives and mobility practices in the experimental ULL, the
research program, MISTRA SAMS, also studies capacity building and interactions between
the experiment and public actors to ensure that embedding and learning supports long-
term societal goals. At the time of writing the newly introduced mobility solutions include
a variety of bicycle services accessed through a digital platform, access to a local work-hub
pilot, and off-peak on-demand public transport for employees in the neighborhood. This
study provides an opportunity to gain insights about conditions for embedded learning, and
conditions to strengthen institutional capacity among public actors, in mundane planning
settings not characterized by the dedicated resources of “flagship” urban developments.

Analysis: Conditions for embedding mobility experiments in
mundane settings – the case of Riksten
In this section we analyze institutional capacities influencing conditions to embed and learn
from urban experiments in the municipal planning and governance surrounding Riksten’s
development. First, we provide an overview of current municipal institutional capacities in
the development of Riksten. We then attend to how the research program has acted to embed
the urban experiments with public governance and planning.
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Limited capacity to address strategic discrepancies in Riksten’s development

In this section we look at three organizational instances, referred to recurringly by the
municipal strategists interviewed, of importance for the institutional capacity to embed
experiments and their outcomes. These are: 1) regulatory physical planning and land-
use development processes; 2) a decentralized neighborhood development planning which
comprehensively attends to local strategic needs and priorities; and 3) individual civil ser-
vants with mandates and competencies to navigate the municipal organization, so called
“boundary spanners” (Williams, 2013).

Limited capacity to address strategic issues in regulatory physical planning

Relations and knowledge resources for regulatory physical planning and land-use devel-
opment are currently organized to support the ongoing implementation of the strategic
planning program adopted in 2003, rather than attending to overarching strategic issues.
Activities are focused on paving the way for successive, housing construction in Riksten.
Construction initiatives are taken by the major private landowner, who is thereby driving
developments (Interviewees 1, 2 and 4). Collaboration between the private land developer
and the municipality mainly regards preparing detailed land-use regulations and coordinat-
ing housing construction with adjacent public services and infrastructures. Planning pro-
cesses in Riksten thereby follow a sequential logic, where the strategic planning program
adopted in 2003 still frames developments and is subsequently made concrete through
implementation-focused development guidelines. Interviewees note “a gap between the
strategic level and the more operative level” and that the organization is “missing a bridge
between the two” (Interviewee 4, and 1). This is described as a result of strategic plan-
ning being organized within the municipal executive office, while current implementation-
focused land-use planning is part of the public works departments (ibid.). Relational and
knowledge resources involved in the implementation-focused land-use development are in
effect organized at a distance from strategic planning resources, both temporally and organi-
zationally. One interviewee recounted that initial political attention has lessened over time,
as priorities have shifted toward more recent urban development initiatives in other parts
of the municipality, and political majorities have shifted (Interviewee 4). The interviewed
municipal strategists are aware of a growing gap between current developments in Riksten
and municipal sustainability policy, and have identified a need to strategically reframe devel-
opments in the neighborhood, but currently lack sufficient resources to carry out such work.

Additional organizational aspects were also raised as factors which restrict relational and
knowledge resources affecting the neighborhood’s development. The municipal organiza-
tion is experiencing high employee turnover, difficulties recruiting certain competencies,
as well as limited budget resources (Interviewees 2, 4). Understanding how to navigate
informal municipal organizational structures was raised as a key knowledge and relational
resource. One interviewee stated that few have worked long enough “to understand the
informal structures” within the municipality (Interviewee 2). Discontinuity in staff also
generally results in a sort of informal illiteracy, as the skills needed to navigate the compli-
cated municipal organization and political processes are not sustained over time.

We note that the current weak capacity to strategically attend to Riksten’s development
results in contradictory mobility and infrastructure developments, and that these contra-
dictions are not currently addressed. For example, planned new arterial road capacity would
further increase the relative attractivity of car-based mobility in Riksten (Botkyrka munici-
pality, 2003) in ways which counteract more recently adopted municipal sustainability strat-
egies and objectives (Botkyrka municipality 2016; 2018; 2020; 2021a). The lack of an up-to-
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date strategic (re)framing for Riksten’s development leaves such contradictions unresolved
and results in an unclear overall strategic direction (Interviewee 4). While construction con-
tinues in line with the 2003 strategic planning program, the gap between current environ-
mental strategies, and actual implementation, widens.

Eroded local neighborhood planning

Alongside regulatory physical planning, during the last decade the municipality has worked
with local neighborhood development planning. Strategists are allocated specific neighbor-
hoods within the municipality, and assigned with the mandate to holistically assess local
development needs covering all municipal competencies (spanning from land-use and
transport to education and elderly care). One reason behind the introduction of local
neighborhood planning was to “break away from projectification and establish this more
holistic… neighborhood development” (Interviewee 4). Generally, the approach aimed to
improve co-ordination of various temporary local activities and projects, bridge organiza-
tional silos, and shorten distances between locally expressed needs and central municipal
decision-making (Interviewees 3, 4 ). The adoption of this approach can be interpreted as an
initiative aimed at strengthening institutional capacity to embed and improve learning from
temporary activities. One planner (Interviewee 4) stated that “the neighborhood approach
has been a way to hold different planning levels together, and develop knowledge … [and]
establish a clear chain” in developments.

However, following recent organizational changes, the previous holistic approach has
been replaced by a narrower focus on currently prioritized public safety and crime preven-
tion (Interviewees 1, 4). While the neighborhood strategists still engage in wide-ranging
relational networks and planning issues, the capacity to apply a holistic perspective to urban
development has weakened. Therefore, a potential organizational setting with supportive
institutional capacity for embedding urban experiments within wider governance and plan-
ning has – to some extent – been eroded.

Bridging the gaps: municipal “boundary spanners”

The combination of weak municipal strategic attention to Riksten, private developer-ini-
tiated implementation, and eroded neighborhood development planning, has resulted in
a relational power dynamic where municipal resources are directed to accommodate con-
tinued implementation, rather than possibly (re)frame and (re)shape urban development
in line with current sustainability objectives. These limited relational resources and instan-
ces for knowledge integration in formal municipal planning instances, makes embedding
of strategic initiatives and cross-sector collaboration, such as urban experimentation, more
dependent upon key civil servants within the municipality who act as boundary spanners.
Literature on boundary spanners describes their role as one of critical strategic and rela-
tional importance, and a role which commonly involves identifying, assessing, and connect-
ing relevant issues and stakeholders, providing access to information, resource acquisition,
securing political and social legitimacy, and potentially acting as catalysts for change (Will-
iams, 2013).

In this case, boundary spanners are experienced municipal strategists who identify oppor-
tunities for collaboration on specific issues and utilize their capacity to navigate the organi-
zation to set projects in motion. One interviewee, who we identify as a boundary spanner,
described their role within the municipality as a continuous process of “solving a puzzle” by
identifying and framing how an emerging opportunity (such as the research program in this
case) addresses municipal policy problems and political priorities. According to this bound-
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ary spanner, the research program “is spot on, under the climate target for 2030 … ‘a fossil
free Botkyrka 2030’, I believe we formulated it in 2008, and it still stands” (Interviewee 2).

To summarize, there is currently a lack of sustained planning instances providing rela-
tional networks and knowledge resources to address strategic issues in Riksten’s develop-
ment. Relational capacity, knowledge integration and strategic mobilization activities are
piecemeal and temporally limited, often responding to urgent issues in the continued imple-
mentation planning in Riksten, for example a need to mitigate chemical soil contamination
(Interviewee 2). Interviewed strategists have raised the need for a renewed strategic framing
to align Riksten’s developments with current sustainability strategies and objectives (Inter-
viewees 1–4). However, we note that institutional capacity to identify and embed strategic
opportunities and initiatives, including the mobility experiment studied in this paper, are
currently highly dependent on individual “boundary spanners”, their judgment and naviga-
tion skills. And – possibly – the external influence and resources which accompany initiatives
such as research-led urban experiments, to which we turn next.

Linking experimentation to capacity building

We now explore the extent to which the research-led mobility experiment utilized or worked
to strengthen relational networks, knowledge integration, and mobilization capacity, in
order to embed activities and results with municipal planning and governance instances.

Research agenda and resources – a piece of the puzzle?

A basic feature of the research program is that it brings resources and opportunities to
address issues of mutual interest among the municipality and the research program, includ-
ing strategic planning issues which have become dormant due to the abovementioned lack
of municipal resources and strategic attention. The location of Riksten was chosen in dia-
logue with a municipal strategist, who raised its challenging semi-peripheral, semi-dense
characteristics, car dependency and big climate footprint, as motivation for why the area
was relevant for renewed strategic attention from a sustainability perspective. The strategist
stressed that the research agenda aligns with overarching municipal sustainability strategies,
which legitimizes the municipal organization’s engagement with the program (Interviewee
2). Directing the research project to this specific location can be considered an act of the
“puzzle-solving” capacity of boundary spanners, where an opportunity to address strategic
needs and challenges was identified. This identification of the research program’s alignment
with overarching municipal strategies and needs, which the municipality would otherwise
have limited capacity to address, is considered key to legitimize municipal engagement in
the research program. (ibid.).

On a general level within the program, workshops, discussions, and co-creation processes
have been conducted on a broad set of topics, involving inhabitants from the area, mobility
market actors and public planning bodies. The content and design of the ULL specifically
has taken shape at transdisciplinary collaboration occasions during the first two years of the
program (2021–2022). The research program itself has developed the core idea for the ULL
and resolved challenges related to designing and implementing mobility solutions in situ
in Riksten. Activities in the research program which have involved the municipality have
covered diverse topics. Activities have made inroads in establishing temporary relations and
possibilities to exchange perspectives and knowledge but, municipal representation in pro-
gram activities reflects the abovementioned limited internal capacity to attend to strategic
planning issues, and the organizational divide between strategic and implementation-fo-
cused planning. While specific competencies in land-use and traffic planning have attended
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some events, the municipality has been mainly and most continuously represented by a few
boundary spanners. Specific municipal civil servants have thereby become crucial relational
and knowledge nodes, and increasingly important to secure some level of continuity and
progression in discussions and ambitions to embed the experiment and its outcomes.

However, as the program includes ambitions to also strengthen municipal institutional
capacity, we have also aimed to embed the research within municipal planning in ways
which involve wider competencies, are of a less temporary character, and are better inte-
grated with current planning activities within the municipal organization. This ambition
to actively shape capacities for embedding in tandem with ongoing experimental research
activities also actualizes a boundary spanning role for researchers involved in embedding
urban experiments. We now turn to how such boundary spanning activities played out in
this case.

Sustaining capacity building – bridging living labs and existing governance processes

The research-led experimentation can be understood as a collaborative ‘temporary organiza-
tion’ (Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021), which implies corresponding responsibilities for research-
ers to connect to municipal planning and governance issues, and to work with the interface
between the experiment and its wider, situated context. Accordingly, both municipal strate-
gists and researchers have engaged in boundary spanning activities aimed at reaching beyond
the diverse but fragmented and time-limited interactions with the municipality which have
characterized the first years of the research program, and improve conditions for continu-
ous embedding of the research program and its outcomes in municipal planning and gov-
ernance.

When the municipality initiated a process to revise its regulatory comprehensive land-
use strategy, researchers and municipal strategists mutually identified an opportunity to
carry out a series of collaborative, explorative workshops which supports the potential inte-
gration of the research program’s local experimentation with the municipal comprehensive
planning by attending to an issue of shared interest: how future accessibility might develop
in coming years from an overarching, strategic point of view. The municipality assessed
the workshops as potentially valuable input to the revision of the comprehensive plan. For
researchers, the workshop series became a concrete opportunity to strengthen capacity for
embedding by bridging the gap between temporary experimental research and formalized
strategic planning and governance.

The workshops (underway at the time of writing) are structured around explorative ques-
tions deemed of relevance for both the research program and the municipality, and which
help to frame the specific mobility experiments in Riksten in relation to broader strategic
planning challenges. Questions include: What could constitute sustainable and just mobility
and accessibility in the future? What knowledge would support planning for such futures?
Which major uncertainties might influence developments? Which consequences might fol-
low for strategic planning? The questions are considered broad enough to accommodate
the interests of both the municipality and the research program, as well as different munic-
ipal policy sectors. By setting up a process specifically aimed at supporting embedding the
research program agenda in a key municipal planning instance, relations and learning are
expected to become less dependent on individual boundary spanners. In terms of institu-
tional capacity, the process aims to contribute to both relational and knowledge resources,
and a subsequent mobilization of gained insights and learnings through the opportunity to
channel them into the formal municipal urban planning and governance framework.

By initiating the workshop series, we as researchers have sought to adjust to the condi-
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tions for embedding in a mundane planning context, where municipal institutional capacity
to engage with, and embed, research projects are generally weaker than in flagship develop-
ments. However, this active researcher engagement in municipal urban planning and gov-
ernance raises concerns regarding both the consequences of an extended researcher role,
and impacts on legitimacy and prioritization of resources within the municipality associated
with their engagement.

Concluding discussion: challenges for embedding experiments in
mundane settings
Municipal learning has been emphasized as the missing link between urban experimen-
tation and transformation (Evans et al., 2021). We have set out to study the condi-
tions for interaction and mutual learning between public planning agencies and research-
led urban experimentation through processes of embedding. More specifically, we have
attended to how current institutional capacities for governance and planning influence con-
ditions for embedding urban experimentation in the strategic development of the neighbor-
hood Riksten, in Botkyrka municipality outside Stockholm. We have found that municipal
institutional capacity for embedding (i.e., relational resources, knowledge resources, and
mobilization capacity) in our case is affected by: weakened political attention to, and lim-
ited resources for, the neighborhood’s strategic development; difficulties sustaining strategic
competencies within the municipal organization; a lack of an up-to-date strategic framing;
an organizational and temporal divide between early-stage strategic planning and subse-
quent implementation-focused land-use planning; and the erosion of previous comprehen-
sive local neighborhood development planning.

As a result of these challenging conditions, embedding urban experimentation has come
to depend on key individuals – boundary spanners – and their individual competencies and
skills to identify, assess and connect issues, stakeholders, and processes (Williams, 2013) in
ways which foster exchange and opportunities for mutual learning. Outreach activities car-
ried out by the research program in relation to the urban experiment have initially been
fragmented, providing opportunities to interact, but with limited continuity or integration
with planning and governance instances which shape the neighborhood’s continued devel-
opment. To improve capacity for embedding, representatives from the research program
have subsequently identified the future of accessibility as an overarching strategic issue of
shared interest for both the research program and municipal planning, and staged a work-
shop series on that theme. By staging the workshop series as part of preparations for a
revised municipal comprehensive land-use plan, the workshops provide opportunities for
joint learning and to embed experimental results in municipal planning and governance by
channeling them into a formal, institutionalized planning instance. This is expected to make
embedding and learning less dependent on individual boundary spanners.

Flagship urban developments have been described as spaces which mark out change and
act as inspiration for future policies and visions (Smyth, 2015). Previous studies of urban
experimentation have highlighted challenging conditions to establish and sustain embed-
ded learning in “flagship” urban development where experimentation is explicitly empha-
sized in planning strategies and public innovation agendas (see Eneqvist, 2022a; 2023). The
restricted institutional capacity to embed an urban experiment in the ongoing development
of the neighborhood studied in this article, raises important questions of general relevance
regarding conditions for embedding and learning from experiments in more mundane
urban planning settings which lack the dedicated resources and innovation agendas sur-
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rounding flagship developments. Our case illustrates that embedded approaches to inte-
gration and learning from urban experimentation comes with challenges which need to be
addressed when designing and carrying out experiments in mundane planning settings.

A first challenge regards the role and responsibilities of researchers who get involved in
and initiate urban experiments with the general ambition to embed the experiment and its
outcomes in urban planning and governance. We have established that boundary work – on
both the part of researchers and municipal civil servants – is influential in shaping oppor-
tunities for interaction and mutual learning. Researchers are required to actively span the
boundaries between the experiment and its institutional planning context in ways which
involve navigating and intervening in the relationship between experimentation and public
goals and planning agendas (Hinrichs-Krapels et al., 2020; Bulten et al., 2021). When inno-
vation agendas, up-to-date planning strategies and dedicated resources for planning actors
to engage in urban experimentation are limited, researchers need to take on an extended
role. This involves researchers engaging as boundary spanners in activities to support insti-
tutional capacity for embedded learning in ways which go beyond the design and imple-
mentation of the specific urban experiment. Navigating and intervening might require
researchers to actively assist planning actors in shaping ways to embed and channel learn-
ing. In this case, such boundary spanning activities included identifying strategic issues of
mutual interest, mobilizing relevant relational and knowledge resources both within the
research program and municipal planning departments, and staging activities which pro-
vide opportunities for embedded learning in interaction between research activities and
municipal governance and planning.

A second challenge regards democratic legitimacy and prioritization of scarce strategic
planning resources for public planning agencies when engaging in urban experimentation.
Embedding as learning strategy implies that researchers act in a gray zone between exper-
imentation and statutory municipal strategizing, planning and policy making. Embedding
experimentation requires utilization of municipal planning resources, in competition with
other pressing issues. The research program promotes specific research interests which aim
to influence urban developments. Eneqvist et al. (2022, p. 1610) have previously discussed
democratic responsibilities of public authorities taking part in experimental processes and
have specifically problematized democratic legitimacy in terms of how actor constellations
are selected and shaped, and the effects decision-making in experimental settings has on
urban development. Much can also be learned from literature on action research and discus-
sions of the researcher role in transition processes (Wittmayer & Schäpke, 2014; Bulten et al.,
2021). The researcher-led experiment creates a framework for civil servants and research-
ers to interact, however in a temporary setting which might be only weakly integrated with
established, formal public planning and decision-making instances. Additionally, ultimately
the formal responsibility for urban development lies with public authorities.

However, agenda-setting in this context is not necessarily one-directional. As our case
illustrates, the municipality was engaged in selecting the neighborhood where the experi-
ment is carried out, with a boundary spanner identifying an opportunity to re-focus atten-
tion to a mundane urban development in need of a strategic reorientation. The workshop
series was also focused on the shared interest of the research program and municipality
to explore future accessibility. This illustrates how public authorities can actively influence
research in ways which create pockets of resources and opportunities to engage with plan-
ning issues which currently lack budgeted resources within the municipal organization.
Responsibility for safeguarding that experimentation is carried out and embedded in a dem-
ocratically legitimate and resource-efficient way is also shared among researchers and civil
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servants. These issues ought to be recurrently discussed and reflected upon. As our case
illustrates, an effective way to safeguard democratic legitimacy has been the “puzzle-solving”
activity of a municipal boundary spanner, who identified that both the selection of the spe-
cific neighborhood for experimentation, and the workshop focus, supported strategic issues
set out in formal municipal strategy documents.

In this article we have explored institutional capacity for embedding an urban experiment
in a mundane urban development setting. We have also discussed broader implications for
embedding as learning strategy which follow from our findings. We note that limited insti-
tutional capacity to embed experimentation in mundane planning settings implies extended
roles and efforts for researchers involved to shape favorable conditions for embedding.
We also identify a need for both researchers and public planning agencies to continuously
safeguard democratic legitimacy and prioritization of scarce strategic planning resources.
This suggests embedding is a demanding learning and dissemination strategy, which might
require considerable efforts from both researchers and planning agencies to be effective.
Urban experimentation characterized by the ambition to embed processes and outcomes in
public planning and governance therefore ought to closely attend to the situated and context
specific conditions and capacities for embedding, and assess whether embedding is the most
appropriate learning and dissemination strategy. If experiments aim to support learning
and align with public agendas and goals, these ambitions should be made concrete through
efforts to explore and then forefront the context specific in the case in question.

Future research could contribute with additional insights on limits to effective embed-
ding given scarce municipal resources for strategic planning, and the commitment needed to
establish and sustain relations and knowledge integration. Research could also address how
urban experiments potentially gain priority over more everyday, nitty gritty urban challen-
ges in need of strategic attention.
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