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EDITORIAL

Governing polycentric urban regions

John Harrison a, Michael Hoyler a, Ben Derudder b,c, Xingjian Liu d

and Evert Meijers e

ABSTRACT
Widely recognized as an empirical reality, an important analytical framework and a normative goal for
territorial development policies, polycentric urban regions (PURs) are the subject of concerted
international interest among those charged with planning and governing cities and regions. And yet,
why does so much research on cities and regions not really engage with the PUR concept? With the aim
of renewing debates surrounding the governance of PURs and the polycentric model of spatial
development, we reveal a significant body of hidden research before proceeding to identify dimensions
of a future PURS+ research agenda which has critical governance questions at its centre.
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HISTORY Received 4 January 2022; in revised form 28 March 2022

1. INTRODUCTION: WHY POLYCENTRIC URBAN REGIONS?

‘Polycentric urban regions’ (PURs) are an empirical reality, an analytical framework and a nor-
mative goal for territorial development policies. Empirically, they extend far beyond paradig-
matic examples – such as the Dutch Randstad (Zonneveld & Nadin, 2021) – with one-
quarter of the European population, and one-third of Europe’s urban population, living in a
PUR (Meijers et al., 2018). Analytically, the PUR framework is international in scope with
the spatial vocabulary of PURs invoked to explain territorial developments in Europe (Euro-
pean Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion (ESPON), 2005;
Hall & Pain, 2006), and increasingly beyond, in North America (Sweet et al., 2017), Latin
America (Fernández-Maldonado et al., 2014), Africa (Kanai & Schindler, 2019) and, more
than anywhere else, China (Cheng & Shaw, 2018, 2021; Huang et al., 2016; Liu et al.,
2018). In policy arenas, polycentric development has garnered considerable attention for fram-
ing territorial politics and governance around the normative goal of achieving spatially balanced
territorial development.

Questions around how to govern PURs are not new (Hall, 1967; Parr, 2004; Van Meeteren,
2022). PURs have long been championed as an innovative way to manage urban–rural relations
and pursue regional–territorial development. However, what we see today – and arguably for the
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first time – is a concerted global interest in planning and governing PURs, albeit institutionalized
unevenly across space and time. For example, the polycentric model for territorial policy, govern-
ance and development has been deeply enshrined in European policy since the 1990s, when poly-
centricity became the core concept underpinning the newly established European Spatial
Development Perspective: ‘the concept of polycentric development has to be pursued, to ensure
regionally balanced development, because the EU is becoming fully integrated in the global econ-
omy’ (European Commission, 1999, p. 21). Unlike other policy concepts that tend to wax and
wane in popularity, a decade later the European Commission reaffirmed ‘polycentric and
balanced territorial development’ to be their first priority for the development of the European
Union, and a ‘bridging concept’ for achieving the combined goals of ‘territorial cohesion’ and ‘ter-
ritorial competitiveness’ (also referred to as ‘balanced competitiveness’) (European Commission,
2011, p. 6). To this day, the advice to European policymakers reinforces the centrality of PURs to
territorial governance and development:

Giving up attempts to build the ‘Kingdom of Everything’ in one place… polycentric development is not

about cities making massive investments in order to grow bigger. Instead it is about building linkages and

joining forces with neighbouring cities and towns in order to ‘borrow’ size and quality, to create a stronger

critical mass and ensure positive spill-over effects for the development of wider regions.

In this way, polycentric development can contribute to reducing regional disparities at all levels, specifi-

cally to avoid further excessive economic and demographic concentration within the core areas at EU and

national scale, and to revitalising less densely settled and economically weaker regions. In the long run,

polycentric development contributes to making cities and regions more resilient and diversified, which

strengthens the competitiveness of Europe in the global economy. (ESPON, 2020, p. 2)

From a research perspective, the late 1990s and early to mid-2000s provided fertile ground for
debating the planning and governance of PURs. Despite being almost exclusively European in
focus, the international influence of the European spatial development perspective ensured
this period proved to be the heyday for PUR related research (Phase 1) (Davoudi, 2003; Faludi
&Waterhout, 2002; Hall & Pain, 2006; Meijers, 2005). The next decade then witnessed a resur-
gent interest in city-regions, underpinned by theories of agglomeration and reflected in increas-
ingly spatially selective policy models, many of which ran counter to the notion of spatially
balanced territorial development (Phase 2) (Glaeser, 2011; Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD), 2007). It highlighted how policymakers were coming to har-
ness city-regionalism (polycentric or otherwise) as a critical geopolitical device for promoting
international competitiveness (Jonas &Moisio, 2018). Of late, however, we are once again seeing
a renewed interest in the polycentric model of spatial development to balance efficiency and
equity by promoting the capacity to achieve international competitiveness externally while main-
taining territorial integrity internally (Phase 3) (Iammarino et al., 2019; Li & Jonas, 2019).

Today, PURs are front and centre of new intellectual and practical debates (Derudder
et al., 2022). Unlike the first phase, this renewed interest in PURs is a more-than-European
endeavour. We only need to look to China, where the 2014–20 National Plan on New Urban-
ization signalled a paradigmatic shift away from the previously dominant ‘provinces’, to recog-
nize ‘city clusters’ (chengshiqun) as a central policy concept (Wu, 2016). These urban
agglomerations are defined as PURs, that is, densely interconnected cities with complementary
economic profiles. Moreover, the internationalization of PURs is increasingly reflected in glo-
bal urban policy, notably the New Urban Agenda: ‘We will support the implementation of
integrated, polycentric and balanced territorial development policies and plans, encouraging
cooperation and mutual support among different scales of cities and human settlements’
(UN-Habitat, 2016, p. 24).
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The starting point for this special issue is that although the rapid growth in, and breadth
of, PURs-related research has clearly invigorated this research field, in practice it is often
built on surprisingly limited comprehensive evidence (Caset et al., 2021; Natalia & Hein-
richs, 2020; Shu et al., 2020). ‘Polycentric puzzles’ persist (Hoyler et al., 2008) and for all
the emphasis on the more economic aspects of measuring, modelling and accounting for
the growth dynamics of PURs recently (Derudder et al., 2022), urgent questions remain
about the veracity of polycentric development as a spatial policy tool, and the governance
of PURs.

2. IS THE PUR CONCEPT MISSING IN ACTION?

A key question guiding this special issue is: Why does so much research on urban regions not
really engage with the PUR concept? More specifically: why does research in, on or about
polycentric urban regions often fail to engage with the PUR concept? In this journal alone,
outwith this special issue, recent research by Mackinnon (2020) on the UK’s Northern
Powerhouse, Harrison (2021) on the Liverpool–Manchester Atlantic Gateway Strategy, Soi-
ninvaara (2021) on networked models of urban–regional governance in Finland; Valler et al.
(2020) on the Oxford–Cambridge Arc, and Williams et al. (2021) on the Delhi–Mumbai
Industrial Corridor all mobilize alternative spatial and conceptual vocabulary to discuss
what are effectively PUR developments. Paradoxically, the one paper that marshals the
PUR concept does so to emphasize ‘polycentric absences’ (Welsh & Heley, 2021). So what
is going on? Are PURs as important as we, and others, think they are? In our view, the
short answer is yes. PURs are important precisely because they are an empirical reality, a pop-
ular policy concept for pursuing balanced territorial development, and an established analytical
framework. However, this does not mean PURs – either as concept, approach, method, goal
or model – are, or even should be, important in all circumstances. For sure, what it does mean
is that PURs are the subject of much critical scrutiny.

Most critical is: ‘[h]ow can we establish an academic debate on whether polycentric urban
systems enhance economic competitiveness if we do not even have consensus on what a poly-
centric urban system is?’ (Van Meeteren et al., 2016, p. 1279; Münter & Volgmann, 2021;
Rauhut, 2017). A basic definition of PURs is a region with multiple, relatively proximate centres,
where development across these centres is mutually beneficial and balanced.1 Importantly, there
is no threshold by which a region is polycentric. All regions with reasonably closely spaced urban
centres will exhibit some degree of polycentricity (Green, 2007). Therefore, it is the synergy,
cooperation and complementarity between the centres which matters – in effect, how polycentric
regions are – and the resulting territorial development implications.

Many argue that the value of the PUR concept lay precisely in its malleability to be widely
applicable. In policy terms this is an undoubted advantage. Political leaders and policymakers
find it expedient to have spatial vocabulary with progressive connotations and easily deployed.
While this makes concepts such as PURs popular, the consequence is that the term can often
hide more than it reveals. Indeed, you could argue that the PUR concept loses some of its
appeal the moment you start defining it. This has been the focus of much PURs research
over the past two decades and rather than retrace these well-worn tracks, the contribution
of this special issue is to reveal what has, all too often, remained hidden. As already noted,
there is a significant body of PURs research that is easily missed given it does not deploy
the PURs concept. It certainly would not be picked up in any bibliometric exercise. What
we are talking about then is PURs+. By revealing some of what is hidden we extend the
scope of PURs research, opening the way for a renewed agenda which has critical governance
questions at its centre.
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3. DIMENSIONS OF A FUTURE PURS+ RESEARCH AGENDA

The contributions to this special issue are not your typical PUR research papers. Largely absent are
the predictable visualizations of polycentricity and the latest spatial imaginaries appearing in policy
documents. Indeed, most contributions do not engage with policy and strategy documents. So,
where is the territorial politics and governance of PURs we hear you ask? The answer is that the
contributions do not take territorial politics and governance as their starting point. Apart from
Waite (2021, in this issue) revisitingBailey andTurok’s (2001) classic paper onPURs as a planning
concept for Glasgow–Edinburgh, governance is the end point rather than the start point. Empha-
sis is therefore placed on the implications for, rather than implications of, governing PURs.

In this special issue the PURs+ agenda takes four forms. First, it extends the thematic foci of PURs
research to consider polycentricity in relation to real estate (Pain et al., 2020, in this issue), enclaves
(Phelps et al., 2020, in this issue) and ports (Van den Berghe et al., 2022, in this issue). As the latter
argue, this is not simply extending the focus for the sake of it: ‘Given the resemblances between
PURs and polycentric port systems, the wider aim of this study is therefore to move beyond
urban systemswhen discussing polycentric development’ (Van den Berghe et al., 2022, in this issue).

Second, the contributors look beyond the PURs concept to explain polycentric urban devel-
opment – and the governance thereof – via an extended range of spatial vocabulary and conceptual
framings. To explain polycentric port systems, Van den Berghe et al. (2022, in this issue) borrow
‘emergence’ from relational and complexity theory to examine relations between the three dimen-
sions of polycentric systems (morphological, functional, institutional). Likewise, Phelps et al.
(2020, in this issue) mobilize emerging ideas around ‘enclave urbanism’ to show how extant
PURs research on functional polycentricity risks ‘conflat[ing] intra- and intercity linkages with
enclave-to-enclave linkages, despite the potentially very different qualities of the linkages
involved – including their governance (planning, regulation and administration)’. In a third
example, Waite (2021, in this issue) mobilizes Jessop et al.’s (2008) Territory–Place–Scale–Net-
work (TPSN) framework to argue how traditional considerations of polycentricism at the net-
work–place interface ‘cursorily discard the morphological elements’ (p. 13) essential to
understanding the territorial politics and governance issues facing PURs. Meanwhile, finally,
and related, Pain et al. (2020, in this issue) argue for this topographical as well as topological
approach to PURs research when bringing back questions of urban density as they relate to
the spatial configuration of commercial office investment and capital flows. Connecting all the
accounts here is a single overriding concern: the governance of PURs requires more expansive
and inclusive interpretations of polycentricism. Moreover, and extending this one stage further,
Pain et al. (2020, in this issue) attest to the methodological challenges this presents. Capturing
the complexity of the conflicted territorial politics of the PUR space of governance remains, in
their words, ‘problematic’ and therefore requires an ‘exploratory approach’. This does not necessi-
tate finding all the answers, but it can ‘assist with filling theoretical and empirical gaps’ and, in
their own research, ‘indicate potentials for incorporating real estate and topologically and topo-
graphically refined density definitions and metrics in future urban and regional analysis’ (p. 14).

Third, it weakens the link between PUR governance and planning/policy documents. This is sig-
nificant given the near-constant policy churn in pursuit of spatial economic growth and the ease
with which PURs can be marginalized in policy by powerful scalar forces pushing alternative
development models. WithWaite (2021, in this issue) highlighting failings in the top-down pol-
icy imposition of the PUR idea, it is perhaps unsurprising that Wittwer (2020, in this issue)
approaches regional cooperation in Swiss PURs from a bottom-up perspective, arguing:

A bottom-up view of cooperation provides perspective on the challenges of planning and governing

PURs. It goes beyond top-down planning strategies by considering the factors that actually enable or
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impede the successful implementation of strategies that aim to create spatially balanced territorial devel-

opment in a polycentric context. (p. 16)

Connecting to broader debates on the practice of regional planning occurring outside formalized
planning structures (Harrison et al., 2022), PURs have the capacity to act as an important bind-
ing mechanism for overcoming difficulties presented by more rigid forms of regional adminis-
tration. Van den Berghe et al. (2022, in this issue) are equally quick to emphasize how the
‘high-degree of morphological and functional polycentricity’ evident in the Dutch–Belgian
Amsterdam–Rotterdam–Antwerp (ARA) cross-border polycentric port region ‘is not the
intended result of formalized spatial planning’ and ‘nor did ARA ever become a frame of refer-
ence among planning agencies’. This allows the authors to present a significant challenge to
researchers of PURs:

Within the PUR literature, the existence of a polycentric urban system is too often considered a top-down

planning exercise, while the true agents of the unfolding polycentric system are firms and households.

This focus on non-public sectors is especially important to understand the development of functional

relations (flows) between polycentric systems. Our case study shows that private actors often lead the

way, and public government follows, in different ways at different levels. (pp. 15–16)

To further emphasize this point, Van den Berghe et al. draw an important distinction between
the Rhine–Scheldt Delta (RSD) and ARA:

While RSD is mainly an academic analytic concept, the ARA as a coherent region does not originate from

a public policy vision, territorial planning document or by planning by design. The concept of the ARA is

the explicit geographical reference for physical delivery of oil products in commodity futures and forward

contracts traded both off and on commodity exchanges. (p. 3)

What is most revealing about this whole story, however, is that the ARA case study overlays two
PUR archetypes: the Dutch Randstad and the Flemish Diamond. Only by putting the latter
firmly in the background does it allow the hidden PUR to take centre stage.

Finally, and aptly, there is the territory–politics–governance nexus that runs through all the con-
tributions. This is no more evident than in Li et al.’s (2022, in this issue) exploration of how
negotiations over bridge building in China’s Pearl River Delta politicizes the PUR. They reveal
how the bridge connecting Guangzhou and Dongguan changed its name from the original pro-
posal favouring the relatively neutral ‘Second Humen Bridge’ or ‘Shatian Bridge’ (the landing site
on the Dongguan side) to the eventual ‘Nansha Bridge’ (landing site of the Guangzhou side),
which favoured the territorial branding strategy and regional ambition of Guangzhou. More
broadly, the territorial politics of governing the Pearl River Delta PUR is reflected in bridges con-
necting the more economically advanced cities of Guangzhou, Hong Kong and Shenzhen, with
the relatively less privileged cities of Dongguan, Zhuhai and Zhongshan. Even though the
demand for a bridge connecting Hong Kong with Shenzhen is high, Hong Kong is shown to
be willing to connect with its less competitive neighbour, Zhuhai, but reluctant to build regional
transport infrastructure with what is seen to be a direct competitor, Shenzhen. While this does
not necessarily imply resistance to the fundamental principle of forming ‘infrastructure alliances’
to the mutual benefit of competitor cities within a PUR (Wachsmuth, 2017), it certainly does
show that the more powerful the cities the more difficult it is to negotiate and institute a growth
alliance.

Standing in stark contrast to investment in flagship physical infrastructure connections
between major cities, Wittwer’s (2020, in this issue) analysis of how and why some small and
medium-sized towns in PURs decide to cooperate, while others do not, in a Swiss context less
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influenced by top-down planning than other European and non-European countries reflect the
plurality in approach for considering the territory–politics–governance nexus in PURs research.
Despite Wittwer’s alternative starting point, the same research finding emerges. PURs can be a
useful binding device in any context, but to understand why centres choose to cooperate, while
others do not, requires a systematic consideration of potential costs and benefits for each place.
From a territorial development perspective, it is only by knowing where the obstacles to poly-
centric cooperation are vis-à-vis where the costs and benefits make cooperation describable
that policymakers can begin to adequately plan with PURs.

Beyond the four specific dimensions of a future PURs+ research agenda derived from the con-
tributions to this special issue, we would argue that wider societal and environmental changes will
lead to a resurgence of interest in the governance of PURs. This new phase is already being
characterized by intense scrutiny of the role density and connectivity play in the spread of
Covid-19 (Connolly et al., 2021; Dodds et al., 2020; McFarlane, 2021). Increasingly, attention
is focused on the shifting spatialities of pandemic urban regions and their potential post-pan-
demic futures. PURs are going to be central to this debate because a ‘polycentric model might
be more flexible in accommodating necessary post-Covid changes, by spreading out economic
activity while retaining connectivity and some aspects of centrality’ (Kleinman, 2020, p. 1137).
At the same time, PURs as a concept has been intimately tied to mobility and work patterns,
which have seen dramatic and potentially enduring change. If questions about the governance
of PURs have typically focused on challenges of fragmentation and cooperation/competition
(Hoyler et al., 2006), we now have to add significant uncertainty about the short-, medium-
and long-term future polycentricity of urban regions. At a time when critical governance ques-
tions are being asked, not only about the pandemic but the ongoing climate crisis for example,
PURs are once more being offered up as potential model for future territorial development.
While the jury is still out on the polycentric model as a normative goal, this special issue high-
lights how PURs as a concept and approach are essential for understanding the governance of
cities and regions in the current moment.
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NOTE

1. These centres are typically cities, but our use of ‘centres’ here is deliberate. ‘Centres’ is a more neutral term that

allows the extension of the polycentricity concept beyond the urban. In this way it recognizes that the starting

point for a polycentric system is not exclusively cities – for example, the starting point for Van den Berghe

et al. (2022, in this issue) is a port system, with the crucial point being that the subject under investigation

may or may not be based within cities.
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