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Rationale

In an era characterized by perpetual and overlapping crises, cities have become critical arenas for
addressing interconnected environmental, economic, political, social, and cultural challenges. Since
the early 2000s, geographers have extensively examined urban responses to these pressures through
the lens of policy mobility (McCann & Ward, 2011; McFarlane, 2011; Roy & Ong, 2011; Peck &
Theodore, 2015, Wood, 2022, Acuto, 2022), while political scientists have primarily employed the
policy diffusion framework (Boushey, 2011; Graham et al., 2013; Shipan & Volden, 2008; Marsh &
Sharaman, 2009). These literatures offer valuable insights into urban policymaking, illuminating how
cities adopt, adapt, and circulate policies internationally.

However, there are opportunities to advance the discourse about policy mobility, especially by
including scholars from a broader range of disciplines into the conversation. This special issue seeks to
host this more expansive conversation, not only to pursue interdisciplinarity for its own sake, but
because the phenomena themselves demand it. In a world of intense policy circulation, where
hundreds of cities simultaneously adopt mobile policies, ‘mobility’ and ‘diffusion’ processes generate
more than mere policy movement. Rather, they give rise to transnational policy spaces in which cities
actively learn, compare, and innovate (Keidar & Silver, 2024a). These spaces can be understood as
social spaces—sometimes conceptualized as “transnational fields” (Buchholz, 2022), “linked ecologies”
(Abbott, 2005; Liu, 2021), “domains” (Wimmer, 2021), or “networks” (Neal, 2012; Acuto & Leffel,
2021)—structured arenas in which cities are located in varying positions, hold links and interactions
with one another, and maintain boundaries with other spaces. Within these spaces, shaped profoundly
by economic and cultural hierarchies, cities strategically position themselves and are simultaneously
positioned by external actors and institutions (McCann, 2013; Bunnell, 2015; Patterson, 2012).

Contributions to this special issue will pursue enhanced methodological and theoretical tools to
effectively capture these dynamics. Methodologically, articles in the special issue will speak to some
limitations in existing frameworks. While the current policy mobility literature excels in uncovering
nuanced processes of local translation and adaptation, it predominantly relies on detailed qualitative
case studies, limiting the scope for comparative analysis across numerous cities (Keidar & Silver,
20024a; Wood, 2020). Conversely, the policy diffusion literature provides extensive quantitative
analyses covering a wide array of cases but often yields reductive, categorical outcomes—such as
binary adoption metrics (McCann & Ward, 2012) —that overlook relational subtleties related to the
translation process, such as policy assemblage (Wang, 2019; McFarlane, 2011; Durose et al., 2022),
inter-referencing (Bunnell, 2015; Silvestre, & Jajamovich, 2022; Keidar & Silver, 2024b), urban models
construction (Gonzalez 2011; Montero, 2020) and adoption failures (Temenos & Lauermann, 2020;
Lovell, 2017). Instead, this special issue seeks to bridge these methodological divides by integrating the
macro-level comparative strengths of diffusion research with the nuanced, translation-sensitive
insights characteristic of policy mobility studies.

The special issue also pursues theoretical innovation. Contributions aim to deepen our understanding
of the structural and relational dimensions of broader policy spaces by building on theories of social
space. Several contributions add a particular cultural lens to early comparative research on cities in
globalization (Friedmann 1986; Sassen, 1991), which emphasizes economic hierarchies in shaping how
cities are positioned and position themselves. Drawing on cultural sociology and organizational
theories, these articles examine how cities' cultural embeddedness in global structures shapes their
localization policy choices (Brandtner & Suarez, 2021), and how they accumulate symbolic capital to
reposition themselves globally and engage in transnational classification struggles (Yoon & McCumber,
2024, Adler, 2024).
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