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Abstract
This paper contributes to the debates on policy mobilities by examining Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) in 
Germany as examples of contested, failed and unfinished travelling policies. Recent debates on policy mobilities opened 
a fruitful discussion on how policies are transferred from one place to another and the complex processes that rework 
places and policies in heterogeneous ways. While we are sympathetic to this literature, there are theoretical and 
empirical gaps to be addressed. It is frequently stated that processes around the transfer and grounding of policies are 
complex, and that outcomes are far from secure. However, the empirical focus in most cases is on transfers that are 
more or less “successful”, or at least portrayed as being successful by their advocates. In contrast to this “success bias” in 
research and public discourse, we argue that it is helpful to focus more closely on failures, resistances and contradictions. 
Judging from work on the transfer of BIDs – an almost classical example of successfully mobilized urban policies – we 
argue that it is helpful to reflect on unfinished policy mobilities, that is, the failure of mobilized urban policies.
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Article

Introduction

Without falling into the pitfalls of classical literature 
on policy transfer, recent debates on mobile policy 
opened up a wide-ranging and fruitful discussion on 
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how policies are transferred from one place to 
another (e.g. McCann and Ward, 2011; Peck, 2011). 
It was convincingly argued that classical accounts of 
the process, which mostly emerged from political 
science, were not able to understand the transfer of 
policies as a complex process that reworks places 
and policies in heterogeneous ways (McCann and 
Ward, 2012b). While we are sympathetic to this lit-
erature, there are theoretical and empirical gaps to be 
addressed.

Underlying most of the discussions is the notion 
that policies are increasingly mobile. Policies have 
without doubt been on the move for a long time. 
While the social sciences have long addressed issues 
of how knowledge and practices are diffused and 
exchanged, policy mobility has changed in quality 
and grown in quantity in recent years. If one looks at 
policies of urban governance, for example, there are 
a wide range of tactics, policies and strategies for 
governing urban space that have been mobilized 
around the globe. These include “zero-tolerance”, 
urban social policies or more neoliberal inspired 
forms of governing urban spaces, such as Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs).

City managers, it is argued (McCann and Ward, 
2010), are increasingly forced to scan the globe for 
new and better strategies to cope with their local 
problems. Places like New York City in the mid-
1990s became emblems of “successful” cities that 
reshaped their fate by applying tough and energetic 
measures and discarding old (often statist) modes of 
“getting things done”. These places have thereby 
become important and powerful icons of highly 
acclaimed, international “best practices”.

While it is frequently stated that the processes of 
transfer and grounding of policies are complex and 
the outcomes far from secure (Peyroux et al., 2012; 
Robinson, 2011), the empirical focus in most cases is 
on transfers that are either more or less “successful” 
(Cook and Ward, 2012; Didier et  al., 2012; Ward, 
2006) or at least portrayed as such by their advocates 
(Binger, 2010; Brenner, 2010). Failure and unsuc-
cessful transfers are mentioned only rarely (for a 
notable exception, see Perrons and Posocco, 2009, 
and the corresponding special issue on “Globalizing 
Failures”) and hardly elaborated on in research on 
mobile policies, despite very recent case studies 

regarding immobile sustainability policies by Carr 
(2013), McLean and Borén (2014) and Müller (2015) 
and early calls by Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) to 
explore the relationship between policy success and 
failure.

In contrast to this “success bias” in the research 
and public discourse, we argue that it is necessary to 
examine failure, resistance and contradictions. By 
these terms we refer to a variety of moments in which 
the expected outcomes of a policy and its mobiliza-
tion do not materialize. Failure, as Perrons and 
Posocco (2009: 132) point out, “exceeds the narrow 
ascription of policy malfunction or technical ineffec-
tiveness and provides instead an opportunity to probe 
a plurality of situated understandings and interpreta-
tions”. By focusing on breaks, cuts, stoppages and 
detours we want to emphasize the contingencies – 
and particularly the contested character – of seem-
ingly hegemonic policy patterns.

In this paper we present findings from a compara-
tive research project on BIDs in Germany that pro-
vide a starting point for thinking about the role of 
models that are framed as successful within contem-
porary debates on mobile urbanism. Judging from 
work on the transfer of BIDs – an almost classical 
example of mobilized urban policies that is often 
seen as paradigmatic of neoliberal urban governance 
– we argue that much can be learned by reflecting on 
the failure of mobilized urban policies and attempts 
to globalize neoliberal modes of urban governance.

Mobile policies and mobile 
urbanism

The planning and governing of cities has always 
relied to some degree on knowledge of practices in 
other cities. Research on policy transfer has a long 
history in the social sciences that extends back to the 
very foundation of the discipline. Policy mobility has 
changed in quality and grown in quantity in recent 
years; it seems reasonable to speak of a specific pol-
icy mobility that coincides with the height of neolib-
eralism. It is thus not surprising that recent literature 
on policy mobilities largely analyses processes of 
neoliberal urbanism. However, to understand current 
debates on mobile urbanism and mobile policies, it 
seems important to take into account more recent 
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literature on policy transfer, mainly from political 
sciences, in which questions of transfer, diffusion, 
lesson-learning and policy convergence are of some 
importance (e.g. Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996; James 
and Lodge, 2003; Wolman, 1992). This research 
focuses on processes through which knowledge of 
policies, institutional settings and practices is trans-
ferred from one spatial and temporal context to 
another. Reasons for such a transfer might be the 
definition of common problems, processes of learn-
ing, the power of hegemonic concepts or coercion. 
Generally, political science research on policy trans-
fer focuses on the transfer between nation states; 
states and state agencies are thus treated as the most 
important actors (with respect to Business 
Improvement Districts see Hoyt 2006, 2008).

From the perspective of poststructuralist human 
geography, this literature is of limited use: it under-
estimates local trajectories, is often based on notions 
of convergence and focuses on intentional and for-
mal actors. Framing policy transfer as a rationalistic 
process, this literature is somewhat blind to the con-
tent of said transferred policy and its mutation on the 
move and in the different contexts (for a detailed 
critique, see McCann and Ward, 2012b).

Recent work on policy mobilities (Peck, 2011; 
McCann and Ward, 2011) provides greater purchase 
for understanding the increasing globalization of 
ideas and policies in urban governance, because it 
views policy transfer from a more dynamic and more 
political vantage point that takes into account recent 
discussions on the complex and diverse productions 
of spaces and places. Drawing on a language of 
mobility and fluidity, this work shows that policies 
do not just move from place A to place B but are 
always embedded within complex and power-laden 
circulation patterns of knowledge that are intrinsi-
cally political and constantly rework these travelling 
concepts (Künkel, 2015). Following Peck and 
Theodore (2010), these approaches can be character-
ized by their rejection of rationalist explanations and 
a focus on the contested and political nature of trans-
fer. Policies seldom travel as complete packages but 
“move in bits and pieces”, picked and changed to 
suit local contexts and the interests of different 
actors. Thus, policies are constantly reassembled in 
often complex and contradictory ways.

With regards to the geography of policy transfer, 
Peck and Theodore (2010: 170) argue that

…[t]he spatiality of policymaking is not flattened into 
some almost-featureless and inert plane or transaction 
space, marked only with jurisdictional boundaries, 
across which transfers occur, but in terms of a three-
dimensional mosaic of increasingly reflexive forms of 
governance, shaped by multi-directional forms of 
cross-scalar and interlocal policy mobility.

This notion that the urban is constantly reassem-
bled – while posing the danger of underplaying the 
role or even denying the existence of structural 
forces – creates a lens through which to examine the 
transfer of policies of urban governance in a much 
more contested and thus more political way (Collier 
and Ong, 2005; Farías and Bender, 2010; McCann 
and Ward, 2011; McFarlane, 2011). Much empirical 
work in this field is embedded in a wider field of 
research on neoliberal urbanism or neoliberal modes 
of urban governance and explicitly follows policies 
across national and scalar boundaries. Case studies 
are drawn from a wide range of urban policies. There 
is work on the transfer of drug policies from 
European cities to Vancouver (McCann, 2008), on 
BIDs (Cook, 2008; Cook and Ward, 2012; Ward, 
2006, 2007), on creative industries policies (Prince, 
2010), on migration policies (Pütz and Rodatz, 2013) 
and more general elaborations on “third way policy 
transfer” (Peck and Theodore, 2001). A special focus 
is less on the policy elites but on the “middling tech-
nocrats”, on rather mundane practices of transfer and 
the knowledge of experts (Allen and Cochrane, 
2007; Guggenheim and Söderström, 2010; Peck and 
Theodore, 2010; Robinson, 2011).

These approaches require new ways of research-
ing policy transfer. Rather vague notions of how to 
approach these changing relational processes of pol-
icy transfer dominated earlier contributions to this 
literature; recently, there has been increasing interest 
in methodological questions. Researchers such as 
Cochrane and Ward (2012: 7) have called for

…reflect[ion] on the ways in which a focus on these 
issues may also require the mobilization of particular 
sets of methods, demanding a step beyond the relative 
comfort zone of case studies and semi structured 
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interviews, however necessary they may be as part of 
the process.

Most contributors would argue that ethnographic 
methods should be used to study these new and com-
plex forms of mobility and their grounding in particu-
lar places. According to Roy (2012: 34), “the study of 
policy mobilities necessarily leads us to ‘ethnographic 
circulations’”. This new mode of ethnographic 
research, it is argued, has to address mobile policies in 
multi-sited, mobile and global approaches that “fol-
low the policy” (Peck and Theodore, 2012), but also 
understand the grounding of these policies in complex 
local assemblages, sites and situations (McCann and 
Ward, 2012a). While we are sympathetic to both the 
new literature on mobile policies and this call for eth-
nographic methods and multi-sited approaches, we 
argue that the current research is dominated by a prob-
lematic bias for (from a practitioner’s perspective) 
“successful” transfers and models.

Success bias in analysing Business 
Improvement District mobilities

Following from this literature review, we argue that 
there is a strong focus on policies that are perceived 
as having been successfully transferred and mobi-
lized. Moreover, the literature leans strongly towards 
researching places that are, from a policies entrepre-
neur’s viewpoint, regarded as successful – as places 
other places strive to learn from. This means that 
much research focuses on a small number of flagship 
projects in a very limited number of cities, without 
taking into consideration either minor, much less 
visible, projects or the uncounted failed attempts in 
places that do not garner public attention. While we 
do not attempt to downplay the real and symbolic 
power of places represented as successful in terms of 
their impact upon policies in other places, we argue 
that this focus limits our understanding and that 
there is a lot to learn from failure.

A focus on mobility, methods of “following the 
policy” and “studying through” are often applied in 
ways that run the risk of unintentionally reifying 
mobile (and often neoliberal) urban policies as suc-
cessful. Shore and Wright (1997: 14), for example, 
argue for “studying through” the processes of 

policymaking and point out that tracing “the ways in 
which power creates webs and relations between 
actors, institutions and discourses across time and 
space” is crucial to understanding contemporary 
processes of interconnected policy formation. 
According to Wedel et  al. (2005: 39f.), “following 
the source of a policy – its discourses, prescriptions, 
and programs – through to those affected by the  
policy” is an effective way to unfold processes of 
inter-urban policymaking. However, it entails the 
implicit risk of adjusting the bias towards repeatedly 
telling “stories of success” (Schwedes, 2012).

In contrast to this, focusing on the failure of 
mobile policies helps prevent us from overempha-
sizing inter-urban policy pathways over local path 
dependencies and resilience. Focusing on failure 
allows us to view policy “mobility” as a metaphor 
for interconnected global–local processes, rather 
than as mobility in the literal sense. It also allows us 
to frame mobile policies as a contested, fractured 
and often inherently contradictory process marked 
by unpredictable outcomes.

One could argue that the focus to date on success-
ful transfers and “successful” places results from an 
uncritical adoption of the perspective of the agents 
of transfer, who popularize those transfers in confer-
ence papers, presentations and publications. From 
this perspective, the literature seems to take those 
involved in the transfer and its promotion at their 
word and use that, in an uncritical way, as an entry 
point for their research. Places that did not produce 
outcomes that are perceived as successful and note-
worthy are thus systematically overlooked (Michel, 
2013b). Moreover, the very notion of mobile policy 
and policy transfer implies some form of success. 
Even though the current literature on mobile policies 
highlights the often contested and contradictory pro-
cess of policy mobilities, there is little room for fail-
ure within this concept.

Finally, there are methodical problems with doing 
research on things that are characterized by their 
absence. Especially with ethnographic methods and 
a focus on emergence and assemblages, it is difficult 
to engage in research on disappearance and dis-
assemblages. Thus, shifting the focus of research 
onto failing transfers would require different research 
methods.
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This bias towards “successful” stories of transfer 
and implementation holds true for BID policies and 
research on those policies. In research and literature 
on BIDs the focus is mostly on BIDs in a very limited 
number of places. Most of these BIDs stand out, in 
terms of their visibility, functions and disposable 
resources. The BID model emerged in Canada in the 
late 1960s; however, apart from anecdotal references 
to the businessman who singlehandedly started the 
idea as a means of revitalizing his neighbourhood in 
Toronto, little attention is paid to the early phase of 
BID history. BIDs became a significant issue only in 
the early 1990s. Critical scholars and advocates of 
BIDs in these later years focused heavily on New 
York City. Iconic places, such as Times Square, 
Downtown Manhattan, Grand Central and Bryant 
Park, became major points of reference. BIDs were 
heavily debated as either key agents of the “revan-
chist” city and the end of public space (Glasze, 2001; 
Katz, 2001; Smith, 1996) or as agents for New York’s 
highly acclaimed renaissance (Kelling, 2009; Mac 
Donald, 1996). Judging from the literature on BIDs 
in Germany, these places are the ones most frequently 
referred to.

Since the 1990s, the focus has broadened some-
what, and places like the Center City District in 
Philadelphia have become a major point of refer-
ence. This BID is not just one of the largest, but it 
also performs some of the most complex tasks of any 
BID. Its CEO, Paul Levy, is also a key figure in the 
international transfer of BIDs. He has presented at 
international meetings such as the IDA (International 
Downtown Association) World Congress in London 
2010 and the German BID Congress in 2010 in 
Bochum, published oft-cited papers on BIDs in the 
US (Levy, 2001) and – like New York’s Daniel 
Biederman in the 1990s – is often referred to as a 
“BID guru” (McCann and Ward, 2010: 178).

Since the early 2000s a number of more modest 
BIDs, such as “125th Street” in Harlem and “Dumbo” 
in Brooklyn, have drawn the attention of researchers. 
While the early debate centred on their association 
with harsh policies and the new policing of urban 
space in Giuliani’s New York, places like “Dumbo” 
have become icons of a new wave of gentrification 
and the emergence of the “creative class”. In 2003, 
before the first BID law in Germany was put in place, 

the German Chamber of Commerce organized a first 
study trip to examine and learn from BIDs like 
“Bryant Park”, “Dumbo” and the “Alliance for 
Downtown Manhattan”. This focus on “successful” 
showcases can be observed in the case of BID advo-
cates, such as agents of international transfer and 
local practitioners. For example, hardly any article on 
the introduction of BIDs in Germany fails to mention 
the “Neue Wall” BID in Hamburg as a shining exam-
ple of a broad movement that emerged from a num-
ber of famous models on the east coast of the USA 
(Bundesvereinigung City- und Stadtmarketing e.V. 
(BCSD), 2007; Eick, 2012; Rothmann, 2008).

Towards researching failing 
mobile policies

In the main part of this paper we address failing 
mobile policies by presenting findings and ques-
tions from an ongoing research project on BIDs in 
Germany. In this project, we encountered numerous 
diverse examples of BID failure, the disappearance 
of projects and the fading away of voices promoting 
urban property owner associations. Many attempts 
to implement BIDs led to instances in which BIDs 
got stuck. A broad range of initiatives never achieved 
the status of a legally enacted BID (Michel, 2013b; 
Pütz, 2012; Schwedes, 2012). While BIDs are a 
prime example of mobile policies, and while a num-
ber of studies in the field of policy mobilities high-
light BIDs as showcases for mobilized forms of 
neoliberal urban governance, we argue that a suc-
cess bias in the literature limits our understanding of 
these processes. Moreover, while recent literature 
on mobile policies explicitly highlights contingen-
cies, variegation and ambivalence, the focus on 
“successful” projects obscures the fact that transfers 
often fail. By not looking at these cases in more 
detail and disregarding them as unimportant, the 
success stories of the advocates of transfer are 
reinforced.

While it is hard to find conclusive quantitative 
evidence on the percentage of failing BIDs, failure 
appears to be a regular outcome. Besides the ques-
tion of how rampant such fractured processes of 
BIDs are in general, it is more important to under-
stand how and why policies often associated with 
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seemingly hegemonic discourses in the field of neo-
liberal urbanism are highly contested.

By elaborating on moments of failure we show 
that the establishment of BIDs failed in cases where 
(1) the discursive constitution of an urban crisis that 
could have legitimized BIDs as the appropriate 
means of solving the crisis failed or (2) a broad crisis 
discourse existed but there was no consensus that 
BIDs would solve the crisis. Our empirical studies of 
BIDs in Germany thus indicate that – more often 
than not – the assumed pro-BID coalition of actors 
such as property owners, local capital and neoliberal 
local politicians is very fragile, contradictory or sim-
ply does not exist.

Learning from failed 
mobilizations – the bumpy ride of 
Business Improvement Districts 
to Germany

From the perspective of their advocates, BIDs in 
Germany are mostly portrayed as successful models 
for revitalizing city centres, and their transfer to the 
German context is portrayed as a relatively simple 
and straightforward endeavour. In contrast to this 
portrayal, our research on BIDs in Germany uncov-
ered numerous cases in which the model and its 
transfer were far from successful (Pütz et al., 2013).

While the first legally enacted BID was established 
in the City of Hamburg in 2005, initial discussions pre-
date its establishment by several years. In 1998, the 
North-Rhine Westphalian Ministry of Work, Social 
Integration, Urban Development, Culture and Sport 
(Ministerium für Arbeit, Soziales und Stadtentwicklung, 
Kultur und Sport des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen) 
organized a conference on urban entertainment  
centres and private urban planning; at this conference, 
a talk on BIDs in the USA sparked a debate on the  
matter in Germany (Ministerium für Arbeit, Soziales 
und Stadtentwicklung, Kultur und Sport des Landes 
Nordrhein-Westfalen (MASSKS), 1999). For the 
broader community of property owners, government 
agencies and chambers of commerce, BIDs became a 
subject of interest following the publication of a study 
commissioned by the Department of State of Urban 
Development and Housing in North-Rhine Westphalia 
(Bloem and Bock, 2001). This study was the first 

survey on whether BIDs could be transferred to 
Germany and whether or not there would be political 
and constitutional constraints. The government of 
North-Rhine Westphalia, which was a stronghold of 
German Social Democrats until 2005, initially decided 
against the BID model. It favoured a voluntary model 
over the compulsory BID model that would force prop-
erty owners to join a BID. In the end, a BID scheme 
was introduced in North-Rhine Westphalia a couple of 
years later, but only after the first BIDs had been 
launched successfully in other federal states and the 
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) had established a 
majority government for the first time in 40 years.1 By 
early 2015, only four BIDs had been established in 
North-Rhine Westphalia; the first one established aban-
doned its mandate and failed after only a few months. 
The vast majority of property owner associations in 
North-Rhine Westphalia are still running on a volun-
tary basis.

In 2004, the city-state of Hamburg was the first 
federal state to pass a BID law and, hence, the first 
German BID was established there. This is also why 
Hamburg’s BID law led the way and represents the 
blueprint for all later BID laws in other federal states 
(Michel and Stein, 2015: 86). So even if the planning 
law system in Germany requires BID legislation to 
be passed at the level of the federal states, BID laws 
vary just slightly. In general they require 15 per cent 
of the property owners, holding at least 15 per cent 
of the given area, to actively support the implemen-
tation of a BID. If less than a third of the owners 
reject the plan, the city installs the BID and the steer-
ing committee – a committee open to all property 
owners. The steering committee then commissions a 
body to execute the BID’s tasks and duties. The 
BIDs are financed by a tax based on property values, 
which is imposed by the respective local state in 
addition to real estate taxes from all property owners 
within a BID area.

By early 2015, eight out of the 16 federal states 
had passed BID legislation, and 31 BIDs had been 
initiated in 15 cities and municipalities. Eleven of 
them have already phased out, and nine are continu-
ing in a second phase. More than a third of these 
BIDs are located within Hamburg’s city limits.

As we have argued elsewhere (Michel, 2013a; 
Michel and Stein, 2015), Hamburg’s success as 
Germany’s BID capital is due to its extraordinary 
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urban regime. The relatively smooth introduction of 
BIDs there can be attributed to the city’s highly sup-
portive local government, a former mayor who made 
BIDs a priority, a powerful and proactive chamber of 
commerce, a discourse portraying Hamburg as a city 
of Hanseatic merchant-traders and a growing econ-
omy and city.

The exceptional nature of Hamburg’s success 
with BIDs becomes especially apparent when one 
compares Hamburg with other regions in Germany. 
According to the German Chamber of Commerce in 
the federal state of Saarland, which regularly pub-
lished a report on BIDs, three out of four attempts to 
establish BIDs in that region failed. In the federal 
state of Schleswig-Holstein, only two out of six 
BIDs initiated in 2007 materialized. Overall, not 
much progress has been made. From 2005 to 2013, 
BID laws were established in fewer than half of 
Germany’s federal states. As we have already men-
tioned, only six out of the 16 federal states have BID 
legislation in place. With the exception of the federal 
state of Saxony, little progress has been made since 
2008.2 From this point of view, the notion of a coher-
ent neoliberal hegemony – for which BIDs often 
serve as a prime example – becomes questionable. 
By focusing on processes of establishing BIDs in the 
federal state of Hesse, we now turn to more “ordi-
nary cities” (Robinson, 2006) as cases for analysing 
heterogeneous and fractured mobilizations of BIDs.

In 2006, Hesse passed the Law to Strengthen 
Inner-City Retail Districts (Gesetz zur Stärkung von 
innerstädtischen Geschäftsquartieren) and thereby 
became the second German state to introduce BID 
legislation. Later that year, the first BID was 
launched in the medium-sized town of Giessen 
(pop. 80,000), where just a few months later, in 
early 2007, three more BIDs were established. Ideas 
and plans to establish BIDs in other and more major 
cities such as Frankfurt quickly emerged. This 
development was interpreted as indication of a 
dynamic process and a “noticeable success of the 
BID idea” (Säfke, 2007: 12; all translations by the 
authors). However, more than five years later there 
is little evidence of a dynamic expansion. In late 
2012, there were still only four BIDs in Hesse (see 
Figure 1). While a new BID was established in the 
city of Offenbach, one BID in the town of Baunatal 
and one in the city of Giessen ended their term 

without renewal. Hence, one of the most active 
agents in Hesse, the chamber of commerce’s repre-
sentative for BIDs in Offenbach, emphasized that 
“after five years the experience is disillusioning” 
(Köhler, 2010; translation by the authors).

At the same time, there have been plans, attempts 
and debates in a number of places in Hesse. Besides 
those BIDs mentioned above, initiatives in at least 
six cities, from downtown Frankfurt to small cities in 
Hesse’s hinterland, considered starting BID projects 
as a means of promoting the development of city 
centres and solving the problems of property owners 
and retail enterprises. Some of these never got 
beyond initial discussions, while some came close to 
formally establishing a BID. In the following sec-
tion, we discuss these cases. We argue that the suc-
cess of BIDs is always dependent on the discursive 
constitution of an urban crisis that makes BIDs 
appear to be a promising solution to the crisis, and 
that even if such a broad crisis discourse exists, the 
strategies for overcoming crisis may be contested.

Figure 1.  Business Improvement Districts (BID) and 
failing BID initiatives in Hesse.
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The absence of urban crisis

Processes of reordering urban policies do not appear 
out of nowhere. Most BID initiation processes 
emerge from a specific discursive constitution of 
urban crisis that portrays BIDs as a perfect solution 
to that crisis. As we have argued elsewhere in more 
detail and in reference to Hamburg and Cape Town 
(Michel, 2013a; Michel and Stein, 2015: 82), BIDs 
are often closely linked to the articulation of emi-
nent urban crises, which call for swift and bold 
action. The rise of BIDs in New York in the early 
1990s and in Cape Town in the early 2000s was 
facilitated by a strong discourse on urban decay, 
crime and violence. Likewise, the introduction of 
BIDs in the United Kingdom in the early 2000s was 
part and parcel of New Labour’s much wider dis-
course on urban renaissance.

While BIDs became powerful agents of urban 
revitalization in places that experienced a massive 
roll-back of public funding, the German context has 
seen less of a discourse of urban decline and urban 
crisis. In the absence of a discourse of imminent 
threat to the city and of BIDs as a crisis-solving strat-
egy, the policy package tends not to receive strong 
support on the ground. Even in regional contexts that 
have been perceived as areas in crisis for decades 
(e.g. the post-industrial Ruhr Area, frequently seen 
as “Germany’s rustbelt”), it is not the BID that comes 
to the rescue, even if local governments, chambers 
of commerce and some local business people rally 
for it. Such urban crises are framed in ways that do 
not make BIDs appear to be the natural solution. The 
absence of discourses of urban crises to which BIDs 
are the solution is due to specificities in the situation 
of urban retail in Germany and to the path-dependent 
development of a strong local state in Germany. We 
turn now to these reasons behind the absence of 
crisis.

Failures to depict inner-city retail as 
threatened

According to local business communities, competi-
tion with other retail sites (typically with suburban 
shopping centres) is an increasing threat. It is said to 
cause a severe loss of purchasing power. Such exter-
nal threats are frequently used to legitimize BIDs. In 

our study, the threat of a newly built inner-city shop-
ping centre was used to justify four BID initiatives in 
the city of Giessen. One BID defender interviewed 
for the project explained the situation thus:

Of course, we had the advantage that we could mobilize 
the local retailers through the establishment of the 
‘Galerie Neustädter Tor’ [shopping centre]. That was 
for many in Giessen a concept of the enemy, it was like 
the ‘Death Star’, ‘the Evil Empire’. (Interview 2011, 
BID Seltersweg Giessen, translation by the authors)

However, this legitimization turns out to be not 
appropriate in any case. As the example of another 
BID initiative in Wiesbaden shows:

…one does not automatically come up with the idea, 
that the ‘Taunusstraße’ of all things is in need of a BID.
[…] I mean, if I am in Wiesbaden and getting to another 
place, I always think: Oh my God, this city is the island 
of bliss. (Interview 2011, City of Wiesbaden)

The case of Wiesbaden shows that, in order to push 
forward a BID project, an articulation of a crisis has 
to be accompanied by a prevalent sense that the cri-
sis actually exists.

Failure to blame freeriding for the 
deterioration of property owners’ sense of 
place

A further strategy for legitimizing BIDs is to frame 
inner-city areas as commons that have to be pre-
served as a historical place of local communities and 
protected from freeriders. According to this line of 
argumentations, freeriders pose a threat for the fol-
lowing reason:

…individual freedom thus degenerates into parasitism. 
The decreasing numbers of members of the local retail 
associations, which organize advertising, markets or 
Christmas illuminations rightly get the impression of 
getting ripped off by an increasing number of retail 
chain stores, not having a share in such campaigns.
[…] Hence, from a regulative and a sociopolitical 
perspective one can highly appreciate INGE [Hessian 
BID] as attempt to avert freeriding. In times of growing 
individualization – that is the philosophy of INGE – 
solidarity has to be helped along, to overcome 
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neoliberal ideology. (Hausmann, 2010: 1, translated 
by the authors)

While co-opting critical perspectives on neoliber-
alism and individualism, in that way BID defenders 
try to position a discourse of solidarity to promote 
BID implementation.

However, the argument that tries to appeal to 
individual responsibilities has to be repeated again 
and again – a fact that shows that it is still contested. 
For example, this is the case in Wiesbaden, where 
there has been little success in holding local property 
owners responsible for their quarter. As a co-initiator 
of the BID initiative put it:

Hamburg is the only city in Germany that has real 
citizens. […] But there are no citizens in Wiesbaden. 
Here are just people who use the city. […] The 
commitment you need to get a BID going involves a 
certain attitude. And this attitude is missing in most 
cities in Germany. (Interview W1, 2011, Stadt 
Wiesbaden, translated by the authors; for more details 
on this case study, see Pütz et al., 2013)

Property owners’ resistance to assuming respon-
sibility draws upon the dominant ideas of a strong 
and caring (local) welfare state in Germany, to which 
our discussion now turns.

Failure to constitute a crisis of the local 
state

A third common way to legitimize BIDs is to diag-
nose a failure of the local state, which is attributed to 
the state’s limited financial scope and inability (due 
to red tape) to organize urban renewal processes in a 
way that property owners approve of. While the mas-
sive roll-back of the state makes this a compelling 
argument in many countries, it is less plausible in 
others. Taking an example at the local state level, a 
BID initiative in one of Frankfurt’s suburbs illustrates 
the trajectories of a welfare state that is still substan-
tial and powerful. It is in the urban district of Frankfurt 
Höchst, where the massive intervention of the local 
state is a case in point against the state failure argu-
ment. At the outset, a BID initiative led to a 20 mil-
lion euro funding program being launched by the city 
council in 2008; however, the BID eventually failed 

because strong public funding undermined the 
grounds for its existence and its legitimization (for 
more details on this case study, see Silomon-Pflug 
et al., 2013: 209f.). Moreover, even in discourses on 
BIDs at the federal state level, a number of advocates 
have voiced concerns that property owners are reluc-
tant to engage with BIDs because they know that the 
federal state will take care of their needs in the end. 
This is the case for discussions of BIDs in North-
Rhine Westphalia, a federal state with a strong corpo-
ratist and social-democratic tradition. All in all, 
property owners and local businesses in Germany 
quite often rely on the idea of a strong and caring 
local state and therefore see no need for the BID 
model.

Failure to present Business 
Improvement Districts as a 
solution

The failure to (re)embed mobile policies cannot be 
explained solely in terms of the failure to constitute 
specific urban crises. It is also related to the failure 
to promote a specific policy as the appropriate solu-
tion to the problem at hand.

BIDs in the USA tend to be extended easily and 
put into almost permanent frameworks. This enables 
long-term planning and investments that appear 
much more stable to property owners than state inter-
ventions that are subject to electoral shifts. A state-
ment made by a BID advocate from Philadelphia 
demonstrates how important BIDs are considered in 
the USA in relation to municipal institutions. 
Irrespective of “a good mayor, a bad mayor, a good 
city council, a bad city council,” he argues, “the BID 
is there, long-term, reflecting the interests of the city 
center” (Levy, 2010). In the German context, BIDs 
became more focused on single and simple issues, 
probably due to the statist fear of giving away too 
much regulatory power. Instead of long-term plan-
ning for urban renewal, they focus on things like sea-
sonal lighting and above-standard road surfaces. Not 
only does BID legislation in Germany limit the term 
for BIDs to a maximum of five years, but BID legis-
lation itself expires in some federal states, so the con-
tinuity of advocating private sector interests through 
BIDs is not secured beyond short-term projects. 
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Thus, BIDs in Germany are confronted with precari-
ous conditions. Moreover, even if BID legislation is 
in place indefinitely, many BIDs expire after their 
first term. As many BIDs perform limited tasks or 
pursue a single objective, BID advocates do not see a 
need to apply for a further term. For example, in the 
federal state of Schleswig-Holstein, three of four 
BIDs created between 2007 and 2012 expired with-
out trying to expand their activities. Thus, in contrast 
to BIDs in the USA, many BIDs in Germany do not 
even claim to be crucial actors in local governance.

Limitations in the scale and scope of BIDs cre-
ated by these temporal constraints are increased by 
the relatively limited economic capacities of BIDs in 
Germany. Dense Central Business Districts that can 
raise enormous levies due to their large floor spaces 
in high-rise office towers are the global flagships of 
“successful” BIDs; the average four- to five-storey 
buildings found in most German inner cities cannot 
raise this amount of financial capital.

Research on mobile policies has to stop conceptu-
alizing policy transfer as the transfer of “the whole 
package” (Brenner et al., 2010: 214) and not just a 
shiny label. While BIDs are frequently evoked as 
appropriate tools for managing urban spaces in a 
closer and more focused way than a local state can 
(even in Germany), the legal context created by BID 
legislation in Germany and predominant patterns of 
urban morphology there significantly affect the abil-
ity of BIDs to fulfil this role.

Fragile and contradictory 
neoliberal coalitions

The literature on neoliberal urbanism suggests that 
BIDs are the natural ally of agents such as property 
owners, neoliberal politicians and local capital; how-
ever, our analysis of BIDs in Germany shows that 
the relationship between these actors is ambiguous. 
This is true from the perspective of both the state and 
private capital, and on a variety of scales. In the fol-
lowing, we draw on debates at the federal state level 
and discourses on the city and district level in order 
to map conflicting interests surrounding BIDs.

At the federal state level, the position of the 
Liberal Democratic Party (FDP) (the champions of a 
neoliberal agenda in Germany) exemplifies these 

contradictions. From a liberal perspective – as 
voiced, for example, by the FDP in the federal state 
of Baden-Württemberg – BIDs can be seen less an 
instrument in favour of the free market, and more as 
a hidden tax increase enforced by the state against 
the invisible hand of the market (see, e.g., FDP 
Mannheim, 2013). BIDs, it is argued, force property 
owners to join a place-based association even if it is 
against their individual will. This is one reason why 
the FDP often opposes BID legislation at both the 
local and the federal state level. Even in Bavaria and 
other federal states that were not governed by a left-
ist government, BID laws were rejected on the 
grounds of being against free market principles and 
for being in conflict with the constitutionally guaran-
teed negative freedom of association (Stoiber, 2003: 
2). This line of argument is similar to ultraliberal 
stances on Homeowner Associations and BIDs in 
North America and sees BIDs less as a means of 
opening up the city for the free market and more as 
an essentially statist instrument.

Such frictions are most visible on the scale of the 
federal state, where BID laws are debated. Until 
2013, BID laws were only put in place in federal 
states that were being run by conservative govern-
ments. In most cases, governments led by the Social 
Democrats (SPD) and The Left Party (Die Linke) 
voted against introducing BIDs. However, it would 
be misleading to see BIDs solely as a tool for con-
servative and neoliberal politics. In federal states 
governed by conservative parties that did not estab-
lish BID laws, more often than not the Social 
Democrats and The Greens were asking for their 
implementation. For The Greens in particular, BIDs 
seem closely aligned with the party’s emphasis on 
civic participation and volunteerism. Hence, it is not 
an accident that The Greens in Hamburg, who are 
part of a coalition government with the Social 
Democrats, have been the principal supporters of 
amending the BID law since the conservatives were 
voted out of office.

Moreover, frictions are not limited to the realm of 
party-politics on the national or federal state level. As 
illustrated in the case of Giessen, local path depend-
encies and local stakeholders are, at times, much 
more important for the trajectories of specific BID 
initiatives than party lines at the national or federal 
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state level. At the federal state level, traditional con-
servatives and centre-left parties are concerned that 
BIDs are hollowing out the state’s capacity to govern. 
Hence, local and state administrations keep relying 
on conventional bureaucratic operations in an effort 
to preserve their traditional power over urban devel-
opment. Institutional stickiness may not generate the 
far-reaching publicity effects that political conflicts 
do, but it is one of the main reasons why BIDs fail. 
BID development in the City of Frankfurt is a case in 
point. There, the city prevents private initiatives from 
gaining power through BIDs (which is seen as a quasi 
“sovereign” institutionalization of private interests), 
by preventing BIDs from having a say in matters 
related to the development of city districts (Silomon-
Pflug et al., 2013).

Beyond federal states’ claim to power over the 
trajectory of urban development, a more general 
argument is put forward against allowing private 
interests to influence the development of city dis-
tricts. This argument challenges the basis of BID 
legitimation, by questioning their compliance with 
minimum democratic standards. The case of 
Wiesbaden serves to illustrate this point. There, 
powerful actors (mostly old-established trades and 
property owners) used this argument to organize 
resistance against the BID initiative. In this case, a 
lawyer pooled the interests of those opposing the 
BID and effectively blocked the initiative by threat-
ening to make its democratic legitimation the subject 
of a legal contest. Faced with this threat, the BID 
initiative failed the quorum to become institutional-
ized. However, lobby groups on the side of property 
owners and business people do not have a coherent 
position towards BIDs. While many retail alliances 
and local chambers of commerce are often the 
strongest supporters of BIDs, the resistance of local 
property owners – those who directly pay the BID – 
often remains strong. The national Association of 
Property Owners (Haus und Grund), for example, 
view BIDs as a socialist sanction and a “license to 
cash in on property owners” (Haus und Grund 
Germany, 2004; translated by the authors). BIDs are 
not seen as a vehicle for promoting free market prin-
ciples and neoliberal urban governance, but as an 
agent of the state and a way of extracting more taxes 
from property owners.

Moreover, on a material level, the dynamics of 
BID initiatives depend on financial and other 
resources. For example, while emerging BIDs in 
Hamburg could rely on the existing personal net-
works of private and state institutions and highly 
specialized, financially well-positioned consultan-
cies, BID initiatives in most other cities could not.

Conclusion – follow the failure

Taking the failure of policy mobilities seriously 
allows for a critical examination of the idea of a glo-
balizing neoliberalism. In this paper, we argued for a 
much closer analysis of failures and resistances within 
what is often seen as a relatively homogenous – or at 
least unidirectional – tendency towards the globaliza-
tion of neoliberal urbanism. BIDs in Germany are a 
good case in point. BIDs are frequently taken as a 
prime example of neoliberal modes of urban govern-
ance and as a prime example of a mobilized policy. 
The German case studies we drew on show not only 
that these transfers frequently fail, but also that there 
are a number of different social contexts in which 
constraints and resistances can and do occur. Starting 
from these empirical experiences with BIDs, we 
would argue that it may not meet the complexities of 
the processes involved in the (im-)mobilization of 
BID policies to frame them in a conceptual draft as 
“an iterative, three-step cycle of transportation-trans-
formation-translation”, as suggested by Müller (2015: 
193f.). The success of BIDs in Germany varies 
strongly across the country; BID initiatives have 
failed on a variety of scales, due to a lack of support 
from federal state governments, dismissive city gov-
ernments and opposing property owners in local city 
districts. While neoliberal politicians, property own-
ers and retailers are often presumed to be part of alli-
ances in favour of BIDs, conflicting stances held by 
these actors undermine the vigour of coalitions 
attempting to establish them. In addition, local con-
stellations of institutions and individual actors, assem-
bled through path-dependencies and endowed with 
specific power resources, influence local urban devel-
opment trajectories in a crucial way.

Reflecting on failing transfers provides both a 
counterweight to the success bias within the literature 
on mobile policies and a strong means of arguing that 
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“neoliberal urbanism” – if we want to cling to that 
term at all – is a complex and contradictory process 
that plays out in extremely different ways in places 
that are both discrete and interconnected at the same 
time: what appears to be a vital policy of neoliberal-
ism in one place can be opposed by agents of neolib-
eralism in other places.
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Notes

1.	 As is the case in the USA and South Africa, the 
German federal system requires BID legislation to be 
passed at the federal state level. This led to a frag-
mented BID policy landscape. German law may not 
contain any non-German terminology. Therefore, the 
official nomenclature denoting BIDs differs in some 
states’ laws. Hamburg’s Law for Strengthening Retail, 
Service and Business Centres (Gesetz zur Stärkung der 
Einzelhandels-, Dienstleistungs- und Gewerbezentren 
- GSED, all translations by the authors) refers to 
BIDs as “areas for strengthening the innovation of 
retail, service or business centres” or “innovation 
areas”. In Schleswig-Holstein they are referred to as 
“partnerships for improving city, service and tour-
ism areas” (Partnerschaften zur Attraktivierung von 
City-, Dienstleistungs- und Tourismusbereichen - 
PACT). In Saarland they are called “alliances for 
innovation and services” (Bündnisse für Investition 
und Dienstleistung - BID). Nonetheless, “Business 
Improvement District” remains the term most often 
used in public and political discourse.

2.	 The federal states of the former German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) represent a special case. Due to a 
lack of economic development and shrinking cities, 
development schemes to promote BIDs and estab-
lish highly subsidized pilot projects were initiated in 
2005 and funded mainly by the national government. 
These pilot projects were eventually phased out and 
did not have much lasting effect (DIHK, 2012).
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