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Abstract
This Connexions article links collaboration in smart city projects, a contemporary and undertheorised 
social challenge, with theories on assemblage thinking, organisation, and public value creation. 
Using this multidisciplinary lens, we critically analyse smart city theory and expose the inability of 
prevailing collaborative models to properly account for the complexities of real-world practices. 
Building on our observations, we formulate a new and more robust theoretical perspective on 
smart city collaboration, which helps us trigger new research questions that focus on procedural, 
relational and diversity factors previously ignored.
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Introduction

Achieving a more sustainable urban future requires collective action (Le Pennec and Raufflet, 2018; 
Mervyn et al., 2019). This requirement is emphasised in the United Nations (UN) Agenda 2030, 
which recommends local and national governments to enhance cross-sector collaborations ‘that 
mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology, and financial resources, to support the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals’ (IAEG-SDGs, 2021: 22). However, mobilising 
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collaborations that involve multiple sectors of society is challenging; they entail elaborate forms of 
governance (Armistead et al., 2007; Page et al., 2015) and various difficulties that can hinder the 
effective creation of public value (Hartley et al., 2019b). As a relevant example of cross-sector col-
laborations, where diverse stakeholders influence the creation (or depletion) of public value, smart 
city projects perfectly showcase this critical challenge (Neumann et al., 2019).

Smart city projects ‘are cross-sector projects which aim to create the conditions needed for 
smart city innovations and the existing sociotechnical configuration of [urban] local practices to 
mutually adapt’ (Mora et al., 2021: 4). They are forged to trigger a large range of public benefits 
such as climate change mitigation and improved public sector efficiency (Kutty et al., 2020). Over 
the past three decades, policymakers in the public sector, private companies, and other urban devel-
opment actors have increasingly relied on smart city projects to leverage the sustainability poten-
tial of digital technology. Data released in the UN World Cities Report 2020 reveals that this 
interest has fuelled a growing technology market, which reached US$1 trillion in 2019 and is 
expected to expand to US$3.48 trillion by 2026 (Knudsen et al., 2020).

However, smart city projects do not always lead to the benefits that they are expected to create 
(Mora et al., 2021). On many occasions, these collaborative endeavours have generated undesired 
outcomes; for example, they might exacerbate existing social divides, lead to excessive outsourc-
ing of power in favour of private-sector technology providers, and waste the already shrinking 
resources of public administrations (Taylor Buck and While, 2017). The primary challenge of 
smart city projects is twofold. First, limited information is available regarding how to organise 
these cross-sector partnerships towards the public good adequately (Meijer and Bolívar, 2016). 
Second, few studies attempt to overcome this gap, and they propose collaborative models based on 
configurations that do not align with the requirements of context-specific value creation processes 
(Shelton et al., 2015).

In this Connexions article, we unveil the collaboration dilemma inherent in smart city literature, 
together with the need for a more flexible and coherent approach to theorising cross-sector collabo-
rations in smart city projects, which is currently missing. The remainder of this article is organised 
into six sections. First, we present the key limitations of the prevailing smart city collaborative 
models, indicating their inability to properly account for the complexities of real-world practices 
(Castelnovo et al., 2016). Next, building on these limitations, we introduce a new and more robust 
theoretical perspective on smart city collaboration, which we root in assemblage thinking. Thereafter, 
we elaborate on this perspective by focusing on three critical matters: the multiplicity and heteroge-
neity of actors rather than sectors, evolving nature of collaborations, and roles and interrelations 
among actors. Finally, we discuss our considerations to develop future research directions.

The theoretical perspective that we present draws upon the empirical and conceptual literature 
on smart city projects, assemblage theory, organisation studies, and public administration. 
Moreover, these sources have been complemented with data on smart city projects in which one of 
the authors acted as a UN strategic advisor. Between 2018 and 2021, field notes were collected 
through participant observation, by examining project reports, formal and informal interactions 
among project partners, project events, and technical discussions. In this study, we used these data 
as additional evidence to strengthen the main claims that shape our critical examination.

When theory fails practice: The case of smart city collaboration

Prevailing models: A sector-based mentality

Collaborative dynamics are among the most relevant factors in smart city projects and strongly 
influence their ability to deliver public value (van Winden and van Den Buuse, 2017). Notwithstanding 



Thabit and Mora	 3

this critical role, smart city scholars have raised concerns about the lack of cogent theories elucidat-
ing how cross-sector collaboration functions in smart city practices (Ruhlandt, 2018).

The existing literature flags the risk of promoting smart city projects in which technology pro-
viders and governments work in isolation from other societal actors – in a double-helix model 
(Mora and Deakin, 2019). On many occasions, this collaborative model has proven to promote 
techno-utopian expectations and one-size-fits-all technological solutions that prioritise private 
interests over public benefits (e.g. see Söderström et al., 2014). In response to this limitation, schol-
ars have developed two dominant research streams that propose alternative collaborative models 
based on the active participation of additional societal sectors. Some scholars recommend relying 
on university-industry-government connections, which form triple-helix coalitions (Leydesdorff 
and Deakin, 2011), whereas others consider these collaborative arrangements insufficient and have 
emphasised the need to add civil society, moving to a quadruple-helix model of collaboration 
(Vallance et al., 2020).

However, few studies have examined the causal connections between the aforementioned col-
laborative models and their actual outcomes, posing a risk of confusion about the components that 
influence public value creation in the smart city context (Ruhlandt, 2018). In examining how neo-
liberal discourses can permeate in smart city projects (Hollands, 2015), critical urban scholarship 
has raised questions about the efficacy of triple- and quadruple-helix models to truly prevent the 
creation of business-led technology utopias (Grossi and Pianezzi, 2017). Empirical studies have 
demonstrated that the primary motivation behind the implementation of these collaborative models 
can be merely rhetorical (Shelton et al., 2015), and their adoption does not necessarily increase the 
public value of smart city projects (Wiig, 2016). Triple- and quadruple-helix collaborative pro-
cesses in smart city projects can be introduced as a vehicle to convince the public that decision-
making processes are developed in an inclusive and democratic manner (Nguyen et al., 2022), but 
in reality they are ‘put at the service of technocracy and control’ (Ghosh and Arora, 2022: 333).

Contextualising collaboration practices

To ‘move beyond the neoliberal smart city idea’ and its rhetoric (Di Feliciantonio, 2019: 107), 
more attention should be drawn to how collaborations are actually enacted rather than what type of 
actors and sectors are involved. A theorising based on predefined, sector-based collaborative mod-
els falls far from responding to the need for contextualised smart city practices. Moreover, it over-
looks the longstanding theoretical considerations developed in research fields that examine the 
processes of organising and organisations in society. Public administration literature has already 
warned us about the risks of relying on one-size-fits-all models for cross-sector collaborations, 
advising that they ‘tend to neglect the embeddedness of social processes within the larger institu-
tional structures studied in institutional theory, as well as processes of nonlinear emergence as 
studied in complexity theory’ (Selsky and Parker, 2005: 865). Similarly, organisation theory 
emphasises that cross-sector collaborations are dynamic rather than static settings that ‘take differ-
ent forms according to various contexts’ (Audet and Roy, 2016: 879). In these collaborative arenas, 
actors often play changing roles in value-creation processes and are highly influenced by the social 
and relational processes in which they are embedded (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010b).

The engagement or non-engagement of societal sectors cannot be mainstreamed as a golden 
rule for assessing the quality of collaborative conditions; the inclusion of two, three, or even four 
societal sectors in smart city projects cannot be seen as a condition sine qua non to effectively 
manage public value creation efforts. Social, organisational, and cultural conditions influence the 
ability of collaborative models to create public value (Meijer et al., 2016) and call for different 
types of cross-sector collaborations, shaped in accordance with various factors – such as power 
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imbalances (Vangen and Huxham, 2003), actors compatibility (Brown et al., 2019), geographical 
proximity (Di Domenico et al., 2009), and material and immaterial resources (Oliver and Ebers, 
1998).

For example, urban and organisation studies have exposed the many challenges that lie behind 
civil society participation processes aimed at enhancing public value creation (Cowley et al., 2018; 
Kornberger et al., 2017). While the voice of the beneficiary represents an essential asset for public 
value creation, participatory processes can be misused, ‘in ways that deepen and reify their depend-
ence by the dominant actors’ (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010b: 607). Cases of urban development pro-
jects have revealed that using the input of citizens can be rather difficult, and in some situations, 
deploying such input has resulted in a reduced opportunity to positively influence intended out-
comes (Källström et al., 2021).

Towards more dynamic and diverse collaborative approaches

It is also important to accept that different types of partnerships may be required, including double-
helix collaborations, which cannot be stigmatised as opponents of public benefits. In fact, empirical 
studies on public value creation offer examples of public-private collaborations that have led to 
social outcomes in the context of smart city projects, such as the Integreen and Real-time Bus initia-
tives implemented in the Italian cities of Bolzano and Merano, respectively (Sancino et al., 2018).

As organisational studies emphasise, all societal sectors have public value obligations (Jørgensen 
and Bozeman, 2007), and business organisations can and do play prosocial roles (Di Domenico 
et al., 2009). Decades of research connecting organisation theory to strategic management have 
helped understand that assuming prosocial responsibilities ‘has become an accepted operational 
and managerial [practice] that is widely implemented in organizations’ (Gond and Nyberg, 2017: 
1127), triggering debates on how this construct reconciles with market practices (Crouch, 2006). 
This interrelation can also be found in the smart city context; for instance, in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, 
a large telecommunication company released 2.5 billion anonymised telephone data in 2012 
(Talbot, 2013). The data were used by a multinational technology firm to identify the most fre-
quently used bus routes. Despite being implemented by a private actor and without deliberate citi-
zen engagement or triple-helix collaborative models, the action sustained public value creation, 
providing the city government with actionable information on how to improve its public transport 
network (Knudsen et al., 2020). However, questions remain regarding whether and how these open 
data habits can be effectively integrated into urban governance practices.

Another fundamental aspect that has been overlooked is collaboration among entities belonging 
to the same sector (e.g. public-to-public or private-to-private partnerships). Smart city research is 
overly focused on defining what cross-sector configurations lead to successful smart city projects. 
As a result, it ignores that complex collaborative processes tend to ‘include both cross- and same-
sector partnerships’ (Gutiérrez et al., 2016: 55). Intergovernmental partnerships are recognised as 
exemplary cases of same-sector collaborations with a high potential for public value creation 
(Bryson et al., 2015). Moreover, the lack of collaboration among different tiers of the government 
can prevent smart city projects from occurring. For example, in Durban, South Africa, the imple-
mentation of a data management system to improve service delivery in informal settlements was 
undermined by the lack of data sharing practices among different municipal departments and frag-
mented data and information scattered across government tiers.1 Similarly, the city of Lyon, France, 
has attempted to leverage private sector-owned data to enhance urban sustainability by building the 
MyData platform. Data sharing among industry partners has been indispensable to implementing 
this smart city project: the more private entities join this collaborative project, the larger the dataset 
and the possibility of generating public value. However, encouraging private companies to pool 
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their data and engage in same-sector collaborations has proven challenging, putting the project at 
risk (Gupta and Mora, 2021).

An assemblage-thinking perspective in smart city research

Conceiving cross-sector collaboration in smart city projects requires acknowledging the myriad of 
diverse collaborative models that simultaneously coexist in practice as well as the social and politi-
cal processes underpinning them (Anderson and McFarlane, 2011). To advance theorising, we 
suggest observing smart city research from the perspective of assemblage theory, which refuses 
‘any fixed forms [.  .  .] of processes or relations’ (Kamalipour and Peimani, 2015: 403) and help 
move towards ‘a rather common sense fashion to refer to arrangements of any mix of social and 
material elements’ (Hanseth and Rodon Modol, 2021: 12).

Unlike extant approaches to examining smart city collaborations, which mainly revolve around 
preconceived collaborative models, assemblage thinking helps ‘remain deliberately open’ 
(Anderson and McFarlane, 2011: 124) and appreciate the depth of smart city transformation pro-
cesses. Research on smart city projects primarily focuses on what sectors constitute a collabora-
tion, whereas we impel to address the questions of ‘who and what has the capacity to assemble 
[smart] city’ projects (McFarlane, 2011a: 668), and how smart city collaborations perform, evolve, 
and enact the creation of public benefits (Dovey, 2011). Assemblage thinking allows to ‘demystify 
the power of the powerful’ (McFarlane, 2011b: 734) and unveil alternative configurations on ‘how 
the city might be assembled differently’ (McFarlane, 2011a: 668).

By adopting assemblage thinking, smart city researchers can create a common dialogue between 
loosely connected streams of research (urban, public administration, and organisation studies) that 
possess ‘different theoretical, activist, and marginalized knowledge’ (McFarlane, 2011b: 738) 
while being part of a common effort to theorise smart city-related phenomena.

Building on Kamalipour and Peimani’s (2015) contribution to assemblage theory, this 
Connexions article introduces an assemblage-thinking perspective in the study of smart city pro-
jects. This perspective is based on procedural, relational, and diversity factors, which we consider 
indispensable for examining public value creation in cross-sector collaborations. Smart city pro-
jects should be understood as the result of non-static collaborative arrangements (DeLanda, 2006) 
that follow a ‘fluid status of becoming rather than being’ (Kamalipour and Peimani, 2015: 404). 
Multiple and heterogeneous actors from local, national, and international spheres (Dovey, 2011; 
Varró and Bunders, 2020) engage in collaborative ventures that evolve substantially over time in 
response to different project phases (Aaltonen and Kujala, 2010; Allen, 2011).

This theoretical understanding of smart city projects is further elaborated in the following sec-
tions of this article, where we focus on three critical matters: the multiplicity and heterogeneity of 
actors rather than sectors, the evolving nature of collaborations, and the roles and interrelations 
among actors.

Multiplicity and heterogeneity of actors rather than sectors

Cross-sector assemblages cannot be defined by the aggregate properties of the societal sectors 
involved; rather, they are structured upon the multiplicity of resources that individual actors pool 
in collaboration (Kamalipour and Peimani, 2015). Therefore, a focus on actor abilities, rather than 
sectors, is key to unveiling how organisations respond to and engage with social problems. 
Moreover, this focus in instrumental in understanding what collaborative dynamics regulate smart 
city project development.
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Societal sectors are complex wholes comprising a multiplicity of actors with diverse abilities, 
interests, and objectives. For example, the UN advises to not consider ‘the private sector [as a] 
homogeneous entity’ (Stibbe and Prescott, 2020: 20), because it includes a broad ‘range of com-
mercial entities, from smallholder farmers, through small and medium-sized businesses to vast 
multinational companies’ (p. 20). Additionally, hybrid organisations are increasingly emerging at 
the intersection between sectors, where ‘spillovers of concerns for social needs have led to a blur-
ring of the traditional roles and functions of the [public, private, and non-profit] sectors’ (Selsky 
and Parker, 2011: 23).

Belonging to the societal sector is a relevant characteristic of actors collaborating in smart city 
projects; however, it is not sufficient to fully define them. As organisation studies highlight, actors 
from the same sector can be influenced differently by political and economic authority and may 
have diverse legal statuses (Bozeman, 2013). These aspects influence the readiness of individual 
organisations to create public value through smart city projects. Taylor Buck and While (2017), for 
example, noted that local governments in major cities in the United Kingdom possess greater pol-
icy and investment capacities than in smaller urban contexts. The analysis has revealed that larger 
cities are more prepared to orchestrate urban digital innovations in collaboration with private sec-
tor partners, whereas smaller urban entities have reported conflicts that undermine their track-
record of local-government-led smart city projects. Similarly, comparative studies in Hungary and 
the Netherlands have indicated that various levels of government centralisation can lead to diverse 
collaborative configurations in smart city projects. Moreover, they can affect how national govern-
ments contribute to sustaining or hindering smart city development at the local level (Varró and 
Bunders, 2020).

In addition to the economic and political aspects, the functionality of a collaborative ecosystem 
is dependent upon its multilevel configuration. The practices of collaborating actors reproduce 
scales of action (Varró and Bunders, 2020) that move ‘in both vertical and horizontal directions 
across international, transnational, [.  .  .] national, regional, and local levels’ (Ehnert et al., 2018: 
2). Actors possess different types of knowledge that materialise during collaboration, and this 
knowledge is directly connected with their scales of action; the knowledge of an organisation oper-
ating at the city level, for example, is different from the knowledge of individuals who only engage 
with an urban neighbourhood (Durose et al., 2022). Smart city projects require connecting these 
knowledge types in a multi-level process where ‘grand visions in city hall need to go hand in hand 
with practices in local neighbourhoos’ (Meijer et al., 2016: 653), and where transnational practices 
flourish beyond a ‘one-city [or] one-country game’ (Soe and Drechsler, 2018: 331).

Place-specific smart city projects are indispensable to ensure that digital technology is directed 
towards the service of public value creation and urban sustainability enhancement (Taylor Buck 
and While, 2017). Therefore, the presence of local actors who possess such knowledge represents 
a key element of smart city collaborative ecosystems (Ehnert et al., 2018). Smart city initiatives 
can become ineffective and inhibit public value creation if the collaborative ecosystem is domi-
nated by international actors and prevents local actors from contributing to project development 
(Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021). Considering that developments in smart city technologies are driven 
primarily by powerful global corporations having strong financial and technical resources, local-
level knowledge tends to be overshadowed, and research on smart cities overlooks this challenge.

How and to what extent the combination of abilities of local and international actors should be 
balanced in smart city projects remains largely underexplored. Further research is required to 
inform the design of collaborative models that respond to a balanced assemblage of economic, 
political, and knowledge potentials of collaborating actors. However, these matters cannot be 
investigated using the static and sector-driven models that the current research builds on. A stronger 
focus on the multiplicity and heterogeneity of actors rather than sectors is required, as well as a 
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more in-depth understanding of how these actors’ abilities respond to the evolving collaborative 
dynamics that arise from each phase of a smart city project.

Evolving nature of collaborations

Organisation theory suggests interpreting cross-sector collaborations as dynamic processes whose 
configuration changes over time (Audet and Roy, 2016). Accordingly, smart city projects cannot be 
interpreted as static arenas; they should be considered as endeavours where collaborations form 
and dissolve in response to the needs that emerge during the different stages of a project lifecycle 
(McFarlane, 2011b). However, smart city research has paid minimal attention to these evolving 
collaborative dynamics (Ooms et al., 2020).

The common phases of smart city projects (i.e. design, implementation, and maintenance) have 
different characteristics (Aaltonen and Kujala, 2010). Therefore, the configurations of collaborat-
ing actors are expected to align with the varying requirements emerging from each project activity. 
For example, developing the project specifications of a smart mobility system for the city of 
Iskandar, Malaysia required a cooperation between regional government agencies, international 
donors, UN agencies, non-profit professional groups, and academic partners. This collaborative 
configuration changed during the implementation phase, when a private-sector consortium became 
the central actor responsible for developing the smart mobility system, whereas the academic part-
ners left the project and citizens became involved in periodic consultations (see Note 1).

Instead of embracing a project lifecycle perspective, research examining smart city projects 
primarily focuses on design and implementation, leaving unexplored obstacles that often arise in 
the post-implementation stages (Castelnovo et al., 2016). In the Iskandar project, for instance, the 
adoption phase of the smart mobility system was identified as a challenge considering the many 
different parties and jurisdictions that had to be involved. The complexity of these new collabora-
tions was not initially addressed, undermining the data-sharing and integration requirements neces-
sary to ensure the functioning of the system.

The experience of Iskandar emphasises the importance of aligning actor configurations with the 
requirements of different project phases and activities, which is pivotal to maximising public value 
creation in smart city projects (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010b). This condition calls for adaptations in 
collaborative configurations, a requirement that becomes evident when examining the tension 
between the piloting and scaling stages (Bundgaard and Borrás, 2021). Activities related to the 
piloting of smart city solutions should prioritise adaptive abilities, agility, openness, and experi-
mental mindsets (Soe and Drechsler, 2018), whereas scale-up operations require a different set of 
abilities related to large-scale production, replication, and exploitation (van Winden and van Den 
Buuse, 2017). Research reveals that small and local technology companies (like startups) often 
struggle to effectively scale up smart city solutions, although they have the agility required to sus-
tain niche innovation and fuel many smart city developments (Sarma and Sunny, 2017). Conversely, 
multinational companies and international service providers, whose rigid structures may inhibit 
niche innovation efforts, are able to combine their local presence in various cities and more easily 
replicate possible smart city solutions, while achieving economies of scale faster than their smaller 
competitors (van Winden and van Den Buuse, 2017).

Roles and interrelations between actors

Smart city project development requires ‘a set of interconnected actors’, who interact formally and 
informally (Sarma and Sunny, 2017: 6). These interactions are shaped by the diverse roles each 
actor plays during the collaborative process (Hanseth and Rodon Modol, 2021). Citizens and 
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organisations can assume various roles across different smart city projects and within the same 
project. These roles represent a tool for obtaining access to cultural, social, and material resources 
as well as power (Wittmayer et al., 2017), and they affect the ability of actors to influence public 
value creation (Borrás and Edler, 2020).

Studies on roles and interrelations among actors belong to a longstanding line of enquiry in 
organisation studies (see Armistead et al., 2007; Oliver and Ebers, 1998), which has also increased 
in relevance to the public value creation literature (Hartley et al., 2019a) and research on cross-
sector collaborations (Selsky and Parker, 2011). Current theorising stresses the importance of 
examining ‘what role different actors, often from different sectors, can and do play in the processes 
of value production’ (Bryson et al., 2017: 642).

Smart city research has accorded limited consideration to the varying roles that organisations 
play in smart city projects (Ruhlandt, 2018), with a major gap in the examination of the relation-
ship between actor-role configurations and public value creation. To the best of our knowledge, 
only a few exceptions exist, like the study by Neumann et al. (2019). By examining a sample of 
Swiss smart city projects, they concluded that smart city collaborations are more likely to produce 
public value when local governments play a stewardship rather than a bureaucratic role. However, 
no additional studies have been conducted to generalise these findings.

Roles have also been explored in relation to civil society engagement, where smart city research 
has only recently started to highlight that citizens can have different roles (Mello Rose, 2022), 
indicating the need to move beyond one-size-fits-all and generic interpretations of citizen partici-
pation. For instance, Cowley et al. (2018) suggested some of the roles that citizens can play during 
smart city initiatives (e.g. consumers, entrepreneurs, civic agents, or political actors) and their cor-
relation with actual project outcomes. The findings of their multiple-case study reveal that in some 
smart city projects, citizens act as decision-makers, enhance democratic outcomes, and help man-
agers to place smart city technology at the service of public interests (Royo et al., 2020). However, 
in many situations, public and private project partners associate citizen engagement with entrepre-
neurial roles, in which citizens only become creators of applications and services (Kornberger 
et al., 2017). Consequently, they are deprived of the decision-making power required to ensure that 
smart city projects would deliver truly democratic outcomes (Cowley et al., 2018).

The aforementioned studies demonstrate that roles and interrelations influence the level of deci-
sion-making power that actors can exert in smart city projects and their ability to influence collabo-
ration outcomes. Enhancing the processes of public value co-creation in smart city projects implies 
improved evidence based on how to (re)calibrate roles (Le Ber and Branzei, 2010a). To advance 
theorising, a deeper understanding is required of the combination of roles and abilities – in the form 
of resources, skills, and competences (Crosby et al., 2017) – that are most appropriate for coping 
with the requirements of each project-related situation. This is a context-specific matter rather than 
the result of a standardised scheme (Meijer et al., 2016).

Conclusions

Smart city projects have become a global phenomenon, and their enactment requires place-spe-
cific collaborative processes involving multiple actors who operate in multiple sectors and scales 
(Audet and Roy, 2016; Varró and Bunders, 2020), where diverse and often contested values come 
into play (Neumann et al., 2019). In this Connexions article, we linked smart city development, a 
contemporary and under-theorised social challenge, with theories on assemblage thinking, organ-
isation, and public value creation. By using this multi-disciplinary lens, we examined collabora-
tion in smart city projects and formulated a new theoretical perspective that expands the academic 
debate initiated by critical smart city studies. This perspective introduces neglected lines of 
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enquiry that focus on relevant factors previously overlooked – processes, multiplicities, interrela-
tions, and how they relate to the conceptualisation of power in a pluralistic form (Anderson and 
McFarlane, 2011; Parks, 2019).

Our arguments prove that more research is required to determine how collaborative conditions 
influence public value creation in smart city projects. Central to this research efforts is the need for 
adopting a more flexible and dynamic approach to investigate smart city collaboration. Based on 
our analysis, we recommend prioritising the following research questions:

1.	 What abilities characterise the multiplicity of collaborating actors in smart city projects? 
Future research should investigate the types of competencies, skills, and resources that 
enact public value co-creation, beyond and within sector boundaries.

2.	 How do collaborative configurations change and adapt to the different phases of a smart 
city project lifecycle? More research is required to understand how collaborations succeed 
in overcoming temporal barriers, creating long-term value, and adapting to the changing 
requirements of the project phases and contextual conditions.

3.	 How do actor-role configurations influence the capacity of individual actors to perform in 
the collaborative arenas of smart city projects? We also call for further research on the 
distribution of roles and responsibilities among collaborating actors, and the interdepend-
ence between their scales of action. This knowledge can help better understand power 
imbalances, alternative assemblages, and public value creation processes.

These questions are important for exploring smart city development by examining the value frames 
within and across organisational and sectoral boundaries, the non-linear and multi-scalar processes 
of public value creation, and the heterogeneous ecosystems of actors to materialise public value 
outcomes by leveraging joint capacities.

By proposing these questions, we provide a means for untangling the intricacies of the collabo-
rative puzzle in smart city projects. They imply a more realistic approach to theorising smart city 
collaboration, and they can help articulate alternative models for governing public value co-crea-
tion in urban communities. However, this contribution represents an onset, which is not sufficient 
to ensure a proper response to a complex challenge facing societies in sustainable urban develop-
ment. Advancing theory and informing practice require smart city scholars to change their mindset 
towards a more flexible and context-specific understanding of collaborative spaces (Schreyögg 
and Sydow, 2010). Equally important is the need to raise awareness among practitioners of the risk 
of interpreting smart city collaborations as static and pre-defined models, which can leave unequal 
power games and neoliberal logics hidden in rhetorical rather than factual academic debates.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article: This work has been supported by the European Commission through the Horizon 2020 
project FinEst Twins (Grant Agreement No. 856602).

ORCID iD

Luca Mora  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4680-6985

Note

1.	 This data was sourced from participant observation. Please see the introduction section for more details.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4680-6985


10	 Organization 00(0)

References

Aaltonen, K. and Kujala, J. (2010) ‘A Project Lifecycle Perspective on Stakeholder Influence Strategies in 
Global Projects’, Scandinavian Journal of Management 26(4): 381–97.

Allen, J. (2011) ‘Powerful Assemblages?’, Area 43(2): 154–7.
Anderson, B. and McFarlane, C. (2011) ‘Assemblage and Geography’, Area 43(2): 124–7.
Armistead, C., Pettigrew, P. and Aves, S. (2007) ‘Exploring Leadership in Multi-Sectoral Partnerships’, 

Leadership 3(2): 211–30.
Audet, M. and Roy, M. (2016) ‘Using Strategic Communities to Foster Inter-Organizational Collaboration’, 

Journal of Organizational Change Management 29(6): 878–88.
Borrás, S. and Edler, J. (2020) ‘The Roles of the State in the Governance of Socio-Technical Systems’ 

Transformation’, Research Policy 49(5): 103971.
Bozeman, B. (2013) ‘What Organization Theorists and Public Policy Researchers Can Learn From One 

Another: Publicness Theory as a Case-in-Point’, Organization Studies 34(2): 169–88.
Brown, M. E., Rizzuto, T. and Singh, P. (2019) ‘Strategic Compatibility, Collaboration and Collective Impact 

for Community Change’, Leadership & Organization Development Journal 40(4): 421–34.
Bryson, J., Sancino, A., Benington, J., et  al. (2017) ‘Towards a Multi-Actor Theory of Public Value 

Co-creation’, Public Management Review 19(5): 640–54.
Bryson, J. M., Crosby, B. C. and Stone, M. M. (2015) ‘Designing and Implementing Cross-Sector 

Collaborations: Needed and Challenging’, Public Administration Review 75(5): 647–63.
Bundgaard, L. and Borrás, S. (2021) ‘City-Wide Scale-Up of Smart City Pilot Projects: Governance 

Conditions’, Technological Forecasting and Social Change 172: 121014.
Castelnovo, W., Misuraca, G. and Savoldelli, A. (2016) ‘Smart Cities Governance: The Need for a Holistic 

Approach to Assessing Urban Participatory Policy Making’, Social Science Computer Review 34(6): 724–39.
Cowley, R., Joss, S. and Dayot, Y. (2018) ‘The Smart City and Its Publics: Insights From Across Six UK 

Cities’, Urban Research & Practice 11(1): 53–77.
Crosby, B. C., T Hart, P. and Torfing, J. (2017) ‘Public Value Creation Through Collaborative Innovation’, 

Public Management Review 19(5): 655–69.
Crouch, C. (2006) ‘Modelling the Firm in Its Market and Organizational Environment: Methodologies for 

Studying Corporate Social Responsibility’, Organization Studies 27(10): 1533–51.
DeLanda, M. (2006) ‘Deleuzian Social Ontology and Assemblage Theory’, in M. Fuglsang and B. M. 

Sorensen (eds) Deleuze and the Social, pp. 250–66. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.
Di Domenico, M., Tracey, P. and Haugh, H. (2009) ‘The Dialectic of Social Exchange: Theorizing Corporate—

Social Enterprise Collaboration’, Organization Studies 30(8): 887–907.
Di Feliciantonio, C. (2019) ‘Against the Romance of the Smart Community: The Case of Milano 4 You’, in P. 

Cardullo, C. di Feliciantonio and R. Kitchin (eds) The Right to the Smart City, pp. 99–110. Bingley: Emerald.
Dovey, K. (2011) ‘Uprooting Critical Urbanism’, City 15(3-4): 347–54.
Durose, C., van Ostaijen, M., van Hulst, M., et al. (2022) ‘Working the Urban Assemblage: A Transnational 

Study of Transforming Practices’, Urban Studies 59: 2129–46.
Ehnert, F., Kern, F., Borgström, S., et al. (2018) ‘Urban Sustainability Transitions in a Context of Multi-

Level Governance: A Comparison of Four European States’, Environmental Innovation and Societal 
Transitions 26: 101–16.

Ghosh, B. and Arora, S. (2022) ‘Smart as (Un)democratic? The Making of a Smart City Imaginary in Kolkata, 
India’, Environment & Planning A 40(1): 318–39.

Gond, J.-P. and Nyberg, D. (2017) ‘Materializing Power to Recover Corporate Social Responsibility’, 
Organization Studies 38(8): 1127–48.

Grossi, G. and Pianezzi, D. (2017) ‘Smart Cities: Utopia or Neoliberal Ideology?’, Cities 69: 79–85.
Gupta, A. and Mora, L. (2021) Turning data into public value: European lessons on unleashing the trans-

formative power of city data. Brussels: European Commission.
Gutiérrez, R., Márquez, P. and Reficco, E. (2016) ‘Configuration and Development of Alliance Portfolios: A 

Comparison of Same-Sector and Cross-Sector Partnerships’, Journal of Business Ethics 135(1): 55–69.
Hanseth, O. and Rodon Modol, J. (2021) ‘The Dynamics of Architecture-Governance Configurations: An 

Assemblage Theory Approach’, Journal of the Association for Information Systems 22: 130–55.



Thabit and Mora	 11

Hartley, J., Parker, S. and Beashel, J. (2019a) ‘Leading and Recognizing Public Value’, Public Administration 
97(2): 264–78.

Hartley, J., Sancino, A., Bennister, M., et al. (2019b) ‘Leadership for Public Value: Political Astuteness as a 
Conceptual Link’, Public Administration 97(2): 239–49.

Hollands, R. G. (2015) ‘Critical Interventions Into the Corporate Smart City’, Cambridge Journal of Regions, 
Economy and Society 8(1): 61–77.

IAEG-SDGs (2021) Global Indicator Framework for Sustainable Development Goals. United Nations 
Statistical Commission.

Jørgensen, T. B. and Bozeman, B. (2007) ‘Public Values. An Inventory’, Administration & Society 39: 354–81.
Källström, L., Mauro, S., Sancino, A., et al. (2021) ‘The Governance Games of Citizens and Stakeholders’ 

Engagement: Longitudinal Narratives’, Local Government Studies 47(5): 859–85.
Kamalipour, H. and Peimani, N. (2015) ‘Assemblage Thinking and the City: Implications for Urban Studies’, 

Current Urban Studies 03(04): 402–8.
Knudsen, C., Moreno, E., Arimah, B., et al. (2020) World Cities Report. Nairobi: United Nations Human 

Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat).
Kornberger, M., Meyer, R. E., Brandtner, C., et al. (2017) ‘When Bureaucracy Meets the Crowd: Studying 

“Open Government” in the Vienna City Administration’, Organization Studies 38(2): 179–200.
Kutty, A. A., Abdella, G. M., Kucukvar, M., et al. (2020) ‘A System Thinking Approach for Harmonizing 

Smart and Sustainable City Initiatives With United Nations Sustainable Development Goals’, Sustainable 
Development 28(5): 1347–65.

Le Ber, M. J. and Branzei, O. (2010a) ‘(Re)Forming Strategic Cross-Sector Partnerships’, Business & Society 
49(1): 140–72.

Le Ber, M. J. and Branzei, O. (2010b) ‘Towards a Critical Theory of Value Creation in Cross-Sector 
Partnerships’, Organization 17(5): 599–629.

Le Pennec, M. and Raufflet, E. (2018) ‘Value Creation in Inter-Organizational Collaboration: An Empirical 
Study’, Journal of Business Ethics 148(4): 817–34.

Leydesdorff, L. and Deakin, M. (2011) ‘The Triple-Helix Model of Smart Cities: A Neo-evolutionary 
Perspective’, Journal of Urban Technology 18(2): 53–63.

McFarlane, C. (2011a) ‘The City as Assemblage: Dwelling and Urban Space’, Environment and Planning 
D-Society & Space 29(4): 649–71.

McFarlane, C. (2011b) ‘Encountering, Describing and Transforming Urbanism’, City 15(6): 731–9.
Meijer, A. and Bolívar, M. P. R. (2016) ‘Governing the Smart City: A Review of the Literature on Smart 

Urban Governance’, International Review of Administrative Sciences 82(2): 392–408.
Meijer, A. J., Gil-Garcia, J. R. and Bolívar, M. P. R. (2016) ‘Smart City Research: Contextual Conditions, 

Governance Models, and Public Value Assessment’, Social Science Computer Review 34(6): 647–56.
Mello Rose, F. (2022) ‘Activity Types, Thematic Domains, and Stakeholder Constellations: Explaining Civil 

Society Involvement in Amsterdam’s Smart City’, European Planning Studies 30: 975–93.
Mervyn, K., Amoo, N. and Malby, R. (2019) ‘Challenges and Insights in Inter-Organizational Collaborative 

Healthcare Networks’, International Journal of Organizational Analysis 27(4): 875–902.
Mora, L. and Deakin, M. (2019) Untangling Smart Cities: From Utopian Dreams to Innovation Systems for 

a Technology-Enabled Urban Sustainability. Amsterdam: Elsevier.
Mora, L., Deakin, M., Zhang, X., et  al. (2021) ‘Assembling Sustainable Smart City Transitions: An 

Interdisciplinary Theoretical Perspective’, Journal of Urban Technology 28(1-2): 1–27.
Mukhtar-Landgren, D. (2021) ‘Local Autonomy in Temporary Organizations: The Case of Smart City Pilots’, 

Administration & Society 53: 1485–511.
Neumann, O., Matt, C., Hitz-Gamper, B. S., et al. (2019) ‘Joining Forces for Public Value Creation? Exploring 

Collaborative Innovation in Smart City Initiatives’, Government Information Quarterly 36(4): 101411.
Nguyen, H. T., Marques, P. and Benneworth, P. (2022) ‘Living Labs: Challenging and Changing the Smart 

City Power Relations?’, Technological Forecasting and Social Change 183: 121866.
Oliver, A. L. and Ebers, M. (1998) ‘Networking Network Studies: An Analysis of Conceptual Configurations 

in the Study of Inter-Organizational Relationships’, Organization Studies 19: 549–83.



12	 Organization 00(0)

Ooms, W., Caniëls, M. C. J., Roijakkers, N., et al. (2020) ‘Ecosystems for Smart Cities: Tracing the Evolution 
of Governance Structures in a Dutch Smart City Initiative’, International Entrepreneurship and 
Management Journal 16(4): 1225–58.

Page, S. B., Stone, M. M., Bryson, J. M., et al. (2015) ‘Public Value Creation by Cross-Sector Collaborations: 
A Framework and Challenges of Assessment’, Public Administration 93(3): 715–32.

Parks, D. (2019) ‘Energy Efficiency Left Behind? Policy Assemblages in Sweden’s Most Climate-Smart 
City’, European Planning Studies 27(2): 318–35.

Royo, S., Pina, V. and Garcia-Rayado, J. (2020) ‘Decide Madrid: A Critical Analysis of an Award-Winning 
e-participation Initiative’, Sustainability 12(4): 1674.

Ruhlandt, R. W. S. (2018) ‘The Governance of Smart Cities: A Systematic Literature Review’, Cities 
81: 1–23.

Sancino, A., Rees, J. and Schindele, I. (2018) ‘Cross-sector Collaboration for Public Value Co-creation: 
A Critical Analysis’, in M. Stout (ed) From Austerity to Abundance?, pp. 59–73. Bingley: Emerald 
Publishing Limited.

Sarma, S. and Sunny, S. A. (2017) ‘Civic Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: Smart City Emergence in Kansas 
City’, Business Horizons 60(6): 843–53.

Schreyögg, G. and Sydow, J. (2010) ‘CROSSROADS—Organizing for Fluidity? Dilemmas of New 
Organizational Forms’, Organization Science 21: 1251–62.

Selsky, J. W. and Parker, B. (2005) ‘Cross-Sector Partnerships to Address Social Issues: Challenges to Theory 
and Practice’, Journal of Management 31(6): 849–73.

Selsky, J. W. and Parker, B. (2011) ‘Platforms for Cross-Sector Social Partnerships: Prospective Sensemaking 
Devices for Social Benefit’, Journal of Business Ethics 94(S1): 21–37.

Shelton, T., Zook, M. and Wiig, A. (2015) ‘The Actually Existing Smart City’, Cambridge Journal of Regions, 
Economy and Society 8: 13–25.

Söderström, O., Paasche, T. and Klauser, F. (2014) ‘Smart Cities as Corporate Storytelling’, City 18(3): 307–20.
Soe, R.-M. and Drechsler, W. (2018) ‘Agile Local Governments: Experimentation Before Implementation’, 

Government Information Quarterly 35(2): 323–35.
Stibbe, D. and Prescott, D. (2020) The SDG Partnership Guidebook. United Nations and The Partnering Initiative.
Talbot, D. (2013) ‘Big Data From Cheap Phones’, MITS Technology Review 116(3): 50–4.
Taylor Buck, N. and While, A. (2017) ‘Competitive Urbanism and the Limits to Smart City Innovation: The 

UK Future Cities Initiative’, Urban Studies 54(2): 501–19.
Vallance, P., Tewdwr-Jones, M. and Kempton, L. (2020) ‘Building Collaborative Platforms for Urban 

Innovation: Newcastle City Futures as a Quadruple Helix Intermediary’, European Urban and Regional 
Studies 27(4): 325–41.

Vangen, S. and Huxham, C. (2003) ‘Nurturing Collaborative Relations’, The Journal of Applied Behavioral 
Science 39(1): 5–31.

van Winden, W. and van Den Buuse, D. (2017) ‘Smart City Pilot Projects: Exploring the Dimensions and 
Conditions of Scaling Up’, Journal of Urban Technology 24(4): 51–72.

Varró, K. and Bunders, D. J. (2020) ‘Bringing Back the National to the Study of Globally Circulating Policy 
Ideas: ‘Actually Existing Smart Urbanism’ in Hungary and the Netherlands’, European Urban and 
Regional Studies 27(3): 209–26.

Wiig, A. (2016) ‘The Empty Rhetoric of the Smart City From Digital Inclusion to Economic Promotion in 
Philadelphia’, Urban Geography 37: 535–53.

Wittmayer, J. M., Avelino, F., van Steenbergen, F., et al. (2017) ‘Actor Roles in Transition: Insights From 
Sociological Perspectives’, Environmental Innovation and Societal Transitions 24: 45–56.

Author biographies

Sara Thabit is a doctoral student at Tallinn University of Technology, where she is affiliated with the Academy 
of Architecture and Urban Studies and the FinEst Centre for Smart Cities.

Luca Mora is Professor of Urban Innovation at the Business School of Edinburgh Napier University and at the 
Academy of Architecture and Urban Studies of Tallinn University of Technology.


