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Abstract

:

Integrated urban development strategies are shaping a new policy frame to cope with the complexity of urban problems. This implies multi-level policy mixes involving multiple goals, the collaboration between different actors, and policy theories based on complementarity between different policy tools (and their causal processes). As in other policies, the third aspect has been less analysed. This article studied the theory behind policy mixes developed in the European Union URBAN I Initiative framework and the effects on its employment inclusion goal. The policy theory suggests complementary effects between policy actions oriented toward economic activities and those oriented at increasing employment skills to, in turn, increase residents’ inclusion in the labour market. The quasi-experimental approach applied at the neighbourhood level in Spain showed a moderate influence on employment among the youngest age cohorts and a more evident impact on business density. Nevertheless, evidence concerning the complementarity between actions oriented at improving labour market demand and labour market supply in targeted neighbourhoods suggested in the program theory is less convincing. This exercise showed the methodological challenges in assessing the effectiveness of integral urban initiatives and offered some suggestions regarding the policy theory behind them through a European Union case.
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1. Introduction


There is a growing consensus on the nature of urban problems as complex issues, as their causes and effects cross-cut different policy sectors or sub-systems. Therefore, as with other policies with cross-cutting issues, urban policies tend to be developed by applying integral policy strategies (IPSs) to address the adverse effects of fragmented government, with sectoral policy actions to deal with complex policy problems. These strategies aim to shape a new policy sub-system to include the objectives, actors, and instruments characteristic of existing sectoral sub-systems-policy sectors concerned with the complex problem [1].



Therefore, integral urban policies imply a multi-goal agenda, collaboration among different sectoral actors, and an intervention logic that tries to combine policy instruments from different policy sectors to improve an urban space. This intervention logic means each integral urban initiative or policy proposes a specific policy theory linking objectives and expected results through specific causal processes and complementarities between them [2,3]. In addition to appropriated research strategies, to evaluate its effectiveness, the policy theory in each case should be studied because it establishes the main hypotheses to be assessed [4].



Since the 1990s, the EU has promoted initiatives based on integral policy strategies to address urban problems. This article analysed the effectiveness of the URBAN I Initiative (1994–1999), particularly concerning its objective to improve employment inclusion in targeted neighbourhoods. The policy theory behind this program is based on the classic combination between policy actions on labour market supply and demand sides (employability training and increasing labour opportunities by supporting economic activity). However, implicitly, the theory also includes two premises that could reduce the effectiveness of such complementarity. On the one hand, more employment opportunities would increase residents’ employment inclusion if the professional skills they acquire are in line with those required by the new economic activities in the neighbourhood. However, projects do not set out mechanisms to ensure this match. On the other hand, the urban processes that the policy tries to modify (job seeking and business decisions on location) occur on a grander urban scale than targeted neighbourhoods, promoting spillover or displacement effects. Improvements in residents’ employment inclusion could therefore arise due to improvements in their occupational skills, but without the complementarity promoted by the economic activity increase underlying the programme’s policy theory regarding this objective.



After this introduction, the Section 2 is devoted to describing the meaning of IPSs as a new approach or policy frame for sustainable urban development policies. The Section 3 shows the main traits of the urban dimension of European Union policies as an example of IPSs in urban policies. The Section 4 presents the research strategy applied to analyse the effectiveness of URBAN I Initiative: the analysis of policy theory regarding the employment objective to establish causal processes to be assessed and the quasi-experimental design used to show program effects. The Section 5 presents and discusses empirical results. The conclusion section summarises the main results and research limitations, suggesting the importance of improving data and research strategies, and, above all, of analysing the policy theory behind the intervention logic of integral urban policies to understand its effects and improve its design.




2. Toward a New Policy Frame for Urban Policies: Sustainable Development and Policy Integration


The idea of integral policies to cope with the complexity of urban issues and the common fragmented sectoral approach to them is shaping a new policy frame for urban policies based on the idea of sustainable development and policy integration. As policy frame, establishes a policy rationale, general problems to solve, overall goals and implementation preferences [5,6]. It has its roots in the previous place-based initiatives and programs launched in European countries, the United States, and other regions. They aim to promote revitalisation in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, combining policy actions for urban space, social integration, and economic development [7,8]. Nowadays, these initiatives include other goals linked to climate change and environmental sustainability, as well as broader urban scales promoting the idea of sustainable urban development. This is mostly due to the support of international agencies, for example, the New Urban Agenda and the Sustainable Development Objectives promoted by the UN [9].



From an analytical point of view, this new policy frame means that urban policies comprise multi-level policy mixes. Sustainable urban development policies include goals from different policy sectors, the collaboration of public and private actors from different policy sectors and scales, and the combination of different policy instruments. They are applied simultaneously in different territories through top-down projects designed by local authorities in the framework of supra-local programs and policies. Therefore, this new frame involves integration processes in both the substantive dimension (goals) and the procedural dimension (actors and instruments) of public policies (Table 1) [3].



With regard to the substantive dimension, policy integration involves developing a shared vision of the problems to be solved and the goals to be pursued between policy sub-systems concerned with policy issues that need to be addressed. In this regard, the idea of sustainable urban development is becoming the general reference framework for setting the goals of urban policies worldwide. This approach implies a comprehensive vision about urban development goals to promote a balanced improvement in environmental sustainability, economic development, and social inclusion [10,11]. Therefore, urban policies adopt the character of multi-objective strategies to cope with the complexity of urban problems.



This policy frame also means urban policies are understood as place-based policies oriented towards a specific socio-spatial context [12,13]. Therefore, the substantive dimension also implies the specification of territorial targets according to the policy goals pursued, e.g., classical integral urban regeneration policies focused on disadvantaged neighbourhoods, economic recovery policies focused on urban spaces in economic decline, and place-based policies used to include eligibility criteria to select appropriate territorial targets [14,15,16].



With regard to the procedural dimension, IPSs concern at least two issues: multi-level governance and policy instruments defining the policy intervention logic [17,18]. In the first case, IPSs involve collaborative processes and coordination between actors in the policy sectors involved. Each policy sector defines a specific policy domain in which different types of public and private actors from different scales participate and collaborate [19]. The traditional distinction between economic development and redistributive urban policies promotes different policy domains and their specific governing coalitions: the well-known pro-growth and progressive coalitions. However, other more cross-cutting policies—such as urban regeneration initiatives—promote hybrid governing coalitions integrating these two policy domains [20,21]. In this regard, policy integration studies analyse the institutional processes and changes made to ensure joint action among different policy sub-systems from informal collaborations to specific formal governance bodies [1].



The intervention logic means there is an interdependency between instruments or policy tools used to achieve proposed goals. Policy tools included in urban policy mixes aim to produce specific causal processes to give rise to the behaviours or situations necessary to fulfil the proposed goals [3]. From this perspective, policy integration implies interdependent relationships between such causal processes, both for a specific objective and between them, since the outcomes of some actions may affect the causal processes of other policy actions and their outcomes. Therefore, the study of the integral intervention logic focuses on the policy theory underlying each policy mix, the causal processes behind their policy actions, and their consistency—as the mutual support between them—to achieve the proposed outcomes [2,4].



These analytical dimensions can be a reference framework for analysing whether urban policies—as multi-level complex policy mixes—produce policy integration processes and examine IPSs effectiveness. Nevertheless, from an analytical point of view, these are different dimensions that can reach a higher or lower level of policy integration in each case and may or may not be related to each other [22]. The first two have received more attention when analysing the transversality of goals or institutional changes to promote the coordination of sub-systems. By contrast, there have been few analyses of the intervention logic, the specific policy theory behind integral urban policies analysed, and there is little evidence concerning its effectiveness or impacts [23].




3. The Policy Frame of European Union Urban Initiatives: Sustainable Urban Development through Integral Policy Strategies


Since the 1990s, the EU has promoted integral policy strategies to address urban problems. From the original URBAN Initiative in the 1990s centred on integral urban regeneration to current sustainable urban development initiatives in the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) framework during the 2014–2020 programming period, policy integration has become mainstream for the urban dimension of the European Cohesion Policy [24]. These initiatives applied policy integration regarding goals, actors, and policy instruments defining complex multi-level policy mixes implemented through local projects (Table 2) [3,25].



First, in the European Cohesion Policy framework, urban initiatives should promote territorial cohesion and sustainable urban development, which is understood as a combination of improvements in physical space, and economic, social, environmental, and governance objectives to enable more intelligent, inclusive, and sustainable cities [26,27]. Before the 2007–2014 programming period, URBAN I and URBAN II Initiatives established goals and actions across different policy sectors that local projects could include in their policy mixes to promote social-spatial cohesion [28,29]. Since 2007, urban initiatives have been included in the framework of EDRF. Local projects can decide goals across thematic priorities established by the EU Cohesion Policy under those specified in their national or regional operational plans [24].



Second, in former URBAN Initiatives, the territorial targets were mainly disadvantaged urban areas in major cities. Since 2007, this has also applied to infra-municipal areas with specific problems or functional urban areas, the EU proxy for metropolitan areas that integrates neighbouring municipalities [25,30]. Therefore, territorial targets have changed in nature and scale, including urban realities different from disadvantaged neighbourhoods in large cities.



Third, urban initiatives should be planned and implemented through multi-level governance processes. These processes imply vertical policy integration (different administrative levels and local actors), horizontal policy integration (different policy sub-systems), the active involvement of local actors [31], and, more recently, territorial cooperation between neighbouring municipalities due to the incorporation of functional urban areas as territorial targets together with the previous focus on the neighbourhood scale.



Fourth, local projects should combine different policy instruments, promoting interdependences between them in order to attain their multi-objective agenda [32]. Based on experiences of URBAN Initiatives, integral urban development means complementation between the different policy tools—and their causal processes—included in local policy mixes to promote socio-spatial cohesion, for example, the combination of investment in physical infrastructures and human capital [33].



EU urban initiatives thus exemplify the new policy frame for urban policies oriented toward sustainable urban development through integral policy strategies. Nevertheless, as in the analysis of other policies, the study of the policy theory defining the intervention logic behind policy mixes has received less attention than the analysis of the comprehensiveness of goals or their collaborative processes. Academic studies and evaluations made by the European Commission have shown the transversality between different objectives, i.e., the existence of collaboration processes or the promotion of specific bodies to ensure coordination among administrative levels and policy sub-systems [34,35,36]. Nevertheless, interdependences between policy tools and the causal processes included in local policy mixes—and their efficiency and impacts on the expected outcomes—have received less attention [33].



This article analysed the issues with regard to one of the main objectives of urban initiatives promoted by the EU: to increase employment among residents in targeted territorial areas. In addition to the common methodological difficulties of attributing causality to urban policies [37], the evaluation of integral strategies is even more challenging due to the number and complexity of the causal processes involved [38]. For this reason, our focus was on a concrete expected result and the causal processes associated with it in a specific program: the URBAN I Initiative in Spain.




4. Cases, Program Theory, and Methods: URBAN I and Employment in Spain


The URBAN I Initiative was implemented in 118 local initiatives across the EU between 1994 and 1999. In its general policy frame oriented toward integral urban regeneration, municipalities were to develop a project applying an integral perspective to increase social cohesion in disadvantaged neighbourhoods of large cities. Around 25 percent of these projects were implemented in Spanish cities using a broad, integrated approach adjusted to the European Commission’s guidelines, including physical infrastructure, support to small and medium enterprises and social inclusion actions [34].



To evaluate the impact of this program on employment, two main tasks were developed with the aim of reducing the classical attribution gap in urban policy evaluation [37]. First, based on program documentation and analyses of local portfolios, we studied the program theory to understand how it tried to link goals and outcomes through policy tools and their causal process [4]. The objective was to determine the main causal processes in policy tools and their complementarities to increase employment among residents to establish the hypotheses to be analysed. Second, a quasi-experimental design was applied, comparing changes between targeted and non-targeted urban areas before and after program implementation (a pre-post intervention with control group design). This section is devoted to explaining these two tasks.



4.1. URBAN I and the Integral Strategy Concerning Employment: Analysing Causal Processes in the Program Policy Theory


In Spain, 29 cities of up to 100,000 inhabitants implemented the URBAN I Initiative (1994–1999) in disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Within the framework provided by this EU program, their objectives focused on five main goals: improvement of the urban environment, new social infrastructures and services, social integration programs, economic activity promotion, and employability through professional training for the local unemployed population and specific groups (such as the long-term unemployed, women, and young people) (European Commission, 1994). In this regard, unemployment in Spain was a crucial public issue in the late 1980s and 1990s. Significant differences existed compared with the EU average, especially among the younger population. The unemployment rate among the active population up to 25 years old was 30 percent in Spain compared with 5 percent in the EU [39,40]. According to local projects portfolios, analyzed by the comparative urban portfolio analysis method [5], labour inclusion in targeted neighbourhoods, especially among young people, was a central objective of the integrated initiatives designed in the URBAN local projects.



With regard to this objective, the policy theory underlying the URBAN projects in Spain is similar to other place-based initiatives focused on socio-economically disadvantaged urban areas. These initiatives combine actions oriented toward improving the labour market supply and demand sides [41]. Some of them try to encourage employment opportunities through inducement policy tools (economic or other) to alter the pay-off of decisions to improve or initiate economic activity in the neighbourhood (e.g., financial aid, improvement of premises, training in new technologies to improve commercialisation, etc.). Projects also include actions that attempt to increase labour inclusion by using training policy tools to enhance professional skills (e.g., information and advice about job opportunities and training courses).



Moreover, the two causal processes are set as complementary. Support for economic activity is a facilitation policy tool for residents’ labour market inclusion; it is commonly presented in local project portfolios as an instrument to increase economic activity and employment in a neighbourhood. Specifically, this policy option means that the first should produce a contextual effect that encourages achieving the second. It should generate more employment opportunities for residents, who simultaneously improve their employability by acquiring professional skills and better information about the labour market; this is a common strategy in initiatives funded by the EU to increase youth employment [42]. For example, increasing or attracting economic activities in a neighbourhood will reduce displacement and the information costs in job-seeking processes, which are two mechanisms explaining unemployment in disadvantaged urban areas. Advice and information actions concerning existing and new job opportunities could also reduce these costs [43,44].



Together with these complementary effects, other policy actions oriented at improving neighbourhoods’ physical space and reducing social exclusion can facilitate the previous integral strategy. Urban space improvements—through planning regulations, infrastructure, and public space enhancements—can promote a more attractive environment for economic activities [45], increasing job opportunities for residents. Welfare services and sensitisation initiatives regarding lifestyles could improve residents’ employability (for instance, health, educational, or social policy actions) [46].



Nevertheless, only the complementarity effect between economic support and employability policy actions is included in local portfolios. This effect also implicitly establishes two premises that could affect expected outcomes. On the one hand, this complementation supposes a match between skills acquired by residents in training policy actions and occupational requirements of new economic activities in the targeted neighbourhoods. However, projects do not set out mechanisms to ensure this match. On the other hand, this complementary effect assumes that the process being modified (job seeking and localisation business decisions) occurs on the neighbourhood scale: residents will mainly find jobs in new labour opportunities generated in the neighbourhood. However, new economic activities could attract the working population from other urban spaces, and neighbourhoods’ residents will find suitable jobs according to their skills in other localisations (neighbourhoods or municipalities in the metropolitan area). Employment inclusion could increase independently from the business increase (more job opportunities) in targeted neighbourhoods. These implicit premises could explain mixed results of previous analyses about the impact of business support policy actions on employment in deprived neighbourhoods, from very few to no effects [46,47,48,49].




4.2. Analysing Program Effects: Control Group Selection and Impact Method Analysis


Census information and other data sources in Spain provide details at the census track level. Based on documents concerning local projects, the urban areas chosen as their targets were delimited as groups of adjacent census tracks in each city in 1991. No-chosen urban areas in each municipality were delimited as groups of adjacent census tracks with a similar socio-spatial vulnerability among them and a similar population size to the targeted ones. Urban areas had the same geographical area in 1991 and 2001 to allow comparison before and after the URBAN I implementation. In three cities, the census does not provide georeferences for census tracks in 1991; thus, in 26 cities, 568 comparable urban areas were delimited (542 no-chosen and 26 chosen as URBAN I territorial targets).



According to the program’s eligibility criteria, targeted territories should be disadvantaged neighbourhoods in large cities: densely populated and with decaying urban fabric, declining economic activity, lack of infrastructure, high unemployment rates, and other social exclusion problems [28]. Based on available secondary data for 1991, four indicators measure these criteria: population density, houses in good condition, the density of business establishments per inhabitant, and the employment rate. The intentional selection bias established by the program means that, before implementation, differences should exist between the all of chosen and unchosen areas, according to the established eligibility criteria (see Table 3). Therefore, only the unchosen areas similar to targeted ones before program implementation should be selected as an appropriate control group to analyse the program’s impact.



Experimental and control groups were selected by performing propensity scores and Nearest Neighbor. Propensity scores were estimated by applying logistic regression models, including the presence or absence of interventions as the dependent variable and eligibilitycriteria in 1991 as the independent variables. Due to the substantial difference in the number of targeted and non-targeted areas, we used a 1:5 ratio in the matching process (caliper equal to 0). Experimental and control groups only incorporate those that fall within the common support area [50,51]. Propensity score matching was performed using the R module in SPSS software [52]. There were no significant differences in covariates between the experimental and control groups (standardized differences <25%). The explanatory capacity of regression models using matched cases was also lower than the same models including all urban areas. The urban areas selected as experimental and control groups through propensity score matching were similar according to the eligibility criteria in 1991 (Table 4).



The program’s impact was analysed by computing effect sizes, specifically the differences in change trends for the experimental and control groups between the pre and post-implementation periods (1991 and 2001). Specifically, we used the dRM indicator suggested by Morris and DeShon to analyse effect sizes in repeated measurements with control group designs. This indicator measures an improvement in performance among the experimental group regarding the outcomes of policy actions: business density and unemployment rate [53]. Cohen’s r effect size assesses the complementarity effects between these policy actions. This indicator measures the differences in correlations between changes in business density and employment rates between 1991 and 2001 in the experimental and control groups [54]. The results presented the magnitude of effect sizes and confidence intervals (CI 90%) to provide information about their estimation precision [55,56].




4.3. Controlling for Policy Exposure: Stayers and Age Cohorts


The program’s impact on employment will depend on residents’ contextual and specific exposure to policy actions implemented in the targeted neighbourhoods. The impact of place-based policies could be affected by mobility across urban areas due to new residents attracted during the program’s implementation (incomers) and residents who move to other urban areas (out-movers). Specifically, these programs could promote a “moving escalator effect,” whereby residents, especially young people, improve their socio-economic conditions and then move to a better neighbourhood [57]. Therefore, impact analyses should also aim to control contextual policy exposure due to urban mobility. Similarly, analyses should include specific policy exposure according to the targets established for each policy action because causal processes are designed to affect specific residents rather than all of them [58].



There is no individual longitudinal data on residential mobility between 1991 and 2001 or data about individual beneficiaries of policy actions. Therefore, we used two proxies to control contextual policy exposure to the program and specific exposure to employability policy actions. The post-intervention measurement only included individuals who resided in the same household between 1991 and 2001; therefore, the people most likely to have been exposed to the program were “stayers” (permanent residents) in the urban area during the project’s implementation. This analysis can approximate the program’s effects, discounting any possible influence linked to incomers. However, this strategy has two potential limitations. First, we assumed that permanent residents in 2001 were representative of all residents in 1991. Second, the analyses did not measure the potential “moving escalator effect” (out-movers who were able to find employment and relocated to other areas). Therefore, this strategy was conservative; it could underestimate the impact of a program because it did not include the potential positive effect on those residents who moved to another neighbourhood.



Changes within four 10-year cohorts aged 15 to 65 between 1991 and 2001 were analysed as a proxy of specific policy exposure. We compared the employment rate in an age group in 1991 with the corresponding age group of permanent residents in 2001. Although employability actions are usually focused on unemployed people in a neighbourhood, projects also establish specific target populations, especially young people and the older long-term unemployed. The evaluative reports for projects do not provide information about the type of people who attended training activities (their beneficiaries), but other evidence for Spain shows that young people have a greater propensity to attend these activities than their older counterparts [39].



The use of aggregate (ecological) data and our proxies to policy exposure—instead of individual longitudinal data distinguishing between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of policy actions—could underestimate evidence about a program’s impact. Therefore, attention should be paid to this issue when analysing the effect size. In fact, analysis based on aggregate data could be one reason for the moderate effects found in previous studies about similar place-based policies [59,60,61]. Despite this limitation, our analysis compared targeted neighbourhoods with a control group to reduce the attribution gap in analysing these urban policies [62] and provided proxies for contextual and specific policy exposure instead of the whole neighbourhood population.





5. Results and Discussion


The employment rate increased by 3.5 points in experimental and control areas, a similar trend to that in Spain as a whole during this period [63,64]. Nevertheless, differences existed according to age cohorts (Table 5). The youngest (15–25 years old in 1991) showed the highest increase (18 points). This difference is a common trend in labour market analyses because many members of this cohort change from an inactive to an active situation by entering the labour market for the first time [65,66]. The change is smaller in older cohorts where there are already a greater number of economically active people, except in the group aged 26–35 years (aged 36 to 45 years in 2001) with a difference of six points.



The effect sizes for the unemployment rate showed a similar change pattern in the experimental and control areas; the confidence interval range indicated that the differences between them were not significant (dRM = 0.022; CI90: −0.211; 0.374). Nevertheless, differences existed according to our proxy for employability policy exposure (Figure 1 and Table A2 in the Appendix A). Changes for those aged 36–45 years and 46–55 years in 1991 were similar in the experimental and control groups (dRM equal to 0.108 and 0.116, respectively; CI crossed the zero value). Instead, differences existed among the youngest cohorts, aged 16–25 and 26–35 in 1991, indicating a low effect of the program (dRM = 0.298; CI90: 0.005–0.591). Residential mobility was particularly apparent among these cohorts, and this may be related to the above-mentioned “moving escalator effect.” Nevertheless, the rate of out-movers in these age cohorts was equal in the experimental and control groups (see Table A1 in the Appendix A). Therefore, the URBAN I initiative seems to have promoted better labour market inclusion among the youngest cohorts in the targeted areas.



Young people are a central target of actions regarding employability training in Spanish URBAN projects, and they have a greater tendency to attend this type of training course than older age cohorts. Accordingly, previous results showed a moderate effect of these policy actions with regard to younger age cohorts. However, according to URBAN I policy theory, this result could also be related to the outcomes of economic support policy actions. Business density increased in both the experimental and control areas during a cycle of economic growth in Spain between 1991 and 2001 (a difference of 19 points, see Table 6); however, effect size showed this positive change was greater in the experimental than in the control areas (dRM = 0.451; CI90: 0.157–0.746). Therefore, the program increased economic activity—and thereby employment opportunities—in the targeted neighbourhoods.



Correlations between the change in business density and the change in employment rates are nevertheless low, although higher in the experimental group than in the control group (see Table A3 in the Appendix A). For the total active population, the effect sizes showed the relationship between changes in business density and the employment rate was slightly higher in targeted neighbourhoods (r = 0.231; CI90: −0.062; 0.524), although this effect concentrated on residents aged 26–35 in 1991 (r = 0.265; CI90: −0.028; 0.558). However, the confidence intervals prevented solid conclusions about any facilitation effect of increased job opportunities on the labour market inclusion; the complementary link between causal processes promoted these two outcomes (Figure 2).



Analyses showed the achievement of the economic activity goal and, to some extent, the employment goal among the youngest population, though the complementary effect between them was less evident. The impact on business density was not associated with a significant increase in employment rates in experimental neighbourhoods. This result could be explained by displacement effects, as analyses of other similar initiatives showed. Spillover effects could promote more economic activity and employment in surrounding urban areas because these could offer a more suitable location in the city than in the targeted areas [67,68]. Furthermore, residents from surrounding areas could take up the new jobs created in targeted areas [69,70]. Therefore, economic activity could increase in targeted neighbourhoods without improvements in the residents’ employment and quality of life [71].



The program’s theory also implicitly supports two interrelated premises regarding the complementary effect between increasing economic activity and residents’ employment. First, this complementary effect means residents will seek and find jobs preferentially in their neighbourhoods. Second, a match exists between the occupational structure of increasing job opportunities and the new professional skills acquired. However, job seeking and suitable labour options have a broad urban scale similar to business locations and residential choices. Improving the work skills among residents does not imply that they will find a job in their neighbourhoods. More, or more suitable, job opportunities according to their new labour skills could exist in other neighbourhoods or other municipalities in the metropolitan area. The opposite could apply to residents in other urban areas regarding the type of new job opportunities in targeted locations. The absence of complementary effects could be due to the contrast between these two implicit premises in the program theory and the multi-scalar processes surrounding job-seeking, business location, and residential decisions, as well as other processes explaining neighbourhood change.




6. Integral and Sustainable Urban Development Strategies: Methodological Challenges and Policy Theories Enhancement


Urban initiatives and programs in the EU Cohesion Policy framework have adopted an integral policy strategy. These initiatives attempt to produce sustainable urban development through local policy mixes based on integration among various policy tools, using their causal processes to attain their outcomes. Our analysis regarding the URBAN I Initiative in Spain showed positive impacts on two policy objectives: economic activity and employment for the youngest age cohorts. Nevertheless, the results did not provide robust evidence about the complementary effect behind the integral strategy for increasing employment.



This evaluative exercise had some limitations that should be noted. First, our approximation of policy exposure using aggregate data for age cohorts at the neighbourhood level implied a conservative strategy that could have underestimated the program’s effects. As mentioned above, evaluations made for similar policies using aggregate data also showed moderate or even no effects. Our results showed the program accomplished, to some extent, some of its goals, but better data would be required in order to provide more robust evidence. Second, the post-intervention measurement was made very close to the end of the program. This might have limited the possibility of detecting its impact, especially regarding actions based on “capacity buildings tools” (such as employability ones) where the effects are more evident in the medium or long term [72]. Lastly, although we assessed the program’s theory, differences among local projects could exist according to the importance of different policy actions and specific differences among their territorial targets [25]. These differences could promote opposite effects on outcomes, explaining the program’s low impact on employment (as a compositional effect among different portfolios in different urban areas). Therefore, the heterogeneity of program impacts should also be studied.



Some of these limitations could only be avoided by improving existing data, allowing for the analysis of individual longitudinal measurements for residents and their exposure to a program’s policy actions, e.g., data about residents labour situation before and after interventions, their exposure to specific policy actions, and their jobs localisation. Therefore, to provide better answers about the effects of such initiatives, the institutions promoting them should encourage the production of appropriate data to address these methodological challenges.



Despite these methodological issues, the results also suggested improvements regarding the policy theory behind the analysed integral policy strategy. This strategy neglected and therefore should incorporate the multi-scaler character of urban processes. First, displacement and spillover effects between neighbourhoods or municipalities in metropolitan areas could undermine the expected impact of economic development actions on increasing employment among the targeted residents. Local labour markets, and business location decisions, have a broader scale than specific urban areas (neighbourhoods). Second, a mismatch between the occupational structure of new job opportunities and acquired labour skills could undermine the expected complementary effects of business inducements on training for unemployed residents. In this situation, economic activity in targeted spaces could attract workers from other territories with the required skills, and residents would need to expand their job-seeking activity outside targeted areas to find suitable work for their occupational skills. A better match does not guarantee that companies in targeted areas will hire residents; this also depends on employers’ recruitment methods and preferences [73]. However, a better match would at least increase labour market inclusion opportunities in a neighbourhood. Despite the importance of these displacement and mismatch effects to explain inclusion in the labour market [73], the program and urban portfolios analysed did not mention them. Therefore, integral strategies should include policy actions to prevent these potential adverse effects, or at least to be aware of them.



As indicated before, EU urban initiatives have changed the scale of targeted territories, including functional urban areas (the EU proxy for metropolitan areas) together with the previous target, which was focused on infra-municipal areas (neighbourhoods). Nevertheless, changing the scale of targeted territories would not address the need to improve the integral policy theory that underlies the intervention logic of local policy mixes, the specification of targets (policy exposure), and the causal process promoted by policy tools and their complementarity. The scale of territorial targets and the scale of urban processes that policy tries to modify may not match. Policy design of integral urban initiatives should incorporate this aspect to improve policy theory regarding their established expected outcomes.



Previous results show that low impact on the total population may be explained by composition effects resulting from different target groups, their specific dynamics in labour market integration, and their exposure to policy actions. Although it may not be evident for the population as a whole, effects may exist for some targets and specific groups. Similar differences among groups of residents according to other social traits may occur with regard to other policy actions. Compositional effects could arise from assuming that the same policy theory (causal process) has a similar impact in different groups.



The analysed program appeared to produce the expected changes to economic activity and employment inclusion among specific targeted groups as a summative result of goal achievement in different policy sectors. However, it remains less clear that this is a consequence of policy integration as complementary effects between different policy tools and their causal processes, at least in the case analysed and with the research methods used in this article. Urban policies with multiple objectives will promote sustainable urban development achievements through actions across different policy sectors, but this does not mean that such achievements result from the integral policy strategies included in policy mixes. As mentioned before, the comprehensiveness of goals and intervention logic are two different dimensions of integral policy strategies that do not have to take place simultaneously in all cases. Therefore, further research is needed to understand the policy theory behind the integral strategy in urban policy mixes, their dimensions, and their effectiveness regarding sustainable urban development goals. This article tried to do this exercise by analysing an exemplar program promoted by the EU and its results in the Spanish case.
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Table A1. Residential stability. Percentage of permanent residents out of the total residents in 2001.
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Experimental

	
Control

	
Total

	
Difference (1)




	
Mean

	
Std. Dev

	
Mean

	
Std. Dev

	
Mean

	
Std. Dev

	






	
Total

	

	
60.051

	
6.977

	
60.244

	
11.597

	
60.212

	
10.943

	
0.193




	
Age groups

	
26–35

	
62.294

	
8.622

	
62.975

	
12.186

	
62.862

	
11.644

	
0.681




	

	
36–45

	
42.415

	
10.041

	
43.120

	
13.713

	
43.003

	
13.143

	
0.706




	

	
46–55

	
49.939

	
8.037

	
50.377

	
12.642

	
50.304

	
11.975

	
0.437




	

	
46–55

	
69.332

	
7.922

	
69.566

	
11.713

	
69.527

	
11.147

	
0.234




	

	
56–65

	
78.427

	
6.235

	
79.714

	
10.467

	
79.499

	
9.882

	
1.287








Source: Spanish Census. 1 According to the t-test, all differences are not significant for p < 0.001.
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Table A2. The impact of URBAN I on unemployment rates and business density. Effect size (dRM) and confidence intervals (CI 90%).
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dRM

	
CI (90%)






	
Employment rate

	
Total

	
0.082

	
−0.211

	
0.374




	

	
15–25 (1991) to 25–35 (2001)

	
0.298

	
0.005

	
0.592




	

	
26–35 (1991) to 35–45 (2001)

	
0.298

	
0.005

	
0.591




	

	
36–45 (1991) to 45–55 (2001)

	
0.108

	
−0.184

	
0.401




	

	
46–55 (1991) to 56–65 (2001)

	
0.116

	
−0.177

	
0.408




	
Business density

	

	
0.451

	
0.157

	
0.746
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Table A3. Changes in business density and employment rate. Correlations, effect size (Cohen’s r), and confidence intervals (CI 90%).
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Correlations

	
Cohen’s r




	
Experimental

	
Control

	
r

	
CI (90%)






	
Total

	
0.108

	
−0.112

	
0.231

	
−0.062

	
0.524




	
15–25 (1991) to 25–35 (2001)

	
0.050

	
0.016

	
0.034

	
−0.258

	
0.326




	
26–35 (1991) to 35–45 (2001)

	
0.257

	
−0.002

	
0.265

	
−0.028

	
0.558




	
36–45 (1991) to 45–55 (2001)

	
0.050

	
−0.032

	
0.082

	
−0.210

	
0.374




	
46–55 (1991) to 56–65 (2001)

	
0.133

	
0.008

	
0.126

	
−0.167

	
0.416
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Figure 1. URBAN I impact on employment (1991–2001). 
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Figure 2. The relationship between changes in business density and employment rate. Difference between correlations in experimental and control groups. 
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Table 1. Urban integral policy strategies as multi-level policy mixes: main dimensions.
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	Policy Dimension
	Policy Integration
	Policy Integration Means





	Substantive

(goals)
	Comprehensiveness of goals
	A holistic (shared) conception of problems and goals across policy sectors



	
	Place-based orientation
	Territorial targets according to problems and goals established



	Procedural

(means)
	Multi-level governance
	Collaboration between actors across policy sectors and administrative levels



	
	Intervention logic
	A policy theory establishing interdependences and complementarities among policy tools and their causal processes
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Table 2. The general policy frame of EU urban initiatives: sustainable urban development through integral policy strategies.
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Policy Dimension

	
Policy Integration

	
Period




	
1990–2006

Integral Urban Regeneration

	
2007–2020

Integral Sustainable Urban Development






	
Substantive

(goals)

	
Comprehensiveness of goals

	
Physical space

Economic development

Social inclusion

Governance

Environment protection

	
Physical space

Economic development

Social inclusion

Governance

Climate change and environmental sustainability




	

	
Territorial target

	
Disadvantaged neighbourhoods in cities

	
Urban areas with specific problems at different scales (neighbourhoods, municipalities, urban functional areas)




	
Procedural

(means)

	
Multi-level governance, as collaborations between

	
government levels

sectorial policy sub-systems

public participation

	
government levels

sectorial policy sub-systems

public participation

neighbouring municipalities




	

	
Intervention logic, complementarity between

	
policy tools and their causal processes

	
policy tools and their causal processes
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Table 3. Urban areas according to eligibility criteria (1991): selected and non-selected areas in participating cities. Mean (standard deviation).
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Urban Areas

	
Population Density

(Inhab./km2)

	
Houses in Good Condition

(%)

	
Business Density (Companies per 1000 Inhabitants)

	
Employment Rate

(%)






	
Non-selected

(n = 542)

	
18,659.490

	
83.896

	
6.115

	
81.204




	
(16,355.711)

	
(10.942)

	
(7.4584)

	
(6.198)




	
Selected

(n = 26)

	
15,164.347

	
70.149

	
8.362

	
77.412




	
(13,176.650)

	
(17.634)

	
(8.471)

	
(6.442)




	
Total

	
18,499.501

	
83.267

	
6.218

	
81.031




	
(16,230.602)

	
(11.671)

	
(7.514)

	
(6.254)




	
Difference (t-test)

	
3495.143

	
13.747 ***

	
−2.247

	
3.792 **








Sources: Spanish census and E-Informa. Housing in good condition is defined by the Spanish Census. * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.005 *** p < 0.001.
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Table 4. Eligibility criteria and residential stability in experimental and control groups (1991).
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Urban Areas

	
Population Density

(Inhab./km2)

	
Houses in Good Condition

(%)

	
Business Density (Companies by 1000

Inhabitants)

	
Employment Rate

(%)






	
Control group

(n = 115)

	
16,052.857

	
74.935

	
7.385

	
79.025




	
(15,528.010)

	
(12.351)

	
(8.609)

	
(7.426)




	
Experimental group (n = 23)

	
16,138.452

	
74.636

	
8.882

	
78.962




	
(13,618.488)

	
(12.388)

	
(8.821)

	
(4.564)




	
Total (n = 138)

	
16,067.122

	
74.885

	
7.634

	
79.014




	
(15,179.680)

	
(12.312)

	
(8.630)

	
(7.017)




	
Difference (t-test)

	
−85.596

	
0.299

	
−1.497

	
0.062
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Table 5. Employment rates in experimental and control groups (1991–2001). Mean (Standard Deviation).






Table 5. Employment rates in experimental and control groups (1991–2001). Mean (Standard Deviation).





	

	
1991

(All Residents)

	
2001

(Permanent Residents)

	
Differences

1991–2001




	
Exp.

	
Control

	
Total

	
Exp.

	
Control

	
Total

	
Exp.

	
Control

	
Total






	
Total

	
78.962

	
79.025

	
79.014

	
82.677

	
82.438

	
82.478

	
3.715

	
3.413

	
3.464




	
(4.564)

	
(7.426)

	
(7.017)

	
(4.823)

	
(6.829)

	
(6.523)

	
(2.486)

	
(3.873)

	
(3.673)




	
15–25 (1991) to 25–35 (2001)

	
61.057

	
63.318

	
62.941

	
80.657

	
81.055

	
80.989

	
19.601

	
17.737

	
18.048




	
(8.409)

	
(10.129)

	
(9.872)

	
(5.655)

	
(6.935)

	
(6.722)

	
(5.618)

	
(6.363)

	
(6.264)




	
26–35 (1991) to 36–45 (2001)

	
78.093

	
78.694

	
78.594

	
85.340

	
84.729

	
84.831

	
7.247

	
6.036

	
6.237




	
(4.679)

	
(6.802)

	
(6.486)

	
(3.889)

	
(6.409)

	
(6.054)

	
(2.903)

	
(4.001)

	
(3.857)




	
36–45 (1991) to 46–55 (2001)

	
87.147

	
86.725

	
86.795

	
88.373

	
87.625

	
87.750

	
1.225

	
0.901

	
0.955




	
(2.887)

	
(5.875)

	
(5.485)

	
(3.622)

	
(5.694)

	
(5.401)

	
(2.107)

	
(3.133)

	
(2.983)




	
46–55 (1991) to 56–65 (2001)

	
88.558

	
88.115

	
88.189

	
86.987

	
85.997

	
86.162

	
−1.571

	
−2.118

	
−2.027




	
(3.283)

	
(5.634)

	
(5.307)

	
(3.862)

	
(5.711)

	
(5.448)

	
(2.483)

	
(4.096)

	
(3.872)








Source: Spanish Census. Experimental group: 23 areas; Control group: 115 areas.
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Table 6. Business density in experimental and control groups (1991–2001). Mean (Standard Deviation).
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1991

	
2001

	
Difference 2001–1991






	
Control

	
7.385

	
25.047

	
17.662




	
(8.609)

	
(22.916)

	
(14.653)




	
Experimental

	
8.820

	
33.619

	
24.735




	
(8.821)

	
(28.375)

	
(20.164)




	
Total

	
7.634

	
26.475

	
18.841




	
(8.630)

	
(24.011)

	
(15.841)








Source: E-Informa. Experimental group: 23 areas; control group: 115 areas.
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