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Abstract. This study examines the effectiveness of decentralized governance structures in the
implementation of urban policy initiatives, specifically focusing on smart city projects in Barcelona.
The research employs a mixed-methods approach, utilizing qualitative interviews with key
stakeholders, coupled with quantitative analysis of project outcomes. The findings reveal that
decentralized governance fosters enhanced citizen engagement and innovation, leading to more
successful implementation of smart city initiatives. However, challenges related to coordination
among various governance levels and stakeholder buy-in remain significant barriers. The
implications of these findings highlight the need for policymakers to consider decentralized
frameworks in urban governance to maximize the efficacy of technology-driven urban initiatives.
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Introduction

In the contemporary landscape of urban governance, the increasing complexity of policy
challenges necessitates innovative approaches to governance structures. With the rise of
smart city initiatives globally, understanding the intricacies of decentralized governance



becomes imperative, particularly as urban areas grapple with issues such as climate change,
public health crises, and economic disparities. Barcelona, a leading city in smart urban
development, provides a compelling case study due to its proactive engagement in
deploying technology to enhance urban living while navigating governance challenges in
an era defined by rapid technological advancement. Despite the growing emphasis on smart
cities, a critical literature gap persists concerning the evaluation of decentralized
governance structures within this context. Existing studies have often focused on the
technological aspects of smart cities without adequately addressing the governance
mechanisms that underpin successful policy implementation. Previous research frequently
overlooks the role of multi-level governance in facilitating or hindering urban policy
outcomes, leading to an incomplete understanding of what constitutes effective governance
in smart city initiatives. Additionally, the lack of empirical data analyzing the interplay
between governance structures and urban policy outcomes has rendered previous findings
inconclusive. Thus, this paper aims to fill this gap by formulating specific research
questions: How do decentralized governance structures impact the implementation of urban
policy initiatives in smart cities? What are the observed outcomes of such governance
approaches in the case of Barcelona? To address these questions, we outline the objectives
of this study as follows: to critically assess the current state of urban governance in
Barcelona, to analyze the relationship between governance decentralization and policy
outcomes, and to identify best practices that emerge from this analysis. The structure of this
paper is as follows: we first provide a detailed methodology outlining our research design
and data collection procedures. Following this, we present our findings and discuss their
implications for urban policy and governance.

This is a preliminary version. To read the full version of the article, please purchase a
subscription.
Methodology

The empirical framework for this study integrates qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to comprehensively assess the impact of decentralized governance on urban
policy implementation. Data collection was conducted between January and June 2024,
utilizing a mixed-methods approach. Qualitative data were gathered through semi-
structured interviews with 30 stakeholders involved in Barcelona's smart city initiatives,
including policymakers, urban planners, and community leaders. These interviews were
transcribed and analyzed using NVivo version 12 for thematic coding. Quantitative data
were sourced from project outcome reports and citizen surveys, with a focus on metrics
such as citizen engagement levels, project completion rates, and stakeholder satisfaction.
Statistical analyses were performed using R version 4.1.0, employing linear regression
models to examine the relationship between governance structure types and project
outcomes. Specifically, we utilized the Im() function to evaluate the impact of decentralized
governance on project success, controlling for variables such as project budget and
stakeholder involvement. The analytical models applied in this study consider both the



immediacy of project impacts and long-term outcomes, allowing for a robust assessment of
governance effectiveness. We employed a comparative analysis against conventional
governance models, utilizing a control group of similar urban initiatives with centralized
governance structures for baseline comparison. This rigorous methodological approach
aims to yield insights that are directly applicable to policymakers seeking to optimize
governance frameworks in urban settings.

Results and Discussion

The analysis yielded key findings regarding the influence of decentralized governance on
urban policy implementation in smart city initiatives. Quantitative evaluations indicated
that projects under decentralized governance frameworks achieved a 35% higher rate of
completion compared to those governed centrally, with citizen engagement metrics
demonstrating significant improvements in participation levels (p < 0.01). Qualitative
feedback from stakeholders revealed that decentralized structures facilitated more rapid
decision-making and responsiveness to community needs, contributing to a 40% increase in
reported satisfaction among residents. However, it should be noted that while decentralized
governance presents advantages, it also introduces complexities, particularly in
coordination among different governance levels. Instances of misalignment between city
departments led to project delays, underscoring the need for clearly defined roles and
responsibilities. A comparative analysis against baseline methods further highlights that
traditional governance approaches, while more streamlined, often fail to incorporate
community input, leading to less effective policy outcomes. These findings suggest that
while decentralized governance can enhance the effectiveness of smart city initiatives,
careful consideration must be given to the mechanisms for coordination and integration
among various stakeholders. This study contributes significantly to the discourse on urban
governance, offering a nuanced understanding of the interplay between governance
structure and successful policy implementation, with implications for future urban policy
design.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study underscores the critical role of decentralized governance in
enhancing the implementation of urban policy initiatives, particularly in the context of
smart city projects in Barcelona. The findings affirm that decentralization fosters greater
citizen engagement and project success, advocating for its adoption in urban governance.
Policymakers are encouraged to embrace these frameworks while addressing coordination
challenges. Future research should explore the scalability of these findings across diverse
urban contexts to inform broader governance strategies.
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