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Construction of Nanjing South Railway Station, Photo: Author, 2011
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CONCLUSIONS 

The previous chapters have unfolded the complexity and dynamics of decision-
making on HSR-related urban development in contemporary Chinese cities 
from actor-centered institutional perspective. This chapter first systematically 
summarizes the cross-case findings.  Next, conclusive remarks will be made. 
Moreover, some reflections on the relevance and limitation of the research will 
be given.

Cross-Case Comparison

The assumptions put forward at the start of the research about how the present 
Chinese polity relates to efforts of place-making are partly confirmed and 
enriched by the empirical evidence: the government-led, pro-growth rational 
appears to cause a number of difficulties with “place-making.” However, there 
are also surprising exceptions in which urban qualities are realized. I will 
discuss both sorts of findings in this concluding chapter. Before coming to the 
conclusions, a comparative insight into the three different practices allows us to 
arrive at a more systematic discussion. The comparison includes two parts: 1) 
the different institutional arrangement as the settings for action arena, and 2) 
the action arenas where actors interact and eventually lead to different outcomes 
of collective actions.

Settings: institutional arrangements

The three case studies consistently affirmed the structuring role of the general 
institutional parameters proposed in the pilot study (Chapter 2) as sensitizing 
concepts. However, the precise institutional arrangements that shape the 
orientations and capabilities of actors appear to differ in each in-depth case 
study. The next table summarizes the institutional arrangements in more detail 
(Table 6-1): They include the relations among governmental actors (central-
municipal, municipal-local, and cross-jurisdictional), the involvement of 
market actors (holders of the land development right, specific coordinative 
actor/coalition), and the involvement of civic actors (public participation and 
knowledge and information exchange).  
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Table 6-1. Actor positions in the three institutional arrangements, Source: author.

Wuhan Nanjing Shanghai 

Governmental 
Actors

- Central-municipal: 
Central government 
dominates infrastructure 
planning; 

- Central-municipal: 
Infrastructureplanning 
partly decentralized from 
MoR to municipality;

- Central-municipal: 
Infrastructure planning 
partly decentralized from 
MoR to municipality and 
local aviation actors; 

- Municipal-local:                          
Spatial development 
dominated by 
municipality;                   
No district/sub-district 
involvement;

- Municipal-local:                         
Spatial development 
dominated by 
municipality;          
Partially involvement of 
district;

- Municipal-local: 
Spatial development was 
decentralized to district & 
sub-district; 

- Cross-jurisdictional: 
Dominated by 
railway actors;                               
No platform for 
coordination;

- Cross-jurisdictional: 
Dominated by 
railway actors;                              
No platform for 
coordination;

- Cross-jurisdictional: 
Platform for coordination 
among railway, aviation 
& urban actors;

Market 
Actors

- Holders of land 
development right: 
Monopolized by 
municipality;

- Holders of land 
development right: 
Monopolized by 
municipality;

- Holders of land 
development right: 
Public-Private-
Partnership (PPP);

- Specific actor/coalition: 
No mediator for spatial 
development and 
governance;

- Specific actor/coalition: 
Two new actor coalitions 
for land development and 
spatial governance;

- Specific actor/coalition: 
Several specific coalitions 
and new actors to mediate 
spatial development and 
governance;

Civic Actors

- Public participation: 
Emergence of bottom-
up coalition from civil 
society;

- Public participation: 
No civic involvement;

- Public participation: 
Emergence of bottom-
up coalition from civil 
society;

- Knowledge & 
information transfer: 
Enclosed information 
system;

- Knowledge & 
information transfer: 
Enclosed information 
system;

- Knowledge & 
information transfer: 
Open access to 
information, respect for 
local knowledge;
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1) Yangchun-lake sub-center around Wuhan Station 

This case confirms the working hypothesis, and can be considered as a 
“negative case” with regard to place-making. It illustrates the typical centralized, 
government-led institutional arrangement. First, the central government, 
i.e., MoR, clearly dominated the central-municipal relation. The municipality 
only had the role of advisor during preparations. Additionally, there was no 
involvement of the local district or sub-district during the spatial planning and 
development. As a result, the municipality dominated municipal-local relation. 
Very little cross-jurisdictional coordination between railway actors, metro 
actors, and other urban development actors could be found, since there was 
no such platform or agency for it. Only the Railway Station Square Office was 
founded to take charge of daily facilities maintenance on the station square. Its 
power in mediating the inter-organizational coordination was extremely limited, 
as was its ability to interfere with land development. Second, with regard to the 
market actors, there was no specific actor or coalition of actors to involve market 
actors. The only relevant agency is the City Investment & Construction Corp., 
which was not interested in creating place-quality in this particular project. 
Third, the most unexpected finding is that a bottom-up coalition emerged 
from civil society to protest against the destruction of environmental quality. 
However, there were no formal institutional channels for public participation 
and the whole process was not transparent.  

As the outcome of such a centralized, government-led institutional 
arrangement, the Wuhan case shows inadequate place quality. Hierarchical 
decision-making resulted in the location at the fringe of the city transport 
network and morphological territory. The lack of a coordinative agency for 
infrastructure integration played a role in the absence of a public transport 
connection and the mono-function of the hub. The bottom-up public 
participation demonstrated the attention on the environmental sustainability. 

2) New South Extension around Nanjing South Railway Station 

This case represents another type of setting in which central government 
dominance is combined with a collaborative arrangement. First, the MoR 
played a dominant role in the central-local relation, while some decision-
making was decentralized towards the level of the municipality. This was due 
to Nanjing’s unique role of being the only municipality that was a shareholder 
of the Beijing-Shanghai HSR Corp. Ltd. As to the municipal-local relationship, 
the municipality played a dominant role in leading spatial planning and 
development. Nonetheless, the districts were only partially involved in the 
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form of developing some sub-projects such as a district industrial park for 
high-tech enterprises. Though a new coordinative agency/actor (i.e. the 
Construction Headquarter) was founded, it did not fully fulfill its designated 
task of cross-jurisdictional coordination. Second, from the perspective of 
market involvement, the development process was still pre-dominantly led by 
the municipality, just like the Wuhan case. Yet, what made it different was the 
separation of the entrepreneurial (market) role and governmental role of the 
aforementioned coordinative agency. The right of land development was given 
to a new semi-public corporation (i.e. the Railway Investment & Construction 
Corp.). That gave room for the participation of market actors. In comparison 
to the Wuhan case, this separation (although at a preliminary stage) showed 
an effect on limiting the public actors’ monopoly, and started to maintain its 
role as a public-service-provider. Lastly, the process showed very little public 
participation. There only emerged a bottom-up coalition from civil society. 

As a result, the Nanjing case has shown outstanding place quality in the sense 
of location choice and infrastructure integration. Because of the negotiation 
between the railway agency and the municipality, the location echoed the 
direction of the city’s future spatial extension, although being far away from 
the existing center. The coordinative agency has focused its contribution on 
the inter-organizational coordination of infrastructure integration, which 
resulted in better accessibility of public transportation. But there still remains 
much room for improvement in terms of functional diversity and sustainability, 
particularly in the core area. 

3) Hongqiao Business District around Shanghai Hongqiao Integrated 
Transport Hub. 

The Shanghai case can be considered a “positive case,” which partly refutes 
our initial expectations. In this case, decision-making was further decentralized, 
market actors were involved to a greater extent than usual in China and 
cooperation was facilitated. First, this is reflected in the arrangement of 
governmental actors: the conditions with regards to the policy process granted 
the municipality a more important role than usual. The Shanghai government 
played a proactive role in influencing the location choice and the integration 
of transport modes by negotiating with the MoR and the airport authority. The 
decentralization of the Shanghai Aviation Authority gave it an entrepreneurial 
identity and motivated it into an active coordination with other actors. 
Furthermore, the municipal-local relationship was much less hierarchical than 
in the other two cases. The district and the sub-district were given certain 
autonomy in determining spatial development. The megaproject was localized 
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by dividing it into sub-projects which were more embedded into the districts’ 
own development agendas. There was a platform for cross-jurisdictional 
coordination among railway, aviation, and urban development actors. Second, 
a PPP was introduced with regard to land development, particularly in the 
core area. New actor coalitions were thus formulated. Among them, there 
was an obvious separation of the entrepreneurial role (i.e. Shanghai Rainbow 
Investment & Construction Corp.) and the governance role (i.e. Hongqiao 
Business District Management Committee). The separation was much clearer 
than in the Nanjing case. Third, with regard to the civic actors, the case shows 
an emerging bottom-up coalition from civil society in the protest against the 
maglev line.  Furthermore, the appreciation of knowledge transfer made the 
policy process more adaptive to the local development agenda. Openness and 
transparency, such as the easy access to the latest information, fostered trust 
among third parties and therefore increased the opportunities for investors from 
different backgrounds to invest. 

As a consequence of this decentralized, coordinative, and semi-collaborative 
institutional arrangement, the Shanghai case is endowed with more spatial 
quality than the former two cases. Although also located at the periphery, the 
inter-organizational coordination made it easily accessible from the other part 
of the city, the country, and even the world. Further, it is conveniently integrated 
with all modes of transportation. The hub and the core area are facilitated with 
diverse urban functions, due to the involvement of public private partnerships. 
In addition, the case demonstrated that top-down attention on environmental 
sustainability has started to become a form of local branding for the core area of 
this very case.     

Action arenas: interaction modes in collective action problems 

The different institutional arrangements go along with differentiated modes 
of interaction with regard to the collective action problems in the cases (Table 
6-2). As described in Chapter 1, this study operationalizes “place quality” into 
four key components: 

1) location, 2) infrastructure integration, 3) functional diversity, and 4) 
sustainability. 
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Location 

The location choice plays a cardinal role in all cases. Inevitably, hierarchical 
direction dominates the decision-making of such national infrastructure 
projects. In most small cities, municipalities have to accede to and follow the 
MoR’s proposal. However, the empirical study of three cases also demonstrates 
an unexpected capability of municipalities to bargain with the MoR. The most 
crucial factor is their mutual interest by choosing the peripheral location. On 
the one hand, the MoR has the preference for minimal construction costs and 
technical feasibility. On the other hand, the municipalities prefer to take the 
HSR hub as an opportunity for land acquisition, spatial reconstruction, and 
suburbanization. The large amount of (public-owned) land leases has proved to 
be the quickest way of profit-making in the Chinese local governments’ urban 
growth machine. Since municipalities have the executive capabilities of clearing 
land and relocating the residents, the MoR has to take the localities preferences 
into consideration to a certain extent. That provided the necessary room for 
negotiation. As a result, the win-win agreements for locating new stations were 
always urban outskirts (redeveloped central stations are not applicable in this 
argumentation). Moreover, compared to Wuhan, Shanghai and Nanjing gained 
more bargaining power as the official stakeholders of the relevant HSR corridor.

Infrastructure integration

The main interaction mode is “bargaining under hierarchy.’’ This particularly 
contributed to the infrastructure integration in the Nanjing and Shanghai 
cases. Nanjing, as the only municipal shareholder in the Beijing-Guangzhou 
HSR Corp., benefitted from this position in the negotiation on several relevant 
issues. For instance, its strong objections necessitated the MoR to lift up the 
railway tracks to an elevated level in order to avoid interruption of city road 
traffic. Moreover, the plan for a metro connection was also changed and better 
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Wuhan Nanjing Shanghai 

Location Hierarchy Hierarchy & negotiation(bargain) Negotiation (bargain)

Integration Hierarchy Hierarchy & negotiation(bargain) Negotiation (network & PPP)

Diversity Hierarchy   Hierarchy& negotiation(network) Negotiation (network & PPP)

Sustainability
Semi-
collaboration

(not relevant) Semi-collaboration under 
hierarchy

Table 6-2. Interaction modes of collective action problems in three cases, Source: author. 
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integrated into the underground floor of the railway station. In the Shanghai 
Hongqiao case, the marketization of aviation actors engaged them in convincing 
other actors (especially the MoR) to integrate all transport modes within 
one hub. The Wuhan case is much less integrated due to the missing cross-
jurisdictional coordination. 

Functional diversity

The interaction modes differ from hierarchy to network-coordination, or even 
project partnership (PPP). The determining factor seems to be who owns the 
land and how the land is developed. Generally speaking, the railway actors 
own the station land and prefer the pure transportation function, while the 
local governments own the surrounding (and underground) land and pursue 
urbanity. Interestingly, the Shanghai and Nanjing cases have shown a few more 
concerns with regard to the key-component diversity. Both municipalities have 
chosen to compromise by placing the commercial and retail functions in an 
underground facility. However, the diversity of the whole development still 
remained limited. The Shanghai case is distinct because of the introduction 
of a public private partnership strategy. The costs of unprofitable facilities in 
the megaproject were balanced with multiple profitable functions. That greatly 
contributed to bringing in diverse urban functions. 

Sustainability

The new policy paradigm of sustainability by the central government created 
a growing awareness of sustainability and resilience in the mainstream urban 
policies of China. The concept is interpreted as environmental or ecological 
sustainability. Hierarchical planning and implementation remains the most 
important way in which this policy is delivered. There is a risk that – as long 
as the political appraisal system is still nested in a pro-growth rational – the 
local governments will use sustainability mainly as a niche to compete with 
others. The Nanjing case did not show prominent concern for sustainability 
issues. Nevertheless, the Shanghai and Wuhan cases exemplify an increasing 
engagement from civic actors and the emerging civil society in environmental 
issues. In the Shanghai case, the residents protested in the streets to express their 
objections to the maglev’s possible radiation. The Wuhan case illustrated more 
sophisticated means of public participation in the protest against privatizing of 
the city lakeshore. The new civic initiatives include organizing media coverage, 
online protests, and a participatory art project. The residents, journalists, and 
artists started to build up a new coalition. 
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Conclusions

The conclusive remark can be addressed: even under the current Chinese 
pro-growth conditions, the different cases vary in their institutional settings 
and subsequently in the extent to which place-making is successful. The 
differentiation of institutional conditions enables new policy games and 
processes of coalition building. Conditions that seem to contribute to place-
making include the following: 

•	 The decentralization of decision-making to local governments;

•	 The coalition building for cross-jurisdictional coordination;

•	 The distinction of the entrepreneurial (market) and the governmental 
roles of key actors;

•	 The capacity of project partnerships to capture and allocate value; 

•	 The involvement of civic actors. 

I will explain these conditions in more detail:

Decentralization to municipality, district, and sub-district

The study reveals that in these megaprojects with a large urban, regional, and 
– to a certain extent – even national significance, decentralization of decision-
making is still vital for place-making. The decentralization to the municipal level 
has been extensively investigated. On top of this, the study highlights the crucial 
role of sub-municipal local actors (district and sub-district). Although these 
actors are generally still excluded from decision-making on the location choice 
of the HSR station and on sustainable urban development, they do play an 
important role in pursuing integration or diversity. They have the knowledge of 
local needs and the executive capabilities to conduct actual projects. Thus, those 
ambitious plans for HSR station area development and the associated urban 
extension could be divided into sub-projects that fit more with the existing local 
development agenda. Given the strong position of the municipality, the more 
district and sub-district are involved, the better place quality might be created. 

An interesting point is that stakeholders can be made shareholders. By 
allowing districts to benefit directly from spatial development and turning them 
from stakeholders into shareholders of the larger urban development, they are 
more inclined to realign their own development with those of the greater whole. 
The case of Nanjing demonstrated how stakeholders changed into this proactive 
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role by influencing the decision-making on the location choice.

Coalition for cross-jurisdictional coordination: Recognizing the 
interdependence

Coordination problems among horizontal governmental actors are quite 
universal in urban megaprojects. The “horizontal actors” here refer to 
those on the similar administrative levels but from different sections and 
jurisdictions, who usually have conflicting interests. The specific feature of HSR-
oriented development in China roots in the conflicts between the separated 
accountabilities of the railway hierarchy (tiao) and the local urban network 
(kuai). It is crucial to establish actor coalitions of mutual interdependency 
instead of a hierarchal top-down implementation of state plans. That 
could increase the meaning of negotiation and improve chances for cross-
jurisdictional coordination and policy-making, and thus lead to a better place 
quality.

Distinguishing the entrepreneurial (market) and the governmental roles of 
key actors

The key coordinative actors in the three cases significantly differ in the sense 
of their capacities of spatial governance, which resulted in different outcomes 
of place quality. They include the Railway Station Square Office in Wuhan, the 
Construction Headquarter in Nanjing, and the Hongqiao Business District 
Management Committee in Shanghai. In particular, the latter two have shown 
the ambiguous roles between a developer (game-player) and a governmental 
agency (rule-maker). In other words, they have the monopoly right in land 
development on the one hand, and the administrative power in planning and 
providing urban services as a governmental agency on the other hand. Being 
both rule-maker and game-player enhanced their monopoly in the action 
arena of place-making. Nevertheless, studies have discovered the initial attempt 
to extract the entrepreneurial role from the coordinative actors. The clearer 
the separation, the less monopolist the coordinative actors are. Thus, a more 
transparent action arena proved to be more attractive for market investment. 

Project partnerships enabling value capturing 

The study shows that the project partnership between transportation and urban 
development actors functioned as an effective mechanism for value capturing 
in order to support unprofitable parts of the development. This partnership 
manages to bridge the fundamental barriers for implementing integrated land-
use and transport development, and thus to contribute to investment in public 
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spaces and create opportunities for multiple urban functions. Special attention 
must be paid to the unique preferences and orientations of the railway agency.

Involvement of civic actors

This study also shows the emerging engagement of collaborative coalitions and 
civil society. However, whether the bottom-up protest is forceful enough to 
change the policy agenda remains in doubt. As long as the governmental actors 
hold the dominant position and profit from land revenue, the impact of civic 
networks is not self-evident. It thus calls for an institutionalized channel for 
public participation. Besides, the local knowledge of the district and the sub-
district level could be more appreciated, which would contribute to a better 
understanding of local needs and thus more embedding in the existing local 
development agenda. The information accessibility and transparency also 
greatly contributes to the openness and transparency of the policy process.

Questions for Further Research

This research investigated whether and how under the existing institutional 
arrangements the policy processes in the urban megaprojects around HSR 
stations produced new qualities of urban spaces. It focused on the arenas of 
dynamic action. The study highlighted the importance of taking an institutional 
perspective on the policy processes, rather than focusing directly on policy 
outcomes. The findings revealed that the existing institutional conditions are 
far from ideal and need urgent change. However, change may go fast in China. 
Some of the conclusive remarks already have shown the relevance of the study, 
considering the latest national policy initiatives on institutional change since late 
2013. For instance, the project partnership, which has proved to be contributive 
for spatial quality in the Shanghai case, has officially been promoted by national 
policy for the first time (The Suggestions on Accelerating the Reform of Fiscal 
and Investment Institutions in Railway Constructions, State Council, August 
2013). It encourages the railway and market actors to formulate PPP as the 
new way to fund railway and station area development. Its supporting policy 
(State Council, August 2014) further indicates breaking the core institutional 
barrier for integrated and diverse land-use around transport hubs, that is, the 
fragmented land ownership among railway actors and municipalities. Another 
relevant example is the organizational change of the MoR. It was dissolved into 
the National Railway Administration (a governmental actor) and the China 
Railway Corporation (an entrepreneurial actor) (the 1st Plenary Session of 12th 
National People's Congress, 14th March 2013). That echoes the institutional 
condition regarding the separation of entrepreneurial and governmental 
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identities. 

The actual change of institutional conditions emphasizes the relevance of 
institutional analysis but much more research will be needed to understand 
the complex institutional web of public and private relationships of urban 
development in China. The underlying research was limited in various ways, 
underpinning in this way the questions for further research. First of all, I 
decided for analytical reasons to focus on the dynamic policy processes under 
consolidated institutional conditions, neglecting in this way the simultaneously 
changing institutional landscape in reality. Relevant questions for further 
research may focus first of all on the opportunities for and barriers of institutional 
change. As a consequence of the analytical model, I could give more detailed 
attention to the dynamic change of actor preferences and capabilities and 
the policy games in the arenas of decision-making. However, these processes 
are also processes under construction and tend to change fast in the context 
of urban China. For this reason, questions for further research should also 
actualize the findings on the policy processes since 2013. It is important to be 
aware of the fact that the field was rapidly changing during the study. Along 
with the implementation of facilities, some critical remarks, such as the ones 
on infrastructure integration, might be already invalid under the most recent 
adaptations. 

Further limitations are the consequences of the research design. I have 
attempted to find a balance between the inductive (“exploratory”) and the 
deductive (“falsifying” and “confirmatory”) methods (Gerring, 2007). On the 
one hand, it builds upon a series of explorative case studies while on the other 
hand, these studies were informed by and focused on sensatory concepts under 
the umbrella framework of institutionalism. This selection enables the drawing 
of some conclusions, naturally excludes other potential research focuses aside 
from institutions. This also goes for the selection of case studies. In order to 
keep the cases “most-similar” and comparable, the medium-sized cities and 
towns on the HSR corridors are excluded in this study. There might be a lack of 
generalizability for other variations of HSR-oriented development. 

Last but not the least, for the sake of external validity, it would be very 
interesting to focus further research on a comparative study between Chinese 
and international cases. This study has only touched on European and Japanese 
examples in the literature review. These differentiated institutional arrangements 
could provide vital input for policy games among actors. That could be the 
direction for the future research.
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