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ABSTRACT
Smart cities and regions have a strong focus on providing citizens
and residents with a better quality of life. Relatedly, urban gover-
nance is seen as a key element in the development and management
of cities and regions. In border regions, where the social, economic,
and cultural dynamic is often distinct, developing cities and making
them smart presents challenges that can be addressed by binational
governance. This study aims to understand how binational gover-
nance works in a border region that is seeking to become smart. A
qualitative and exploratory study was conducted as a single case
on the Brazil-Argentina border program La Frontera. In-depth in-
terviews and document analysis were carried out and subjected to
content analysis. The research findings shed light on the internal
and external actors, the political and institutional environment, and
the factors influencing the binational governance establishment and
functioning. A history of disputes between the countries still shapes
the dynamic of the border, and the formulation of laws and public
policies. Moreover, institutions and actors can influence the focus
of governance, and organizations that seek to ensure cooperation
and integration do not necessarily guarantee that their principles
are practiced.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The discussion about urban problems and solutions for city issues
gives rise to the smart cities (SC) concept [10]. Beyond the use
of digital technologies, smart cities are focused on quality of life
for citizens by increasing human and social capital and sustainable
economic growth [5]. Smart regions and smart cross-borders have a
similar focus, in the sense that cities located in border regions adopt
SC solutions aiming to engage in international cooperation and
generate more development for both countries [27] by exchanging
experiences and best practices to generate better living conditions.
In addition to replicating success stories and obtaining funds for
national or international projects, local governments can benefit
by participating in a network, acquiring operational capacities, and
generating synergies [16].

Depending on their characteristics, such as geographical loca-
tion, the number of inhabitants, and levels of development, cities’
issues vary considerably. Therefore, thinking about cities within
their context is of utmost importance. Latin American countries,
for instance, have traditionally neglected cities located in border
regions [15]. Their current political-geographic limits are mostly
related to issues defined during the colonial period [12], as well as
cultural, economic, political, and legal characteristics [14]. In border
cities, urban problems are slightly different, provided cultural, eco-
nomic, and migratory interactions among citizens are imbricated in
the urban issues. Moreover, decisions and planning are often made
according to the agenda and projects of the state capital cities.

Borders might be more sensitively thought out and transformed
by their inhabitants, involving sub-national administrations and
paradiplomacy [25], but, conversely, there is still an inclination
towards centralization. This inclination might be a result of iso-
morphic mimetic pressures [9], tending to a model city that reflects
award-winning national or international initiatives. The dialogue
on regional development and integration between neighboring
countries still tends to occur institutionally and is linked to inter-
national relations through embassies, opening space for normative
isomorphic pressures that come from government and intergovern-
mental organizations. Often, this situation hinders the development
of initiatives led by local border actors who seek to turn the region
smart. International relations are established through treaties and
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agreements among countries, but negotiations can formally or in-
formally occur at local levels, which may facilitate international
exchange while respecting countries’ sovereignty [4]. Governments
of municipalities usually experience difficulties such as technical-
scientific issues and the scarcity of resources. Funding agencies, as
exogenous providers of resources, might exert coercive pressures
on initiatives especially when the guarantees of municipal or state
governments are involved.

Municipalities along the borders have good opportunities to deal
with local issues due to their proximity to citizens and a better
knowledge of the territory, and all this demands good governance
mechanisms working properly to coordinate the efforts of all actors.
Governance is seen as one of the most important dimensions of
SC. Latin American border cities might benefit by establishing ur-
ban governance that sets common goals favoring the community’s
local needs, and by binational or cross-border governance, where
institutions and subnational governments act combinedly.

Governance bodies can be compounded by different actors that
form the institutional field [9, 30], and these actors exert pressure
on the way initiatives are being planned or executed. Structures,
rules, norms, and routines become guidelines for social behavior
and the way initiatives are carried forward [20], affecting the mod-
els of urban governance adopted, namely managerial, corporatist,
pro-growth, and welfare [22]. Based on that, this research aims
to investigate how isomorphic pressures drive urban governance
models in smart border regions governance. A case study on the
Brazil-Argentina border program La Frontera (LF) was performed.
This binational governance-based program was established in 2019
and involves actors from the public and private sectors of three
municipalities in Argentina and nine in Brazil. Even though the
borders in Argentina and Brazil are quite dynamic [4], there are
still very few cross-border governance initiatives in South America
[15], and this context provides significant opportunities for this
research. Most studies on SC governance focus on using ICT for
government solutions rather than the political relations and strate-
gies for governing cities [24], being the latter the object of this study.
The following sections present the theoretical framework of urban
governance and institutional theory, followed by methodological
procedures, analysis, discussions, and conclusions.

2 URBAN GOVERNANCE AND
INSTITUTIONAL THEORY

Governance originates from studies onAgency Theory, based on the
segregation of the ownership function, objective control and man-
agement, and the thinking about how to make organizations more
efficient [3]. The concept of governance has many ramifications.
Currently, the focus of governance is on the attention of civil soci-
ety, institutions and public organizations, and other stakeholders
considered essential for resolving society’s issues. Fundamentally,
governance guides the economy to meet society’s objectives [21]. In
the framework of SC initiatives and projects proposed by Chourabi,
governance appears as one of the success factors for SC [6] and
is applied to guide critical areas and factors in promoting projects
that generate quality of life for people. It suggests the possibility of
strategically thinking about governance in a territorial way.

Urban governance concerns the articulation of different actors
and institutions that make up networks of socio-territorial power.
The aim is to make decisions using governance to arrange collective
actions and unite the desires of the different groups within society
[8]. These processes are based on an innovative, shared, and col-
laborative logic [18]. In addition to territorial governance, another
term that appears in studies on governance is urban governance,
which can be defined as establishing common goals, seeking to
achieve them in favor of the community based on local needs, and
following the regional political system [20]. Different formats and
dynamics are presented in urban governance, and its objectives,
styles, instruments, and other attributes are considered to group
them into four models [22] (Table 1).

Among the goals of urban governance are efficiency, distribution,
growth, and redistribution. In some of the four models presented,
the presence of the state is predominant. In others, predominance
is society’s actors [22]. Unlike other approaches to urban policy,
urban governance makes no distinction between the pursuit of
collective goals and the centrality and actors’ order of importance
actors [20].

The second wave of Institutional Theory, called New Institu-
tionalism, was chosen for this study. Meyer and Rowan [13] and
DiMaggio and Powell [9], who pioneer this wave, suggest that
various organizational structures come about due to rationalized
norms within institutions and that the construction of such norms
in society plays a role in the expansion and complexity of those
structures. Institutional theory conceives institutions in a “prescrip-
tive way, being concerned with how an organization can become
an institution; that is, by gaining legitimacy before the society and
becoming permanent, surviving in the business environment” (p.2)
[17]. DiMaggio and Powell [9] concentrate on the mechanisms and
the cognitive processes (the cognitive pillar) that affect organiza-
tions and how they adapt to the environment [7].

Coercive isomorphisms represent the product of pressures from
institutions through factors like expectations of the societies they
are part of, or culture [9]. The pressures can also be perceived as
impositions, stimuli, or a call to participate in alliances. Institutions
that exert pressure are, at some levels, also dependent on other in-
stitutions. On certain occasions, organizations change as a response
to government regulations. Normative isomorphisms describe the
pressure of professional associations to which the employees of
an organization belong [9]. The increasing professionalization of
employees in organizations has resulted in the entanglement of
employees with the organizations where they work. This type of
pressure also occurs due to the interchange between employees
in institutions and the similarity of their education/training, mak-
ing institutions increasingly like each other. Mimetic isomorphism
results from an imitation process by incorporating successful prac-
tices from other organizations [9].

One of the points that new institutionalism explain is why or-
ganizations tend to become similar over time [9]. The literature
recommends considering organizations as members of an organiza-
tional field. It proposes the existence of a paradox where, rationally,
decision-makers gradually make organizations identical as they
seek to modify them. In this context, strategic thinking results from
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Table 1: Characteristics of the four models of urban governance

Characteristics Managerial Corporatist Pro-Growth Welfare

Political objectives Efficiency Distribution Growth Redistribution
Policy style Pragmatic Ideological Pragmatic Ideological
Political exchange Consensus Conflict Consensus Conflict
Public-private exchange Competitive Concerted Instrumental Conflict
City-citizen relationship Exclusive Inclusive Exclusive Inclusive
Primary contingency Professionals Civic leaders Businesses The state
Key instruments Contracts Deliberations Partnerships Networks
Pattern of subordination Positive Negative Positive Negative
Key evaluative criterion Efficiency Participation Growth Equity

Figure 1: – Conceptual model

the social immersion of the individuals who built the organiza-
tions and who are susceptible to coercive, normative, and cognitive
patterns about the organizational situation [7].

In coercive pressures, highly bureaucratic processes also influ-
ence organizations. Beyond normative isomorphism, the profes-
sionals are also exposed to interchangeable coercive and mimetic
isomorphic pressures [9]. Because organizations’ employees par-
ticipate in professional associations, their ideas tend to become
homogeneous [28]. In mimetic isomorphism, institutions act to be
accepted by other institutions by obtaining legitimacy. In this way,
legitimacy is seen as "the generalized perception and presumption
that the actions of an entity are desirable, adequate or appropriate
within a socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and
definitions" (p. 574) [29]. When organizations become legitimate,
they use it to expand other organizations’ support for them and
ensure their survival [13]. DiMaggio and Powell [9], pointed out
that nation-states and the professions are modelers of institutional
arrangements, constituting the great rationalizers of institutions.
In this case, it is possible to infer those isomorphic pressures also
affect cities. Institutions’ own rules are potent resources, and those
who can establish or influence them hold a particular form of power
[26].

Governance concentrates the efforts and resources necessary
for the intended actions. The existence of binational governance

models that establish common goals can support the development
on the border. Through the composition of binational governance,
the interaction between society, citizens, governments, institutions,
and other actors involved in the institutional field that permeates
governance can become effective. It is essential to point out that the
decisions in network governance can be decisive for the success of
the actions intended for the region. Such decisions are influenced
by pressures and agenda impositions, which is why, in this study,
Institutional Theory is applied.

3 CONCEPTUAL MODEL
A conceptual model was developed (Figure 1) based on the gover-
nance modes defined by Pierre [22] and the isomorphic pressures by
DiMaggio and Powell [9], as well as considering the model structure
defined by Pereira et al. [19].

Managerial urban governance focuses on the effectiveness of
actions and the administrative aspect to the detriment of politics. In
this model, coercive and mimetic pressures may have more gover-
nance influence. Corporatist urban governance is linked to distribu-
tive politics and looks more like an arena for political discourse. It
seems there is a lack of tools to ensure social justice in the city and
political support, so, in this case, mimetic isomorphism and norma-
tive isomorphism can be stronger in governance. Pro-growth urban
governance presents the interaction of private capital institutions
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in the city’s issues by bringing out the economic factor rather than
its distribution. Welfare Urban Governance is considered the most
complex governance model because its main objective is to obtain
resources from institutions outside the city, and there is greater
interaction with the national state and not with private companies
[22]. As such, this type can experience all three types of isomorphic
pressures. As seen, the three isomorphic pressures can have an
influence on the diverse governance models.

Four were created by analyzing how the isomorphic pressures
that occur in the institution’s routines influence the organizational
field:

P1: coercive isomorphism drives the model of urban governance
in smart cross-border regions;

P2: normative isomorphism drives the model of urban gover-
nance in smart cross-border regions;

P3: mimetic isomorphism drives the model of urban governance
in smart cross-border regions;

P4: the model of urban governance drives the smart cross-border
regions.

In coercive isomorphism, there are pressures from state, federal,
and international governments, laws, society, and political actors
in the institutional field of governance. Normative pressure encom-
passes organizations, people working in a particular field, formal
education, and exchanges of actors between institutions that are
linked to governance. The mimetic can occur through copying ex-
amples of governance structures from national or foreign border
regions, institutions, public, private, and third sector actors, and
through the search for legitimacy vis-à-vis other institutions.

4 RESEARCH METHODS
This qualitative research involves a single case study on a bina-
tional governance organization called La Frontera, which organized
itself into an actors’ group on a border region between Brazil and
Argentina that seeks to introduce SC initiatives and become a smart
cross-border region. The case study approach contributes to the
exploration of topics involving culture, power, values, and local
aspects related to binational governance. La Frontera was chosen
because the region is a territorial border, a feature that facilitates
cooperation for the development of the region. Both the countries
sharing the border have been developing independent SC initiatives
and, more recently, seeking to integrate their efforts. La Frontera
constitutes a significant case to be studied due to its attempt to
integrate and coordinate efforts previously done isolated by the
municipalities. Moreover, it involves two countries that histori-
cally alternate collaboration and disputes and that present several
significant cultural and political organization differences. These
characteristics make the results interesting for other border regions
that want to understand the inherent aspects to govern a border
network organization, its partners and initiatives, as well as barriers
and facilitators during the process. The unit of analysis was the
action of the binational governance.

Primary and secondary data were collected in 2020, namely nar-
rative interviews and document analysis, respectively. Interviews in
Spanish and Portuguese were conducted with 23 actors who directly
or indirectly are part of the binational governance case. They are
identified in the data analysis from I1 to I23. The main LF Brazilian

members and all the LF Argentinian ones were interviewed. Twelve
respondents are from the public sector and eleven are from the
private one. Public sector actors are city mayors (2), city councilors
(1), state government officers (2), political agents (1), civil servants
(1), and university personnel (5). Actors from the private sector are
small entrepreneurs (5), personnel from SMBS, a Brazilian agency
focusing on supporting micro and small businesses (3), and trade
association representatives (3).

Eight documents related to the case were analyzed, namely: pub-
lications and reports from the LF Project, official websites, official
documents from the municipalities about the network, electronic
publications from local newspapers, and documents from SMBS.
Data analysis was carried out with the support of NVivo software
and according to Bardin’s recommendations [2].

5 DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
La Frontera was established in 2019 (D3) at an event where territo-
rial development projects planned for the region were introduced
to the community and regional authorities. The network comprises
actors from the public and private sectors of three municipalities in
the Province of Misiones (MS) in Argentina and nine Brazilian mu-
nicipalities, one located in the state of Santa Catarina (SC) and eight
in the state of Paraná (PR). The region is made up of border cities,
the border strip, some conurbations, and twin cities. Considering
both the Brazilian and Argentinian citizens, the region has approxi-
mately 192 thousand inhabitants. Some of the municipalities have
notably intense social, political, and economic relationships. In an
urban area of approximately 1.5 km2 (D3), three of these munici-
palities are divided by streets (international, state, and municipal
boundaries), forming a dry border conurbation. La Frontera seeks
to operationalize the region’s integration and development through
actions targeting economy, migration, education, innovation, and
tourism, focusing on the governance, economy, and smart living
SC dimensions [1].

The idea of LF originated among the members of a leadership
training program provided by the entrepreneurship-focused Brazil-
ian organization SMBS. Currently, the members of LF are individ-
uals working in the public and private sectors, trade associations,
and higher education institutions, living in different cities in the ter-
ritory (D7, I1, I10). Several development projects and SC initiatives
in the region were previously mapped, such as the Intermunici-
pal Border Consortium (CIF) and the Cooperative Borders project,
aiming to be included in LF discussions. The main motivator to
look for local actors was to obtain decision-making power and
representativeness.

Therefore, participants were initially invited based on their ca-
pacity to promote territorial governance through the action of multi-
ple actors, networks, and institutions such as the state, civil society,
companies, and citizens. The interaction of multiple stakeholders
is an element that is often present in SC and smart cross-border
region initiatives [1, 18, 26], which is also seen in the actions of
LF. Through debate between the one who participated in previous
SMBS training and political representatives of the region (may-
ors and councilors), it was decided that LF should be a group of
people who meet on a voluntary basis and have a social mission
and a social statute, presenting the following principles: free and
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voluntary membership; democratic management; autonomy and
independence; a focus on education, training and information shar-
ing; inter-cooperation, and a focus on community. Once SMBS had
established the leadership program and carried out a diagnosis of
the region, it was decided that LF should establish thematic axes.
Three were chosen: education, communication and culture, and
economy, which guide decision-making and strategic planning.
There are more Brazilian than Argentinian players and this reality
is explained by:

(i) the number of cities from each country in the region;
(ii) the tradition in applying smart cities initiatives;
(iii) the presence of some institutions and;
(iv) the geographic characteristics (proximity to the border strip).
Fourteen different institutions were found to be related to LF,

among them Brazilian and Argentinian universities, state and fed-
eral level political agents, consulates representatives, and local
business associations. These institutions play direct or indirect
roles.

When classifying the type of isomorphism experienced by LF, the
normative isomorphic pressure is notably stronger. That pressure
is mainly exerted by SMBS, which has been a key player since
the earliest effort at regional development and which organized
various editions of the leadership program to train local leaders. In
addition to training, LF currently has SMBS consultants among its
actors. The fact that the training program offered to LF members
is based on SMBS principles and values means that the trained
members play similar roles to those proposed by SMBS, which is
intensified because a few participants are SMBS staff. Considering
the relationship between LF and the other regional institutions,
SMBS is seen as the most influential institution since has provided
the leadership program, invited the members, and has been behind
many of the past and present actions and projects undertaken in the
institutional field of the region. This normative pressure by SMBS
at the same time gives organicity to LF, but also excessively drives
their priorities and initiatives, as I10 mentions: “They are leaders,
they want to be protagonists. La Frontera is based on territorial
economic development, because SMBS is the driver, it could be
through health, for example, but, because SMBS was leading, it was
the economy”. Since a similar mechanism from Argentina is not
part of the network, the relationship is unbalanced. SMBS uses the
fact of being a federal government institution to exert pressure on
Brazilian cities, which are the majority in LF, to control LF itself
as one of many other projects. This dualistic role poses several
challenges to LF governance.

Governance originates with actors formed by SMBS. This orga-
nization initially chose the actors who attended the course based
on previous development actions in partnership with city repre-
sentatives. Even now, personnel from this organization are part of
the binational governance, including holding positions. The the-
matic axes addressed by governance actions are aligned with SMBS
themes (small and medium-sized enterprise entrepreneurship and
entrepreneurial education). The technical visits made by the gover-
nance actors were funded and organized by this organization. All
these interactions and directions show the normative isomorphism
that the organization exercises in binational governance.

Since the 1990s, SMBS has been directly or indirectly involved
in many development initiatives throughout the region, so, it is

natural that the actions proposed by LF are more easily legitimized
if this organization is involved. The literature points out that the
search for legitimacy motivates isomorphic practices adoption. The
role of SMBS in the governance structure is to provide technical
support, however, it keeps direct influence on almost all aspects of
LF.

Even though each initiative has its own actions, values and ide-
ologies can be mixed. In part, the actors end up building their
identity based on this combination of values and experiences of
institutions that are part of the network, so it tends to become
homogeneous [27]. There is also an issue regarding the members’
dependence on SMBS: LF intends to offer training courses for LF
political candidates so that they can seek elected political office. In
this way, LF actors would have more power and influence, and the
public sphere could become more like LF. In this way, the region’s
institutional field could become even more homogeneous. It seems
that there are multiple channels of normative isomorphism: in this
case, we have a major institution that influences the region and
influences smaller institutions which, in turn, influence the whole
region by educating, promoting the entrepreneurship agenda, and
exchanging actors. The same institution provided the leadership
training, chose the actors, addressed the key issues, and applied
resources through its own projects.

Mimetic Isomorphism appears subtly, for example, when mem-
bers of LF and other related SMBS projects visited Europe to get to
know the so-called cross-border Euroregion’s to learn about good
practices in border regions. The actors visited the borders between
Germany, Switzerland, Austria and France, Portugal, and Spain (I1,
I10, I15, I1). The group visited a binational hospital, a binational
sports gym, the Basel-Mulhouse-Freiburg Airport, the Upper Rhine
Metropolitan Tri-national Region, the Basel Region, and the Asso-
ciation of European Border Regions – ARFE, among others. The
technical visits are mentioned by 18 of the 23 interviewees.

In Latin America, they made technical visits to the border be-
tween Argentina and Chile to learn about the experiences of lo-
cal entrepreneurs (I6). They went to Peru and Ecuador to learn
about promoting tourism and textile clothing production (I2) and
to the Parlasul (MERCOSUR Parliament) located in Montevideo-
UY, among other places, seeking to learn about good cross-border
practices. Concerning their experiences during these trips, the in-
terviewees say: "you are in Portugal, and soon you are in Spain,
and you do not even notice, because everything is close together. I
think it should work the same here" (I18). Regarding a European
initiative replicated in the region (which ended up not producing
results due to legislative issues in Brazil and Argentina), I9 men-
tioned: "we tried to copy it, right? From the experience of Portugal
and Spain with a cross-border card". I15 even compares the EU and
MERCOSUR as a reason to change the reality of the border through
mimicry by saying: "While the Mercosur structure is not as refined
as the European Union, we dream about that. It may be utopian
because the legislation is not similar in Mercosur. However, we are
always seeking inspiration in actions mainly aimed at integration."
I5 mentioned something similar: "The Maringa’s mayor [Maringa
is a city in the region] mentioned they have a management com-
mittee for the municipality. We are trying to copy it and implement
it here."
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This isomorphism pressure is also apparent in the continuity of
the LF’s actions when the actors express their vision for the future.
The mimicry seems to be linked mainly to the desire to create
initiatives that may turn cities like the ones on the EU borders.What
does not change is that the members also conducted technical visits
to Latin American locations. However, the EU cities appear very
attractive, like a model to be followed. Because of the colonization
process, many actors and institutions of the Global South tend to
imagine that everything European is more advanced and, therefore,
better [13, 22].

The institutional values were built based on constant colonialist
values [31]. Emerging countries, in particular, tend to be more
isomorphic, copying initiatives from developed countries to receive
legitimacy [9]. By adding elements of coloniality, mimicry can be
further enhanced in Latin American countries, for example. Note
that the actors see the EU borders as the example to be followed even
though they visited some interesting initiatives in Latin American
countries that present a similar context. Reproducing successful
initiatives is not a bad thing. However, what Quijano [23] calls the
coloniality of knowledge and power that permeates the practices
and experiences in the global south may happen. This form of
isomorphism is also apparent in the continuity of the LF actions.

Coercive isomorphic pressures were not identified in the field.
It would be apparent if LF needed to adapt the border countries’
legislation to a common MERCOSUR legislation. It turns out that
the differences in legislation between Brazil and Argentina, to-
gether with the scarcity of effective integration mechanisms, end
up being one of the most critical obstacles for LF. The difference in
bureaucratic procedures and institutional rites in the two countries
prevents the border region from having more border integration.
Without the legislation integration, borders are a space of tension
for both countries, which damages the ideas and ideals of collabo-
ration and working as one. The local institutions and actors that
try to transform the territory together face difficulties due to the
countries they belong to. This scenario disregards the opportunity
for integration between the neighboring countries perpetuating the
protectionist orientation of guaranteeing sovereignty and power
[11].

Regarding the urban governance model, LF was classified as a
pro-growth. The LF policy style is pragmatic since development
actions for the region are usually designed with clear and practical
objectives, and several small goals are listed. The actors’ actions are
also perceived as pragmatic as they focus on practical issues and
specific actions that they consider necessary to take the following
steps of strategic planning. The primary focus is making business,
which is always thought of to accomplish binational integration,
and the development of micro and small businesses, which is the
focus of SMBS.

Table 2 summarizes how case issues are aligned with each char-
acteristic of the urban governance model identified.

Partnerships are fundamental instruments through which LF
makes its actions viable. Interestingly, there are arrangements to
ensure that ongoing projects can flow uninterruptedly, demand-
ing that the articulation happens in a continuous flow in the cur-
rent governance format. The simple replacement of a politically
influential individual in Argentina or Brazil may jeopardize the
performance of specific LF initiatives. LF members use their social

capital to operationalize actions and projects aiming to develop the
territory. Strengthening ties with MERCOSUR is one of the goals
most cited by the members due to cooperative actions and in part
to issues of international visibility when seeking resources. There
is, for example, no common fund to support the LF’s actions, so
the members seek investment from the Fund for Structural Con-
vergence of MERCOSUR. Positively, some local authorities have
dialogued with LF and often participate in its initiatives, being sen-
sitive to its actions. Political power plays an influential decisive role
in enabling initiatives. Due to legal issues, several SC and smart
cross-border region initiatives would not happen without political
articulation as they need approval or funding from government
agencies. Without the participation of the public sector, the efforts
that have been made to improve the region’s smartness level as a
smart cross-border region could not be fruitful.

The nature of the political exchange between internal and exter-
nal actors is generally consensual, and the exchange between public
and private sectors occurs interactively. However, most actors are
from the private sector. At some level, a public-private exchange
occurs since the governance actors are from different sectors. There
is an understanding that it is necessary to participate from different
spheres for development actions to take place. Although this is not
the SC pillar itself, the joint work of the public and private spheres
is interesting for achieving the development goals for the region
to become a smart cross-border region. The local state-citizen re-
lationship is not very expressive; the community is not yet part
of the action planning. It only benefits from them, which can con-
figure weak governance in the long term. It is worth noting that
citizen participation in smart cities provides diversity and represen-
tativeness for public issues [10] and can guide the establishment of
the most socially adherent goals for governance [21]. Even though
LF aims to be inclusive and transparent, it is composed of a small
group of actors that do not include citizens of the border cities. The
format that governance has taken may generate economic prosper-
ity for the region and success in the activities of the institutions
involved, but it also neglects democracy and transparency. When
only a privileged group of actors define the development actions,
citizens’ needs may go unattended [22].

Considering the model of urban governance as pro-growth, the
institutions that exert isomorphic pressure are corporatists, and
their values and activities are alignedwith economic growth. The in-
stitution also exerts pressure on the other institutions that make up
the institutional field of governance. The type of urban governance
could be different if other institutions could exert more significant
isomorphic pressure or if multiple institutions exerted pressure at
different levels. In addition to exerting normative pressure, SMBS
chose all participants for the governance structure practically alone,
which framed the governance and brought an additional way to
generate isomorphism. After establishing pro-growth as the gover-
nance model, they continued exerting this pressure by approving
every new governance member. In the definition of the agenda and
the implementation of the projects, isomorphic normative pres-
sure appears together with mimetic pressure. In the case of actions,
another element must be considered: the Latin American context.
Based on it, the conceptual model was confirmed.

It was possible to find full or partial support in the data for the
four propositions. Proposition 1 was supported since the coercive
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Table 2: Characteristics of the models of urban governance in the studied case

Characteristics Pro-Growth Case issues

Political objectives Growth Aims at the region economic development through more market intelligence
Policy style Pragmatic Defined by making agreements and using social capital
Political exchange Consensus There are only occasional exchanges with political actors, mainly seeking for

partnerships, permissions, and resources
Public-private exchange Instrumental This is what makes governance actions possible. However, it occurs in a very

occasional way
City-citizen relationship Exclusive City-citizen relationship are limited and not structured. Usually, citizens are only

informed of governance activities
Primary contingency Businesses Focused on actions for the development of small and medium businesses and

entrepreneurial education activities
Key instruments Partnerships Partnerships among public actors, public agencies, universities, and private companies
Pattern of subordination Positive Seeks to mobilize private and public resources in an aligned way
Key evaluative criterion Growth Indicators of economic growth and new regional business

isomorphism exerted by both Brazilian and Argentinian legislation
is stronger than the cross-border governance integration. This pres-
sure limits the model of urban governance chosen for pro-growth
due to the other models demand policies, rules, and sanctions spe-
cific to the governance structure. This limitation reduces the prob-
ability of this border region being a smart cross-border region by
offering resistance from both sides to develop integration actions
that could allow the discussion of adopting another urban gover-
nance model. However, the coercive pressures from both countries
are ambiguous, on different levels or directions. Considering it, P1
was partially supported.

Proposition 2 is characterized as the strongest isomorphic pres-
sure, having SMBS as the institution that guides governance both
directly and indirectly - as it exerts pressure on other institutions
that make up the institutional field.

Proposition 3 occurs in two scenarios: first, through the imitation
of foreign (European, mostly) examples of development; second, the
Latin American superstructures were forged on colonial pillars; and
Latin American institutions tend to copy foreignism from the Global
North without appropriately adapting to their reality. However,
due to the strongest normative pressure, mimetic pressures can be
enforced or not depending on the agenda of the main institutional
actor.

Among the characteristics of pro-growth governance, only the
city-citizen relationship does not figure in the model because, unfor-
tunately, there is no exchangewith the region’s citizens. Proposition
4 is supported since the isomorphic pressures received by the in-
stitutions that frame the governance define the agenda and the
urban governance model to be practiced, which will subsequently
direct the type of smart cross-border regions. However, only the
pro-growth model was verified in the data collection, provided
the field coercive and normative pressures drive the model to be
pro-growth, which makes P4 partially supported.

6 FINAL REMARKS
This research reached its main goal by performing a case study in
the Brazil-Argentina border program La Frontera. It concludes that
coercive, normative, and mimetic isomorphic pressures influence

the selection of the urban governance model, even if unintention-
ally. Moreover, the urban governance model frames all actions and
strategies developed in a smart cross-border region. The governance
domain was chosen because the practices to overcome cross-border
challenges could not be tackled without the participation of the
various private and public actors and social institutions.

Despite working with fourteen different organizations and insti-
tutions, only SMBS exerted solid normative pressure on the smart
cross-border region. Its history of activities and training programs
is intertwined with the governance and the region’s development.
SMBS exerted both normative isomorphism and a kind of symbolic
power in LF and in some institutions that comprise the initiative.
Seeking to transform the region by supporting technical missions
abroad, also contributed to mimetic isomorphism. Questions about
the effects of coloniality should be considered in Latin America
because they are related to how institutions think about them-
selves and how they interact. It is not a single institution but the
superstructure that impacts the institutions, and it is directly linked
to mimetic isomorphism. Coloniality drives the impression Latin
American countries and institutions to have about themselves, so
they question if they are able to create and maintain smart cities and
smart cross-border initiatives, or if they only have the possibility
of adopting locally what other countries (generally in the global
north) are applying. Regarding coercive isomorphism, it appeared
paradoxically. This pressure limits the model of urban governance
chosen due to the other models demand specific legislation for the
governance structure. This limitation hinders the construction of
a smart cross-border region, which, therefore, was an intriguing
result, provided the chosen governance model prevents them to
achieve their desired goal. This paradox is very complex because
if the countries do not collaborate on legislation issues, they will
hinder development actions and the achievement of network goals.
As data showed, the actors turn to the SMBS staff whenever an issue
arises. If they continue doing that, they may never reach autonomy.
They might lose the reason for being a governance structure to
drive the region’s development. By seeking legitimacy and support
in another institution, the governance may remain forever in an
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under-construction status, which does not support their high-level
goals.

Thinking about smart cities and smart cross-regions concepts,
dimensions, and high-level objectives, the region actors could have
targeted more attributes than economic development. This focus
may not be enough, especially considering citizens more than busi-
nesses and business associations, which are the most influenced
actors on LF. Putting all the efforts into economic development
compromises reaching the goal of being a smart cross-border. The
economic focus was decided conjointly by SMBS and LF actors.
Isomorphic pressures will determine what kind of public-private
exchange, the policies adopted, the city-citizen relationship (or the
lack of it) developed, and all the other governance characteristics.
It shows the crucial importance of deciding the urban governance
model for the one more aligned to the region’s context, network
goal, and, more than that, citizen needs. Considering these variables
is the starting point to developing a genuine smart cross-border
region, focused on the cities’ needs and capacities of their popula-
tion, not only the businesses themselves. One of the solutions that
would minimize the isomorphic pressures that tilt the actions is the
participation of multiple stakeholders with emphasis on citizens on
both sides of the border. The multiple actors know the different sce-
narios of the border’s urban issues. In this way, some institutions’
isomorphic pressures and agendas’ imposition can be filtered and
adapted. Furthermore, other possibilities of urban governance can
be practiced by building the region’s collective intelligence.

As research limits, it is necessary to consider the context where
the data were collected. Further research could involve case studies
on other governance models and identify which specific capabilities
are necessary to develop smart cross-border regions.

Further research could look at the capabilities needed for the
continuous development of smart border regions to overcome the
dependency on actors’ social capital, as evidenced by this research.
Considering these actors can have non-continuous participation in
the network, the social capital can be lost, and so the articulation is
damaged, as the capacity to consolidate actions and increase the
maturity of the network governance. Considering mimetic isomor-
phismwas not the strongest pressure in this research, it is important
to understand how it can occur in other border regions, mainly
when mirroring global north initiatives. Isomorphic pressure im-
pacts were controversial in this research, which is a stimulus to
study the pressures exerted by border integration and cooperation
institutions due to dissonant pressures among countries on the bor-
der can generate ambiguous pressures in the field. Considering just
the pro-growth urban governance model was identified in the field,
further research can focus on cases that present the managerial,
corporatist, or welfare model.
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