
From Theory to Practice,   
and Back

Interpreting Urban Change through 
Housing and Urban Theories



ÅŸċĬůċƓШŉŸƖШƣŸĬċǃќƚШÉĲƚƚŔŸŰ

ÅWhy institutions matter for urban regeneration
ÅWhy Historical Institutionalism?
ÅWhy Porto as a case study?
ÅHow institutions change: key HI concepts
ÅHow to study change: sequences, mechanisms, and process 

tracing
Å ŰċũǃƣŔĦċũШÑŸŸũťŔƣаШÉƏƖĲŰƚĲŰќƚШ[ƖċůĲƽŸƖť
ÅPeriodisation: identifying regeneration regimes over five decades



Urban regeneration as analytical problem

ÅA city-wide and permanent challenge: even when interventions 
ŉŸĦƨƚШŸŰШƚůċũũШљőŸƣШƚƓŸƣƚЯњШƖĲŊĲŰĲƖċƣŔŸŰШŔƚШċũƽċǃƚШĦŸŰŰĲĦƣĲĬШƣŸШ
broader urban dynamics (Weck 2009).
ÅUrban policies evolve over time: They reflect shifting political, 

social, and economic conditions. 
ÅCritical junctures create moments of change: these are periods 

when goals, instruments, and actor coalitions can be 
reconfigured.
ÅLong-term outcomes emerge from historical sequences: what we 

observe today is the cumulative result of institutional paths, past 
decisions, and the layering of governance regimes.



Why Study Institutions?

ÅBecause they structure what 
actors perceive as legitimate 
problems, feasible policy 
options and desirable 
outcomes (Boelhouwer & 
Hoekstra 2012)

organisations, 
including municipal 
departments, public 
agencies and hybrid 
governance bodies

formal rules, 
such as laws, 

planning 
procedures, funding 

frameworks and 
regulatory standards

INSTITUTIONS 
decomposed into 
three analytically 
separable layers 

informal norms 
and cultural 

expectations, 
including ideas 
about property, 

housing, heritage or 
social obligations.



What Is Historical Institutionalism?

ÅHistorical institutionalism (HI) provides a powerful analytical 
foundation for understanding how systems evolve over long 
periods and how inherited institutional arrangements shape the 
possibilities for urban transformation. 
ÅAt its core, HI conceives institutions not simply as formal 

structures but as historically sedimented configurations of rules, 
norms, routines, organisational capacities and shared interpretive 
frames (Hall & Taylor 1996; Pierson 2000; Lowndes & Roberts 
2013). 



Key HI Concepts

ÅInstitutions as configurations of rules, routines, and shared 
meanings: They structure how actors interpret problems, allocate 
resources, and take decisions.
ÅPath dependence: Early choices create self-reinforcing 

trajectories that make some options easier and others harder.
ÅFeedback mechanisms: Administrative, cognitive, and material 

feedbacks stabilise existing arrangements over time.
ÅStability and change: although institutions tend to persist, they 

can be reinterpreted, adapted, or disrupted under certain 
conditions.



Why Porto?

ÅWhy the Historic Centre of Porto? 
A unique laboratory of long-term urban change, where five decades of 
interventions reveal how regeneration is shaped by inherited institutions, 
accumulated policy decisions, and shifting power relations.

Porto serves as a case study to assess the analytical value of 
ÉƏƖĲŰƚĲŰќƚШƚĲƕƨĲŰĦĲ-based framework, examining whether it can 
illuminate long-term patterns of continuity, rupture, and 
institutional reconfiguration in urban regeneration.





Continuity & Change (competing theories)

Punctuated 
equilibrium

иLong stability 
punctuated by brief 
episodes of rapid 
change
иChange is rare and 

happens in big 
shocks
иTheory driven built 

from large datasets 
(e.g., budget series, 
policy agendas) 
showing long 
stability interrupted 
by short bursts.

Incremental change

иGradual 
transformation 
through layering, 
drift, conversion, 
reinterpretation
иChange is constant 

and happens 
gradually
иTheory driven, 

supported by 
historical case 
studies, archival 
work, process 
tracing

Exogenous shocks

иCrises, regime 
changes, or major 
reforms disrupting 
established paths
иChange comes from 

outside events
иEmpirically 

observed, basedon 
historical episodes 
(e.g. financial crises, 
regime collapses, 
war, major reforms)

Process tracing

иMethod for analysing
causal sequences 
(the order and 
unfolding of events) 
and causal 
mechanisms (the 
processes 
explaining how and 
why one step leads 
to the next).
иUsed to determine 

which explanation 
best fits the 
evidence.
иRequires rich 

qualitative data: 
historical 
documents, 
interviews, archives.



We test theories against empirical reality

ÅYou can use real cases to see whether

üpath dependence explains continuity,

üexogenous shocks better explain moments of rupture,

üchange was incremental or punctuated,

üa critical juncture actually occurred



Investigating Institutional Change

ÅHistorical institutionalism encourages us to analysechange as a 
temporal and sequential process. 
ÅThis involves examining:

1. When and why windows of opportunity opened (Crises, reforms, 
demographic shifts, political realignments, EU interventions)

2. What conditions made change possible Administrative capacity, actor 
coalitions, leadership, dominant ideas.

3. What choices were made at those moments Which alternatives were 
selected? Who shaped the decision? How were conflicts managed?

4. What long-term consequences emerged Did new arrangements 
stabilise, drift, become repurposed, or trigger new sequences?



Antecedent 
conditions

Permissive 
conditions

Critical 
juncture

Productive 
conditions

Reactive 
sequences

Institutional 
Equilibrium

ÉƏƖĲŰƚĲŰќƚШĦǃĦũĲШ
diagram

Inherited rules 
and practices

Constraints loosen: 
windows open

Key decisions / 
institutional choice

Coalitions + capacities 
shape paths

Stabilisation or 
contestation

Temporary stabilisation



Permissive vs productive conditions

ÅPermissive conditions тbroader structural and ideational 
circumstances that make change possible (e.g. shifts in fiscal 
ĦŸŰƚƣƖċŔŰƣƚЯШŰŸƖůċƣŔƻĲШĲǂƓĲĦƣċƣŔŸŰƚЯШĲƣĦЮьЮШÑőĲƚĲШŸƓĲŰШċШљƽŔŰĬŸƽШ
ŸŉШŸƓƓŸƖƣƨŰŔƣǃњШĤǃШũŸŸƚĲŰŔŰŊШƣőĲШĦŸŰƚƣƖċŔŰƣƚШƣőċƣШŰŸƖůċũũǃШ
reproduce institutional stability. 
ÅProductive conditions тare concrete actions and choices of 

actors once the window is open: the formation of new coalitions, 
the introduction of alternative policy ideas, or the reconfiguration 
of organisational competences.
ÅReactive sequences lead to distinctive conjunctures of 

institutional change in each jurisdiction 



Institutional layers at different speeds

ÅThese layers evolve at different speeds: laws may be reformed 
rapidly under crisis, while organisational routines change slowly 
and cultural norms may persist for generations. 
ÅTheir misalignment generates tensions between regulatory intent 

and implementation, between organisational capacity and formal 
mandate, and between market logics and social expectations. 
ÅUrban regeneration is thus shaped by institutional stratification у

an accumulation of layers that reflect past political choices and 
condition future possibilities.



Periodisationas method

ÅFor identifying successive phases of urban regeneration policy in 
which the relationship between policy goals, instruments, and 
governance arrangements are redefined 
ÅEach period corresponds to a distinct policy regime уa 

configuration of objectives, instruments, and actor constellations 
уseparated by critical junctures.
ÅThese phases frequently overlap, and policy change often takes 

time to materialise or remains only partially effective.



From theory to Porto

ÅÑőĲŸƖǃШӛШcŔƚƣŸƖŔĦċũШfŰƚƣŔƣƨƣŔŸŰċũŔƚů
Explains long-term trajectories shaped by inherited rules, routines, ideas, 
and actor coalitions.

ÅÑŸŸũШӛШÉƏƖĲŰƚĲŰќƚШÉĲƕƨĲŰƣŔċũШ~ŸĬĲũ
ŰƣĲĦĲĬĲŰƣШĦŸŰĬŔƣŔŸŰƚШӛШÂĲƖůŔƚƚŔƻĲШĦŸŰĬŔƣŔŸŰƚШӛШÂƖŸĬƨĦƣŔƻĲШĦŸŰĬŔƣŔŸŰƚШӛШ

Outcomes.

~ĲƣőŸĬШӛШPeriodisation + Process Tracing
Identify phases, trace mechanisms, and uncover how change unfolded.

9ċƚĲШӛШ[ŔƻĲШ?ĲĦċĬĲƚШŸŉШÅĲŊĲŰĲƖċƣŔŸŰШŔŰШÂŸƖƣŸ
Test the framework: continuity, rupture, institutional reconfiguration.



Porto: Five Decades, Five Regeneration 
Regimes

2018т2025 у
Social Turn, 

Housing 
Rights 
Agenda

2012т2018 у 
Austerity, 
Incentive 
Regime, 

Private-Led

2004т2011 у 
SRU Model & 

PPP 
Orientation

1980sт1990s 
уEarly 

Integrated 
Programmes

Mid 1970s т 
Post-

revolutionary, 
community 
mobilisation



fŰƚƣŔƣƨƣŔŸŰċũШĲƻŸũƨƣŔŸŰШŔŰШÂŸƖƣŸќƚШƨƖĤċŰШ
rehabilitation (1974т2004)
ÅA sequence of arrangements marked by political shifts, 

administrative reforms, and changing policy ideas



Antecedent conditions: 
1974 revolution, housing 

crisis  

Permissive conditions: 
Ministry support, new 

legal framework

Critical juncture: Creation 
of CRUARB (1974)

Productive conditions: 
participatory practices, 

community and 
professional mobilization

Reactive sequences: 
Institutional drift ( 1983)



ÅUrban fabric of the Ribeiraт
Barredo area: the institutional 
context emerged in response to 
profound degradation and social 
vulnerability



Institutional Expansion with Shrinking 
Resources
Å9ÅÖ Å7ќƚШŸƖŔŊŔŰċũШůċŰĬċƣĲШŉŸĦƨƚĲĬШŸŰШÅŔĤĲŔƖċтBarredo, with a robust 

intervention model rooted in state-led expropriation, rehabilitation, and 
social rehousing.
ÅAcross the 1980sт2000s, successive reforms expanded the 

institutional perimeter, extending regeneration responsibilities to 
additional quarters of the historic centre.
ÅAt the same time, funding progressively declined, particularly after 

municipalisation , producing a resource drift: increased tasks but fewer 
means.
ÅThis widening gap shaped institutional outcomes уprioritising some 

areas, delaying others, and eventually contributing to the shift toward 
the SRU + PPP orientation.



ÅExpansion of territory reduction of resources 



Severe Urban Degradation in the Historic 
Centre
ÅBy the early 1980sт1990s, the historic centre displayed wide-

spread physical decay, with hundreds of buildings in fair, poor, or 
ruin condition.
ÅLarge sections of Clérigos, Sé, Vitória, São Nicolau, and Ribeiraт

Barredo suffered from advanced deterioration and unsafe housing 
conditions.
ÅThe concentration of decaying and unsafe buildings generated 

permissive conditions for institutional innovation у legitimising a 
stronger public role (CRUARB, later DPMRUCHP).





Early Integrated Programmesand EU-Led 
Innovation (1980sт1990s)
ÅEU funding created permissive conditions for institutional 

experimentation, allowing Porto to adopt integrated regeneration 
approaches.
ÅNew organisational arrangements (CRUARB + Fundação da Zona 

Histórica) represent layering, adding social-policy instruments 
onto a previously physical-rehabilitation-focused model.
ÅThe mismatch between local resources and social needs was 

temporarily mitigated by EU programmes, reinforcing a hybrid 
governance system of localтsupranational cooperation.



Antecedent 
conditions

Permissive 
conditions

Critical juncture

Productive 
conditions

Reactive 
sequences

(new) 
Institutional 
Equilibrium



The SRU Model: A New Governance 
Arrangement (2004т2011)
ÅIn the early 2000s, CRUARB was widely seen as too slow and 

resource-constrained to deliver the large-scale transformation 
expected for the historic centre.
ÅIn 2004 the municipality created Porto Vivo, SRU, a municipal 

company inspired by PPP logic, with faster procedures, more 
flexible staffing, and the ability to mobilise private investment.



The SRU Model: A New Governance 
Arrangement (2004т2011)
ÅDespite the shift toward a market-oriented regeneration model, 

SRU maintained social rehousing programmesin the vulnerable 
areas of Morro da Séand continued public investment in building 
rehabilitation.
ÅIntervention was strategically differentiated:Prestigiousand high-

value areas were oriented toward market-led transformation and 
private investment.Themost vulnerable zones retained a social-
housing and public-rehabilitation logic.Thishybrid model reflects 
a layering process: new PPP instruments added on top of older 
institutional logics, rather than simple replacement.



The Power of the SRU (2004твь



The Power of the SRU: A Development Agency 
Within the City
ÅCentralised competences in licensing, expropriation, and 

rehabilitation allowed the SRU to operate faster than traditional 
municipal departments.
ÅThese powers facilitated rapid transformation of the housing 

stock, including change of use, subdivision into small units 
(T0/T1), and conversion to hotels and tourist accommodation.
ÅThe SRU functioned as an entrepreneurial urban-development 

agency, guiding investment flows and shaping the morphology of 
the historic centre.



The dual logic of 
SRU (2004т2011)

ÅSocial rehousing maintained in 
vulnerable zones (Morro da 
Sé)Market-driven restructuring 
in high-value areas through 
incentives and fast-track 
approvals.





Rehabilitation Incentives (2011) and Strategic 
Differentiation (2014)
ÅThe SRU adopted a segmentation strategy, dividing the historic 

centre into multiple Intervention Units, each with a specific 
rehabilitation strategy grounded in building condition, market 
potential, and social vulnerability.
ÅThis territorial differentiation allowed the SRU to:Define tailored 

objectives for each area уsocial rehousing, market activation, 
heritage preservation, or mixed strategies.
ÅAllocate resources more strategically, sequence interventions to 

achieve visible transformation and manage limited budgets, 
prioritising areas where small changes could produce large 
catalytic effects.





Cardosas: a strategy of market transformation 
and touristification
ÅFlagship publicтƓƖŔƻċƣĲШƓċƖƣŰĲƖƚőŔƓЯШċŔůĲĬШċƣШĦƖĲċƣŔŰŊШċШљůŸĬĲũШƨƖĤċŰШĤũŸĦťњШ

through full-scale rehabilitation.
ÅThe intervention required:
üExpropriation of more than 50 properties
üConsolidation of fragmented ownership into a single development operation
üSignificant public investment to prepare buildings and infrastructure for private 

redevelopment

ÅA large-scale conversion into luxury housing, short-term rental / tourism uses
ÅThe project resulted in: sharp population decline within the block, Loss of 

affordable housing and displacement of long-term residents, A public 
ŉŔŰċŰĦŔċũШĬĲŉŔĦŔƣШĲƚƣŔůċƣĲĬШċƣШқΤт8 million (based on CRUARB/SRU accounts 
and thesis data) due to expropriation costs exceeding revenue





What Makes Lomba a 
Potential New Regime

ÅAligns with 1.º Direito + Lei de 
Bases (permissive conditions)

Å Implements in situ rehousing

Å Integrates social + 
architectural + energy-
efficiency principles

ÅReorients SRU mission toward 
social purpose

ÅShows a possible, but not 
guaranteed, institutional break


