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1. Title: Google, a major stakeholder in local governance?
Authors: Antoine Courmont, Burcu Baykurt
Abstract: Despite its pervasive presence in urban life, Google has received comparatively little scholarly attention within urban studies, especially relative to other platform companies. This special issue addresses that gap by examining Google’s evolving role in local governance. We argue that Google should be understood as an urban firm—an actor whose influence emerges not from a unified strategy but from a patchwork of experiments, negotiations, and contingent engagements across diverse territories. Three core assumptions guide our inquiry: Google is not a monolith but a constellation of actors; its operations are shaped by local socio-political contexts; and its strategy is better described as experimental and adaptative rather than a fixed or unified global plan. Conceptually, we distinguish Google from other tech companies by highlighting its dual role as both platform and infrastructure, enabled by its unique capacity to collect, organize, and monetize data. Grounded in diverse empirical cases, this issue foregrounds the fragmented, negotiated, and sometimes resisted forms of Google’s urban presence—challenging the notion of a uniform digital capitalism and emphasizing the uneven, situated nature of tech power in cities.
2. Title: Post-political clouds: Suspended failure in Google’s data centre development
Authors: Constance Carr, Karinne Madron
Abstract: Digital corporations and governments alike are driving a post-political agenda around the expansion of data centres – the infrastructural backbone of expanding cyberworlds. With qualitative methods, the political socioeconomic context of a Google data centre project in Luxembourg was reconstructed. It is seen that the project resulted from both the country’s pursuit of a niche within global economic flows and Google’s international agenda to secure its business position. An eight-year narrative materialised with local dissent on one side, and the refusal of big business and big politics to disclose information to the public on the other. We argue that the ‘suspended failure’ of the project benefitted Google, disrupted local politics, tested the limits of local spatial planning practices, left communities in a state of uncertainty and ensured post-political urban governance throughout.
3. Title: Google urbanism 2010–2020: From infrastructural control to growing bit by bit
Authors: Burcu Baykurt
Abstract: This article examines Google’s political-economic influence in the emerging ‘digital growth machine’ through two urban-tech initiatives, Fiber and Sidewalk Labs. The findings highlight the company’s dual role as both a platform and an infrastructure, its capacity for collaboration with local governments and its iterative, experimental use of urban environments. It argues that Google’s urban-tech power in cities is neither fixed nor easily defined; the company purposefully remains ambiguous in order to continually test and invest in new ventures, fuelled by the speculative ethos of Silicon Valley and the demands of venture capital. Using Google as a case study, the article calls for a broader theorisation of tech power in cities, focusing not just on economic heft but also on the ways that tech companies enlist other actors in speculative projects, and adapt, pivot and repurpose their products in response to local demands.
4. Title: A gift from heaven: Google’s Environmental Insights Explorer and its tech-down approach to monitor urban sustainability beyond local contexts
Authors: Florian Koch, Sarah Beyer
Abstract: Google’s Environmental Insights Explorer (EIE) exemplifies a tech-down approach by leveraging proprietary data, machine learning and artificial intelligence to analyse urban greenhouse gas emissions, solar potential and tree canopy coverage. While framed as a tool for cities to assess and improve sustainability, the EIE often overlooks localised contexts and depends on opaque data generation processes that follow commercial interests. This study evaluates the EIE’s data assemblage through critical urban data studies, focusing on its technical and contextual stacks. It critiques the EIE’s lack of transparency, dependence on proprietary data and marginalisation of local expertise. Despite its promise, the EIE raises significant concerns about power imbalances, data validity and urban governance implications. Cities utilising the EIE must reconcile its global standardisation with specific local needs, navigating a complex landscape shaped by Google’s corporate interests. The findings highlight the need for a more inclusive, context-specific approach to urban sustainability metrics that balances innovative data use with transparency and equitable stakeholder engagement. The EIE demonstrates how sustainability indicators and data are defined through a technology-driven process shaped by a private company, while neglecting local knowledge and narratives. This process – referred to as a tech-down approach – differs from both bottom-up and top-down methods of sustainability indicator selection, as well as from data philanthropy initiatives by private companies, due to its exclusive reliance on corporate data and its global scope. This study urges critical reflection on the broader implications of tech-driven urban monitoring tools like the EIE.
5. Title: Navigating frictions in digital urbanism: Google Maps, public transportation and collaborative data-driven mobility governance
Authors: Laure Guimbail
Abstract: Platforms like Google Maps aim to offer a standardised service to users worldwide. However, each city operates under distinct governance structures and transport systems, making integrating diverse mobility networks into a unified digital infrastructure challenging. This challenge is particularly pronounced in contexts where transport systems are partially informal, leading to uneven digitisation. How does Google Maps construct its knowledge infrastructure to accommodate such complexities, and what does this process reveal about the relationship between global platforms and state sovereignty? Using Mexico City as a case study, this article analyses how Google Maps has constructed its knowledge infrastructure to navigate the complexities of Mexico City’s transportation networks. Rather than a straightforward opposition between public and private actors, the research reveals a dynamic of mutual dependence and negotiated collaboration. Google Maps’ approach does not merely impose a global infrastructure onto a local setting but instead relies on local actors to mediate territorial specificities, illustrating an evolving interplay between global platforms and local governance.
6. Title: Waze seating in the control room: Enacting the data bricolage in urban traffic management in Santiago de Chile
Authors: Ignacio Pérez Karich
Abstract: This study examines Waze’s role in Santiago de Chile’s traffic management, emphasising its use in control rooms. Using ethnographic methods, including observations and interviews, the research demonstrates how analysts employ formal and informal data, with Waze playing a central role, in their operational decision-making. The findings illustrate the dual role of Waze: as a tool for enhancing on-the-spot traffic management and as a digital mapping platform that potentially blurs the lines between public interests and private digital platforms. This study contributes to the discussion on smart and platform urbanism by illustrating the dynamic use of digital mapping platforms. It calls for a critical examination of third-party platform partnerships, including Google and Waze, to interrogate the dynamics of digital mapping platforms in urban traffic management and the broader implications in urban governance.
7. Title: Locked in a data imperative? French local businesses faced with Google Maps
Authors: Antoine Courmont
Abstract: This article examines how Google Maps is reshaping local markets by imposing a data imperative on businesses, compelling them to continuously produce and update data to maintain their visibility and competitiveness. Using France as a case study, it conceptualizes Google Maps as an ordinal device: a ranking mechanism that classifies and orders businesses based on data-driven metrics rather than traditional market dynamics. The findings reveal how Google Maps fosters new forms of competition, where business success is increasingly determined by algorithmic valuation and digital reputation. This process transforms market hierarchies, embedding merchants into a self-reinforcing cycle of data accumulation that strengthens Google’s informational dominance. By framing data capital as a key determinant of visibility in platform-mediated markets, this article contributes to debates on digital capitalism and spatial inequalities, highlighting how platform infrastructures reorganize economic life at the local level.
8. Title: From the control room to the Googleplex: ‘Innovation needs a where’
Authors: Sharon Zukin
Abstract: Big Tech companies like Google have spread their priorities from city to city by integrating their products into local infrastructure and forming new public–private partnerships to manage them. This article asks what happens when co-dependence fails, and briefly reviews attempts to describe and label emerging urban-tech regimes.
