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Preface 
 
Slow food has much to recommend it. Slow travelling, I would like to add, has its 
charms as well. It is thanks to the bold and meticulous tunnel drilling skills of the 
Swiss and other Alpine peoples that the Alps today can be traversed in about two 
hours of time. But let’s be honest, quick and convenient as it may be, as a travel-
ling experience it cannot compete with either the excitement of winding up and 
down the curvy roads of a great mountain pas or the marvel of the scenery one is 
likely to encounter on the way. Travelling slow enables the traveler to submerge 
into worlds different from his own, let the views sink in at ease, and stumble 
upon and actually get acquainted with some of the treasures that he would oth-
erwise miss out in passing. The rewards can be extraordinary. 

This is not to say, however, that it should be tried to stretch all journeys 
to the max. Some journeys ought to be ended timely, both for the sake of the 
traveler in question as well as for the inner peace of those awaiting his return. 
The journey leading to this PhD thesis cannot be hailed as an example worthy of 
imitation in this respect. It has lasted for about a decade, which is longish to say 
the least. Reasons for taking the long way round were plenty, and little time did 
actually go wasted. However, especially with hindsight, it could be argued that 
taking a short cut or two, would have been a smart thing to do. But alas, what’s 
done is done. 

From the people that have been eagerly awaiting the end of this journey, 
I have tested the patience of my supervisors – Robert Kloosterman and Hugo 
Priemus – probably the most. I would like to thank them very much for their 
endurance, for the trust they put in me and for the useful guidance they were 
always able to provide. In addition to that, I would also like to thank Wil Zonne-
veld who usefully jumped in to temporarily guide me at a time when Robert and 
Hugo moved slightly out of sight.  

Along the way, many other people – friends, colleagues, former col-
leagues – have either ‘traveled’ with me, given me directions, provided me with 
shelter, supplied me with food (for thought mostly) or supported me otherwise 
(if only by now and then not uttering the proverbial question). I thank you all, 
especially those who worked with me in one of the various projects from which 
this thesis draws. There are actually too many of you to be named here, but I 
take it you know who you are when you read these words. Yet, a special word of 
thanks goes out to Tong, who helped me out in getting the book printed in 
Bangkok.  

The last words are for the nearest ones. Mum, dad, Linda and Erik and 
their ‘gang’: thanks for supporting me in this one. I hope to see you all in Bang-
kok soon, to show you the better parts of my new whereabouts. Finally, App, it 
looks as if your worst nightmare is about to become true: before long you might 
be living with a doctor for real – a dreadful perspective for you, I know. My next 
challenge will be to prove that it is wrong.  
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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
 
It was Sir Peter Hall, who halfway through the 1960s, in his seminal study of 
seven world cities, observed that next to the traditional ‘highly centralised giant 
city’ there exists a ‘polycentric type of metropolis’ as well (Hall, 1966 p. 9-10). 
This polycentric metropolis, Hall proclaimed, consists of ‘a number of smaller, 
specialised, closely-related centres’ and should be understood as ‘a perfectly natu-
ral form, which has evolved over a period of history quite as long as the single 
metropolitan centre’ (ibid.). Two such polycentric metropolises made it to Hall’s 
seven world cities: the Randstad Holland in the Netherlands and Germany’s 
Rhine-Ruhr region. Hall displayed a keen interest in the characteristics and po-
tentials of these metropolitan regions. Comparing them with their single-centred 
counterparts (e.g. London, Paris, New York), he assessed the polycentric me-
tropolis ‘a more viable form for the mid-twentieth century’ (ibid., p. 157) as it 
supposedly offered better opportunities for coping with such problems as traffic 
congestion, competition for space and other diseconomies of agglomeration. 
While Hall surely was not blind to the drawbacks associated with such metropo-
lises (e.g. administrative fragmentation), he did consider regional planners in the 
Randstad Holland and the Rhine-Ruhr to be better off than their peers in Lon-
don or Paris, for in addressing ‘world city problems’ the former, according to 
Hall, at least had a chance of achieving ‘really satisfactory solution[s]’ (ibid., p. 
157). 
 Today, more than 40 years later, young Peter Hall’s suppositions are ba-
sically still on the table. While the world has moved on and in many ways has 
become quite a different place, the polycentric metropolis and its, to a large ex-
tent still supposed potential, continue to appeal to the imagination of planners, 
geographers and policymakers alike. In fact, it may even be argued that interest in 
the polycentric metropolis – or its approximate equivalent the polycentric met-
ropolitan region – these days is larger than ever. A surge of interest in the con-
cept of the city-region combined with the simple observation that many city-
regions increasingly display polycentric characteristics, over the past decade or so 
have triggered a variety of research projects and publications concerned with 
polycentricity at the city-regional scale (see e.g. the special issues of European 
Planning Studies 6.4, 1998 and 12.3, 2004; Urban Studies, 38.4, 2001; Built Envi-
ronment, 31.2, 2005 and 32.2, 2006; Regional Studies, 42.8, 2008; as well as 
ESPON, 2006; Hall and Pain, 2006; Meijers, 2007).  

The present dissertation adds to this emerging body of literature. It 
builds upon the insights gained through several research projects1, and uses one 
of Europe’s most archetypal polycentric metropolitan regions – that is the Rand-
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stad Holland – to throw more light on the characteristics, potentials and chal-
lenges related to polycentrism at the scale of the metropolitan region. More in 
particular the dissertation aims to advance the debate on the polycentric me-
tropolis on three different but interrelated fronts: first of all by contributing to 
conceptual clarity, secondly by adding empirical content, notably regarding eco-
nomic relationships and dynamics with a strong focus on firm behaviour, and 
thirdly by accentuating the related policy agenda. 
 Seven chapters, all previously or soon to be published journal articles or 
book chapters, constitute the key building blocks of the dissertation. Each chap-
ter explores a particular aspect of polycentrism and develops an argument, and as 
such contributes to aforementioned aims. This introductory chapter provides a 
backdrop for understanding the recent ‘rise’ of the polycentric metropolis (1.1), 
introduces the debate on the polycentric metropolis itself (1.2), states the aims of 
the research (1.3), discusses the research design (1.4), and explains the structure 
of the book (1.5).  
 
1.1  Metropolitan regions taking centre stage 
 
Despite Hall’s early enthusiasm about the polycentric qualities of the Randstad 
Holland and the Rhine-Ruhr, his book The World Cities did not really mark the 
start of a wider research campaign into the potentials of the ‘polycentric me-
tropolis’. For that to happen, a radical re-appreciation of both the role of regions 
and the aims of regional policy had to take effect first.  

In the 1960s, the decade in which The World Cities was published, re-
gional policy in many a nation was predominantly concerned with assisting re-
gions that lagged behind others. Intensifying global economic restructuring, 
ongoing market integration (as in the case of the EU and NAFTA), and the 
breakthrough of more neoliberal views on state organization in the 1970s and 
1980s, however, laid the foundations for a drastic reassessment of both the role 
of regions in national and international contexts and the aims of regional policy. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, this led to both a renewed esteem for the large city and 
the city-region as rich and innovative milieux, and the coming about of a new 
policy doctrine in which regions, before anything else, are encouraged to pro-
actively secure a profitable niche on the world stage (e.g. Sassen, 1991; Wannop, 
1995; Newman and Thornley, 1996; Storper, 1997; Scott, 1998; Brenner, 1999; 
Lovering, 1999, Keating, 2001; Scott et al., 2001; McKinnon et al., 2002).  
 
As foci of economic development… 
An extensive set of arguments underlies the re-appreciation of (city-)regions as 
centres of economic development. When in the 1970s a new international divi-
sion of labour started to take shape and many western economies got introduced 
to the process of de-industrialization, notably cities characterized by an industrial 
monoculture began to lose much employment and, seemingly, even their raison 
d’être (cf. Le Galès, 2002). Decline, however, after a while was followed by re-
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covery when the rise of a number of ‘post-industrial’ economic activities (e.g. 
knowledge-intensive services, cultural industries) in many places started to make 
up for the job losses incurred. What had seemed to be ‘the end of an era’, for 
many western economies instead appeared to be a ‘transition’ from one phase to 
another. The same combination of technological, regulatory and institutional 
changes that had enabled the development of a new international division of la-
bour in the first place, continued to facilitate and boost international transactions 
and trade. Across the world, new arenas of production and consumption 
emerged and so contributed to the further expansion of what was becoming an 
increasingly global economy (Held et al., 1999). For many western economies this 
meant, on the one hand, that competition in notably the low value-added and 
standardised production segments of the economy only got more intense, but on 
the other, that new markets continued to present themselves for the more 
knowledge-intensive and high value-added products in which these economies 
started to specialise.  

As for the spatial outcomes, many observers, in spite of a brief inter-
mezzo halfway the 1990s when speculations about the ‘death of distance’ (Cairn-
cross, 1997) and the consequent redundancy of cities attracted a lot of attention, 
now support the idea that globalisation and the post-industrial transformation are 
fostering the formation of ‘global’ or ‘mega’ city-regions (Scott et al., 2001; 
Phelps and Ozawa, 2003; Hall and Pain, 2006; Scott, 2008; Thierstein and För-
ster, 2008). According to for instance Scott et al. (2001), it is notably the combi-
nation of both strong externalities and high heterogeneity of transaction costs 
that drives the formation of such large city-regions. Since the 1970s, vast parts of 
the economy have come to operate under conditions of increasing uncertainty as 
production technologies change rapidly, competition has become more intensive, 
and demand less predictable. The resulting de-standardization of production 
processes (enabled by computerization) and the search for greater product vari-
ety (both supply and demand driven) have triggered a shift toward more flexible 
modes of economic production and organization. Such conditions have become 
apparent, dominant even, for an increasing number of sectors, in particular for 
today’s leading sectors such as high-tech industries, business services, and a wide 
range of cultural industries. 

Firms facing such conditions, in response must organize their produc-
tion activities and their relationships with clients and suppliers of production 
inputs (including employees) in a highly flexible way. In extreme cases, they must 
even be prepared to ‘change and recombine equipment and labour and to moni-
tor shifts in the market on a day-to-day basis’ (Scott et al., 2001, p. 16). This im-
plies that such firms must have excellent, almost instant access to a wide variety 
of information sources, skills, and other resources. Excellent, almost instant ac-
cess to such resources in turn requires relational and, in many cases also spatial 
proximity to the sources. These forms of proximity, which often but not neces-
sarily always go hand in hand, facilitate the transfer of non-codified forms of 
knowledge and information and help to reduce search costs for all actors in-
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volved (i.e. suppliers, consumers, labour, etc.). Such benefits represent a strong 
incentive for such actors to co-locate and, hence, an important stimulus for the 
formation of dense urban/regional nodes. 

The post-industrial transformation and the introduction of more flexible 
modes of production have thus not taken away, perhaps even reinforced certain 
incentives for co-location among economic actors (e.g. Storper, 1997; Gordon 
and McCann, 2000; Scott, 2008). This, in spite of the achievements realised in 
transportation and telecommunications technologies. In the same period, the 
costs of several modes of transport and communication have drastically declined 
(e.g. long-distance shipping, telephone conversations, data transport, money 
transfers) and, in some cases, speed and reliability have significantly improved. 
These improvements have not really affected the costs of transactions involving 
face-to-face contact (these have remained relatively high and still tend to rise 
steeply as distance increases), but they do have enabled firms both to sell their 
products on distant but increasingly accessible markets and to tap into faraway 
sources of low-cost inputs more easily. As a result, these firms and, concomi-
tantly, the cities and regions they are located in, have become inserted in various 
kinds of global networks of exchange. The interplay between these dynamic local 
networks of mutually beneficial economic relationships and the worldwide webs 
of interregional competition and exchange is strongly subject to increasing re-
turns, and the cities and regions that are best endowed in these respects can, 
therefore, emerge as the ‘essential spatial nodes’ and ‘engines’ of today’s global 
economy (Scott et al., 2001; see also Simmie, 2002, 2003; Bathelt et al., 2004; 
Cumbers and MacKinnon, 2004; OECD, 2006; Dewar and Epstein, 2007; Lang 
and Knox, 2008). 
 
…and as actors on the (world) stage 
Globalisation and the post-industrial transition, however, have not only induced 
a new spatial-economic logic favouring city-regions but, in combination with the 
breakthrough of the neoliberal paradigm also provided city-regions with a new 
set of incentives to redefine and reinforce their political role on the national and 
world stage. Changing relations between different tiers of government, a new 
understanding of territorial competitiveness and the ‘spatial reconstitution of 
urban form’ all played a part in this (e.g. Jessop, 1994; Wannop, 1995; Keating, 
1997; Brenner, 1999, 2002; Danson et al., 2000; Scott et al., 2001).  

When in the 1980s market integration and liberalization accelerated and 
started to boost the mobility of capital and other resources, and when countries 
increasingly started to commit themselves and even transfer powers to suprana-
tional bodies such as the European Union, NAFTA and MERCOSUR, tradi-
tional institutions and hierarchies got challenged in serious ways. The ‘re-scaling’ 
of the nation state in particular attracted attention, as according to some the na-
tion state was becoming ‘too small’ to deal with the larger challenges of global 
capitalism and ‘too large’ to respond effectively to the rapid changes taking place 
on the ground (Ohmae, 1995; Webb and Collis, 2000). Against this background, 
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nations states started to realise that they were becoming less able and perhaps 
should be less willing to protect all ‘regional and sectional interests within their 
jurisdictions’ (Scott et al., 2001, p. 13). Policies aimed at balancing regional devel-
opment within nation states started to lose much of their appeal and many na-
tional governments started to devolve tasks and responsibilities to regional and 
local authorities.  

As a result of this partial disengagement of national governments, cities 
and regions increasingly found themselves on their own. Moreover, they were on 
their own in what was to an increasing extent perceived as a continuously ex-
panding competitive arena where they had to vie with other cities and regions for 
various, increasingly mobile resources (e.g. FDI, highly qualified workers, visitors 
with money to spend). Presented with the choice either to passively submit to the 
whims of globalisation or, on the other hand, to actively try to turn the changing 
conditions to their benefit, many local and regional actors opted for the latter 
and developed an interest in region-wide coalition building (Keating, 1997, 2001; 
Camagni, 2001; Scott et al., 2001). Cities, the smaller ones in particular, both 
waken up to the fact that they controlled territories too small for effective eco-
nomic policy (Knox and Agnew, 1998) and influenced by the idea that a certain 
critical mass is needed to count for something in the new global economy, were 
particularly keen on seeking enlargement of their territorial base and/or estab-
lishing region-wide coalitions (cf. Newman and Thornley, 1996).  

Yet another impulse for regional cooperation, at the same time, flowed 
from the ongoing ‘spatial reconstitution of urban form’ (Brenner, 2002). Interfer-
ing processes of spatial concentration (in existing centres), deconcentration (away 
from these centres) and reconcentration (resulting in new centres) of both set-
tlement, production and consumption spaces continued to transform previously 
‘straight-forward’ city-regions into increasingly complex, polycentric and multi-
faced agglomerations. The concomitant, aggravated governance problems such 
as traffic congestion, inefficient land use and environmental degradation did their 
part to strengthen the need for cooperation.  
 
Metropolitan regionalism as a response 
Since the 1980s, the above trends and developments have evoked a variety of 
concrete experiments with political and institutional reform at the scale of the 
city- or metropolitan region. These experiments included attempts to modify 
existing jurisdictional boundaries through annexation, merger or consolidation, 
the establishment of supra- or inter-municipal agencies and councils; legal meas-
ures imposed by higher levels of government to regulate urban expansion; and a 
variety of intergovernmental and inter-organisational strategies to enhance coop-
eration and coordination among and between government agencies and private 
actors (Brenner, 2002, pp. 4-5). According to Brenner (ibid.), in the current 
round of ‘metropolitan regionalism’ strategies of metropolitan cooperation are 
much more seen as a means to secure ‘regional growth and prosperity in the 
global market place’ than in previous rounds of regionalism. With the threats and 
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the opportunities of globalization impinging upon local and regional actors in a 
much more direct manner (Scott et al., 2001) and with territorial competitiveness 
said to hinge upon a balanced and co-ordinated system of relations between all 
major locational components of a large-scale metropolitan agglomeration, met-
ropolitan coordination is said to be needed as ‘a regulatory device through which 
to cultivate regionally embedded economic assets and to minimise the negative 
externalities associated with unplanned economic expansion and unchecked in-
ter-local competition’ (Brenner, 2002, p. 9). Wheeler (2002, p. 270) adds to this 
that many of these metropolitan regionalist projects (1) tend to focus on specific 
territories and spatial planning; (2) try to address the problems created by the 
growth and fragmentation of postmodern metropolitan regions; (3) take a more 
comprehensive perspective that often integrates planning specialities such as 
transportation and land use as well as environmental, equity and economic goals; 
(4) emphasize physical planning, urban design and sense of place as well as social 
and economic planning; and (5) often involve a more activist or normative stance 
on the part of planners.  

As to the question how to organise such regionalist planning and gov-
ernance strategies, flexible, decentralised approaches involving cooperation and 
coordination often get a warmer reception than top-down approaches involving 
structural consolidation (Brenner, 1999; Salet et al., 2003). Calls for the creation 
of new – regional – tiers of government often encounter strong opposition, 
while step-by-step, long-term strategies aiming at the development of ‘social 
capital, institutions, ad hoc partnerships, and frameworks of incentives and man-
dates between existing levels of government’ often receive more support 
(Wheeler, 2002, pp. 275-276). 
 
1.2  Polycentric metropolises join in 
 
Metropolitan regionalist ideas as discussed above did not only land well in ‘tradi-
tional’ metropolises but also in their polycentric counterparts, especially in 
North-west Europe. There, in the 1980s and early 1990s, the broader trends 
identified above received an extra stimulus by the continuing European integra-
tion process, which eroded the import of national boundaries and, as such, fos-
tered a development towards the creation of a level-playing field in ever more 
sectors of notably economic life. The idea that competition for vital and mobile 
resources would soon be between large city-regions rather than between nation 
states rapidly gained ground.  

In defining a response to these changing circumstances and perceptions, 
planners in the Netherlands enjoyed a head start. Basically, they only had to re-
vive the metropolitan and regionalist ambitions encapsulated in the then already 
well-established Randstad Holland concept (Lambregts and Zonneveld, 2004). 
Throughout the 1960s and 1970s these ambitions had largely been smothered by 
the nation’s preoccupation with growth management and balancing development 
across the country (Faludi and van der Valk, 1994). But in the second half of the 
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1980s, during the preparation of the country’s Fourth National Planning Memo-
randum, the tables gradually started to turn. To prepare for the imminent ‘met-
ropolitan’ world order, all hopes were quickly pinned on the Randstad Holland, 
the country’s economic core area and only potential metropolis. Stronger than 
before, planners positioned the cities of the Randstad Holland as a polycentric 
but coherent metropolitan region and more emphasis was put on increasing the 
attractiveness of the region to international investors. In addition, coordination 
between key local and regional actors in the area was promoted in order to curb 
counterproductive competition between local communities.  

In the years following, German and Belgian planners followed suit. The 
Germans introduced the concept of the ‘European Metropolitan Regions’ to 
bring the cities of amongst others the Rhine-Ruhr and Rhine-Main together (e.g. 
Blotevogel, 1998). The Belgians (or rather the Flemish), tried the same for the 
cities of Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent and Leuven by means of the concept of the 
Flemish Diamond (see e.g. Albrechts, 1998; Albrechts and Lievois, 2004). Plan-
ners in these countries, like their Dutch peers, hoped to capitalise upon the po-
tential synergies ‘locked’ in such polycentric city-regions, to create more 
favourable conditions for image-building and positioning, and to provoke pro-
ductive forms of collective action in the regions (Albrechts, 2001; Knapp et al., 
2004).  

The initiatives displayed in the Randstad Holland, the Rhine-Ruhr and 
the Flemish Diamond, including the rationales underlying them are highly exem-
plary for the broader metropolitan regionalist tendencies described above. Very 
soon, from let us say the mid-1990s onward, they also gave rise to a quite distinct 
academic debate in which metropolitan regionalist issues got combined with a set 
of questions regarding the characteristics, meaning and implications of polycen-
trism at the regional scale.  

Early contributions to the debate focused strongly on what was happen-
ing in these three regions (see e.g. Priemus, 1994; Dieleman and Priemus, 1996; 
European Planning Studies 6.4, 1998). A broadening of the scope, however, fol-
lowed quickly, inspired by both the EC’s adoption of the concept of polycentric 
development as a tool to promote territorial cohesion and competitiveness 
(European Commission, 1999; Waterhout, 2008) and the breakthrough of the 
view that ‘the city-regions of today are becoming increasingly polycentric or mul-
ticlustered agglomerations’ (Scott et al., 2001). A broadening of the debate took 
place both in terms of the issues and as regards the regions being discussed (see 
e.g. Urban Studies, 38.4, 2001; Davoudi, 2003; European Planning Studies 12.3, 
2004; Parr, 2004, 2005; Built Environment, 31.2, 2005 and 32.2, 2006; Dühr and 
Nadin, 2005; ESPON, 2006; Hall and Pain, 2006; Meijers, 2007; Regional Stud-
ies, 42.8, 2008). 
 Today, the debate on polycentrism in a metropolitan and regional con-
text can be understood as to revolve around three key issues: a) the conceptuali-
sation and measurement of polycentrism at the metropolitan scale; b) the 
exploration of social, economic and environmental advantages and disadvantages 
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that come with polycentrism at the metropolitan scale; c) the planning and gov-
ernance challenges that relate to polycentrism at the metropolitan scale. They are 
discussed below. 
 
1.3  Issues and challenges: the conceptualisation and measurement of 

polycentrism at the metropolitan scale  
 
The view that metropolitan regions across the world are increasingly taking on a 
polycentric form has been gaining ground since a decade and a half or so (e.g. 
Garreau, 1991; Hall, 1997; Scott et al., 2001). In its wake followed questions of 
conceptualisation and measurement.  
 
Concepts 
In the course of time, polycentric spatial development as a process, polycentric 
spatial development as a planning strategy, and the polycentric metropolitan re-
gion as a spatial outcome have come to be recognised as closely related but dis-
tinct notions. Polycentric spatial development as a process is often associated 
with the outward diffusion of functions from major cities to smaller cities within 
a regional setting (Hall and Pain, 2006, p. 4). The causes and drivers are many 
and include demographic (population growth and urban sprawl), economic (e.g. a 
progressive spatial redistribution of functions); infrastructural (e.g. the extension 
of transport and transit networks and the creation of new, high-speed transporta-
tion nodes); or technological factors (e.g. ICT developments). Polycentric spatial 
development as a planning strategy refers to active encouragement of polycentric 
development as a policy objective. Such strategies may be pursued at the level of 
the (city-) region, for example to counteract urban sprawl, but also at higher spa-
tial levels, for instance to promote balanced development across a particular ter-
ritory, such as the EU (European Commission, 1999). The third notion, the 
polycentric metropolitan region as a spatial outcome is also the most contested 
one. Several definitions of what a polycentric metropolitan region amounts to, 
have been proposed in recent years. These definitions range from rather mini-
malistic and loose to fairly comprehensive and prescriptive. Whereas the former 
focus mostly on morphological aspects (i.e. just requiring the presence of multi-
ple centres of activity in a given area), the latter may also refer to relational, ad-
ministrative and socio-cultural factors. For instance, Kloosterman and Musterd 
(2001) consider ‘polycentric urban regions’ to be ‘composed of a collection of 
historically and administratively distinct smaller and larger cities located in more 
or less close proximity (roughly within commuting distance), the larger of which 
do not differ significantly in terms of size or overall economic and political im-
portance’ (Ipenburg and Lambregts, 2001, p.3). Alternatively, in the ESPON 
1.1.1. project on the ‘Potentials for polycentric development in Europe’, a ‘poly-
centric urban system’ is associated with a spatial organisation of cities character-
ised by a functional division of labour, economic and institutional integration, 
and political co-operation (ESPON, 2006). Hall and Pain (2006, p. 4), in turn, 
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conceive the ‘polycentric mega-city region’ as ‘a series of anything between 10 
and 50 cities and towns, physically separate but functionally networked, clustered 
around one or more larger central cities, and drawing enormous economic 
strength from a new functional division of labour.’ Typically, different authors 
use different names for more or less the same phenomenon and emphasize dif-
ferent aspects in their conceptualizations. Whereas Kloosterman and Musterd 
rely upon morphological and historical-administrative factors, the ESPON re-
searchers stress relational aspects, and Hall and Pain combine both morphologi-
cal and relational factors. Others, in addition, have even gone further and 
incorporated factors relating to regional identity and representation in their con-
ceptualizations of the polycentric metropolitan region (e.g. van Houtum and La-
gendijk, 2001; Musterd and van Zelm, 2001; Knapp et al., 2004), their claim being 
that the degree to which people (notably inhabitants, but also outsiders’ views 
may be interesting here) identify with a polycentric metropolitan region is as cru-
cial to the articulation of that region as for instance commuter patterns are.  
 
Measurement 
Conceptualizations as discussed above have sparked off attempts to measure vari-
ous aspects of polycentrism as well. Most of these efforts concern the measure-
ment of polycentrism as a spatial outcome in the context of metropolitan 
regions. Typically, the ‘measurement’ of the degree to which a metropolitan re-
gion qualifies as a polycentric metropolitan region, revolves around two issues: a) to 
what extent does the region display evidence of polycentrism; and b) how far do 
the ‘boundaries’ of the ‘region’ stretch.  

The question to what extent a region displays evidence of polycentrism 
is often first addressed by looking at the region’s urban morphology. Polycen-
trism then is associated with a fairly even size distribution of urban centres in a 
given area (Hall et al., 2006) and sometimes with an equal spacing of these centres 
from each other as well (ESPON, 2006). Rank-size indices based upon popula-
tion data have been used (Hall et al., 2006), as well as location indices (ESPON, 
2006). Polycentrism, however, is also associated with the prevalence of multi-
directional flow patterns (as opposed to mono-directional flow patterns). Com-
muting data as well as other flow data have been used to identify such patterns. 
Recent examples include Hall et al. (2006), who mapped commuting flows in 
eight polycentric metropolises in North-west Europe and developed measures 
for ‘Functional Polycentricity’ on the basis of graph theory and commuting flows 
(Green, 2007). The same study also looked at corporate structures and networks 
in order to capture the ‘space of flows’ in such regions (Taylor et al., 2006).  

More often, however, relational and flow data are used to explore the 
degree of functional integration or the functional reach of the polycentric metro-
politan region under study. Especially in policy-oriented studies the attention is 
more often focused on establishing to what extent a polycentric metropolitan 
region displays functional coherence than on measuring degrees of polycentrism. 
A fine example is a recent study by the Dutch Spatial Planning Agency in which 
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degrees of functional coherence in the Randstad Holland were established on the 
basis of amongst others commuting flows, shopping patterns and inter-firm link-
ages (Ruimtelijk Planbureau, 2006). Such studies nicely draw attention to the fact 
that from the three conceptual building blocks making up the ‘polycentric met-
ropolitan region’, the term ‘region’ (and for that matter ‘metropolitan’) represents 
as much a conceptual and empirical challenge as the key word ‘polycentric’.      
 
Challenges 
The combined use of morphological characteristics, functional relations, and 
sometimes even more dimensions (e.g. regional identity or institutional coopera-
tion) render the conceptualization of a polycentric metropolis and the possible 
measurement of its qualities a precarious business. Moreover, analytical and pre-
scriptive or normative approaches co-exist, and are sometimes used without clear 
demarcation lines. With all these different namings, definitions and interpreta-
tions competing for recognition and often being used in rather loose and not 
always consistent ways, it is little wonder that several authors in recent years have 
stressed the need for further conceptual work to clarify the meaning of ‘polycen-
trism’ in specific urban and regional contexts (e.g. Kloosterman and Lambregts, 
2001; Davoudi, 2003; Parr, 2004, 2005; Turok and Bailey, 2004; ESPON, 2006; 
Lambregts, 2006; Meijers, 2007; Hoyler et al., 2008). This challenge will be taken 
up further down below. 
 
1.4  Issues and challenges: the economic, environmental and social 

(dis)advantages related to polycentrism at the metropolitan scale  
 
A second point of interest in the debate on polycentric metropolises concerns 
the question which social, economic and environmental advantages and disad-
vantages can be associated with polycentrism at the metropolitan scale. Premises 
are that the polycentric metropolitan model entails particular advantages over its 
counterparts, the monocentric model and the ‘unlimited sprawl’ model (ESPON, 
2006; Hall and Pain, 2006; Lambregts, forthcoming), but such claims are yet to 
be empirically tested.  
 
Economy 
Polycentric metropolitan regions are often hypothesized to derive important 
competitive advantages from offering a better balance between economies and 
diseconomies of scale than their monocentric counterparts, where the disecono-
mies caused by hyper-concentration and congestion at some point may start to 
offset the economies. By ‘borrowing size’ from each other and by enjoying ‘net-
work externalities’ the various centres making-up a polycentric metropolitan re-
gion may be able to achieve sufficient scale to sustain advanced and competitive 
economic activities (Alonso, 1973; Phelps and Ozawa, 2003; Meijers, 2007). 
Saskia Sassen (2007), in addition, draws attention to the fact that in such regions 
multiple types of agglomeration economies (urbanization and localization 
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economies) may co-exist and as such provide an interesting, multi-coloured pal-
ette of economic environments for firms. These, for the polycentric metropolis 
optimistic notes, however, are counterbalanced by concerns, usually voiced by 
policymakers rather than by scholars, that ‘network externalities’, ‘borrowed size’ 
and the co-existence of multiple types of agglomeration economies in some 
polycentric metropolises cannot make up for the relative lack of sheer mass, di-
versity and interaction that render large monocentric metropolises such vibrant 
economies and places (e.g. Regio Randstad, 2004). Such claims find support in 
the study performed by Meijers (2007), who after an exploration of the relation-
ship between polycentrism and the presence of a number of urban amenities in 
42 Dutch regions concluded that ‘the more polycentric a region is, the less cul-
tural, leisure and sports amenities are present’ (Meijers, 2007, p. 113). 

An additional ‘economic’ topic that is starting to attract attention con-
cerns the question how polycentric metropolitan regions are inserted in the 
global economy (Hall and Pain, 2006; Kloosterman and Lambregts, 2007; Hoyler 
et al., 2008). With the insight gaining ground that regional competitiveness is a 
function of (amongst others) the quality of both ‘local buzz’ and ‘global pipelines’ 
(Bathelt et al., 2004; Cumbers and MacKinnon, 2004; Storper and Venables, 
2004; Taylor, 2004) research into the ways intra- and extra-regional linkages in-
terconnect and facilitate flows has become highly topical and relevant, also in the 
context of polycentric metropolises.  
 
Environment 
A similar ambivalence exists with respect to the question how polycentrism, and 
more in particular the model of the polycentric metropolis relates to issues of 
environment and sustainability (Wheeler, 2008). Whereas a century ago or so it 
was a generally accepted idea that the congested monocentric metropolis for 
most of its people offered lamentable living conditions and that ‘regional cities’ 
with a more polycentric layout in contrast offered fresh air and abundant green 
space for ‘everyone’ (e.g. Howard, 1902), the matter is much more complicated 
now. Transport related problems of congestion and emissions seem to be as 
grave in typically polycentric metropolitan regions as they are in others, and on-
going polycentric development at the regional level inevitably leads to further 
fragmentation of already scattered green space (Ipenburg and Lambregts, 2001). 
However, compared to the alternative of unlimited sprawl, polycentrism would 
seem to be the more environmentally sustainable form, for it at least to some 
degree offers a basis for public transport services and tries to use space in a more 
efficient way (Lambregts, forthcoming).  
Social cohesion 
A final, though not very frequently addressed issue concerns the question 
whether the polycentric metropolis represents either a challenge or a solution to 
achieving social and spatial cohesion. The European Commission is among the 
(political) actors who views polycentric development as a boon to achieving so-
cial and spatial cohesion (and competitiveness) at various spatial scales (e.g. 
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European Commission, 1999). But others have argued that the ‘culturally hetero-
geneous, polycentric, socially and spatially segmented global city-region is … a 
highly fragmented chess-board of uneven development sprawling ever outward’ 
(Scott et al., 2001, p. 20; see also Fainstein, 2001). Whereas at the scale of the 
metropolitan region polycentrism intuitively may be associated with the ‘manage-
ability’ of social problems related to urban poverty and segmentation (which are 
traditionally seen as part and parcel of the large, monocentric metropolis nota-
bly), practice is much thornier as recent and past events in, for instance, the satel-
lite and new towns forming part of the Paris and London metropolitan regions 
have pointed out. While these and similar events have of course attracted their 
share of academic attention (e.g. Musterd et al., 2006) they have remained rather 
underexposed in the debate on the polycentric metropolis. The basic question 
how polycentrism at the metropolitan scale related to issues of social and spatial 
cohesion in effect remains largely to be explored.     
 
Challenges 
While – inch by inch – progress has been made, overall there is still a lack of sys-
tematic evidence on the economic, environmental and social peculiarities and 
potentials of polycentrism at the metropolitan or regional scale (Parr, 2004; 
Cheshire, 2006, Hoyler et al., 2008). With a few notable exceptions (e.g. Hall and 
Pain, 2006; Meijers, 2007), in-depth and systematic empirical research has been 
rather thin on the ground. As the different approaches focus on a variety of as-
pects of polycentrism and their underlying causes, the existing empirical evidence 
is at best fragmented and disjointed, as can be gathered from previous special 
issues of Urban Studies (38.4, 2001) and European Planning Studies (6.4, 1998, 
12.3, 2004). The absence of a clear conceptualization as explained above, is likely 
to play a part in this. More in-depth and systematic empirical research is called 
for (Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001; Parr, 2004; Cheshire, 2006, Meijers, 2007; 
Hoyler et al., 2008), not only to satisfy scholarly curiosity, but also to inform the 
various policy agendas that are being formulated.  
 
1.5 Issues and challenges: governance and polycentrism at the metropoli-

tan scale  
 
The third major issue attracting due attention in the debate on polycentric me-
tropolises concerns the governance challenges relating to this particular urban 
form. A distinction can be made between the governance challenges related to 
promoting polycentrism at the metropolitan scale and the challenges emerging from 
polycentrism at the metropolitan scale. 

With regard to the former it has been noted that the lack of a sound 
conceptual framework and the disjointed empirical evidence render the promo-
tion of ‘polycentrism’ a rather problematic policy affair (Krätke, 2001; Davoudi, 
2003). The problem mainly lies in the fact that the implications of such policies 
for competitiveness, environmental sustainability and social cohesion remain 
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largely uncertain, but there is also a scalar dimension to it: the promotion of 
polycentrism at one spatial scale (e.g. Europe-wide) may lead to increased mono-
centricity at another scale (e.g. nationally) (Dühr and Nadin, 2005). Furthermore, 
the centrifugal forces that bring about polycentric development do not necessar-
ily support the kind of balanced and sustainable development that policy-makers 
would like to see (Hoyler et al., 2008) and may foster spatial fragmentation, un-
even development and a range of concomitant socio-economic, transport-related 
and environmental challenges instead (Scott et al., 2001; Wheeler, 2008). 

To successfully address these challenges and promote positive external-
ities that are not easily produced by market forces, requires the presence of effec-
tive policy-making and policy implementing powers (e.g. a metropolitan 
government) or, if these are absent, the capacity to organise policy- and decision-
making and, subsequently, implementation at the proper scale. More often than 
not, the perceived boundaries of polycentric metropolitan regions do not coin-
cide with the politico-administrative borders in place. Taking up these challenges 
then becomes dependent on the region’s organising or strategic planning capac-
ity. This capacity in turn, may be hampered by a number of factors (Herrschel 
and Newman, 2002; Hoyler et al., 2006; Lambregts et al., 2008) most of which 
relate to the politico-administrative fragmentation that is so characteristic of 
many polycentric metropolitan regions. They include: unproductive horizontal 
and/or vertical competition between and among local governments and various 
other government tiers; administrative crowdedness (i.e. if the involvement of 
too many policy stakeholders frustrates efficient decision-making); and the lack 
of political leadership. Complicating these matters further, is the fact that as the 
result of the devolution and restructuring processes referred to above, in many 
countries the number and powers of non-governmental actors with a say in spa-
tial development (e.g. project developers, housing corporations, privatised public 
transport companies, investors) has increased significantly.     

Altogether, the combination of a problematic policy agenda, weak or-
ganising capacity and a complex ‘actor environment’ presents an enormous gov-
ernance challenge for many a polycentric metropolis, including the Randstad 
Holland that is.  
 
1.6 Research objectives  
 
The debate on the polycentric metropolis or the polycentric city-region over the 
years has progressed and become more mature, but as argued above, faces a 
number of persistent and interrelated challenges as well. These relate to: a) the 
lack of conceptual clarity; b) a lack of systematic empirical evidence; and c) a 
problematic policy agenda (cf. Hoyler et al., 2008). 

The overarching objective of this dissertation is to advance the debate 
on the polycentric metropolis on each of these three fronts. It aims to: a) con-
tribute to conceptual clarity; b) add relevant empirical content; and c) help to 
advance the related policy agenda. However, it would be naive to aspire, within 
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the span of a single work, to ‘tackle’ all the various challenges and pick up all the 
loose ends identified above. Choices must be made.  
 
At the conceptual level 
An important aim of this dissertation is to draw attention to the added value of 
taking on board more explicitly the temporal dimension in the conceptualisation 
of polycentric development and the polycentric metropolitan region. A start in 
this respect was already made by Champion (2001), but his conceptual distinction 
between different evolutionary modes of polycentric development (see below) 
undeservedly has received little following. Part of this dissertation is therefore 
about exploring and trying to show how adopting a long-term perspective and 
being sensitive to different evolutionary modes of polycentric development can 
lead to a) a better interpretation and assessment of the spatial trends occurring in 
various polycentric metropolitan regions and at various spatial scales and b) a 
better understanding of the ‘roots’ and nature of at least some of the policy chal-
lenges particular polycentric metropolitan region face. 

A second conceptual contribution this dissertation intends to make, re-
lates to the versatility of the concept of polycentrism. While there is sometimes a 
tendency in practice to use the concept in a slightly naive way (i.e. labelling a re-
gion simply as ‘polycentric’ or not on the basis of particular indicators and meas-
ures), it should be acknowledged that the concept is highly versatile and enables 
the user to ‘create’ just about every outcome he or she desires, especially in the 
absence of widely shared and unequivocal definitions and criterions. The out-
comes of any empirical study into the degree of polycentrism in a particular re-
gion are highly dependent upon the definition, measures, the indicators and the 
exact data used (something similar of course also holds for studies trying to de-
fine a ‘region’). For instance for the Randstad Holland (but surely also for the 
other regions), one can easily think of as many indicators that suggest that the 
region is polycentric (e.g. spatial distribution of population or jobs) as there are 
indicators that show that it is not polycentric at all (e.g. expat population or jobs 
in international producer services). Polycentrism is typically ‘in the eye of the 
beholder’: it’s manifestation changes with the spatial scale of analysis, the func-
tions looked at and the relationships explored (Lambregts et al., 2005). This dis-
sertation wants to draw attention to and illustrate that fact.  

To suit the action to the word, conceptually this dissertation distin-
guishes between: a) polycentric spatial development as a spatial process; b) poly-
centrism as a spatial outcome; c) the encouragement of polycentric spatial 
development as a planning strategy; and d) metropolitan regionalism, as a label 
for those policies and political projects that aim to ‘unlock’ the potentialities (of 
whatever kind) that are believed to be locked in metropolitan regions, including 
polycentric metropolitan regions. A polycentric metropolitan region or a poly-
centric metropolis basically is a city-region or metropolis displaying characteris-
tics of polycentrism. It may or may not be affected by spatial processes 
furthering or weakening its polycentric character, it may or may not be the sub-
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ject of policies encouraging (or discouraging) further polycentric spatial devel-
opment, and it may or may not be the scene of policies aiming to unlock particu-
lar potentialities (metropolitan regionalism). Moreover, it will be acknowledged 
that notably with regard to the process of polycentric spatial development and its 
outcomes history matters. The polycentric metropolitan regions of today all 
come from different morphological and functional points of departure and have 
moved along different trajectories of polycentric development. These modes in-
clude the so-called centrifugal mode, the incorporation mode and the fusion 
mode, as identified by Champion (2001). The centrifugal mode refers to a situa-
tion where the continuing growth of a monocentric city imposes such severe 
strains (e.g. escalating land rents in the CBD and growing problems of access to 
the central area from the ever more distant outer residential areas) that the most 
affected production and service activities are squeezed out to alternative centres, 
which in time may come to rival the original centre in size. The incorporation 
mode in turn, refers to situations where a large urban centre expands its urban 
field so that it starts to incorporate smaller centres in the surrounding area that 
had previously been largely self-sufficient in terms of employment and services. 
These other centres then may form a powerful catalyst for attracting extra non-
residential activities and provide a strong challenge to the main original centre. 
The fusion mode, finally, concerns the situation where several previously inde-
pendent centres of more or less similar size fuse as a result of their own separate 
growth both in overall size and lateral extent and particularly because of the im-
provement of transport links between them.   

This typology is particularly helpful in coming to terms with the differ-
ent types of polycentrism that characterize present day metropolitan regions. It 
draws attention to the fact that regions have developed from different morpho-
logical points of departure and makes clear that polycentric development at the 
regional level not only refers to the outward diffusion from larger cities to 
smaller centres within their spheres of influence, but also to processes where the 
spheres of influence of several smaller or medium sized cities start to interfere. 
Whereas the former nicely describes the coming about of polycentric metropoli-
tan systems as London/Southeast England, and Paris/Île de France, the latter 
offers a better fit to regions such as the Randstad Holland and the RheinRuhr. In 
addition to this, the typology also shows how different processes of polycentric 
development may be at work in a particular region at the same time. After all, the 
three modes identified are not mutually exclusive. In the Randstad Holland, for 
example, the fusion mode may best describe developments taking place at the 
level of the Randstad Holland as a whole, while simultaneously incorporation 
and centrifugal modes of polycentric development are affecting the city-regions 
of respectively Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. 
 
At the empirical level 
The dissertation aspires to add relevant empirical content, notably of economic 
nature, to the debate on the polycentric metropolis in three substantial ways. 
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Firstly, by addressing the issue at what level of spatial aggregation agglomeration 
economies in polycentric metropolises articulate themselves. Secondly, by exam-
ining how polycentric metropolitan regions are inserted in the global economy. 
And thirdly, by looking into the ways intra- and extra-regional linkages facilitate 
knowledge flows. 

Three different analyses are performed to substantiate this ambition. 
The first concerns an analysis of the spatial level at which localization economies 
manifest themselves in the Randstad Holland. The second analysis investigates 
how cities in the Randstad Holland, through the office networks of multi-office 
advanced producer services firms, are connected both with each other and with 
other cities around the world. The third analysis, subsequently, delves into prac-
tices of knowledge production by the same advanced producer services firms and 
explores if and how said office networks are used for the exchange of knowledge 
indeed. Each of these analyses is accompanied by a set of more detailed research 
questions which are presented in the respective chapters (5-7). 

Directly and indirectly, the three empirical analyses provide some inter-
esting images of the polycentric nature of the Randstad Holland alternative to the 
more well-known images based upon population or job distribution and com-
muting flows.   
 
With regard to the policy agenda 
Each of the aims stated above helps to advance the policy agenda for polycentric 
metropolises, either by their contribution to the creation of a sounder conceptual 
framework or by adding relevant empirical evidence to the debate. An additional 
and more explicit aim in this respect is to demonstrate that by taking into ac-
count the variety of (morphological) origins from which polycentric metropolises 
can emanate, it becomes easier to understand both the potential value of the 
concept of the polycentric metropolis and the concrete problems and challenges 
experienced in such regions.  
 
1.7 Research design and techniques 
 
This dissertation contains an in-depth study into one of Europe’s archetypal 
polycentric metropolises: the Randstad Holland. It is a study of how a more gen-
eral phenomenon, polycentric development that is, manifests itself in and affects 
a particular metropolitan region, and it aims to gather insights bearing relevance 
both for the Randstad Holland itself and for other polycentric metropolises in 
Europe and beyond. In methodological terms it has the characteristics of a single 
case study. The study’s nature is explorative rather than affirmative. A variety of 
data collection and analytical techniques have been employed to answer the re-
search questions.  
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Single case study research 
If Gerring (2001) is right in noting that ‘the world of social science may be use-
fully divided according to the predominant strategy of research undertaken, ex-
ploratory or confirmatory/disconfirmatory’, it is relatively safe to state that much 
of the recent and current research dealing with the polycentric metropolis belongs 
to the exploratory category. Notwithstanding a couple of early contributions (e.g. 
Gottman, 1961; Hall, 1966) the theme, as argued above, is relatively fresh and 
much of the research performed is still aimed at generating knowledge rather 
than testing it. The present study to a large extent is no exception.  

In research of an exploratory nature case studies are considered to enjoy 
significant advantages. Case study research’s relative looseness is a boon to new 
conceptualizations and the approach is viable especially when the topic under 
study is a contemporary one over which the researcher has little control and 
when contextual conditions are believed to be highly pertinent to the phenome-
non of study. In addition to that, case study research is open to the use of vari-
ous types of data (e.g. documents, interviews, observations, statistics) and various 
data collection techniques (Yin, 2003; Gerring, 2004).    

The case study can be defined as ‘a form of analysis where one or a few 
units are studied intensively with an aim to elucidate features of a broader class 
of – presumably similar but not identical – units’ (Gerring and McDermott, 2007, 
p. 688). Such units may be comprised of any phenomena (e.g. nation-states, re-
gions, events, institutions, groups of actors) so long as ‘each unit is relatively 
well-bounded and so long as these units lie at the same level of analysis as the 
principal inference’ (ibid). In case study research, units may be observed at a sin-
gle point in time or over some delimited period of time (Gerring, 2004, p. 342). 

Two, tightly related aspects call for special attention when setting up and 
carrying out case study research: the selection of the case(s) and the issue of rep-
resentativeness. Inference from the sample (of one or more cases) to a larger 
population is a problem inherent to case study research (Seawright and Gerring, 
2008). Well-considered case selection, however, may help to keep the problem 
within certain limits. If the case study aims to elucidate features specific to a par-
ticular case only, case selection does not normally pose a problem (for the case of 
primary concern has been identified a priori). However, if, as in the present case, 
the researcher seeks to elucidate the features of a broader population, case selec-
tion matters (Seawright and Gerring, 2008).  

In practice, case selection often happens on the basis of pragmatic con-
siderations such as the time and money available, the expertise already at hand, 
the accessibility of the case, and, in case of external funding, the conditions set 
by these funders. The theoretical prominence of a case in the literature on a topic 
may carry weight as well. While these are legitimate factors, they do not provide a 
sound methodological justification for why one case might be preferred over the 
other. Such a justification must be derived from either the within-case character-
istics of a case (Gerring and McDermott, 2007) or the cross-case characteristics 
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of a case, with the latter referring to how the case fits into a theoretically speci-
fied population (Seawright and Gerring, 2008).  

The first choice to be made is between random and purposive case se-
lection. The relevant population for the present research consists of ‘polycentric 
metropolises’ around the world. The pragmatic reasons mentioned above render 
random case selection in this case rather impractical. The alternative, that is pur-
posive case selection, cannot entirely overcome the inherent unreliability of gen-
eralizing from small samples, but it can nonetheless make an important 
contribution to the inferential process by helping researchers to choose the most 
appropriate cases for a given research strategy. Seawright and Gerring (2008) in 
this regard distinguish between ‘typical’, ‘extreme’, ‘deviant’, ‘influential’, ‘di-
verse’, ‘most similar’ and ‘most different’ cases. Only the former four bear rele-
vance also in a single case study context (ibid, p. 297). The Randstad Holland has 
characteristics of both a typical and an influential case: typical because it widely 
acknowledged as such in the international literature (e.g. Hall, 1966; Scott, 1998; 
Simmonds and Hack, 2002) and because it combines so many of the features of 
metropolitan regionalism as outlined above; and influential because it is a much 
studied and well-documented region that as such has – at times and in some re-
spects – served as an example for other regions and informed the theoretical de-
bate (Dieleman and Musterd, 1994).   

A second choice is between selecting one or more cases to be studied. A 
single case study approach is expedient especially when the phenomenon under 
investigation is considered to be ‘unique, prototypical, salient or revelatory to the 
understanding of the […] problem’ (Scholz and Tietje, 2002). The Randstad Hol-
land in its capacity as a typical (and influential) case may be suspected of having 
such qualities. Because of its typicality, the puzzle of interest and possible knowl-
edge gains lie within the case rather than in a possible multiple cases, comparative 
perspective. Of course, if more cases could be studied with the same rigour more 
knowledge and insights could be generated and more easily generalised to the 
larger population of polycentric metropolises. However, since every research de-
sign represents a trade-off between ‘knowing more about less and knowing less 
about more’ (Gerring, 2004), and since the pragmatic considerations referred to 
above do carry weight as well, this study settles for a single, typical and influential 
case, the Randstad Holland, which is taken to stand for a population of polycen-
tric metropolises in Europe and beyond, and considered rife with learning poten-
tial.  
 
Research techniques 
Multiple methods have been used to explore how polycentrism manifests itself in 
the Randstad Holland and how it affects the behaviour of some of its inhabitants 
(notably advanced producer services firms and policy makers). These include a 
range of quantitative (straightforward statistical analysis, correspondence analysis 
and interlocking network analysis) and qualitative methods (interviews and pol-
icy/discourse analysis).  
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Simple statistical techniques were used to map various manifestations of 
polycentrism inside the Randstad Holland and to analyse long-term trends in the 
accumulation and concentration of capital in the Randstad relative to the region’s 
national context (Chapters 2 and 4 notably). Correspondence analysis was em-
ployed to see if the economic profiles of cities in the Randstad Holland in the 
course of time tend to converge or diverge and, if so, at what spatial scale (Ch. 
5). Interlocking network analysis, in turn, was used to map the intra- and extra-
regional linkages produced by the intra-firm office networks of advanced pro-
ducer services firms, and to explore connectivity profiles of various cities in the 
Randstad Holland (Ch. 6).  

In addition, a fairly large number of the same advanced producer ser-
vices firms was interviewed in order to learn more about their spatial strategies, 
the functions of the office networks and processes of knowledge exchange (Ch. 
7). Past planning policies for the Randstad and related discourses, finally, were 
analysed to reveal how the Randstad Holland concept has fared and evolved 
through time (Ch. 3). Details about these methods and their application are given 
in the respective chapters. 

 
1.8 Outline of the dissertation 
 
The triptych arrangement of this dissertation reflects the threefold aim it pursues 
(i.e. addressing some of the conceptual, empirical and policy-related challenges 
associated with the polycentric metropolis). While most of the chapters contrib-
ute to more than one of these aims at the same time, they do quite naturally fit in 
one of the parts.   

The first part of the triptych consists of three chapters which contribute 
most directly to the conceptual aims stated in paragraph 1.3. The first one (Ch. 2) 
introduces the Randstad as a polycentric role model but simultaneously shows 
that there are many different faces to it. It also briefly runs ahead of some of the 
issues and findings that are discussed in greater detail in later chapters. Next, 
chapter 3 gives an in-depth overview of how planners in the Netherlands over 
the past 50 years have struggled with the metropolitan or world-city ambitions 
embedded in the Randstad planning concept. As such it provides crucial ‘back-
ground’ information for all those who wish to make sense of what is happening 
in the Randstad Holland today, but it also contains some potentially valuable les-
sons for planners elsewhere in the world, should they be interested in pursuing 
world city ambitions for polycentric urban regions. Chapter 4, in turn, develops a 
framework to understand differences in long-term trajectories of urban systems. 
It uses levels of concentration of capital and accumulation of capital in urban 
systems relative to regional and national contexts to estimate differences in the 
‘point of departure’ of urban systems and to explain possible differences in the 
long-term development trajectories that follow. The framework is – tentatively – 
applied to the urban systems of the Randstad Holland and London.    
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The second part of the triptych collects the three chapters that most ex-
plicitly add empirical content to the debate on the polycentric metropolis. It kicks 
off with an analysis of at what level of spatial aggregation localization economies 
articulate themselves in the Randstad Holland, using the profiles of business 
start-ups in the individual cities of the Randstad (Ch. 5). Next, chapter 6 presents 
an analysis of intra- and extra-regional knowledge relationships in the Randstad, 
using the office networks of 177 multi-office advanced producer services firms. 
In a four-stage process the information thus obtained is used to expose some of 
the Randstad’s more hidden interdependencies and hierarchies. The results dis-
play interesting differences between the connectivity profiles of the various 
Randstad cities and hint at the existence of a clear hierarchy as far as interna-
tional connections are concerned. The analysis also suggests that for many ad-
vanced producer services firms, the Randstad Holland does not constitute a 
single business market but an amalgam of separate markets instead.  Chapter 7 
elaborates upon this analysis and provides an in-depth analysis of the practices of 
knowledge production by the same advanced producer services firms. It ex-
plores, on the basis of 64 interviews, the extent to which the transnational office 
networks of advanced producer services firms are used indeed for the exchange 
of knowledge, the kinds of knowledge that are typically acquired and exchanged 
through these networks, the kinds of knowledge of which the acquisition is typi-
cally a local affair, and the ways in which intra- and extra-regional knowledge 
circuits interconnect.  

The third and final part of the dissertation consists of a single chapter 
(Ch. 8). It demonstrates that in order to better understand both the potential 
value of the concept of the polycentric metropolis and the problems and chal-
lenges experienced in such regions on the ground, it helps to take into account 
the variety of (morphological) origins from which polycentric metropolises can 
emanate. In addition, it reports on the ways Dutch planners have recently tried to 
come to terms with some of the more problematic aspects related to the poly-
centric layout of the Randstad and provides some counterweight to the some-
times overly enthusiastic belief among policy-makers that polycentricity or 
polycentric spatial development offers a solution to a wide array of urban and 
regional problems. As such, it offers a sobering finale to this thesis.  

 
Notes 
1 These include the NWO project ‘Spatial developments and policies in polycentric urban 
configuration in North-west Europe’, the EU projects ‘Eurbanet’ and ‘Polynet’ and the 
Habiforum project ‘Synergy in urban networks’. 
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Chapter 2  
 
Randstad Holland: Multiple Faces of a 
Polycentric Role Model  
 
This chapter was published as:  
 
Lambregts, B., Kloosterman, R., Werff, M. van der, Röling, R. and Kapoen, L. 
(2006) Randstad Holland: Multiple Faces of a Polycentric Role Model, in: P. Hall 
and K. Pain (Eds) The Polycentric Metropolis – Learning from mega-city regions in Europe, 
pp. 137-145. London: Earthscan. Copyright © 2006 by the authors. All rights 
reserved.   
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 

 29 



2.1 Introduction 
 
The Randstad Holland is commonly portrayed as one of Europe’s most pro-
nounced polycentric mega-city regions (MCRs). It combines a political capital, a 
financial capital, a cultural capital, first-class international gateway functions (the 
port of Rotterdam and Schiphol Airport) and a highly-skilled, cosmopolitan la-
bour force. But these assets are not located in just one city as in London or Paris; 
they are distributed over a number of historically distinct cities in the western 
part of the Netherlands. Relationships between these cities date back centuries or 
more. Already in the 16th Century, for example, excellent water-borne transport 
connections fostered the development of a marked division of labour between 
them, the remnants of which can still be traced today (‘t Hart, 1994; Klooster-
man and Lambregts, 2001). Since then, however, complexity has increased 
enormously. Successive rounds of (global) economic restructuring have radically 
reshaped the area and still continue to redefine the roles and perspectives of both 
individual cities and the Randstad region as a whole. At the same time, the ad-
vance of motorized transportation has been a boon to (individualized) mobility, 
increasing the freedom of location for households and firms alike. Patterns of 
linkages and interdependencies between and among the cities, towns and villages 
of the Randstad area have correspondingly become more complex. As a result 
the Randstad has become a complex, multi-layered mosaic of places, markets and 
flows, rife with implicit and explicit intra-regional interdependencies and hierar-
chies and connected to the rest of the world in intricate ways. It can be argued 
that currently business services industries play the key role in the ongoing recon-
figuration of the region’s spatial appearance, its economic functioning and its 
incorporation in the global economy. After all, many service activities have re-
cently been (and still are) among the fastest growing industries and are, more-
over, subject to strong processes of globalization (UNCTAD, 2004). In this 
chapter we will explore the question: what does the functioning of the business 
services sector tell us about polycentricism in the Randstad and how do current 
policy frameworks relate to this?  
 
2.2 The Randstad as a polycentric business services complex  
 
The Randstad: key characteristics  
The Randstad is the horseshoe-shaped urban configuration in the western part of 
The Netherlands. It roughly runs from Dordrecht and Rotterdam in the south, 
via The Hague and Leiden in the west to Amsterdam in the north and Utrecht 
and Amersfoort in the east. These cities surround a predominantly rural area 
called the ‘Green Heart’. The outer borders of the Randstad are not precisely 
defined (see Figure 2.1).  

The Randstad measures about 70km by 75km (16 per cent of the Dutch 
land area) and houses about 6.6 million people (40 per cent of the Dutch popula-
tion). They live in a large number of mainly medium-sized cities and an even lar-
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ger number of smaller towns and villages. At the end of 2004, the region in-
cluded 12 cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants and another 12 in the range 
70,000–100,000. The most populous cities are Amsterdam (739,000), Rotterdam 
(596,000), The Hague (469,000) and Utrecht (275,000). In the Netherlands, these 
cities together are often referred to as the ‘Big 4’. The co-presence of so many 
individual smaller and larger cities in a relatively small area gives the Randstad its 
typical polycentric appearance.  
 

 

Figure 2.1 Overview of the Randstad 
 
The Randstad is also the country’s economic powerhouse. It is home to some 3.2 
million jobs (45 per cent of Dutch employment), most of them in various kinds 
of services. In terms of spatial distribution, employment generally closely follows 
population (see Figure 2.2). The main population centres and their surroundings 
are also the main employment centres, with the possible exception of Schiphol 
airport, which has developed into a massive logistics and services centre of its 
own.  

The Randstad’s global connections are effectively facilitated through the 
port of Rotterdam (Europe’s largest), Schiphol airport (Europe’s fourth largest), 
and the Amsterdam Internet Exchange (the largest in Europe after London). A 
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dense network of road and railway corridors connects the cities of the Randstad 
with each other and with other parts of the country and North West Europe at 
large. A high-speed train connection with Brussels and Paris is to open in 2009.  

At first glance, therefore, locational differences within the polycentric 
MCR of the Randstad seem to be eroded to the point of insignificance. Popula-
tion and employment centres are almost evenly spread across the region; nearly 
every centre has access to the same infrastructure (both transport and communi-
cations) and is, moreover, located within one-hour travel time of Schiphol air-
port. Beneath this picture, however, there also exists a more fine-grained pattern 
of functional divisions and interdependencies. They can be illustrated, for in-
stance, by taking a closer look at the Randstad’s business services complex.  
 

 
Figure 2.2 Distribution of population (l) and employment (r), based upon CBS data 
 
Changing the focus to business services  
The Randstad stands out as The Netherlands’s most services-oriented region. At 
the end of 2002, 752,000 or 54 per cent of the country’s jobs in business services 
were located in the Randstad. Business services accounted for 24 per cent of to-
tal employment in this region compared to 16.5 per cent in the rest of The Neth-
erlands (Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) employment statistics). Within the 
Randstad, the Amsterdam and Utrecht regions are particularly important busi-
ness services strongholds. Here, the business services’ share of local employment 
is almost 30 per cent.  

The Randstad’s lead in business services over the rest of The Nether-
lands is not of recent date. As the country’s most urbanized region, the Randstad 
was the first region to undergo the transition from a predominantly industrial to 
a predominantly post-industrial or service economy. Its head start has since then 
diminished somewhat, but the latest figures show that the strongest job growth 
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in business services again occurs notably in the Amsterdam and Utrecht regions 
and in the area in between. Growth here is stronger than the national average 
and much stronger than in the southern half of the Randstad.  

Within the Randstad, considerable differences exist as regards the ser-
vices profiles of the different major cities (see Figure 2.3). Amsterdam, as the 
country’s long-standing trade and financial centre, stands out as the region’s 
prime services centre. It has by far the largest concentration of financial services 
in the country and also leads in law and advertising firms. The city’s large num-
bers of (Dutch) multi-nationals provide ample demand for advanced producer 
services (APS) of many kinds. On top of that, the city is also favourite with for-
eign services firms entering the Dutch market, a picture that was confirmed by a 
small research study carried out in 2004 (Lambregts and van der Werff, 2004). 
From a sample of 78 global business services firms with one or more offices in 
The Netherlands (taken from Taylor, 2004) almost three-quarters of the head-
quarters were located in Amsterdam or one of its surrounding municipalities 
(Amstelveen notably), with only a handful of offices left for Rotterdam, Utrecht 
and some smaller places in between (see Figure 2.4). This marked concentration 
of global business services headquarters in the Amsterdam area led the research-
ers to contend that, within the Randstad, the global city milieu to which global 
business services tend to be attracted (cf. Sassen, 2001) is very much monopo-
lized by Amsterdam and its immediate surroundings.  

The city of Utrecht and the eastern part of the Randstad are character-
ized by a strong presence of design (engineering) and management consultancy 
firms. Many of the large Dutch firms in these sectors have their headquarters in 
this area.  

The economy of the southern part of the Randstad differs significantly 
from that of the northern and eastern parts. The Hague is first of all the seat of 
the national government and a wide range of related public and semi-public insti-
tutions. As such, it does attract its fair share of business services, but the sector 
at large is not as well developed as in the Amsterdam region. Accountants, design 
consultants (especially engineering) and law firms are quite well represented but 
for financial services, advanced logistics, advertising and management consul-
tancy the reverse is true.  

Rotterdam, in turn, still heavily depends on its port as far as the econ-
omy is concerned. After Haarlemmermeer (the municipality that hosts the na-
tional airport Schiphol) the city is home to the largest concentration of 
(advanced) logistics services in the Randstad. Accountancy is another well-
represented sector in the city; several of the country’s largest accountancy firms 
have their headquarters in Rotterdam. The city is also renowned for its concen-
tration of highly successful architecture firms (Kloosterman, 2004). Finance, ad-
vertising and management consultancy are among the sectors that are quite 
underrepresented in the Rotterdam area. 
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Figure 2.3 Business services jobs in selected Randstad centres 

Figure 2.4 Dutch headquarters of global business services firms 
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In what sense is the Randstad a polycentric business services complex?  
So while in terms of population and total employment distribution the Randstad 
appears as a rather undifferentiated polycentric conurbation – in effect a single 
urban field – the above analysis, however schematic and partial, shows that be-
neath this ‘unmistakable’ polycentric picture of the Randstad there exists a far 
more complex and multi-layered reality that is shaped by subtle divisions of la-
bour and highly localized agglomerative forces. For every indicator demonstrat-
ing the ‘polycentric’ nature of the area there is another showing that the area also 
has more ‘monocentric’ characteristics. A comprehensive understanding of the 
area needs to take into account both its monocentric and its polycentric features, 
and be open to the ways in which they inter-relate. In the next section we will 
explore the latter issue in some more detail.  
 
2.3 Complicating the picture: connectivity and intra-firm linkages  
 
Multi-level connectivity through office networks  
Detailed quantitative study of the office networks and inter-office linkages of 
some 175 Randstad-based business services firms (Lambregts et al., 2005a) (see 
also Taylor et al., 2006, for details of the methodology) reinforces the multi-
layered picture described above. In terms of connectivity it appears that overall 
regional interconnectivity in the Randstad is strong. This means that multiple 
cities (rather than just one or two) are relatively well connected, both with each 
other and with a range of other cities through the office networks of business 
services firms. The latter is especially true for Amsterdam and Rotterdam. Am-
sterdam is the city that is best connected at the regional level (i.e. within the 
Randstad) while Rotterdam, quite surprisingly, is the city that is best connected at 
the national level (Figure 2.5a, b). Utrecht and The Hague are reasonably well 
connected with other regional and national centres as well. The ‘connectivity gap’ 
between the four largest cities and the smaller centres of the Randstad at first 
sight seems major, but it is actually quite minor when viewed from a comparative 
perspective (see Taylor et al., 2006). Interestingly, of all the minor Randstad cen-
tres the most peripherally situated cities of Alkmaar and Amersfoort achieve the 
highest regional and national connectivity scores. 

Thus while at the regional and national scales Amsterdam and Rotter-
dam compete closely for the status of ‘most connected’ city, the story is quite 
different at the European and global scales. Here, Amsterdam emerges as the 
country’s internationally best-connected city, with Rotterdam following at some 
distance (Figure 2.5c, d). Utrecht and The Hague are number three and four, 
again at some distance. Noteworthy is also that minor centres located in the vi-
cinity of Schiphol airport (i.e. Amstelveen and Haarlemmermeer) gain some 
places in the European and global connectivity rankings compared to the re-
gional and national rankings. Amsterdam’s clear lead in European and global 
connectedness without doubt has to do with its popularity as a place of settle-
ment among global services providers (see above).  
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Figures 2.5a, b, c, d GaWC connectivity indices: office networks 
 
Intra-regional linkages – again through office networks  
The same quantitative analysis of office networks also produced an overview of 
the potential intra-regional linkages between the Randstad’s 12 major business 
services centres (Figure 2.6). The strongest linkages are between Amsterdam and 
Rotterdam (meaning that these are the pair of cities for which most firms find it 
necessary to have a simultaneous presence). Next are the connections between 
this pair of cities and The Hague and Utrecht. Alkmaar and Amersfoort maintain 
relatively strong connections with each of the four largest cities in the Randstad. 
The other minor centres are not particularly well linked to each other and/or the 
larger centres in the region. An exception is Haarlem, which maintains reasona-
bly strong connections with Amsterdam. The ‘strength’ of all other linkages is 
less than 20 per cent of that of the strongest linkage: Amsterdam–Rotterdam.  
 
Connected cities or divided markets?  
The above findings give rise to different – in parts even paradoxical – interpreta-
tions. First, and less problematically, the connectivity scores presented suggest 
that whereas dominance in terms of connectivity at the regional and national lev-
els is shared among four cities, a single city (i.e. Amsterdam) demonstrates out-
standing quality if European and global levels are considered. This finding 
suggests the proposition that the Randstad is more polycentric as a regional sys-
tem in its national context than as an MCR in the European and global contexts: 
a statement that supports the findings in the previous section.  
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Figure 2.6 Intra-regional linkages through office networks 
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however, but one possible interpretation of the patterns found here. Whereas the 
regional concentrations of APS sectors suggest the existence of functional link-
ages, these are in practice generally very limited apart from in the case of adver-
tising. A second one is that many firms do not find it feasible to serve the entire 
Randstad region from a single office. Their clients are spread across the Rand-
stad but cannot be ‘serviced’ from a single, strategically chosen location. As such, 
the region may be polycentric in the sense that markets are dispersed and that 
several economic centres of gravity coexist, but it does not function simultane-
ously as a polycentric system (or region) in the sense that, for example, one cen-
tre can easily be served from another. In this interpretation, the Randstad is 
made up of several (at least four) largely separate business markets. It is also this 
interpretation that helps us to make sense of the relatively strong ‘links’ that were 
found between the comparatively peripheral cities of Alkmaar and Amersfoort 
on the one hand and the four largest cities on the other. While seemingly many 
firms consider it feasible to serve smaller centres such as Zaanstad, Almere, Am-
stelveen and Haarlemmermeer from their offices in Amsterdam, the cities of 
Alkmaar and Amersfoort are located so far away from the main centres as to 
justify the opening of additional offices. Presumably, these cities, like the four 
largest ones, constitute ‘business markets’ of their own.  

So altogether, the outcomes of the connectivity analysis on the one hand 
confirm the idea of the Randstad being ‘polycentric’ in more than one way while 
on the other they add complexity to the picture by suggesting that the Randstad 
may not be as coherent an entity as presumed, and rather should be understood 
as a loose collection of smaller regions instead. In the next section, this sugges-
tion will be explored in more detail. 

 
2.4 Business services markets in the Randstad  
 
Within the Netherlands, the Randstad is without doubt the region where most of 
the business and corporate decision-making takes place, including the bulk of 
internationally oriented business. While it is not an absolute requirement to be 
actually based in the area in order to serve this rich and diversified business mar-
ket (as is proved by companies that successfully acquire business in the Randstad 
from places such as Arnhem and Tilburg), most of the larger and growth-seeking 
Dutch APS firms feel the need to have a presence here. Next to an abundance of 
business opportunities, the Randstad also constitutes an extensive pool of highly 
qualified labour. By strategically choosing its location, a firm can give itself direct 
access to more than a million potential employees with a university or college 
degree. The Randstad’s northern and eastern parts may be slightly better en-
dowed in this respect than the southern part (Marlet and van Woerkens, 2003). 
For only a few business services industries are labour markets more locally de-
fined. Examples include advertising agencies and specific financial services, 
which basically rely on the Amsterdam region for labour (that is, if they want to 
attract the most talented of people).  
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The fact that a large percentage of global business services find it neces-
sary or attractive to have a presence in Amsterdam and/or the wider Randstad 
area (see above) also confirms the idea that from a global perspective the Rand-
stad represents an attractive market for business services firms. Interviews with 
high-ranking managers of 64 Randstad-based business services firms (for a full 
report see Lambregts et al., 2005b) generally confirmed and even reinforced this 
picture. Many Dutch-based branches of internationally networked firms were 
reported to do relatively well compared to branches of the same firms in other 
countries. Quite often they are either significantly larger than could be expected 
on the basis of the small size of the Dutch economy, or they play an active role 
in the management of the networks of which they are a part. Reasons for this (as 
mentioned by interviewees) include: the traditional outward/international orien-
tation of the Dutch economy and its entrepreneurs; the fact that The Nether-
lands are for many other countries an acceptable (i.e. because of its small size, 
not very threatening) entity to which to allot executive tasks; and – last but not 
least – the fact that the Randstad or Dutch services market is well developed, not 
least because it is the headquarters of a relatively large number of multi-national 
corporations that give rise to a comparatively large and (because of their often 
complex and globalized operations) sophisticated demand for business services.  

The same interviews, however, also produced the insight that the Rand-
stad is not considered to be a ‘single’ market by each and every firm. There ap-
pears to be a crucial dividing line between services firms with a client orientation 
towards small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) on the one hand and firms 
predominantly servicing large and multi-national corporations (MNCs) on the 
other. For both categories, the Randstad offers a rich pallet of business opportu-
nities and an attractive pool of potential employees, but for neither does the re-
gion necessarily coincide with the spatial scope of their operations. For the vast 
majority of SME-oriented service providers the Randstad is simply too large. The 
spatial scope of their markets is usually more limited, in part because they de-
pend so strongly on presence and visibility in local networks for the acquisition 
of business. To take full advantage of the Randstad’s business potential, such 
firms therefore need offices in various cities across the region as it is, for exam-
ple, virtually impossible to operate successfully on the Amsterdam SME market 
from Rotterdam and vice versa.  

Alternatively, for MNC-oriented services providers, business does not 
stop at the edges of the Randstad. They consider the whole of The Netherlands 
as their ‘hunting ground’. Quite a number of them are capable of serving the 
whole country from a single, often Randstad-based office that only occasionally 
is complemented by a subsidiary office, for example in Eindhoven. While face-
to-face contacts do form a crucial part of their day-to-day operations (just as for 
SME-oriented firms), their ability to acquire new business usually does not de-
pend strongly on ‘local visibility’. Most of the MNC-serving business firms rank 
among the ‘big names’ in their fields and will be invited to pitch for a job based 
upon their reputations and previous experiences rather than on local visibility. 
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Firms that service both SMEs and MNCs often maintain an extended network of 
regional offices for their SME-oriented operations while attending to their MNC 
clients from a single (headquarters) office in the Randstad.  

So from a business services perspective, the ‘nature’ of the Randstad is 
again diffuse rather than unanimous. For some the Randstad consists of several 
separate or partly overlapping geographical markets while for others the area just 
constitutes the ‘centre court’ of a larger entity: the entire Dutch market for busi-
ness services. Because of its distinct concentration of business opportunities (and 
qualified labour supply) the Randstad gets (international) recognition as ‘a mar-
ket’, but in practice its boundaries are as fluid as can be.  

 
2.5 Governance and policy  
 
The multi-form picture emerging from the above directly resembles the region’s 
institutional and policy context. From an administrative and institutional perspec-
tive, just as from a functional perspective, the region is every inch as much a 
multi-layered patchwork; and spatial policies for the Randstad also continue to 
waver between taking the region as a functionally integrated system or a loose 
collection of subsystems. The country’s fifth official planning memorandum, 
issued in 2004, changes little in that (Ministerie van Volkshuisvesting, Ruimtelijke 
Ordening en Milieu, 2004). 

The Dutch administrative structure basically consists of three different 
tiers: the national, the provincial and the municipal. As regards spatial planning, 
national government provides the overall policy framework (long-term goals, 
general strategies) while executive planning powers tend to be in the hands of the 
municipalities. A key responsibility of the provinces (12 in total) is to ensure a 
minimum level of coordination between local development initiatives and to 
check whether they are consistent with ongoing national policy directives. This 
structure has been in place for more than 150 years, with tasks and responsibili-
ties (in the field of spatial planning) occasionally shifting back and forth between 
tiers. The latest trend is predominantly one towards (further) decentralization of 
powers.  

The Randstad, which is presently divided between about 175 municipali-
ties and four provinces, is one of the regional constructs that fit uneasily in the 
three-tier structure (others include the functional urban regions around the major 
cities). Calls for the establishment of a fully fledged metropolitan authority for 
the Randstad have been made on several occasions. However, such a large-scale 
reconstruction of the ‘House of Thorbecke’1 as it is called in The Netherlands, 
has over the years proved a mission impossible and probably will continue to be 
so for a while. Nevertheless, in order to address the emerging reality of a ‘re-
gional world’ refuge has been taken in alternative (some would say second-best) 
solutions such as the scaling up of the local level (e.g. by way of merging munici-
palities) and the promotion of inter-municipal and, albeit to a lesser extent, inter-
provincial cooperation.  
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In effect, fragmentation is therefore still the key word in any description 
of the administrative landscape of the Randstad, although admittedly, local and 
regional actors increasingly seem to open up to different forms of cooperation in 
order to get things done – or at least discussed. The most prominent example is 
the by now formal cooperative platform called Regio Randstad. In this adminis-
trative platform, the origins of which date back to the early 1990s, the four 
Randstad provinces, the four largest cities and their respective city regions under-
take joint activities that are in the interest of the (international) competitive posi-
tion and quality of life of the Randstad. It is also the discussion partner of the 
national government as far as issues relating to the Randstad at large are con-
cerned. Its mission is largely compatible with that of the Vereniging Deltametro-
pool (or Deltametropolis Association), a rather diverse and active Randstad-
based think tank and interest group that strongly promotes a metropolitan devel-
opment perspective for the Randstad area. Next to these, the region is home to 
many smaller and often more informal platforms for cooperation. Examples in-
clude the ‘Administrative Platform for the South-wing’, the ‘North-wing Confer-
ence’ and the ‘Administrative Platform for the Green Heart’. Not all platforms 
and arrangements work equally smoothly or achieve continuous success, but 
many are proving to be quite resilient and they are excellent vehicles for building 
trust and developing a common understanding of regions’ spatial development 
problems and challenges.  

This development comes at a time when Dutch spatial policy-making is 
imbued with a widespread sense of urgency to get the faltering economy up and 
running again. Pressure is even high enough to have spurred the four ministries 
that produce spatially relevant policies to coordinate their activities and strategies, 
which is not a foregone conclusion in Dutch policy-making. The extent to which 
this joint approach will make itself felt when the broad policy strategies outlined 
in the various White Papers are further refined and implemented remains to be 
seen. Experience shows that the walls between policy departments tend to crum-
ble only very slowly, but one never knows.  

In terms of content, current spatial, economic and transport policies at 
different levels generally seem to be based on a sound understanding of the con-
ditions and dynamics on the ground. Of course, interpretations and interests be-
tween and among departments and administrative tiers do differ to some degree, 
and also the solutions and strategies that are proposed in consequence are not 
always fully compatible, but on the whole there have been less unanimous times 
in Dutch spatial planning. Perhaps the most interesting difference in point of 
view is that between the national government and the united Randstad authori-
ties. While both share the opinion that it is notably the Randstad – as the motor 
of the Dutch of economy – that should be enabled to strengthen its international 
competitive position and hence to get the Dutch economy moving again, they 
advocate different spatial development strategies for the region. Whereas the 
national government assumes that the Randstad is best helped by strengthening 
its constituent parts (i.e. the North-wing, the South-wing and the Utrecht region) 
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the Randstad authorities would rather ensure that the constituent parts come to 
function as one so as to make better use of the metropolitan potential that they 
consider to be inherent in the region.  

POLYNET research findings for the Randstad tend to provide support 
for both views. Analysis of travel-to-work patterns pointed out that the lion’s 
share of commuting indeed remains confined to the level of individual city re-
gions and the Randstad wings. And from the interviews with business services 
firms it has become clear that for a substantial share of the firms – that is above 
all the category of business services firms catering to SMEs – the same city re-
gions and ‘wings’ function as their main areas of operations as well. However, 
the analyses also indicate that for another category of issues the Randstad may 
indeed form a more meaningful level for analysis and policy-making. For busi-
ness services firms that service MNCs, the entire Randstad constitutes a market. 
Even though many such firms for a variety of reasons prefer to be located in the 
Amsterdam region, it is the business potential offered by the Randstad as a 
whole that attracts them to the area (if they come from abroad) and that enables 
them to prosper and eventually become European or global players of their own 
(if they originate from the area itself). It is findings like these that support the call 
for promoting market integration through travel time reduction, as made by the 
Regio Randstad, and the claim made by the Vereniging Deltametropool that an 
integrated, metropolitan approach is vital to secure the survival and further 
strengthening of the Randstad’s high-level international functions.  
 
Notes 
1 Johan Rudolf Thorbecke (1798–1872) was a celebrated 19th Century Dutch politician 
who, in 1848, almost single-handedly drafted a revision of the Dutch constitution based 
on a ‘three-level’ system of power (state, province, municipality) which has survived and 
is known as the ‘House of Thorbecke’. The Randstad covers all of the province of South 
Holland and much of North Holland, Utrecht (the province) and the new reclaimed pol-
der province of Flevoland.  
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Chapter 3 
 
From Randstad to Deltametropolis: 
Changing Attitudes Towards the  
Scattered Metropolis 
 
This chapter was published as: 
  
Lambregts, B. and Zonneveld, W. (2004) From Randstad to Deltametropolis: 
Changing Attitudes Towards the Scattered Metropolis, European Planning Studies, 
Vol. 12, No. 3, pp. 299-323. DOI: 10.1080/0965431042000195056. Copyright © 
2004 Taylor & Francis Ltd. All rights reserved. 
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract  
Although the Randstad planning concept is primarily known as a concept aiming 
to control urbanization, this article shows that world city ambitions have been 
inherent in the concept right from the beginning and that spatial planning for the 
Randstad over the past 50 years can also be seen as a prolonged attempt to give 
shape to these ambitions. Throughout much of this period it has proved politi-
cally impossible to turn these ambitions into concrete policies, although the re-
cent turn to ‘Deltametropolis’ adds a rather interesting new chapter to this 
history. For the first time since its introduction, local and regional actors have 
themselves taken the initiative to frame and reframe the Randstad concept – by 
Dutch standards quite a remarkable sign of capacity building at the Randstad 
level. By spotlighting this particular dimension of the planning history of the 
Randstad this article touches upon some of the more notorious dilemmas plan-
ners may come across while pursuing world city ambitions for polynuclear urban 
regions.  
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3.1 Introduction1  
 
As a planning concept the Randstad is best known in its capacity as a growth 
management tool. Together with its counterpart the Green Heart it has for sev-
eral decades managed the distribution of people and economic activity both at 
the level of the Netherlands as a whole and at the scale of the Randstad in par-
ticular (Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; see Figure 3.1 for a general map). A less 
well-known dimension of the planning history of the Randstad concerns the con-
tinuous struggle of planners to come to terms with what may be labelled the 
‘world city ambitions’ which are also inherent to the Randstad concept. While it 
is true that in the international literature the Randstad has indeed been associated 
with ‘world city status’ (e.g. Hall, 1966), and while the change of concept that 
took place at the end of the 1980s (i.e. the Randstad from growth management 
tool to would-be regional economic engine and saviour of the Dutch national 
economy) has been discussed on various occasions (e.g. Dieleman & Musterd, 
1992; Faludi & Van der Valk, 1994; Terhorst & Van der Ven, 1995), the picture 
of the Randstad as a long-winded world city formation project that actually 
started in the 1950s and has still not been finished, has received relatively little 
attention until now.  

Highlighting this particular dimension is all the more interesting given 
the recent increase in interest for metropolitan regionalist projects in Europe and 
the US. There is a growing body of literature – generally collected under the label 
of the ‘new regionalism’ – in which the growing significance of the city-region as 
a locus of social and economic life and political intervention is emphasized (e.g. 
Wannop, 1995; Storper, 1997; Scott, 1998; Keating, 1997, 2001; Lefèvre, 1998; 
Soja, 2000; MacLeod, 2001; Scott et al., 2001; Brenner, 1999). The general idea is 
that ongoing processes of (i) spatial reconstitution of urban form, (ii) global eco-
nomic restructuring, and (iii) neo-liberal state restructuring, have led to a new 
round of metropolitan reform initiatives since the early 1990s (Brenner, 2002). 
With the threats and the opportunities of globalization impinging upon local and 
regional actors in an increasingly direct manner (Scott et al., 2001) and with terri-
torial competitiveness said to hinge upon “a balanced and co-ordinated system of 
relations between all major locational components of a large-scale metropolitan 
agglomeration” (Brenner, 2002) adjacent units of local political organization in 
large city regions are increasingly pressed to engage in region-wide coalition 
building and joint policy-making and to attempt to channel both public and pri-
vate resources into coordinated regional development or world city formation 
strategies. In this article we refer to developments like this as ‘capacity building’.  

As we will show later in this article, recent events in the Randstad are 
highly exemplary for these broader trends and developments observed in the 
literature. However, the aim of broadening the still narrow empirical base under-
lying the new regionalism debate (cf. Lovering, 1999) is only secondary to this 
article. The article’s principle objective is to shed light on a relatively unknown 
thread running through the planning history of the Randstad by showing how 
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Dutch planners and policy-makers over the years have tried to shape the world 
city ambitions for the Randstad. In doing so, it touches upon some of the more 
persistent and troublesome issues inherent in both strategic planning for polynu-
clear urban regions and the deliberate pursuit of world city status, including the 
issue of capacity building and the desired spatial organization of the region. As 
such, the article offers an interesting glimpse behind the Randstad planning 
scenes, especially for those facing similar challenges elsewhere in north-west 
Europe or beyond. The article is structured as follows. Section 3.2 deals with the 
origins of the Randstad concept. It shows that although the original concept 
aimed to keep the deconcentrated character of the Randstad area intact, it was 
already anticipated that this region would nevertheless come to function as a 
world city in the subsequent decades. In section 3.3 we discuss how, after a pe-
riod in which the worrisome socio-economic conditions in the cities attracted 
most of the attention, a new ‘Randstad Metropolis’ discourse emerged in the 
1980s, when the competitive position of the Netherlands in the European and 
global context became a major concern of central government. While initially this 
discourse did not produce very concrete results, it did lay the foundations for the 
rise of the Deltametropolis perspective at the end of the 1990s, the main theme 
of section 3.4. Interestingly, this latest attempt to reframe the Randstad as one of 
the key urban areas on the European continent was initiated by the four largest 
Randstad cities, while all earlier initiatives had originated from the national plan-
ning authorities. Finally, section 3.5 draws conclusions.  

 

 

Figure 3.1 The main spatial structure of the Randstad area 
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3.2  The invention of the Randstad concept: the birth of a Dutch world 
city discourse  

 
An imminent planning crisis  
Even though in the early 1950s the Netherlands was still working hard on post-
war reconstruction, in the west of the country an immense planning crisis was 
arising. There was a rapid population explosion, caused mainly by internal migra-
tion. Every year literally tens of thousands of people were moving to the three 
western provinces (Utrecht, North Holland and South Holland), compelled to 
seek work there following the large-scale mechanization of agriculture. In the 
western provinces the population grew by almost 25% from 1945 to 1960, from 
4.3 to 5.4 million. About 40% of this growth took place in the four largest cities: 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, with Amsterdam expected to 
reach one million inhabitants. At the time this was an alarming prospect, as the 
Dutch were used to thinking that cities with millions of inhabitants and their as-
sociated metropolitan problems were only found abroad.  

This trend was one factor in the decision taken in 1951 by the Minister 
of Reconstruction and Housing to create a commission to study the spatial situa-
tion in the western part of the Netherlands. Entirely in line with the consultative 
style of Dutch planning and administration, all relevant local authorities and cen-
tral government parties were represented (Faludi & Van der Valk 1994, p. 104).2 
In early 1958 this commission published its final report: “The Development of 
the Western Netherlands” (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a, 1958b). 
The focus of this report was largely, but not entirely, on urban form. The report 
came out in support of maintaining the deconcentrated urban structure of the 
west of the country. It proposed to preserve the green character of the open 
spaces between the major cities (the so-called buffer zones) and to keep them at 
least 4 km wide. And on a larger scale it also argued that the relatively open area 
located in the middle of the ring of cities constituting ‘the Randstad’ (Randstad in 
fact means quite simply ‘Rim City’) should be preserved. This is the famous con-
cept of the Green Heart, a term which was chosen largely on the merits of its 
rhetorical resonance as the following quotation demonstrates:  

 
When we think of the major metropolitan centres in other countries, 
we think of a built-up heart functioning as a city, a centre of growth 
and the focus of the entire complex of urban life. We cannot imagine 
the ‘Randstad Holland’ without a ‘green’ heart, encircled by a ring of 
cities with their own functions within the complex as a whole. (Werk-
commissie Westen des Lands, 1958b, p. 73, own translation)  

 
The Randstad, in other words, was to grow not inwards, which was the natural 
tendency, but outwards.  
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The Dutch Metropolis  
The authors of the ‘Development of the Western Netherlands’ report focused 
mainly on preserving the deconcentrated nature of the urban pattern. This is also 
a recurring theme in the literature on Dutch spatial planning. A theme which has 
received less attention is that the planners who came up with the dual concept of 
Randstad-Green Heart envisaged the Randstad literally as a ‘deconcentrated 
world city’ or as a kind of ‘global city region’ (Scott et al., 2001) avant la lettre. They 
assumed that in future – the report’s time horizon stretched to 1980 – there 
would inevitably be a single coherent agglomeration, not in spatial terms but in 
terms of function and internal accessibility (see Figure 3.2). In combination with 
population size, this was the criterion for identification of the Randstad as a me-
tropolis:  
 

In the period up to 1980 […] the Randstad will increasingly function as 
a single coherent agglomeration. Once this restricted area is home to a 
concentrated urban population of 5 to 6 million people, this will inevi-
tably lead to the integration of individual cities on a much grander 
scale. The spatial allocation of companies will also lead in this direc-
tion: the relatively short distances between cities allow for intensive in-
teractions, which already take place in traffic infrastructure. The scale 
of the internal periphery is comparable to those of Paris and London. 
Future improvements to traffic arteries could ensure that travelling 
times between the Randstad agglomerations will be shorter than the 
time it takes people to commute from suburbs to the city centre in the 
large metropolises. (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958b, p. 61, 
own translation)  

 
The report was in fact seeking to establish the superiority of the Randstad above 
cities like London and Paris. The idea was that the Randstad, at least in the fu-
ture, would be able to compete on an equal basis in terms of its economy, de-
mography and transport infrastructure. In terms of space the Randstad was 
considered to offer a superior living environment: nature and open space would 
remain extremely close and easily accessible to city dwellers, particularly if limits 
were set on the maximum size of the largest cities and if urbanization could be 
catered for in other locations. These other locations were the new towns, another 
element of the Randstad doctrine. The recommended strategy was therefore 
strictly a planning strategy. The report made no recommendations for adminis-
trative restructuring in the Randstad.  
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Figure 3.2 Imaging the Randstad as one coherent urban system: the Dutch Metropolis 
 
Strangely enough, the assumption that the development of the Randstad me-
tropolis would be a positive one (at least in the future) was first contested by one 
of the members of the Working Commission itself. In a minority memorandum 
which formed part of the report, the representative of the Ministry of Transport, 
Public Works and Water Management, Le Cosquino de Bussy, voiced his strong 
objections to the Randstad concept and, in particular, to the idea of preserving a 
Green Heart in the middle (Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a, pp. 41–
42). His arguments are quite interesting in the light of present discourses on re-
gional agglomeration and world city formation. Le Cosquino de Bussy believed 
that in order to triumph in the ‘economic struggle’ and to strengthen the coun-
try’s position within Western Europe as a whole, concentration of population 
should be pursued and that the Randstad cities should be allowed to grow to-
wards each other. The expected increase in input and output relationships be-
tween companies would even make concentration and proximity an imperative. 
According to Le Cosquino de Bussy spatial concentration was economically ad-
vantageous as it would shorten transport chains and prevent unnecessary dupli-
cations in, for instance, transport infrastructure. In addition it would also be to 
the advantage of the whole complex of amenities, in particular the cultural insti-
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tutions. Forcing spatial deconcentration as advocated by the other commission 
members, he argued, would run counter to natural, economically driven tenden-
cies to concentration, and would eventually lead to the creation of three medio-
cre cultural centres (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague) rather than a single 
large cultural centre serving the entire Randstad. Le Cosquino de Bussy clearly 
rejected the assumption that, to use more modern terms, accessibility will replace 
proximity.  

However, Le Cosquino de Bussy’s ‘pro-concentration’ arguments were 
shouted down by supporters of the Randstad-Green Heart principle. The 
doomsday scenario developed by one of the consultants of the Working Com-
mission, Jac.P. Thijsse, proved to be highly influential (Faludi & Van der Valk, 
1994, pp. 106–107). In this scenario virtually all space in the Randstad would 
eventually be built-on. The area adjacent to the North Sea would become a ‘sea 
of houses’, a megalopolis Mumford-style (see Figure 3.3a). An extremely sugges-
tive illustration supported this perspective. Nobody was bothered by the fact that 
the urban areas indicated by Thijsse would be more than sufficient to absorb the 
total population of the Netherlands. The image painted by the Working Com-
mission of the situation to be expected in 1980 (see Figure 3.3b) is strongly 
reminiscent of a description which would be made some 40 years later, namely 
that of the Randstad as a ‘thinly populated metropolis’ (Frieling, 1997).  
 
A national compromise  
The arguments put forward by Le Cosquino de Bussy had no impact on the deci-
sion-making process leading to the Working Commission report. In a policy 
document on spatial planning – the first of what would become a series of 
documents published every 6 to 10 years3 – the government chose to embrace 
the Randstad concept as proposed by the majority of the Working Commission 
members. However, the government took a different view on the position of the 
Randstad within the country as a whole. It explicitly rejected the starting point of 
the Commission which was “[…] to give maximum opportunities for develop-
ment resulting from the economic potential in the West, including the associated 
major inflows from the rest of the Netherlands” (Werkcommissie Westen des 
Lands, 1958a, p. 16, own translation). Even before the report was completed, a 
heated debate had taken off as to the legitimacy of encouraging such intensive 
growth in the Randstad through migration. Whilst the west of the country faced 
problems of high population pressure, the opposite was true of the peripheral 
regions. According to Working Commission calculations, some 700,000 people 
would migrate to the Randstad before 1980. This debate became known as “The 
West and the Rest of the Country”, a description that bears more than a superfi-
cial resemblance to ‘Paris et le désert Français’. This well-known book, written in 
1947 by the young French geographer Jean- François Gravier, had unleashed 
quite a debate in France. In the mid-1950s a similar debate took place in the 
Netherlands. Various articles and books were published (Zonneveld, 1991, p. 
174), but the lobby from ‘The Rest of the Country’ had the upper hand in the 
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discussion. In 1958, in a policy document on industrialization, the government 
opted to strongly encourage industrialization outside the Randstad, a principle 
that was dubbed ‘spatial decentralization’ (Ministerie van Economische Zaken, 
1958) The idea was to promote prosperity in ‘the Rest of the Country’, whilst at 
the same time reducing pressure on the Randstad. All in all, for a number of dec-
ades the Dutch government would act as a strong supporter of decentralization 
at two levels, i.e. the level of the Randstad and the immediate surrounds, and the 
level of the country as a whole. Nonetheless, the Randstad was to grow into ‘the 
Netherlands Metropolis’, as the highest level in an ‘organic hierarchy’ of urban 
settlements, as indicated by the government in the First Policy Document on 
Spatial Planning (Ministerie van Volkshuisvesting en Bouwnijverheid, 1960, p. 
89) In this way, claims for metropolitan status for the Randstad were united with 
the desire to maintain the independent characteristics of its individual cities, 
thereby continuing the prevailing perception of the desired urban form which 
goes back as far as the seventeenth century (cf. Hoogenberk, 1980).  

 

 
  (a)     (b) 
Figure 3.3a, b Discourse through imaging: (a) Jac. P. Thijsse (adviser of the Working 
Commission) developed a doom scenario for the Randstad. Extremely biased in its representa-
tion this image published in 1956 proved nevertheless highly influential. (Source: Faludi & 
Van der Valk, 1994). (b) The Working Commission for the Western Netherlands gave an 
image of what the Randstad would look like in 1980 when all local and regional plans would 
be implemented: instead of becoming Thijsse’s ‘sea of houses’ the Randstad would become just a 
thinly populated metropolis. Source: Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a. 

 52 



In the following years, however, in pursuit of the ‘deconcentrated metropolis’ 
(dixit First Planning Policy Document of 1960), the emphasis lay more on de-
concentration than on metropolis. The idea that accessibility would substitute for 
proximity – so closely associated with the conception of the deconcentrated me-
tropolis – was not further developed. The government decided to build several 
new motorways, but the development of some sort of metropolitan public trans-
port system, so characteristic for the benchmark cities of London and Paris, was 
not even considered. Nonetheless, we must be wary of making judgements such 
as ‘short-sightedness’. The twin concept of the Randstad-Green Heart was an 
enormous leap forward in spatial planning thinking. Although there was hardly 
any regional spatial planning tradition (Postuma, 1991), concepts were intro-
duced at the supra-regional (Randstad-Green Heart) and even national level (spa-
tial decentralization or spreading), an event that did not remain unnoticed abroad 
where the Randstad soon became nicknamed the ‘Greenheart Metropolis’ 
(Burke, 1966). Above that, actual integration in the Randstad around 1960 did 
not reach much beyond the level of the city and its immediate surroundings, so it 
was believed. This all meant that the idea of a Dutch-style metropolis had more 
to do with population levels (over 4 million people in the Randstad municipali-
ties combined) than with any other characteristics of a metropolis, such as inter-
nal accessibility or the level of cultural amenities. Apparently nobody stopped to 
think whether pursuing world city status was appropriate to a country as small as 
the Netherlands (Van der Cammen et al., 1988, p. 154).  
 
From metropolis to megalopolis  
In fact this issue was addressed a few years later in a Second Policy Document 
on Spatial Planning, issued in 1966. As Van der Cammen et al. (1988, p. 159) put 
it: the Netherlands was at that time considered an integral part of a large Western 
European urban agglomeration. Officials of the National Spatial Planning 
Agency who were engaged in a debate with their colleagues in neighbouring 
countries about whether spatial planning should be tackled at the European level, 
had already invented the term ‘megalopolis’ to neatly describe the interrelation-
ship between urban areas on both sides of the North Sea. Apparently this con-
cept no longer conjured up the dark images sketched by Lewis Mumford (1938) 
some 30 years earlier. The more optimistic picture sketched by Jean Gottmann 
(1957, p. 1961) of the American megalopolis, the ‘Northeastern Seaboard’, had 
become the frame of reference instead. Europe was no longer thought to be in-
ferior to the US now that it had its own megalopolis, and, according to the Sec-
ond Policy Document, the Netherlands was right at the heart of it. In this policy 
document, the image of the Randstad as an urban ring around a Green Heart was 
replaced by that of large-scale conurbations. The northern wing of the Randstad 
was presented as being part of a much larger urban conurbation, stretching from 
Alkmaar near the coast to Arnhem/Nijmegen, near the German border. The 
image of the southern wing of the Randstad was more or less kept intact, but in 
its immediate vicinity a new conurbation would develop, made up of the cities of 
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the southern provinces of Zeeland and North Brabant with a southern extension 
towards the city of Antwerp in Belgium. The principle of urban zones segmented 
by green belts, so characteristic of the Randstad concept, was still embraced, in-
cluding that of a Green Heart on a much wider scale. But the identity of the 
Randstad as a metropolis was pushed somewhat into the background in favour 
of these larger spatial structures (Van der Cammen et al., 1988, p. 159). The driv-
ing force behind all this was the expectation that the Dutch population would 
grow from 12.5 million around 1965 to over 20 million in 2000. Despite the 
magnitude of the forecasted population growth, the foundations of the conurba-
tions were threatened by an accelerating process of suburbanization made possi-
ble by increasing car ownership and ample supplies of relatively cheap housing in 
smaller centres, including towns in the Green Heart. As a counter strategy, the 
Second Policy Document put the principle of clustered deconcentration on the 
agenda. The idea was that the existing hierarchy of centres would be kept intact, 
albeit in a slightly more flattened form. These ideas were translated into a de-
tailed image of the future spatial layout of the Netherlands, made up of various 
urban areas brought together in four categories, or urban milieux, with the so-
called D-milieu being the highest order. The latter was described as a spatial unit 
of about 250,000 inhabitants, characterized by high-quality shopping facilities 
and cultural amenities, large leisure areas and made accessible through express 
trains and light rail.  
 
… and back to the city  
The description of the D-milieu, the top of the future Dutch urban hierarchy, 
does not immediately bring metropolitan development to mind. This is precisely 
the issue which arose when a review of the Second Policy Document proved 
necessary within a few years, in part because the government appeared to have 
lost control of the suburbanization process. The major problem was that the 
higher income groups were leaving the cities in droves. The diagnosis read that 
the large cities did not represent attractive living environments. Once the deci-
sion had been taken in 1971 to review the Second Policy Document, the next 
question was whether there was a need to make urban policy more ambitious. 
Was the D-milieu in fact the best that the Netherlands could hope to achieve, or 
should it attempt to improve its competitive position by realizing an E-milieu: a 
European living environment of exceptional urban quality, equipped to attract 
large numbers of high-value global functions?  

For a couple of years quite a heated debate took place, stirring up all 
sorts of questions which had already been high on the agenda 10 or 15 years be-
fore. A crucial question was where and how an E-milieu should be developed in 
the Randstad with its polynuclear urban form. In view of the fact that five places 
had been designated for the D-milieu (the four main Randstad cities plus 
Dordrecht), at first sight it seemed logical to limit the number of E-milieux to 
one, to be realized, for instance, in and around the capital of Amsterdam. Alter-
natively, the different components of the E-milieu (e.g. top quality residential 
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areas, first-rate office locations, and cultural amenities and shopping facilities of 
the highest order) could also be distributed across the Randstad. In this way, ac-
cording to some, the Randstad as a whole could become a single, polycentric E-
milieu. Others, however, dismissed this approach as completely unrealistic, 
claiming that the Randstad lacked sufficient demographic weight and that pre-
vailing government policy, which aimed to spread employment (including certain 
back offices of the government) throughout the country, was only serving to 
make this situation worse. They argued that this policy would never lead to the 
required functional density in the Randstad.  

Although this debate was typical for these years (i.e. the early 1970s), it 
does reveal some of the dilemmas inherent in the concept of the polynuclear 
urban region, particularly if the assumption is that such a region, notwithstanding 
its deconcentrated structure, could or should function in the same way as a con-
centrated metropolis. However, the concept of the E-milieu faded out in the 
mid-1970s, the main reason being that it was at odds with certain essential ele-
ments of the spatial planning policy prevailing at that time, and in particular the 
point of departure that the Randstad was too full and the rest of the Netherlands 
too empty. In addition, creating an E-milieu was strongly identified with the ‘of-
ficization’ of city centres and political and social opposition to this was growing, 
particularly in Amsterdam. In 1976 the government officially closed the discus-
sion by declaring that a metropolitan development perspective for the Randstad 
would be detrimental to the living environment of the inhabitants of the major 
cities and that it could also constitute a threat to the Green Heart through the 
forced removal of people from the city centres (Ministerie van Economische 
Zaken, 1976, pp. 150–151). From that time, Dutch planning policy has been 
characterized by small-scale concepts. In the Third Policy Document on Spatial 
Planning, published in several parts in the period 1973–1983, all large-scale con-
cepts like conurbations and megalopolis were dropped. The daily living environ-
ment of the average citizen would be much smaller than had been anticipated in 
the Second Policy Document. Against the background of falling economic 
growth and rising unemployment figures the emphasis was increasingly placed on 
the central urban areas, particularly in the Randstad. Although the Randstad doc-
trine – preservation of several buffer zones and the Green Heart – was main-
tained, the main emphasis shifted to its composite parts: the urban districts 
(stadsgewesten). The fact that attention did not shift entirely to the major cities was 
due to the fact that after many years efforts were finally being made to realize 
growth centres (the Dutch variant of the new town policy) and that these growth 
centres, situated at some distance from the donor city, had to be fitted into the 
concept of the urban district. As Van der Cammen et al. (1988, p. 166) remark: 
“The metropolitan aspirations for the Randstad as a whole were at a very low 
ebb at this time … The west of the Netherlands was seen as a complex of city 
regions and preferably no more than that.”  
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3.3 The resurrection of the Randstad metropolis thesis 
 
The classic Randstad concept almost dumped  
The 1980s saw a worsening of the city crisis. In fact, the Netherlands was facing 
the most serious recession since the 1930s. On top of that, the demographic 
foundation of the Randstad cities was crumbling: the population figures of all the 
major cities were falling. Even the proportion of larger spatial units of the urban 
districts in the total population in the west of the country was declining and even 
though deconcentration was still an objective of spatial policy, this went much 
too far. In response, planning policy came to focus increasingly on the largest 
cities. In 1983, in a new Structural Outline for urban areas, officially part of the 
Third Policy Document on Spatial Planning, the government announced that the 
growth centre policy would end around 1990. Instead, new residential areas 
would be located within the existing cities or in their immediate vicinity, and ur-
ban restructuring would be intensified. Over time, this policy became known as 
the Compact City Approach, a clear indication that planning policy was focusing 
on the smaller scale. At the same time, however, there was a revival of thinking at 
the Randstad scale. The emphasis here was not so much on the desired urban 
form, but on the significance of the Randstad for the competitive position of the 
Dutch economy as a whole. This led to new metropolitan discourses that once 
again took their cue from a new government policy document on spatial plan-
ning as it became clear during 1985 that such a new policy document (the fourth) 
was in preparation. The National Spatial Planning Agency, almost written off in 
the early 1980s for its lack of creativity in the field of urban planning and design, 
showed remarkable inventiveness in developing new spatial concepts. In the pre-
paratory research reports for the new policy document the National Spatial Plan-
ning Agency displayed a striking interest in economic aspects, and in particular in 
the challenge created by the increasing international competition between cities 
and regions. In one of these reports a ‘Randstad World City’ scenario was devel-
oped, although it was also concluded that there was still a long way to go before 
this status would be reached (Rijksplanologische Dienst, 1986a). Above all, the 
Randstad would have to develop into a single functional unit combining the as-
sets of the two largest cities, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, including their main 
ports (Schiphol Airport and the port of Rotterdam). Another report concluded 
that all sorts of new, large-scale infrastructure would be needed before the Rand-
stad could indeed operate as a functional unit (Rijksplanologische Dienst, 1986b).  

Building blocks like these (see Zonneveld, 1992, p. 38 ff.) ultimately led 
to the concept of the ‘Western Wing’: a corridor-shaped conurbation stretching 
from Amsterdam via The Hague to Rotterdam. This concept was passionately 
put forward by the National Spatial Planning Agency in substitution for the clas-
sic model of a ring-shaped urban structure around a large Green Heart. The 
Agency sincerely believed in the existence of different degrees of international 
economic potential. It discerned an economic core area (the ‘Central Netherlands 
Urban Ring’, see also Priemus, 1998) which unlike before extended beyond the 
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borders of the Randstad. But in addition to that, it also believed that within this 
larger Ring an area existed that functioned at an even higher level of competi-
tiveness. This area, according to the Agency, was much smaller than the Rand-
stad. The city of Utrecht, for instance, was considered not to belong to the ‘top’ 
in the Netherlands in terms of competitive assets. The conclusions seemed inevi-
table: the Randstad concept, which had been developed primarily for the purpose 
of urban containment, would now have to be adjusted to fulfill a new role: to 
indicate the area of the Netherlands that is best equipped to meet international 
competition. This ‘new’, geographically more narrowly defined Randstad was 
named the Western Wing. The National Spatial Planning Agency argued that the 
primary aim of the concept was to provide a functional link between various sig-
nificant international elements which in the ‘classic’ Randstad were scattered 
across different cities. The Agency argued that although Amsterdam is the most 
complete city in the Netherlands in economic terms, it lacks a number of essen-
tial elements that are ‘coincidentally’ located in Rotterdam and The Hague. The 
primary requirement distinguished was to provide high-level environments – E-
milieu in the terminology employed 15 years earlier – in terms of housing, em-
ployment and amenities (Zonneveld & Van der Cammen, 1992).  

In the administrative and political negotiations on the content of the 
Fourth Policy Document, it appeared that this new vision of the spatial structure 
of the Netherlands met with enormous resistance. Initially, the new term West-
ern Wing seemed to be the cause of this resistance. One conclusion was that a 
concept as widely accepted as the Randstad should not be dropped. In response, 
the National Spatial Planning Agency ultimately replaced the term ‘Western 
Wing’ with ‘Western part of the Randstad’. But since it did not drop the idea of a 
selective approach towards the ‘old’ Randstad, resistance remained. Particularly 
strong resistance came from the city of Utrecht and from the provincial authori-
ties. The Randstad provinces in particular brought considerable weight to bear, 
and they organized quite an effective lobby. They believed that the effective con-
sultation procedures which they had created would be undermined if one city, 
and therefore one province, were no longer included as part of the Randstad. In 
fact, this was an argument in support of the view that the geographical connota-
tions of a planning concept have to match the area in which capacity building 
takes place and not the other way round. The Randstad concept proved to be 
much more alive and valued than the National Spatial Planning Agency had es-
timated and ultimately the idea of a Western Wing had to be dropped altogether. 
In spring 1990, when Parliament voted on the final text of the Fourth Policy 
Document, the term ‘Randstad International’ came into use. This concept did 
not serve as a name for a specific area but rather to specify a policy goal: the 
promotion of an internationally competitive metropolitan business environment 
in the Randstad area. In order to elaborate such a strategy national government, 
the provinces and the four main cities of the Randstad joined forces in a project 
known as ‘Further Elaboration of Randstad International’ (NURI or Nadere Uit-
werking Randstad Internationaal).  
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Capacity building put to the test  
The Fourth Policy Document carried a clear message on the five main goals of 
NURI, which were firstly, the creation of high-quality living, working, and recrea-
tional environments (the ‘E-milieu’ new style); secondly, the development of 
high-quality amenities with international allure; thirdly, the promotion of the 
functional cohesion between the four major Randstad cities and between these 
cities, the two main ports and the Green Heart; fourthly, marketing and promot-
ing the improved metropolitan business environment; and finally, the develop-
ment of a functional allocation of tasks between the four Randstad cities. It was 
also decided that NURI would only apply to the spatial aspects of the business 
environment, such as specific locations and the links between them. Any wider 
allocation of tasks would enormously complicate NURI, particularly because it 
would make incursions into the policy fields of several ministries. This restriction 
was therefore logical in terms of reducing complexity, but it also meant that 
other factors which are important to the quality of the business environment 
(such as the quality of the labour force) would be neglected.  

NURI ultimately failed, although in good Dutch tradition a nice glossy 
report was issued (VROM, 1991). The steering group dropped the fifth NURI 
objective at an early stage. The allocation of specific functions to specific Rand-
stad cities proved to be absolutely taboo (Zonneveld, 1992, p. 83 ff.). Coordina-
tion of the development of new office locations and industrial estates in the 
different cities was deemed necessary, but this objective was also dropped. There 
was no support within the steering group, and in particular from the representa-
tives of the cities, for NURI to function as a referee between projects. Ultimately 
the NURI report was nothing more than an overview of ongoing or planned 
policies. Furthermore it was specifically not allowed to ask whether these activi-
ties would contribute to improving the international metropolitan business envi-
ronment of the Randstad. The local councils of the Randstad, above all the 
administrations of the four Randstad cities (Boelens, 1998), wanted to maintain a 
free hand in all respects and to avoid committing themselves.  

Ultimately, the members of the NURI steering group were well aware 
that NURI had yielded meagre results, certainly when compared to its original 
objectives. Even though 1991 had seen the erection of the ‘Randstad Region’ as a 
coordination platform for the various thematic ‘Randstad Consultation Plat-
forms’ operating at the time (Quist, 1993), they decided not to proceed further 
following the publication of the NURI report. The first test of capacity building 
in the Randstad which involved all leading authorities – the four provinces and 
the four cities – can therefore be deemed a failure. It was only in the second half 
of the 1990s that a new attempt was made.  
 
 
 
 
 

 58 



3.4 From Randstad to Deltametropolis: the world city perspective em-
braced for real?  

 
Local actors taking the lead  
With the failure of NURI in the early 1990s the momentum for a metropolitan 
development of the Randstad quickly disappeared. The subsequent years were 
rather turbulent in Dutch spatial planning circles: full of debates, design projects 
and planning events. Part of the fuss continued to be about the status and pro-
posed future of the Randstad. It was one of the key issues researched and dis-
cussed in the ‘Metropolitan Debate’ (see Frieling, 1998) and was also the central 
theme of several other contributions published around the same time (e.g. Van 
Rossem, 1994; Geuze et al., 1995; De Boer, 1996; VROM, 1996).  

Between 1993 and 1996 prevailing spatial policy in theory still promoted 
the development of the metropolitan qualities of the Randstad, although in prac-
tice the achievements fell short of expectations in several ways. An analysis of 
various plans and visions for the future spatial development of the Netherlands 
drawn up in 1995 and 1996 pointed out that the prevailing planning practice ap-
peared to be a mere continuation of the timeworn ‘clustered deconcentration’ 
policy (De Jong, 1997). Implementation of these plans would lead to a further 
levelling of the Dutch demographic landscape rather than to the desired rein-
forcement of the position of the Randstad in the Dutch and European context.  

At the same time, real term economic dynamics did not exactly work out 
in favour of the Randstad either. In particular the three largest cities of the Rand-
stad (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague) had not yet recovered from the 
previous decades of suburbanization and economic restructuring. For example, 
in the first half of the 1990s (the economic heyday of the late 1990s was yet to 
dawn) unemployment figures for the four largest cities combined were on aver-
age more than 50% higher than the figures for the Netherlands as a whole (CBS, 
2002). It was only thanks to favourable employment development on the edges 
of these cities that unemployment figures for the Randstad stayed in line with the 
figures for the Netherlands as a whole (cf. Van der Wouden & De Bruijne, 2001, 
p. 69) At that time the Randstad’s neighbouring provinces of North Brabant and 
Gelderland – 10 years earlier identified as parts of the Netherlands Central Urban 
Ring (see earlier) – were quite successfully nibbling away at the traditional core 
position of the Randstad.  

The second half of the 1990s, however, saw a sea change. From the per-
spective of the authorities of the largest Randstad cities, the combination of 
alarming spatial dynamics and counterproductive spatial vision-making practices 
were a cause for considerable concern (Hemel, 1998). The cities of the Randstad 
felt they were paying too high a price for the country’s deeply rooted inclination 
to pursue balance across space. Eventually, at the end of 1996, the councillors 
responsible for spatial planning in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and 
Utrecht decided to join forces once more and take action. Encouraged by com-
mitted professionals participating in the ‘Metropolitan Debate’ (such as the chair 
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of Urban Planning in Delft, Professor Dirk Frieling) they decided to develop a 
joint vision for the future spatial development of the Randstad. Soon a creative 
process was started to formulate such a vision. Scenarios and spatial develop-
ment models were developed, studies carried out and eventually, in the first 
months of 1997, a preliminary vision was formulated (‘Towards a Green Me-
tropolis’). After several months of consultation and further study the cities de-
cided to publish the results of their activities. In early 1998 the four councillors 
jointly published a declaration in which they revealed their vision for the future 
spatial development of the western part of the Netherlands. The declaration can 
be read as a straightforward attempt to breathe new life into the old idea of the 
western part of the Netherlands constituting the country’s most important pro-
duction and consumption environment, the function and future of which should 
expressly be put in a European perspective. The four cities emphasized that the 
Randstad and the Green Heart should not be conceived as an accidental collec-
tion of cities with rural zones between them, but rather as a coherent polynucle-
ated metropolitan region which should be firmly embedded in the European 
economic and cultural context and encouraged – once again through spatial pol-
icy – in its competitive struggle with other European metropolitan regions. The 
declaration opposed the concept of the Randstad as an overpopulated region 
and, following Frieling (1997), instead proposed that the area is conceived as a 
thinly populated metropolis with ample opportunity for improving the spatial 
quality through better coordination and more daring spatial design. Reinforce-
ment of the competitive position of the Randstad was no longer put on a par 
with concentrating the growth of population and employment in the Randstad 
area, but rather to be realized by making better use of the human and economic 
potential already available (Deltametropool, 1998). The Green Heart should be 
made to function as a metropolitan park – an idea that a couple of years earlier 
was advocated by Faludi and Van der Valk (1994) – and the general and eco-
nomic functioning of the urban area improved by introducing innovative public 
and private transport concepts capable of reducing the region’s congestion prob-
lem. Finally, following the Dutch planning tradition that a new discourse needs 
new metaphors, a new name was introduced for the metropolis in the making: 
‘Deltametropolis’ (Deltametropool). Apparently, in the view of the actors involved, 
the notion of the Randstad had served its turn, in spite of being well-known and 
its symbolic value. Perhaps it had become too much of a synonym for the inabil-
ity to get things moving and the Deltametropolists above all wanted to make a 
fresh start.  
 
“The West and the Rest of the Country” once more  
The proactive attempt of the Randstad’s four largest cities to gain some control 
over their own ‘spatial development destiny’, while at least partly informed by 
genuine concern about their situation, can also be read as a well thought-out 
move in anticipation of two important events which were quite widely antici-
pated at the time. These were the making of another national policy document 
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on spatial planning (the fifth) and the putting into use of a new model for con-
sultation on spatial development and investments between central government 
and local and regional authorities. Elaborating upon the ideas and experiments 
developed in the wake of the Fourth Policy Report on Spatial Planning, the latter 
concerned the drawing-up of so-called ‘regional covenants’ that would force local 
and regional administrations to cooperate at the supra-provincial (though sub-
national) level. In the summer of 1998 both issues were included in the coalition 
agreement of the newly elected second successive social-democratic-liberal gov-
ernment and neither came as a surprise to local and regional authorities in the 
Randstad or the rest of the Netherlands. It had already become quite clear at the 
time that the Fourth Policy Document on Spatial Planning Extra no longer pro-
vided the right framework for dealing with the spatial dynamics unleashed by the 
‘rise of the network society’ and the economic upturn which set in after 1995 (cf. 
VROM, 2001a), and central government had also repeatedly advocated capacity 
building at the regional (i.e. supra-provincial) level in the years preceding. The 
most conspicuous examples of the latter include the procedure followed in the 
assessment of the need for state support by the three northern provinces in 1996 
and 1997, and, even more interestingly from our point of view, the efforts made 
by national government to establish an ‘Administrative Committee for the Rand-
stad’ (‘BCR’ in Dutch). The latter was set up in 1998 as a Randstad-wide plat-
form for the facilitation of efficient and coordinated spending of government 
subsidies aimed at strengthening the spatial-economic structure, the so-called 
‘ICES’ programme.4 The four Randstad provinces, the four urban district au-
thorities, the four largest cities themselves and representatives from several min-
istries joined the committee to discuss strategic spatial issues for the Randstad 
and the allocation of investments.5  

The plan by the government to reach ‘regional covenants’ at the supra-
provincial level made a broad appeal to the collaborative capacity of the local and 
regional authorities making up these macro-regions. At the same time it forced 
these four regions6 into a kind of competitive arrangement, which in itself pro-
vided another stimulus to cooperate. The task for each of the regions in this 
competition was first to secure a fair share of the state subsidies on offer and 
then to ensure favourable treatment in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial 
Planning in order to secure growth opportunities and the influx of investment 
resources in the long term. Against this particular background, it is easy to un-
derstand that the Deltametropolis perspective as presented by the four largest 
cities of the Randstad was interpreted by authorities in other parts of the country 
as a rather crude attempt to situate the Randstad in the centre of the Dutch 
planning universe once more, a sort of “The West and the Rest of the Country” 
revisited. All the regions outside ‘the West’ positioned themselves vis-à-vis the 
Randstad and the countries surrounding the Netherlands. In this geopolitical 
discourse the ‘northern alliance’ had already proclaimed that the northern prov-
inces constituted the gateway to the northern Bundesländer and Scandinavia. The 
three southern provinces, which had just established the ‘South Netherlands Alli-
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ance’, quickly joined this discussion with their own claim for precedence. They 
produced a memorandum in which they broke with the tradition of viewing ‘the 
Rest of the Country’ merely as the hinterland of the Randstad. Instead, they pre-
sented their region as a dynamic ‘European region’ which is strategically located 
in the large transnational metropolitan zone encompassing the Randstad, Rhein-
Ruhr and the Flemish Diamond (about 35 years earlier labelled as the north-west 
European megalopolis) and which is well-qualified to play a leading role in the 
Dutch spatial policy context (Alliantie Zuid-Nederland, 1998). In a similar fash-
ion, the two eastern provinces tried to exploit the fact that their region is strate-
gically located right in between the Randstad and RheinRuhr, as a stepping stone 
in one of Europe’s main transnational transport corridors.  
 
Deltametropolis gaining ground …  
At first it seemed as if the idea of developing a Deltametropolis would lose this 
geopolitical battle. In spite of the publicity attracted by the advocates of the Del-
tametropolis perspective, and despite the fact that the councils of the four cities 
have long been quite an influential group in the Dutch political arena, ‘Del-
tametropolis’ was not mentioned once in the Starting Memorandum issued in 
preparation of the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning (VROM et al., 
1999). Worse still, from the viewpoint of the Deltametropolis proponents, the 
Randstad was not even considered to be a coherent spatial entity, but rather to 
consist of three smaller urban networks.7  

Luckily for the Deltametropolists, this Starting Memorandum attracted 
such broad criticism – most notably for its tendency to embrace the corridor 
concept, which was incorrectly interpreted as an argument for ribbon develop-
ment along motorways – that the national planners more or less had to start over 
from scratch. The Deltametropolis advocates were therefore given a second 
chance to spotlight their ideas. In early 2000 they founded the ‘Deltametropolis 
Association’. The four largest cities had managed to find another eight munici-
palities and four regional chambers of commerce in the Randstad willing to join. 
The Association was meant to be neither a regular administrative platform nor a 
formal consultative body for the central government. These roles were already 
taken up by the ‘Randstad Region’ – the cooperative body formed by the coun-
cils of the four Randstad provinces – and the ‘Administrative Committee for the 
Randstad’, which had become the official platform for discussing issues concern-
ing the ‘Region West’ in both the ICES-programme and the preparation process 
of the Fifth Policy Document. Instead, the Association was supposed to develop 
into an informal institution which would mainly function as a hothouse for ideas 
and as a pressure group: a nice illustration of the fact that capacity building on 
the regional level can express itself in multiple organizational forms, with sepa-
rate roles for each of them (see Table 3.1).  

In subsequent years, the Deltametropolis Association flourished in many 
ways: more studies were carried out, meetings organized, and several new mem-
bers welcomed (Vereniging Deltametropool, 2002).8 A major victory was the fact 
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the Association succeeded in winning over to its case the four provinces making 
up the Randstad/Deltametropolis territory. Although the provinces did not join 
the Deltametropolis Association itself, they gradually embraced the Deltametro-
polis perspective. This was of key importance since the Deltametropolis Associa-
tion, unlike the provinces, did not have an official role in drawing up the new 
national spatial policy strategy (i.e. the Fifth Policy Document). The various stud-
ies produced by the Randstad provinces as input for the Fifth Policy Document 
show an increasing acceptance of the Deltametropolis concept. The final contri-
bution clearly underlines the ideas advocated by the Deltametropolis Association 
as the title ‘Towards a blue-and-green Deltametropolis’ suggests. 
 
Table 3.1 Key organizations acting at the level of the Randstad/Deltametropolis 

Organization Composition Main functions 

Randstad Region (since 
1991) 

The four Randstad prov-
inces of North-Holland, 
South-Holland, Utrecht 
and (since 1994) Flevo-
land 

Cooperative body aimed at 
strengthening the position of 
the Randstad through consul-
tation, policy coordination 
and outward representation 
(national, EU) 
 

Administrative Commit-
tee for the Randstad 
(since 1998) 

Central government, the 
four Randstad provinces, 
the four largest cities of 
the Randstad (Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague 
and Utrecht) and their 
respective urban district 
authorities 
 

Consultative body, initially for 
coordination of central gov-
ernment’s spatial investments 
in the Randstad and later also 
for discussion of the Rand-
stad-input for the Fifth Policy 
Document on Spatial Plan-
ning 

Deltametropolis Asso-
ciation (since early 2000) 

The four largest cities of 
the Randstad (as initiators) 
and a still  growing num-
ber of other Randstad 
municipalities chambers, 
district water boards and 
interest groups 

As informal body founded to 
promote the transformation 
of the Randstad into Del-
tametropolis through initiating 
research and design activities, 
lobbying, acting as a think-
tank, encouraging cooperation 
between Randstad-based ac-
tors, etc 

 
… and being included in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning  
In the long-awaited first part of the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning 
(VROM, 2001a) the concept of ‘urban networks’ was launched as one of the key 
answers to the challenges created by the ‘the rise of the network society’. It swept 
aside several of the concepts addressing urban development and the competitive 
position of the Netherlands applied in the Fourth Policy Document (Extra), so 
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illustrating the fact that visions on the desired spatial structure can also change 
more quickly than the spatial structure itself. In the Fifth Policy Document, ‘Del-
tametropolis’ was presented by central government as the largest out of six urban 
networks in the Netherlands and as the one that is most affected by and involved 
in the increasingly fierce international inter-metropolitan competition for mobile 
resources. The local and regional authorities making up an urban network were 
urged to cooperate and to develop a coherent set of agreements on a wide range 
of spatial development issues (some of which had also appeared in NURI a dec-
ade ago), all aimed at making the urban network a better place to live and work 
as well as for recreation and investment.  

The designation of Deltametropolis as an urban network attracted dif-
ferent types of criticism. Some thought that the government was not carrying the 
matter far enough while others considered the choice of Deltametropolis too 
great a move up the ladder of spatial scales. The Deltametropolis Association 
belonged to the former category. It was of course pleased to find that central 
government had adopted the idea of conceiving the Randstad/ Green Heart re-
gion as a potentially coherent urban network, but it was rather disappointed 
about the modest ambitions attached to it. In the Association’s view, central 
government failed to conceive ‘Deltametropolis’ as a perspective yet to be real-
ized, requiring far-reaching measures and funding. According to the Association, 
by presenting Deltametropolis as one of six national urban networks, central 
government was missing one of the main points of the entire idea: the need to 
single out Deltametropolis as a would-be European metropolis which deserves 
to be supported in its efforts to move up to the same league as for instance Lon-
don/south-east England, Paris/Île de France and Frankfurt/Main-Rhein. The 
Association therefore called on central government to explicitly consider the 
European perspective and, on that basis, present concrete, operational strategies 
to bring the realization of ‘Deltametropolis’ within reach (Vereniging Del-
tametropool, 2001; see also VROM-raad, 2001). Contrary to the message of the 
Deltametropolis Association, the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 
Analysis (CPB) and three fellow institutes objected to the idea of designating 
Deltametropolis as a single urban network (CPB et al., 2001). They considered 
the gap between the spatial scale of the Deltametropolis urban network and that 
at which the bulk of people’s daily activities take place too large. In their re-
sponse they presented a variety of transport and migration figures indicating that 
various kinds of functional relationships (travel-to-work, travel-for-leisure, 
household migration, firm migration) extended over distances which better re-
lated to the scale of the urban district (r_15 km) than to the scale of Deltametro-
polis (r_40 km). The planning offices considered urban districts or the ‘network 
cities’ as identified in the Starting Memorandum (see earlier) much better units 
for analysis, coordination and joint policy-making in the field of spatial develop-
ment, even more so since the figures indicate that the development over time 
does not justify the expectation that the Deltametropolis will constitute peoples’ 
daily activity space within years or even decades.  
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Yet, in the end, central government proved more susceptible to the ar-
gument of the Deltametropolis Association than to the criticism of the united 
planning offices. Like the Working Commission for the Western Netherlands 
had done almost 45 years ago, central government singled out and conceptual-
ized various levels of spatial integration but ultimately pleaded for the level of the 
Randstad/Deltametropolis as the most relevant level for policymaking in the 
west of the country. In the adjusted and – at the time of writing – latest version 
of the Fifth Policy Document, the suggestion to split up Deltametropolis into a 
number of smaller urban networks is rejected (VROM, 2001b, p. 32) The gov-
ernment acknowledges that the scale of urban districts remains relevant for spe-
cific day-to-day functions and processes, but in the light of the international 
ambitions formulated, considers it even more important to conceive the Rand-
stad/Green Heart area as a single, comprehensive urban network. In addition, 
instead of being presented as one out of six national urban networks, Del-
tametropolis is now given the special status of ‘development perspective’ in its 
own right. Stronger emphasis is put on the international ambitions attached to 
the concept. Deltametropolis is explicitly presented as a ‘national urban network 
of international magnitude’ (ibid., p. 44), the development of which is the coun-
try’s best bet for future success.  
 
Deltametropolis: old wine in new bottles or world city status brought within reach?  
The latest attempt to pursue global city region status for the urbanized west of 
the Netherlands is largely put in words that are well adapted to present-day spa-
tial planning discourse. The use of “the rise of the network society” as the domi-
nant frame of reference has already been mentioned, but also state-of-the-art 
ideas about urban–rural relationships have found their way into the discussion. 
For instance, the Randstad and the Green Heart are no longer conceived as each 
other’s counterparts (‘red’ versus ‘green’ or urban contra rural) but rather as in-
terdependent categories of highly dynamic metropolitan landscapes and less dy-
namic ‘green-and-blue’ (rural, nature and water) landscapes (VROM, 2002, pp. 
12–13). More conventional, however, is the intention to develop various so-
called ‘top level’ locations spread all over the Deltametropolis. It brings back 
clear memories of the discussion on the D- and E-milieux held in the 1970s and 
1980s (see section 3.2).  

However, it would also appear as if the present undertaking is one of the 
most comprehensive to date. It is true that in the elaboration of the Deltametro-
polis perspective the desired urban form still attracts most of the attention and 
that basically the same questions that lay at the base of the Randstad approach 
more than 40 years ago have now reappeared in the design exercise carried out 
for Deltametropolis (see VROM, 2002). The main issue is again whether future 
urbanization should be concentrated on the so-called ‘Randstad rim’ (central 
government’s choice), allowed to extend into the Green Heart, or directed to the 
outer edges of the Randstad rim. However, as compared to earlier rounds, the 
aim to strengthen the functional integration of the area seems to figure more 
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prominently on the agenda now. The introduction of a new, very rapid circular 
transport system that could bring the main centres of the Randstad within easy 
reach of each other (the so-called ‘Rondje Randstad’) is being considered. And al-
though there seems to be only a slight chance that the system will be realized in 
the foreseeable future, it may be considered a modest breakthrough that func-
tional integration at the level of the Deltametropolis has become such a hot item. 
A similar story holds for the issue of regional capacity building. The fact that the 
entire Deltametropolis idea is brought into existence ‘from the bottom up’ by a 
group of local and regional actors is quite remarkable by Dutch standards. While 
the cooperation between the local and regional actors still has to demonstrate its 
durability and there is no denying that frictions still exist, the present situation 
seems to be more favourable than during the years of the NURI project a decade 
ago. The intention for the near future is to strengthen the region’s organizing 
capacity further by erecting an ‘Official Steering Committee for the Deltametro-
polis’ supported by a ‘Deltametropolis Secretariat’. These will be charged with 
coordinating the decision-making processes and implementation programmes 
required for promoting the development of Deltametropolis into one of 
Europe’s more prominent metropolises, while the Deltametropolis Association is 
supposed to continue to exist in its role as a creative think tank.  
 
3.5 Concluding remarks  
 
Although the Randstad concept is widely known as a concept aiming to contain 
urbanization, this article shows that elements of what could be labelled a ‘world 
city formation strategy’ have been part of the Randstad approach as well. The 
ambition to turn the Randstad into a world city, on equal footing with, say, Lon-
don or Paris was very much alive in the 1950s, when the idea of conceptualizing 
the Randstad was first advanced. However, the economic functioning of the 
Randstad has come second to prevailing preferences as regards urban form. Spa-
tial integration at the level of the Randstad has been repeatedly dominated by the 
strong desire to maintain well-defined cities of modest size in a non-urbanized 
countryside. In addition, the idea that sources of prosperity in a country as small 
as the Netherlands would be unequally distributed if the Randstad were strongly 
developed have overshadowed thinking about the Randstad as a ‘Dutch Me-
tropolis’. These two policy issues, i.e. which urban pattern should be followed 
and how central government should allocate its attention and financial resources 
across different parts of the country, are by themselves sufficient explanation for 
why world city aspirations have evaporated on a regular basis. And it is self-
evident that they are reappearing now in relation to the Deltametropolis perspec-
tive. For the Deltametropolis ambitions the question also remains of whether the 
newly proposed physical interventions and institutional reforms will indeed help 
to strengthen the region’s competitive qualities and lead to the creation of more 
prosperity and a better quality of life. There surely seems to be a risk that the 
rather narrow focus on physical measures leads the attention away from other 
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essential contributive aspects of a region’s competitive performance, such as the 
quality of the labour force or the learning capacities of the regional economy 
(Storper, 1997). In addition, the question remains as to which part of the popula-
tion ‘the making of Deltametropolis’ will bring gains and for which other parts 
(both within and outside the affected area) this will not be the case. Since large 
public investments will be needed to give shape to the metropolitan ambitions, 
the question of where the required money comes from and who will benefit 
from the investments made remains highly legitimate.  

However, apart from these nagging questions the proposed turn to Del-
tametropolis remains an intriguing phenomenon as it presents a very explicit ex-
ample of a polynuclear urban region becoming the subject of a deliberate 
metropolitan transformation strategy. As such, it presents an interesting illustra-
tion of the broader trends of ‘metropolitan regionalism’, ‘world city formation’ 
and the rise of ‘global city-regions’ as recently identified in the international 
planning literature (see Brenner, 1999, 2002; Scott et al., 2001) The fact that the 
entire undertaking was in essence set in motion by an effective lobby of local and 
regional public and semi-public actors is crucial to this. What we are in fact see-
ing here is that, for the first time in the modern history of Dutch planning, local 
and regional actors themselves, in a joint effort, have taken the initiative to re-
frame the Randstad concept: a remarkable sign of capacity building. Of course, 
only time will tell whether the Deltametropolis perspective as pursued by the 
local actors and as outlined in the Fifth Policy Document on Spatial Planning will 
eventually prove more successful and durable than all former attempts to pro-
mote a metropolitan development perspective for the western part of the Neth-
erlands, attempts which were all expressed through new metaphors. Although 
the prospects for ‘Deltametropolis’ look quite bright (witness the widespread 
local and regional support for the perspective and its underlying intentions) the 
process will soon enter a new stage. This stage may well prove more difficult 
than the previous one. If ‘Deltametropolis’ survives the debate on the content of 
the Fifth Policy Document in the Dutch Parliament, one important objective of 
the Deltametropolis advocates will have been achieved. This is, however, not 
certain: the election of May 2002 resulted in a radical change in the composition 
of the parliament and new shifts will probably occur after the election in January 
2003, the result of the fall of the coalition government in October 2002.  

The next, potentially more dangerous, step will be to divide the joys and 
burdens which come with the implementation of the Deltametropolis perspec-
tive. Eventually and inevitably, the actors involved will have to weigh up local 
interests against the ‘general’ interests of the Deltametropolis. In particular, the 
councils of the four Randstad cities will have to prove that they have learned 
from the disastrous experience in the early 1990s, when they tried to draw up a 
common strategy for creating a metropolitan business environment at the Rand-
stad level. In addition, strengthening the organizing capacity of the ‘network me-
tropolis under construction’ while keeping in mind aspects such as legitimacy and 
transparency of decision-making and safeguards for democratic control remains a 
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serious challenge. Although the Deltametropolis approach advocates one single 
level, i.e. that of the Randstad as a whole, other levels, both higher and lower, 
remain relevant as well. The capacity of actors in the Randstad to switch between 
these levels and recognize interests and issues which are located at other levels 
will determine whether the Deltametropolis approach will become as deeply 
rooted in Dutch spatial planning as the Randstad concept.  
 
Notes  
1 This article is based upon research that was conducted within the framework of: (a) the 
EURBANET project which was co-financed by the European Community through the 
INTERREG IIC programme for the North Western Metropolitan Area (NWMA); and 
(b) the ESR programme ‘Spatial Developments and Policies in Polynuclear Urban Con-
figurations in Northwest Europe’ which is financed by NWO, BNG (Dutch Municipali-
ties Bank) and the municipalities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht.  
2 The Working Commission was made up of representatives from the three provinces 
involved and the councils of the three largest cities: Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The 
Hague. The relevant ministries also took part, particularly Traffic & Water Management, 
Economic Affairs and Agriculture.  
3 Before WW-II spatial policy in the Netherlands was mainly an affair of local and re-
gional authorities. After WW-II the national government decided to take up responsibili-
ties in this field as well, by issuing amongst other things ‘national policy documents on 
spatial planning’. These documents state the spatial policy for Dutch territory for the 
years to come. They introduce policy instruments that serve the spatial development 
goals and they serve as a framework for spatial policy plans that are drawn up at lower 
levels of governance. National policy documents on spatial planning materialize in four 
steps. First the government presents its policy intentions (part 1). Next comes a docu-
ment reporting on the results of the public enquiry and consultation procedure (part 2). 
Based upon part 1 and 2, the ‘cabinet’s decision’ is issued (part 3). Finally, the cabinet’s 
decision is discussed by parliament, after which the result is published as the country’s 
official spatial policy for the years to come (part 4). Years may pass between the moment 
the decision is taken to start working on a new national policy document and the time the 
new document becomes official policy. On average a new national policy document on 
spatial planning is drawn up every ten years or so.  
4 ICES stands for the ‘Interdepartmental Committee for the strengthening of the Nether-
lands Economic Structure’. This Committee is in charge of advising the national gov-
ernment about the allocation of specially earmarked national funds to projects and 
programmes that serve the nation’s economic structure. At present (Winter 2002) the 
third round is being prepared. The first and second rounds covered respectively the peri-
ods 1994-1998 and 1999-2002. Since a large share of the funds is allocated to infrastruc-
ture projects, ICES can also be seen as a distinct form of spatial policy (see Hajer & 
Zonneveld 2000).  
5 The committee came to function alongside the other existing platform for cooperation 
in the Randstad, the ‘Randstad Region’ although it was soon decided that both would 
share the same secretariat (the Utrecht-based ‘Bureau for the Randstad Region’).  
6 The regions identified (North, South, East and West) were made up of three (North 
and South), two (East) and four provinces (West) respectively. The provinces were 
charged with making sure that a region would eventually come up with a joint position 
on the region’s spatial development strategy and spatial investment priorities.  
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7 These were roughly described as greater Amsterdam, greater Utrecht and the South 
Wing (i.e. the greater Rotterdam-The Hague region). Actually, these regions were labelled 
‘network cities’, but this notion was exchanged for ‘urban networks’ in the official Fifth 
Policy Document two years later.  
8 In early 2002, the Association had more than 30 members, including municipalities (12), 
chambers of commerce (5), various interest groups (5), district water boards (6) and 
housing corporations (4) (source: www.deltametropool.nl). 
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Abstract  
In this article, we first seek to develop a more general framework to understand 
differences in long-term trajectories of urban systems. We use a model that has 
two dimensions: the level of accumulation of capital and the level of concentra-
tion of capital. We then use the model, very much in a heuristic way, to see what 
insights can be gained when applied to the concrete cases of the urban systems 
of London and the Dutch Randstad. As the data, especially for the pre-industrial 
and the industrial era, are still very scarce, this mapping of the long-term trajecto-
ries is still highly conjectural. What emerges quite clearly from this novel way of 
looking at urban development trajectories, though, is the divergence between the 
two global city regions. This divergence can be explained by the differences in 
the (pre-industrial) points of departure between London and the Randstad, but 
also by the difference of insertion in the global economy. A more detailed analy-
sis of the Randstad in the post-industrial era shows that changes in the level of 
concentration of capital are clearly scale-sensitive; within the Randstad a clear 
tendency toward deconcentration while relative to the country as a whole the 
Randstad has maintained its position. [Key words: Comparative research, global 
city region, path dependency, agglomeration economies, polycentric, post-
industrial transition, Randstad, London.]  
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4.1 Introduction 
 
Around the globe, there seems to be a convergence of urban systems. Hitherto 
disparate cities seem to be coalescing into larger regional urban configurations or, 
more precisely, “global city-regions” – a process that can be observed in both 
developed and developing countries (cf. Scott, 1998; Scott et al., 2001; Phelps and 
Ozawa, 2003). These global city-regions are becoming the core components of 
ever more complex and extensive global networks of social, economic, and in-
formational exchange. As regulatory changes and rapidly falling costs of trans-
port and communication have helped to greatly expand the spatial arenas of both 
production and consumption, global city-regions have become key in generating, 
channelling, and receiving cross-border flows of capital, goods and services, in-
formation, and people. Global city-region formation can be seen, hence, as the 
concrete, local spatial articulation of processes of more general technological, 
economic, and regulatory change.  

However, notwithstanding this apparent overarching converging trend, 
there are also marked differences between these global city-regions. In their in-
troduction to Global City Regions, Scott et al. (2001, p. 11) already observe that 
global city-regions “… range from familiar metropolitan agglomerations domi-
nated by a strongly developed core such as the London region or Mexico City, to 
more polycentric geographic units as in the case of the Randstad or Emilia-
Romagna.” Such differences were recently explored in more detail by Hall and 
others who studied and mapped the functional and relational characteristics of 
eight polycentric “mega-city regions” in Europe (Hall and Pain, 2006). One of 
the insights this study yielded has been that the particular historical trajectories of 
these regions matter. History matters not only regarding the specific spatial lay-
outs of these “mega-city regions,” but also with respect to their internal function-
ing, their role in their national economies, and the planning challenges they are 
facing (Lambregts, 2006).  

In this article, we seek to sketch the outlines of a more general analytical 
framework that may help us to explore differences in long-term trajectories of 
urban systems in a more systematic way. This framework is largely derived from 
Tilly’s (1992) impressive study Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990–
1992. It characterizes urban systems on the basis of two dimensions: the level of 
concentration of capital and the level of accumulation of capital. The former 
represents the extent to which a nation’s capital stock is concentrated in the ur-
ban system concerned. The latter refers to the quantity of capital that is accumu-
lated in the national economy in question relative to other national economies. 
The framework enables us to position urban systems from different countries 
relative to each other and to trace – albeit sketchily – their particular path of evo-
lution through time. Its strength is that it directs our attention to the importance 
of path-dependency as a key explanatory factor in the comparative study of cities 
and urban systems. Notwithstanding the fact that many urban systems are af-
fected by roughly similar processes of economic restructuring and changes in the 
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way forces of concentration and deconcentration interplay, their shapes and, to a 
certain extent, their destinies are still significantly affected by how they were 
shaped and how they related to their national economies centuries ago. We argue 
that this even applies to one of the most influential factors determining the status 
and dynamics of global city-regions in our time – that is, the way in which they 
are inserted in the global economy (cf. Taylor, 2004).  

The proposed framework for long-term comparisons of urban systems is 
still rather hypothetical. Long-term comparative analyses of urban systems are 
relatively scarce because of data problems, but also because of the absence of 
suitable analytical framework. Given the importance of path-dependent trajecto-
ries, there is clearly a challenge to devise such frameworks. Our endeavour here 
is still very much in its heuristic phase and the challenge for the years to come is 
to investigate concrete cases in a more systematic empirical way. In this paper, 
we use the cases of London and the Dutch Randstad for a first exploration of 
the heuristic capabilities of the framework. In the second part, we explore the 
model more in-depth by using more detailed information on the Dutch Rand-
stad.  

In section 4.2, we present the analytical framework and subsequently use 
it to describe the long-term trajectories of two contrasting cases of urban sys-
tems, namely the monocentric urban system of London in the United Kingdom 
(with a relatively high concentration of capital) and the polycentric urban system 
of the Randstad in the Netherlands (with a relatively low concentration of capi-
tal). The time span covered runs from the pre-industrial through the industrial to 
the post-industrial (i.e., from 1500 to the present). We then focus on the transi-
tion from the industrial to the post-industrial (section 4.3), and analyze the ac-
companying shifts in underlying agglomeration economies. In section 4.4, we 
investigate the consequences of these shifts in agglomeration economies empiri-
cally by looking at the levels of concentration and accumulation of capital in the 
Randstad more in detail. In section 4.5, we summarize our findings and evaluate 
our approach on a more general level.  
 
4.2 Accumulation and concentration of capital: the long-term view  
 
In his acclaimed television series on London, Peter Ackroyd showed how, de-
spite all kinds of changes, parts of the medieval and even Roman street patterns 
can still be discerned in the contemporary city (e.g., Ackroyd, 2000). To put it 
more generally, urban morphologies are very tenacious. Once in place, they tend 
to be hard to change. They can be modified, streets can be broadened, new 
buildings can be erected, but the weight of history is always there. When Hugo 
Capet, Comte de Paris, became the French king in 987, he decided to make Paris 
the capital of France. More than a thousand years later, Paris is not only still the 
unchallenged political, economic, and cultural capital of France, but also the 
most important node for high-speed trains that links Paris with other European 
capitals. The inertia of the built environment is instrumental in giving cities and, 
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moreover, urban systems connected by infrastructural links their robustness (cf. 
Le Galès, 2002). Cities and urban systems mostly adapt to changes by adding 
new layers to the existing outlay: for instance, building a new ring adjacent to the 
existing city or inserting a new highway or high-speed railway track. Only rarely 
do we see a more fundamental break, often provoked by an exogenous crisis, as 
for instance in the case of the move of the German capital from Berlin to Bonn 
and then back again.  

The phenomenon whereby more or less contingent events in the past 
still significantly influence our room for decisions is known as path dependency 
(Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2000). Path-dependent trajectories are not limited to 
the built environment exclusively as institutional frameworks can also be charac-
terized by high set-up costs, learning effects, mutually adaptive expectations, and 
coordination effects. These last three factors are particularly relevant when one 
looks at social structures. Planning traditions, being institutions themselves, are 
also subject to path-dependent effects (Needham, 2006). The Dutch planning 
tradition, rooted in an outspoken modernist and statist view of the world, is a 
good example of such socio-institutional path dependency and, as the built envi-
ronment itself, both enables and constrains new spatial interventions in specific 
ways (Van der Wusten and Faludi, 1992).  

In his masterly analysis of long-term processes of state formation in 
Europe, Coercion and Capital and European States, AD 990–1992, the historian 
Charles Tilly (1992) shows how such path-dependent trajectories stretching over 
centuries can be analyzed in a meaningful way. He demonstrates that using rather 
simple models can generate penetrating, general insights in patterns of social 
change. To construct his overarching argument on state formation, Tilly (1992) 
also looks at the mechanisms that produce cities and urban systems. In his ac-
count, a central role is set aside for processes of accumulation and concentration 
of capital: “[w]hen capital both accumulates and concentrates within a territory, 
urban growth tends to occur throughout the same territory – more intensely at 
the greatest point of concentration, and secondarily elsewhere” (Tilly, 1992, p. 
17). Fuelling the accumulation and concentration of capital and thus the forma-
tion and growth of cities are primarily the activities of the “manipulators of capi-
tal” (e.g., the merchants, entrepreneurs, financiers, and all others who are 
involved in the accumulation, trading, and handling of capital including state 
agencies). Especially in earlier days, trade, warehousing, banking, and production 
that depended closely on any of these benefitted from proximity. And also 
households, for as far as their survival hinged on “the presence of capital 
through employment, investment, redistribution or any other strong link” (Tilly, 
1992, p. 17), would in many cases follow concentrations of capital. Different ter-
ritories, however, would produce different urban systems, depending on the bal-
ance between concentration and accumulation. In general, where capital 
accumulation occurred, but concentration remained relatively low, many smaller 
centres would develop (e.g., Flanders, the Netherlands, Northern Italy). Where, 
in contrast, a single concentration of capital would emerge, a territory’s urban 
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population would mainly concentrate around that centre as happened in England 
(London) and France (Paris). Where accumulation and concentration would oc-
cur in tandem, a Christallerian hierarchy from small to large centres would tend 
to evolve (Tilly, 1992). In his book, Tilly has summarized the alternative forms of 
urban growth that may result from different combinations of capital accumula-
tion and concentration in a simple though highly insightful scheme, which we 
have reproduced in Figure 4.1.  

 
Figure 4.1 Alternative forms of urban growth as functions of capital accumulation and con-
centration. Source: Tilly (1992, p. 18) 
 
In our application of the model (Fig. 4.2), we distinguish three different phases, 
each with its characteristic dominant form of production, its related set of ag-
glomeration economies, and its dominant urban form. These phases are, respec-
tively, pre-industrial (roughly 1500–1750), industrial (roughly 1750–1975), and 
post-industrial (1975 onward). As the long-term trend of capital accumulation in 
this period is basically a monotonous rise, we are able to depict the trajectory of 
an urban system through time by connecting the positions of an urban system in 
each of the three phases. Moving to the right of the diagram, we get a succession 
of different dominant forms of production and the related changes in the urban 
system. We will use this model for two different purposes. First, we will use it to 
depict the long-term historical paths of two divergent cases, namely that of the 
Dutch and the British urban system. Second, we will use this model to analyze 
the contemporary evolution of the urban system of the Dutch Randstad more in 
detail (section 4.4).  
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Figure 4.2 Trajectories of urban systems: The London urban system and the Randstad ur-
ban system 1500–2005 
 
Our pre-industrial phase starts in 1500 and ends in 1750. In this era, most urban 
economies were mainly based on the transformation of agricultural commodities 
(Phelps and Ozawa, 2003). The division of labour was mainly intra-firm, intra- 
and inter-sectoral, while returns to scale were mainly internal to firms resulting in 
comparatively small agglomerations or cities. The dominant urban form was a 
single town within a Von Thünen world of agriculture (Phelps and Ozawa, 
2003). Cities were part of urban systems, catering for, in descending order of 
importance, regional and national and, in some cases, even international markets 
(Hohenberg and Hollen Lees, 1995). In most cities, accumulation occurred 
through proto-industrial production for national or international markets. At the 
start of the pre-industrial era, London relied heavily on this source of accumula-
tion. However, as a Europe-centred world system evolved after 1500, mercantile 
activities in which goods from different parts of the world were exchanged to be 
distributed to other cities and an intimately related (international) financial ser-
vices sector became important sources of accumulation in a few pre-industrial 
cities. Especially the cities that, for a while, were at the pinnacle of the emerging 
global urban hierarchy – Venice, Genoa, Antwerp, and then Amsterdam – bene-
fitted from these activities (Arrighi, 1994).  
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In the pre-industrial era, London was clearly the leading city within the 
evolving English urban system (Tilly, 1992). The level of accumulation of capital 
– mainly based on pre-industrial manufacturing, national trade, and its role as the 
political centre – was compared to other European cities, still relatively low. The 
level of concentration of capital within its urban system was, however, consider-
able, as other cities were much less important. The English urban system at that 
time could be labelled as one dominated by a primate city. In our diagram, the 
starting point of London and its urban system should, therefore, be positioned in 
the left-hand, upper corner (Fig. 4.2).  

In the Dutch Republic or the United Provinces, Amsterdam was without 
a doubt the most important city. Especially after 1580, when Amsterdam as-
sumed its role as the centre of the world system, the city was the largest and the 
richest within the Northern part of the Low Countries that later became the 
Netherlands. The level of accumulation of capital in the Netherlands and in Am-
sterdam in particular was very high (Israel, 1989; Maddison, 1991). However, the 
concentration of capital (within the country) was, from a comparative perspec-
tive, rather low. Other Dutch cities (e.g., Haarlem, Leiden, Delft) were intimately 
linked to Amsterdam by an extensive net of waterways that enabled the emer-
gence of a finely grained spatial division of labour topped by Amsterdam (Israel, 
1989; ’t Hart, 1994; Lesger, 2001). The starting point of the Dutch urban system 
of the Netherlands is, consequently, that of an urban hierarchy. In our diagram, 
we position the Dutch urban system in the pre-industrial era slightly left of the 
middle (cf. Tilly, 1992).  

In the second phase, that of industrial capitalism (roughly 1750–1975), 
the level of accumulation of capital rose more rapidly than in the former as the 
mechanization of production lifted economic growth to a higher level (Maddi-
son, 1991). A deepening division of labour (inter- and intra-firm, intra-sectoral) 
and capital intensification were sources of economic growth, and industrial cities 
tended to specialize in certain activities such as metal and textile manufacturing. 
The dominant urban form was, at first, the single manufacturing town, and later 
on, when transport technology developed, the manufacturing town with suburbs. 
Increasing internal and external returns to scale contributed to a growing average 
firm size as well as to a growing average city size (Phelps and Ozawa, 2003). The 
level of concentration, however, tended to decrease as the presence of coal and 
iron ore, especially in the first part of the industrial era, almost dictated where 
certain economic activities should take place (Bairoch, 1985; Hohenberg and 
Hollen Lees, 1995).  

In the United Kingdom, mechanization started at an early time and was, 
in this respect, the prime mover, giving it a clear international lead in the rate of 
capital accumulation. The rise of industrial cities as Manchester, Newcastle, and 
Glasgow never challenged London’s dominant position, but there was an evident 
shift in the direction of an urban hierarchy. This translates in our diagram into a 
move of the English urban system from the left-hand upper corner to the centre 
(Fig. 4.2).  
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The Netherlands, a relative latecomer with respect to industrialization in 
terms of accumulation of capital, lagged behind the United Kingdom (Maddison, 
1991). Notwithstanding this late arrival, the Netherlands did experience an indus-
trial revolution notably outside the cities that dominated the pre-industrial era. As 
a result, a similar trend toward deconcentration of capital occurred in the Nether-
lands, albeit less pronounced as in the United Kingdom. With the rise of Rotter-
dam and industrial cities in the southern and eastern part of the Netherlands, the 
Dutch urban system, consequently, shifted more in the direction of scattered 
cities. During the first stages of industrialization (before 1890), Amsterdam lost 
much of its prominence within the Dutch urban system, which became one 
without a clear leader. In our diagram, this implies a downward move from the 
centre to the right.  

We have now, very briefly, traced the divergent paths of change of both 
the London centred urban system and the, retrospectively labelled, Dutch Rand-
stad in the preindustrial and the industrial phase. In the next section, we will first 
analyze the general post-industrial transformation and its articulation in urban 
form more generally.  
 
4.3 The global city region as the dominant post-industrial urban configu-

ration 
 
The third phase, the post-industrial era, started in the 1970s when severe de-
industrialization hit the western economies. With the demise of many manufac-
turing firms, cities characterized by an industrial monoculture lost much em-
ployment and, seemingly, even their raison d’être (cf. Le Galès, 2002). After a 
while, employment growth (though not in all local cases and not always sufficient 
to offset the initial decline) and accumulation of capital resumed. Much of this 
growth took place in the service sector. The transformation from an industrial to 
a post-industrial economy was strongly intertwined with an extension and an in-
tensification of especially economic links with other parts of the world. This 
process of globalization – driven by technological (especially regarding transport 
and communication) and regulatory institutional (i.e., privatization and liberaliza-
tion) changes – opened up new arenas of consumption and production. On the 
one hand, the concomitant severe competition from low-wage producers on the 
other side of the globe put an end to much low value-added, mass production in 
the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and many other First World countries. 
But on the other hand, the enlargement of the potential spatial arena of produc-
tion and consumption also opened up new possibilities for advanced urban 
economies. How have these changes affected cities and, more generally, the ur-
ban form?  

Clearly, the skyline of many cities has changed as steel-and-glass towers 
signalling the rise of a services-oriented economy have replaced smokestacks. 
Behind these façades, the post-industrial transition is leading to a new dominant 
urban form. More recently, a consensus has emerged among (academic) city 
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watchers with respect to the characteristics of this urban form. After a brief in-
termezzo halfway, the 1990s in which speculations about the “death of distance” 
(Cairncross, 1997) and the consequent redundancy of cities attracted a lot of at-
tention, many observers now support the idea that the post-industrial transfor-
mation is fostering the formation of “urban super-clusters” or “global city-
regions” or, to use Tilly’s vocabulary, the emergence of megalopolis-like urban 
configurations characterized by high levels of both concentration and accumula-
tion of capital (e.g., Fig. 4.1). Such ideas form part of many recent “new regional-
ist” writings (e.g., Allen et al., 1998; Brenner, 2002; Wheeler, 2002), recent 
theoretical explorations of agglomeration economies (e.g., Anas et al., 1998; 
Phelps and Ozawa, 2003), and studies of world city formation (e.g., Hall, 1997). 
Scott et al. (2001) have given a particularly elegant and comprehensive account of 
how the post-industrial transition works in the advantage of large city-regions in 
their theoretical introduction to Global City-Regions; Trends, Theory and Policy.  

According to Scott and his co-authors, it is in particular the combination 
of both strong externalities2 and a high heterogeneity of transaction costs that 
drives the formation of urban super-clusters or, in their vocabulary, global city-
regions (Scott et al., 2001). After 1970, vast parts of the economy have come to 
operate under conditions of increasing uncertainty as production technologies 
change rapidly, (global) competition has become more intensive, and demand 
less predictable. The resulting de-standardization of production processes (en-
abled by computerization) and the search for greater product variety (supply and 
demand driven) have triggered a shift toward more flexible modes of economic 
production and organization. Such conditions have become tangible for an in-
creasing number of sectors, in particular for today’s leading sectors such as high-
tech industries, business services, and a wide range of cultural industries. Firms 
that operate in these continuously shifting and changing environments have to 
organize their production activities and their relationships with high-skilled em-
ployees, suppliers of production inputs, as well as with clients in a highly flexible 
way to deal with permanent uncertainty. In extreme cases, such firms must even 
be prepared to “change and recombine equipment and labour and to monitor 
shifts in the market on a day-to-day basis” (Scott et al., 2001, p. 16). This implies 
that the firms that work under conditions of uncertainty need to have excellent, 
almost instant access to a wide variety of sources of information, skills, and other 
resources. Crucial parts of the necessary information are often hardly codified 
and, in many cases, mostly transferred through face-to-face interaction only as 
this information tends to be open to more interpretations and a rich context is 
needed to narrow down the range of possible meanings.3 Some of the resources 
required (notably highly skilled labour) are quite scarce and both firms and sup-
pliers can benefit from spatial clustering as this reduces search costs on both 
sides. Proximity enables and enhances accessibility to these various but strategic 
resources and so constitutes a strong incentive to co-location and, therefore, the 
formation of dense urban/regional nodes where labour, information, and other 
spatially dependent inputs can be accessed against relatively low costs.4  
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The need for proximity has remained and has perhaps even become 
stronger in spite of the important improvements in transportation and telecom-
munications technologies that have been achieved in the last couple decades. The 
costs of several modes of transport and communication have declined (e.g., long-
distance shipping, flying, telephone conversations, data transport, money trans-
fers) and, in some cases, speed and reliability have improved drastically. The 
costs of transactions that involve face-to-face contacts, however, have remained 
relatively high and, even more significant, still tend to rise steeply as distance in-
creases. As a result, some of the most crucial types of input needed by post-
industrial firms can still only be acquired over relatively short distances. Labour is 
obviously a prime example, but also the forms of tacit knowledge that can only 
be exchanged in trust-based relationships that require frequent face-to-face con-
tacts.  

While the advances in transport and communication technologies have 
not taken away the need for proximity for some crucial transactions, they have 
enabled firms to sell their products on increasingly accessible distant markets and 
to increasingly tap into faraway sources of low-cost inputs. As such, these firms 
and, concomitantly, the cities and regions they are located in, have become in-
serted in various kinds of global networks of exchange. The interplay between 
these dynamic local networks of mutually beneficial economic relationships and 
the worldwide webs of interregional competition and exchange is strongly sub-
ject to increasing returns, and the cities and regions that are best endowed in 
these respects can, therefore, emerge as the “essential spatial nodes” and “mo-
tors” of today’s global economy (Scott et al., 2001).  

Within these global city-regions, two different logics of economic or-
ganization may occur. Saskia Sassen has extensively described the first possibility 
in her book The Global City (2001). The dispersion of production activities over 
different continents requires much coordination and a whole set of dedicated 
supporting activities (producer services) as well as a high quality of life standards. 
The specific requirements for these “commanding heights of capitalism” gener-
ate strong, general agglomeration economies (the “urbanization economies” of 
Jane Jacobs, 1970) and benefit large cities in particular. These cities are part of an 
emerging global central place hierarchy, this time based on headquarters of 
transnational firms and producer services, on (international) accessibility (both 
physical and virtual), and on quality of life. London, evidently, is such a global 
city; Amsterdam, to a much lesser extent, can also be characterized as a global 
city (e.g., Taylor, 2004). In this scenario, globalization thus leads to a surge in the 
level of accumulation of capital combined with a surge in the level of concentra-
tion of capital.  

In Figure 4.1, this double movement translates into a shift toward a 
megalopolis: a very large urban complex with multiple centres of economic grav-
ity including one spatially concentrated economic base focused on high-end, in-
ternational services. This latter kind of economic centre – for instance, the City 
of London – is highly subject to shifts in demand and supply of inputs (labour 
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and capital) on global markets. Low-value added activities are pushed out of this 
centre. A polycentric pattern then emerges within the megalopolis, which consti-
tutes one, large travel-to-work area (cf. Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001).  

The second opportunity opened up by the process of globalization has 
been analyzed by Michael Storper (1997) in his Regional World. To survive the 
onslaught of low-wage competitors, firms in western economies have to compete 
on something different than just price. Their products have to be endowed with 
special qualities either in technological or in conceptual terms on a continuous 
basis to keep ahead of competitors (Kloosterman, 2004). Continuous innovation 
thrives in specific milieus where firms, educational institutions, and other institu-
tions are not only spatially concentrated but also embedded in dense webs of 
traded and untraded interdependencies (Storper, 1997; Boschma, 2005). Special-
ized, regional worlds of innovative production – “new industrial districts” – have 
their own agglomeration logic (based on more narrow “localization economies” 
that mainly pertain to one specific industry). The second option, then, does imply 
a rise in the level of accumulation of capital but not necessarily an increase in the 
concentration of capital. This would translate in our diagram (Fig. 4.1) in a 
movement toward an urban hierarchy. Polycentricity also emerges in this case, 
but here we move one step up the ladder of spatial scales, with the relevant scale 
becoming that of the region, which does not necessarily constitute one travel-to-
work area.  

The pattern that we should expect if both forces are simultaneously at 
work in a single space is that of a strong centre, highly oriented toward interna-
tional services an adjacent rim of low-value added non-basic activities and, fur-
ther out, localized clusters of high value added, innovative forms of production. 
Depending on the strength of the two forces, we see either a movement toward a 
megalopolis and its inner global core or a pattern in which the more independent 
urban centres grow strongest and hence the emergence of an urban hierarchy.  

Turning back to our two cases (Fig. 4.2), we expect that the London ur-
ban system will show a strong shift toward a megalopolis urban system charac-
terized by high levels of accumulation and concentration of capital driven by 
Sassen-type of global city economic logics. The Dutch Randstad urban system is 
subject to many of the same forces as the urban system of London and will also 
display a rise in the level of accumulation and the level of concentration of capi-
tal. These two tendencies, we expect, are less pronounced than in the United 
Kingdom and the move toward the formation of a central megalopolis would be 
less striking. This is partly a product of a path-dependent legacy as Amsterdam 
has always been much less dominant within the urban system compared to Lon-
don, but also due to the less pronounced Sassen-type of economic logic. The 
level of concentration of capital as experienced by London is, we expect, not in 
the cards for Amsterdam. In the next section, we will see if the data corroborate 
these conjectures for the Dutch Randstad.  
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4.4 The post-industrial transition and the Randstad global city region  
 
We will investigate the impact of the post-industrial transition in the Randstad 
global city region more concretely in terms of accumulation and concentration of 
capital, the two dimensions of our model. After having briefly introduced the 
Randstad, we start our analysis by looking at the level of accumulation of capital 
in the Netherlands from an international comparative perspective. Next, we will 
explore whether the post-industrial transition has brought about an increasing 
concentration of capital in the Randstad at two different spatial levels: (1) the 
Randstad compared to the rest of the Netherlands, and (2) within the Randstad. 
Here we zoom in on the position of the global city region’s two main centres – 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam – vis-à-vis the rest of the Randstad.  
 

 

Figure 4.3 The Randstad: approximate delineation and main urban centres 
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The Randstad  
The horseshoe-shaped urban configuration in the western part of the Nether-
lands is generally known as the Randstad. It roughly runs from Dordrecht and 
Rotterdam in the south, to The Hague and Leiden in the west, to Amsterdam in 
the north, and to Utrecht and Amersfoort in the east (Fig. 4.3). This ring of cities 
surrounds a predominantly rural area called the “Green Heart.” The Randstad 
can be seen as the quintessential polycentric region (Kloosterman and Musterd, 
2001; Lambregts et al., 2006). It combines a political capital, a financial capital, a 
cultural capital, a world port, a world airport, headquarters of important transna-
tional companies (including banks and producer services), and a highly skilled, 
cosmopolitan labour force. However, these assets are not located in just one city 
as in London or Paris but are distributed over a number of historically distinct 
cities that together comprise the Randstad. Reciprocity and equivalence between 
these cities are often illustrated by pointing at the complementary characteristics 
of the cities’ economic profiles, with Amsterdam standing out as the financial 
and cultural capital, The Hague as the political and administrative centre, Rotter-
dam as the main logistic centre, and Utrecht as a diversified producer service 
centre with a strong representation of ICT and management consultancy firms. 
Agglomeration economies that used to be confined to the region’s traditional 
urban centres have partly scaled-up and have now become available throughout 
the entire region (Kloosterman and Lambregts, 2001), helping to create a Rand-
stad world city or global city region (e.g., Hall, 1966; Shachar, 1994; Scott, 1998; Sim-
monds and Hack, 2000; Fainstein, 2001). The Randstad is thus generally regarded 
as an economic powerhouse. It makes up approximately 50% of the Dutch 
economy and, consequently, is a crucial object of Dutch spatial and economic 
development policies (Lambregts and Zonneveld, 2004).  
 
Accumulation of capital  
In the second half of the 1990s, the Dutch economy attracted international atten-
tion for its high and sustained growth figures while maintaining its extensive wel-
fare state. Since the start of the new millennium, this picture has changed quite 
dramatically as the Dutch economy changed from a leader into a laggard. The 
level of accumulation of capital in the Dutch economy, however, can still be con-
sidered quite high from an international comparative perspective. Figures 4.4 and 
4.5 display the performance of the Dutch economy over the period 1995–2003 
relative to the performance of a selection of other advanced economies. In terms 
of GDP per capita, the Netherlands performs well above the EU-25 average and, 
during the entire period, better than the large economies of the United Kingdom, 
Germany, and France. Only the United States and, since the end of the 1990s, 
Ireland scored higher. A similar picture emerges when we look at the labour pro-
ductivity per worked hour (Fig. 4.5). Again the Netherlands performs signifi-
cantly better than the EU average (EU-15 this time) and, moreover, clearly 
belongs to the top-five best performing economies during the entire period.  
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Two measures of capital accumulation that are more particularly geared 
toward the post-industrial era are the composition of the economy and the edu-
cational level of the labour force. To start with the former, in section 4.3, we al-
ready identified high-tech industries, business services, and cultural industries as 
cutting-edge sectors of today’s post-industrial economy. Especially business ser-
vices have developed as a key sector over the past three decades. They have 
evolved as the main beneficiaries of the tendency among large global firms to 
outsource a significant share of their (increasingly complex) central functions 
and, hence, have gradually come to play a crucial coordinating and enabling role 
in the global economy. Today, many business service providers not only execute 
crucial tasks that enable their (multinational) clients to improve their perform-
ance, but have, in the footsteps of their major clients, “gone global” themselves 
as well. The presence of a complex of advanced producer services is, therefore, 
considered to be a key distinguishing feature of contemporary global cities (Sas-
sen, 2001). This brings us to the second indicator. The handling of highly com-
plex forms of knowledge and information is increasingly central to business 
services but also to many other contemporary economic activities. A local labour 
force’s “knowledge-handling skills” can, accordingly, be seen as an increasingly 
important resource for post-industrial economies. 

 
Figure 4.4 Level of accumulation of capital: GDP per capita 1995–2003 (in purchasing 
power standards; EU 25 = 100). Source: Eurostat (2005) 
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Figure 4.5 Level of accumulation of capital: GDP per hour worked 1995–2003 (in pur-
chasing power standards; EU 15 = 100). Source: Eurostat (2005) 
 
In Figure 4.6, 75 European regions (so-called NUTS-1 regions) are plotted on the 
basis of (1) their share of the labour force with the highest levels of educational 
attainment (i.e., vocational and/or academic training) and (2) the share taken up 
by business services in the regional employment structure. Regions that perform 
best on both indicators appear in the right upper corner. These include usual 
suspects such as Greater London and Île de France (Greater Paris), but also 
Brussels and, more surprisingly perhaps, Stockholm. The Randstad (here ap-
proximated by the NUTS-1 region “western part of the Netherlands”) appears in 
a group of runner-ups together with Berlin, Madrid, and Southeast England. Al-
though the results of Figure 6 should be treated with care (e.g., because the 
NUTS-1 regions differ in size considerably and are not delineated on the bases of 
similar criteria), the picture is sufficiently clear. While the Randstad is somewhat 
behind the leaders, it does team up with Europe’s best-endowed city-regions in 
terms of labour force characteristics and the presence of a business services ori-
ented economy.  

Based on these four indicators (i.e., GDP per capita, labour productivity 
per worked hour, educational characteristics of the labour force, and the orienta-
tion of the local economy toward business services), we may conclude that the 
level of accumulation of capital in the Netherlands (and more in particular in the 
Randstad) is comparatively high.  
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Figure 4.6 Accumulation of capital in European NUTS 1 regions: producer services and 
labour skills. Source: Eurostat (2005) 
 
Concentration of capital at the level of and within the Randstad  
So while the current level of accumulation of capital in the Randstad appears to 
be high from an international comparative perspective, we have not yet estab-
lished to what extent the post-industrial transition has brought along a further 
concentration of capital in the region as well. To answer this question, we exam-
ine how the share of the Randstad economy in the Dutch economy has devel-
oped during the post-industrial transition between 1970 and 2002 and, moreover, 
how the region’s two main economic centres have performed within the context 
of the Randstad itself. For this period, we were able to find adequate (i.e., suffi-
ciently spatially disaggregated and diachronically comparable5) data on the value 
added created and on the labour volume involved. The data allowed us to run the 
analysis for the economy as a whole and for business services apart.  

We have described how processes of globalization and the transition 
toward a post-industrial economy are stimulating local growth and the further 
concentration of capital in so-called global city-regions. For the Randstad, we 
would expect to find evidence of the region having taken up a more important 
role in the Dutch economy as a whole, and in the part of the economy that is 
concerned with business services in particular. However, Figure 4.7 indicates that 
this is hardly the case. It shows that the share of the Randstad in the value added 
created by the Dutch economy as a whole gradually declined from just above 
50% to approximately 46% between 1970 and 1985, after which it quickly rose to 
48% or 49% and remained fairly stable until the end of the period. For business 
services, the pattern, quite surprisingly, is even more stable. Throughout the pe-
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riod, the share of the Randstad in the total value added created by business ser-
vices hovers around 56% to 57%, showing a tendency toward neither an increase 
nor a decline. The labour volume figures do not alter this picture. The share of 
the Randstad in total Dutch labour volume remains stable at about 50% 
throughout the entire period while, for business services only, it gradually de-
creases from around 65% in the early 1970s to just over 60% at the end of the 
period. The findings do not correspond with our initial expectations, as they do 
not point in the direction of an increase in concentration during the post-
industrial transition. While the Randstad has remained the country’s most 
densely populated, economically active, and business services oriented region, it 
has apparently not strengthened this position vis-à-vis the rest of the country.  

 
Figure 4.7 Share of the Randstad in the Dutch economy, value added producer services, and 
total economy, 1973–2002. Source: Statistics Netherlands (2005) 
 
Could it be the case that the figures for the Randstad as a whole conceal a more 
pronounced concentration of capital at a lower spatial level? To answer this ques-
tion, the analysis was extended to see if further concentration has taken place in 
the Randstad’s two main economic centres of gravity: the Amsterdam and Rot-
terdam urban agglomerations. Back in 1970, these two made up about 45% of 
the Randstad economy, both in terms of labour volume and in terms of value 
added, with the Rotterdam agglomeration, mainly thanks to its massive harbour 
complex, being the larger of the two. Over the decades, however, the Rotterdam 
agglomeration saw its share decline from almost 25% in 1970 to just under 20% 
in 2002. The Amsterdam agglomeration did significantly better and managed to 
keep its share at just over 20% throughout the period. Both agglomerations ex-
perienced deconcentration developments throughout the period as the share of 
the respective cities (i.e., Amsterdam and Rotterdam) declined faster than that of 
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the agglomerations as a whole. The Amsterdam agglomeration, from the begin-
ning, was the most services oriented. Throughout the early 1970s, it accounted 
for about 30% of the Randstad’s business services economy compared to less 
than 20% for the Rotterdam agglomeration. Business services then were still 
mainly an urban affair, with over 90% of the agglomerations’ value added and 
jobs created in the cities of Amsterdam and Rotterdam themselves. The devel-
opment over time (Fig. 4.8), however, is very much the same as the one just dis-
cussed for the economy as a whole, with the shares of the respective 
agglomerations gradually declining and deconcentration also occurring within the 
agglomerations themselves (notably in the Amsterdam agglomeration). One in-
teresting difference, however, is the careful recovery of the business services 
economy in the Amsterdam agglomeration between 1997 and 2002. While the 
share of the Randstad in the Dutch business services economy remains stable 
(Fig. 4.7) and whereas Rotterdam’s share in the Randstad business services econ-
omy continues to decline, the share of the Amsterdam agglomeration in the 
Randstad slightly increases from just under 25% to 26%. While the increase is 
too modest and the period too short to speak of a clean break with previous 
trends, it may point toward the emergence of a new spatial division of labour 
with Amsterdam as the country’s most globally connected and services domi-
nated city and cultural capital (Kloosterman, 2004; Lambregts et al., 2006). More 
detailed research into the question that specific services activities contribute to 
the relative strengthening of Amsterdam’s position as a business services centre, 
however, is needed to corroborate this claim.  

 
Figure 4.8 Share of Amsterdam (agglomeration) and Rotterdam (agglomeration) in the 
Randstad: value added producer services, 1970–2002. Source: Statistics Netherlands (2005) 
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4.5 Conclusions  
 
Our analysis has been based on a model derived from Charles Tilly that describes 
the evolutionary trajectory of cities and urban systems with help of two strategic 
dimensions: the level of accumulation of capital relative to other countries and 
the level of concentration of capital within a country. We can, subsequently, map 
urban systems and their trajectories in a two-dimensional graph. We first briefly 
analyzed the long-term trajectories of the urban systems of the Randstad and 
London. We then turned to a more detailed analysis of the impact of the post-
industrial transition in the Randstad, again centred on the two dimensions of the 
model.  

We start with the more mundane conclusions. Our analysis corroborates 
the current global city region status of the Randstad in terms of relative level of 
accumulation of capital. If we look at the trends in the concentration of capital 
during the post-industrial transition, we have to distinguish between (1) the posi-
tion of the Randstad within the Netherlands, which is surprisingly stable and 
does not point in the direction of increasing returns on the scale of the global 
city-region; and (2) within the urban system of the Randstad, where we see a ten-
dency toward deconcentration that further strengthens the polycentric layout of 
the region and gradually undermines the role of the traditional centres of eco-
nomic gravity.  

Our long-term view has, moreover, generated some clues toward a bet-
ter understanding of the evolution of urban systems. First, it seems that path-
dependent trajectories do not preclude changes in the long run, but possibilities 
for change are clearly limited: both the London and the Randstad urban system 
are, notwithstanding being subject to similar external forces, on quite different 
tracks that have to be explained by referring to the particular urban form in pre-
industrial times and its subsequent development. This is also related to the issue 
of the relevant scale on which the megalopolis trends are played out. As Arrighi 
(1994) noted when he traced the historical succession of global cities – each suc-
cessor meant a step up the scale level. Amsterdam, part of the United Provinces, 
followed Genoa, a mere city-state. London, capital of a national state came next 
and New York, the current top dog, is part of a national state that is almost a 
whole continent. This historical background of the spatial configuration of Am-
sterdam and its urban system is still salient in the way the concentration and ac-
cumulation of capital is articulated. Whereas London is sufficiently large to be a 
megalopolis in itself, Amsterdam on its own is too small for this. The Randstad 
as a whole is heading, arguably, in that direction. There is a huge difference be-
tween one city transformed into a megalopolis and an urban system, consisting 
of different cities (and of separate governance structures, separate identities, and 
a more dispersed transport infrastructure), coagulating into one megalopolis. The 
latter route is, of course, much more fraught with political pitfalls and institu-
tional obstacles (cf. Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001; Lambregts, 2006).  
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Second, the position of a global city-region in the global urban hierarchy 
determines the pressure on such regions and hence the potential for accumula-
tion and concentration of capital within them: the levels of accumulation and 
concentration of capital as experienced by London are, we expect, not in the 
cards for the Randstad. Amsterdam – although very much part of the interna-
tional urban hierarchy – occupies a significantly lower rung than London. Am-
sterdam is, therefore, less subject to global shifts in the demand and supply of 
(top-flight) labour and capital and more integrated in its own (national) urban 
system. The global pressure on Amsterdam is less (reflected, for instance in con-
siderably lower office rents), but also the potential level of accumulation of capi-
tal is lower. There is even a danger that Amsterdam might lose out to London 
and Paris, cities higher placed in the global hierarchy, as some advanced business 
services (notably financial services) seek to benefit from higher-order agglomera-
tion economies. Amsterdam might even move in the direction of a more special-
ized, regional world of production and away from city in the global urban central 
place hierarchy offering still a fairly broad, but smaller palette of high-end ser-
vices in comparison to the cities one rung higher. If this were the case, the ques-
tion then becomes in which orbit Amsterdam would be located: that of London 
or Paris? The strong Anglo-Saxon orientation of Amsterdam would probably 
weigh in favour of London, but there are also some indications of stronger links 
with Paris (e.g., Engelen, 2007, for the dominant role of Paris in Euronext and 
the case of the merger between Air France and KLM can also be seen as an in-
tensification of business links between Paris and Amsterdam).  

To grasp the long-term trajectories of urban systems, we have combined 
the viewpoints and insights of both (economic) geographers (notably Scott, Stor-
per, Phelps, and Ozawa) and of (economic) historians (notably Tilly, Hohenberg, 
and Hollen Lees). Complex phenomena as urban systems with high sunk costs 
both in physical and in social terms display strong path-dependent characteristics. 
Taking path-dependency seriously implies taking history seriously, and we think 
that there is a world to be won by combining these disciplines in all sorts of 
ways. We used an explicit diachronic view to distinguish not only different types 
of global city regions – the dominant current urban form – but also to explore 
their diverging trajectories over long periods. Our analysis, still very tentative, 
indicates that the observed contemporary differences between the two urban 
systems of the Randstad and London have deep roots. The different long-term 
dynamics of the two urban systems might also have a whole set of different pol-
icy implications. A further exploration of the heuristic capabilities of the model – 
by looking at, for instance, the developments of urban systems in France, Ger-
many, Italy, the United States, and maybe even in countries like China – could 
give us more definite answers.  
 
Notes 
2 Externalities are occurrences or activities that lie outside the range of control of indi-
vidual firms, but that have definite effects on firms’ internal production function (Scott, 
1998). Examples are information spill-overs, the benefits of having access to a large and 
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adequately qualified pool of labour or the benefits arising to individual firms from being 
surrounded and working together with other firms that share a common frame of refer-
ence for judging reputations or trustworthiness.  
3 Information about changes in markets or in the regulatory environment, the latest de-
velopments in production technologies, the arrival of new suppliers, and the shifting 
tastes of customers are examples of this.  
4 This is not to say that the more routinized mode of production that prevailed in the 
industrial era has dissipated completely. Still, there are also large parts of the economy 
where market conditions are relatively stable, where knowledge and information are fairly 
well codified, where firms can afford to use standardized modes of production, and 
where stable and prolonged input–output relationships pay off. In such cases, production 
and the related purchase of inputs can be planned in advance rather well, which opens up 
the possibility to bring in materials or to ship out products in large numbers and thus at 
relatively low costs per unit, even if distances are large. And since under normal condi-
tions the need for complex, face-to-face demanding communication between agents is 
very limited, such firms’ locational decisions are more likely to depend on, for example, 
the presence of cheap labour, cheap land, or a “friendly” tax and regulatory environment 
than on the need to be located adjacent to functionally related firms. 
5 We had to work with two time series, one running from 1970 to 1993 and the other 
from 1987 to 2002. In absolute terms, both series are incompatible because of a change 
of definition that took place in 1993. However, since we are interested in the long-term 
trends in relative shares only, we were able to fit the series simply by introducing a con-
stant correction factor in one of them. 
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Chapter 5  
 
Clustering of Economic Activities in 
Polycentric Urban Regions: The Case of 
the Randstad  
 
This chapter was published as:  
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No. 4, pp. 717-732. DOI: 10.1080/00420980120035303. Copyright © 2001 Ur-
ban Studies Journal Limited. All rights reserved.  
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract  
Local contexts are becoming more important as the impact of the process of 
globalisation on the spatial distribution of economic activities seems to generate 
not so much processes of homogenisation as of heterogenisation between re-
gions in advanced economies. The combination of specialisation and spatial con-
centration of economic activity in advanced economies has attracted much 
attention from economists and geographers. Here, we explore at what level of 
spatial aggregation contemporary tendencies of clustering of economic activities 
articulate themselves within the archetypal polycentric urban region of the Dutch 
Randstad. To examine this question, we look at profiles of business start-ups in 
the individual cities of the Randstad. Our focus is on business start-ups as they 
respond most directly to the changes taking place in the economic environment 
and especially those regarding the supply of labour. Our findings point to the 
direction of cluster formation at a supraurban level. The profiles of business 
start-ups are clearly converging. A process of intraregional – i.e. at the level of 
the polycentric urban region – homogenisation with respect to new economic 
activities is taking place. Within the Randstad, notably a decreasing divide be-
tween a north wing and a south wing is revealed.  
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5.1 Introduction  
 
Globalisation is a structural process whereby the economically relevant spatial 
arena becomes ever larger. This process involves the creation of complex world-
wide webs in which economic actors such as producers, consumers, workers and 
investors are linked together in both physical and virtual ways. Globalisation is, 
of course, by definition, a ‘global’ process, but its impact will affect specific lo-
calities in rather different ways. Socioeconomic changes that are supposedly 
global in character are superimposed upon individual spaces that have their own 
specific legacies. These historical legacies may be very palpable, as in the case of 
an urban morphology captured in concrete and stone, but they may also be more 
abstract in the sense of institutions or durable practices that regulate all kinds of 
aspects of life (such as doing business). Globalisation impinges upon these local 
legacies, and they in turn filter and shape this quasi-omnipresent process of so-
cioeconomic change.  

The strongly intertwined processes of technology-driven changes in 
transport and communication, on the one hand, and of the erosion of trade bar-
riers between individual countries on the other, have enabled a hitherto unknown 
intensity of cross-border movements of goods, services, capital and people. This 
process of globalisation has broadened the scope of many markets and thus in-
tensified competition. The erosion of ‘national’ markets has also been stimulated 
by the gradual fading away of differences in macroeconomic policies between 
advanced economies. As they commit themselves to the economic and monetary 
frameworks of larger supranational bodies such as the European Union and the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), their degrees of freedom in 
this respect are severely curtailed creating a much more level playing-field. As a 
result, the importance of the (local) microeconomic foundations in achieving 
competitive advantages is rising (Porter, 1999).  

When local contexts become more important, the impact of the process 
of globalisation on the spatial distribution of economic activities is not so much a 
process of homogenisation as one of heterogenisation between regions.1 Differ-
ences between regions in the composition of leading economic sectors, hence, 
become more prominent whereas intraregional differences decrease as economic 
actors build upon specific local legacies of physical endowments (natural or man-
made), of specific skills and know-how and of already existing networks. This 
way, local legacies contribute to the emergence and continuation of areas that are 
highly specialised in a limited number of specific activities that can build upon 
the same regional and sometimes even local base of competitive advantages. 
These highly specialised regions, ‘new industrial districts’ (Storper, 1995, 1997; 
Scott, 1998), are home to clusters of specific economic activities: “critical masses 
– in one place – of unusual competitive success in particular fields” (Porter, 
1998, p. 78). These clusters can encompass a wide variety of economic activities 
– for example, from garment industry to film animation in Los Angeles (Scott, 
1988); from wine-making in California to leather fashion in northern Italy (Por-
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ter, 1998); or from horticulture in the Westland area south of The Hague (Lam-
booy, 1998a) to environmental firms in the Ruhr area (Kunzmann, 1996), to rac-
ing-car making around the M4 corridor in the south of England (The Economist, 
1996c, p. 36).  

Proximity, then, is crucial in understanding the current competitive edge 
of these advanced regions in specific economic activities. Unsurprisingly, the 
study of the clustering of economic activities has become a very important re-
search topic in current economic geography, regional, management and even 
general economics. (For a critical review of this recent ‘geographical turn’ in eco-
nomics, see Martin, 1999.) Different theoretical approaches have been offered to 
explain this clustering. Economists tend to rely on interpretations based on a 
particular kind of agglomeration economies – so-called localisation economies – 
that are sector-specific in the sense of pertaining to a limited range of economic 
activities (see Anas et al., 1998; Krugman, 1998; Quigley, 1998). Geographers 
tend to take a less abstract approach and focus on ‘real places’ (Martin, 1999). 
This approach opens up a much thicker empirical social world and economic 
clustering, hence, becomes part of a much broader social process. A recent, very 
fruitful, attempt to explain economic clustering in a more social way has been 
made by Gordon and McCann (2000).  

Below, we will explore if and, if so, at what level of spatial aggregation a 
kind of clustering of economic activities is taking place within a specific kind of 
advanced urbanised area, namely, a polycentric urban region. These polycentric 
urban regions can be defined as follows:  

 
(1)  They consist of a number of historically distinct cities that are located in 

more or less close proximity (roughly within current commuting dis-
tances).  

(2)  They lack a clear leading city which dominates in political, economic, 
cultural and other aspects and, instead, tend to consist of a small number 
of larger cities that do not differ that much in terms of size, or overall 
economic importance and a greater number of smaller cities.  

(3)  The member cities are not only spatially distinct, but also constitute in-
dependent political entities.  

 
This kind of urban region can be found, for instance, in Japan (the Kansai area), 
in Germany (the Rhine-Ruhr region) and in northern Italy (the Po valley). The 
Dutch Randstad, consisting of the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
The Hague and Utrecht), together with a number of smaller cities in the western 
part of the Netherlands, can be seen as a prime example of a polycentric urban 
region with relatively strong functional relationships. According to Hohenberg 
and Lees (1985, p. 242), the Randstad goes beyond the rather thin definition and 
is a prime example of a network system in a relatively pure form. Its cities, paral-
leling the gradual transformation of the Netherlands from a decentralised mer-
cantile oligarchy to a centralised nation on the European model, have gradually 
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joined into a more articulated whole. David Batten (1995, p. 314) refers to the 
Randstad as a classical example of a modern urban agglomeration consisting of 
an intricate web of corridor cities with longstanding, strongly developed func-
tional and locational relationships (see also Dieleman and Musterd, 1992; ’t Hart, 
1994; Clark and Kuijpers-Linde, 1994).  

Here, we will explore at what level of spatial aggregation, contemporary 
tendencies of clustering of economic activities articulate themselves within the 
archetypal polycentric urban region of the Randstad. We want to know, in other 
words, at what spatial level processes of heterogenisation between regions and 
homogenisation within regions manifest themselves in a period of pronounced 
internationalisation – namely, the last decade of the 20th century. To be able to 
trace the more recent developments, the focus is not on the changes in the in-
dustrial composition of the cities that constitute the Randstad as a whole. In-
stead, we only take into account business start-ups for the period 1988-97. They 
reflect much more directly the changes in the economic environment. The com-
position of business start-ups is, accordingly, a much better indicator of current 
tendencies towards economic specialisation. Our endeavour involves the follow-
ing research questions:  
 
(1)  Do we see a convergence in the sectoral composition of business start-

ups in the 13 larger cities of the Randstad for the period 1988-97?  
(2)  To what extent can sub-Randstad patterns be discerned, especially with 

respect to the so-called north and south wing of the Randstad?  
(3)  What are the implications of our findings for the current debate on 

processes of spatial clustering of economic activities?  
 
In section 5.2, we discuss some more recent insights on the clustering of eco-
nomic activities. This will include a brief presentation of rather straightforward 
agglomeration economies as well as more social explanations. In the next section, 
we will focus on cluster formation and polycentric urban regions. In section 5.4, 
the empirical findings with respect to the patterns of economic clustering in the 
Randstad will be presented. In section 5.5, finally, the consequences of these 
findings for the understanding of polycentricity and economic clustering more 
generally will be elaborated.  
 
5.2 Agglomeration and specialisation 
 
Throughout history, different factors have asserted their influence on the spatial 
distribution of economic activity. In the pre-industrial and early industrial eras, 
spatial non-homogeneities and internal economies of scale were instrumental in 
the creation of spatial concentrations of (specialised) economic activities (see 
Anas et al., 1998). Spatial non-homogeneities refer to, for example, differences in 
mineral deposits or soil, whereas economies of scale pertain to the reduction of 
costs within particular production processes when output rises and average fixed 
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costs decrease. These economies of scale can be either private or public (such as 
infrastructure endowments). These factors, complemented by technological im-
provements in transport and communications, enabled formerly self-supporting 
cities and their hinterlands to engage in the trade of products (goods and ser-
vices) with other cities. Cities were stimulated to specialise and build on their 
specific strengths of natural endowments or economies of scale in particular ac-
tivities. As a result, functional relationships between cities intensified and inter-
urban trade grew. The rise of Italian city-states in the Middle Ages is a case in 
point. When nation-states gradually emerged after the 15th century, the frame-
work of trade changed as well. States tried to control trade within and even 
across their borders and individual cities and regions lost part of their economic 
independence. This latter phenomenon is also linked to a new phase in the evo-
lution of the world system where nation-states try to expand their area of con-
trolled trade by conquering new territories (Wallerstein, 1974). This phase lasted 
roughly about four centuries, from 1550 to 1950.  

After 1950, contemporary capitalism gradually transcended the bounda-
ries of the nation-state. The expansion of the world system, however, has shifted 
to a higher gear by incorporating regions (such as parts of Southeast Asia and 
some former communist countries). Nation-states in the advanced world have 
more or less willingly given up significant parts of their sovereignty with respect 
to trade and have become part of supranational bodies. Cities and regions are 
now once more part of large international economic spaces and this, inevitably, 
has a strong impact on the international division of labour and the role of these 
sub-national entities in particular.  

To understand the general backdrop of the role of cities and regions in 
the evolving world system, one also has to take into account the process of 
space-time compression. Technological changes have – especially in the 20th 
century – significantly reduced both time and costs involved with transport and 
communication. Distances – and even national boundaries – still matter, of 
course, but in a rather different way than a few decades ago.  

As a result, markets within this world system, particularly those within 
the large international trading blocks, have become more connected. This, in 
conjunction with rising average discretionary income of households in advanced 
economies, has helped to change the nature of many product markets: they have 
become more volatile and customers have developed a strong preference for 
quality and variety as regards the products they consume. These circumstances 
have favoured more flexible ways of production over systems based upon so-
called Fordist mass production and have given rise to a more refined social and 
spatial division of labour (Scott, 1988). In addition, although the production of 
physical goods in purely quantitative terms still rises, the role of knowledge-
intensive activities as problem-identifying, problem-solving and strategic broker-
ing has become crucial in advanced economies (Reich, 1991).  

In spite of technological developments suggesting a diminishing role for 
proximity, many economic activities display a strong tendency to concentrate in 
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space (see, for example, Krugman, 1991; Quigley, 1998; Scott, 1998; European 
Commission, 1999). The combination of specialisation and concentration of 
economic activity in advanced economies has currently been attracting much 
attention from economists and geographers (see Porter, 1990, 1998; Krugman, 
1994; Storper, 1995, 1997; Anas et al., 1998; Martin, 1999; Wever and Stam, 1999; 
Scott, 2000). Notwithstanding, a strong overlap with regard to the factors under-
lying these processes of spatial concentration, much less consensus seems to ex-
ist with respect to the level(s) of spatial aggregation on which these clusters of 
economic activities manifest themselves.2 This issue is central in our case study 
of the Randstad but, before we turn to this, we will first address the underlying 
processes of clustering.  

Contemporary tendencies towards specialisation and concentration in 
space are to an ever lesser degree explained by the traditional sources determin-
ing the distribution of economic activity over space.3 Instead, the rationale for 
clustering is currently most often associated with the existence of so-called exter-
nal economies of scale (see Krugman, 1994, p. 227; Anas et al., 1998). The basic 
idea is that, by congregating in space, firms are enabled to produce at lower cost 
by benefiting from lower transaction costs, wider opportunities for matching 
needs and capabilities, and the exchange of useful knowledge and information 
(Scott and Storper, 1992). The productivity gains and factor rewards resulting 
from these benefits remain restricted to the area within which the benefits can be 
offset against the costs of getting access to them. The idea that such externalities 
play an important part in contemporary flexible systems of production (Scott, 
1988, 1998) clearly adds to the appeal of this approach.  

In contrast with the relatively unambiguous concepts of spatial non-
homogeneities and internal economies of scale, the concept of external econo-
mies of scale is rather complex and wide-ranging. Several typologies of external 
economies of scale are in use, each of them being based upon different dimen-
sions. A first typology distinguishes between static and dynamic external econo-
mies of scale. Whereas static externalities have an important part in describing 
the emergence and existence of patterns of regional specialisation, their dynamic 
counterparts also address the issue of localised growth. Research on dynamic 
external economies of scale has displayed much interest in the role of knowledge 
spill-overs in fostering innovation and localised growth (see Glaeser et al., 1992; 
Henderson et al., 1995; Henderson, 1997). Static external economies of scale are 
often divided according to the industrial sector in which they occur. Economies 
of urbanisation occur across industries and entail the benefits accruing to firms 
from overall local urban scale and diversity. Economies of localisation on the 
other hand, are realised by firms within the same industry. By locating in close 
proximity, such firms are enabled to exploit economies of scale while conserving 
on production costs. This much-applied dichotomy is derived from the work of 
Hoover in the 1930s and 1940s (Hoover, 1937, 1948).  

A more functional typology, finally, cuts across the latter (Gordon and 
McCann, 2000) and goes back to Alfred Marshall’s work on ‘industrial districts’. 
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It distinguishes between the existence of a local pool of specialised labour, the 
provision in greater variety and at lower costs of non-traded inputs specific to an 
industry, and the ease of transmitting ideas and information as important motives 
for firms to congregate in space (see Krugman, 1991). Within these three broad 
categories, a variety of more specific external economies of scale can be identi-
fied. These include so-called economies of massed reserves (such as offering a 
deep and sufficiently wide labour market) and also human capital-accumulation 
as labour specialisation encourages education (Anas et al., 1998, p. 1447; see also 
Gordon and McCann, 2000, p. 517, for an overview of more specific sources). 
Each of these potential sources of localised external economies of scale can be 
obtained within one or more industrial sectors, or across the whole of a local 
economy (O’Sullivan, 2000). 

Notwithstanding the high extent of consensus with respect to the under-
lying factors, determining which specific economies (and to what extent) can be 
associated with observed patterns of regional specialisation and diversification 
and the identification of the trade-offs between these two trajectories, is highly 
problematic. Different mechanisms may operate simultaneously, indirectly, cu-
mulatively, counter-productively or with different time-lags; and their effects may 
vary for different industrial sectors or even for similar industries being entangled 
in different stages of product development (Henderson et al., 1995; Henderson, 
1997; Gordon and McCann, 2000). Also, in a broader perspective, economic and 
politico-institutional transitions as briefly touched upon above may put on the 
stage new types of externalities and sources for agglomeration and growth.  

Empirical studies so far have provided conflicting results as regards the 
relative importance of localisation and urbanisation economies in urban and in-
dustrial development (see Glaeser et al., 1992; Henderson et al., 1995; Henderson, 
1997; O’Donoghue, 1999). Generally, however, the occurrence of economies of 
localisation is associated with the clustering of firms that belong to a single in-
dustry or a rather limited group of industries. These localisation economies are 
especially important when new industries emerge in dynamic places during dy-
namic times (Glaeser et al., 1992). Being new, their markets are still unstable, their 
products not yet standardised and the firms themselves still relatively new and 
small, these firms’ dependence on externalities arising from co-location with 
similar firms may be maximal. As long as the lack of standardisation brings about 
high measurement costs and expensive formal contracting, trust and the ex-
change of information and ideas about new products and new production tech-
niques have to be generated via frequent informal contacts on a face-to-face 
basis. (Many authors point to the overriding importance of face-to-face contacts 
– see, for example, Jacobs, 1969; Saxenian, 1994; Porter, 1998; Anas et al., 1998; 
Glaeser, 1998; Goe et al., 2000; Scott, 1999.) Since such contacts, despite the fall 
of costs of other types of communication and exchange, are still particularly 
costly, clustering in space enables these firms to reap the benefits of scale with-
out being too big themselves to hamper their flexibility and their innovative po-
tential. Being located in close proximity, furthermore, reduces the formal and 
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informal costs of matching demand and supply of adequate labour and the costs 
of workers moving between firms in the same area (O’Sullivan, 2000). In addi-
tion, it may enlarge peer pressure amplifying competitive pressure within a clus-
ter, even among noncompeting or indirectly competing firms. Pride and the 
desire to look good in the local economy spur executives to attempt to outdo 
one another (Porter, 1998, p. 82).  

Observations suggest that the spatial domain over which such external-
ities are potentially available vary by industrial sector and by spatial-historical 
context. Clusters have been reported to emerge in specific neighbourhoods of 
cities – for example, the new firms in internet publishing around the Flatiron 
Building in New York (The Economist, 1996b) or the recording companies in 
lower Manhattan (Scott, 1999, p. 1972). They have also been identified in larger 
metropolitan areas – for example, the entertainment industry in Los Angeles 
(Scott, 1988). Clusters have also been identified in whole regions encompassing 
several cities, such as the wine industry in California (Porter, 1998). Such spatial 
domains, however, may be subject to change over time as well. For example, de-
velopments in transport and telecommunications technologies – as far as they 
impinge on the costs of transactions – may alter the balance between the benefits 
and the costs of getting access to them. Also, the deepening or blurring of cul-
tural divides between specific areas may affect the spatial scale over which 
economies of agglomeration can be obtained.  

 
5.3 Cluster formation and polycentric urban regions 
 
To what extent are these tendencies to economic clustering articulated within the 
context of the Randstad? Does the Randstad as a – potential – spatial entity sus-
tain these localisation economies and, hence, constitute a base for cluster forma-
tion or do we have to descend to lower level of aggregation, namely the 
individual cities themselves? Before we turn to an empirical elaboration of this 
question, we first explore this issue from a more theoretical point of view. The 
historically contingent spatial structure of an urban system is relevant to both the 
structure and the quality of the economy (see Lambooy, 1998b). Processes of 
cluster formation are articulated within these existing spatial structures. To un-
derstand patterns of economic clustering in the Randstad, we have to examine its 
polycentric character more in detail.  

The Randstad, as we have seen, can be seen as an archetypal polycentric 
urban region. In western Europe, polycentric urban configurations are rather 
prominent; dominant primate cities such as London and Paris are not at all typi-
cal of the Netherlands, Germany or northern Italy. Much theorising, however, 
departed from the implicit assumption that primate cities are almost self-evident. 
To deal with historical polycentric urban regions, new approaches are needed 
that go beyond a strict central place hierarchy (see Hohenberg and Lees, 1985; 
Cortie and Dignum, 1991; Camagni and Salone, 1993; Batten, 1995; Klooster-
man, 1996). Recently, research into polycentric urban regions has moved up 
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higher on the agenda now that transport and telecommunication technologies 
increasingly enable polycentric urban regions to achieve agglomeration econo-
mies of comparable magnitude to those of large monocentric cities (see Lam-
booy, 1998a). These linkages between constituent parts of polycentric urban 
regions are crucial in helping to create agglomeration economies for all parts 
concerned on a higher level than can be achieved by the individual parts (see Bat-
ten et al., 1995). Polycentric urban regions then become polycentric urban net-
works. They differ from other urban networks in the sense that they constitute a 
contiguous travel-to-work area. Notwithstanding the ambiguity with regard to 
the spatial scale at which economic clusters are expressed, there is an apparent 
limit to the size of competitive clusters which is determined by the costs and 
time of travel.  

Localisation economies are strongly rooted in localised supplies of 
highly specialised labour. Since the “the daily journey to work represents a par-
ticularly expensive kind of transaction per unit of distance” (Scott, 1998, p. 92), 
the upper limit of such clusters is set by the – albeit loosely defined – spatial 
scope of travel-to-work areas. The same holds for the circulation of ideas. Since 
these are more than simple reproducible, standardised packets of information, 
strongly attached to their human carriers, their exchange strongly depends on 
costly face-to-face contacts. Infrequent contacts may be maintained over rela-
tively large distances. However, to create a viable environment for innovative 
firms, high frequencies are needed and this, accordingly, limits the distance con-
sidered to be acceptable.  

In the Netherlands, the interurban links are clearly increasing. The daily 
distance travelled per head for labour-related purposes (commuting and business 
visits) increased by some 40 per cent between 1985 and 1998 (CBS figures). Part 
of this increase stems from the extension of the average commuting distance 
from 14 to 17 km (20 per cent) over the same period. Although commuting 
within the urban region remains prevalent, empirical evidence suggests that an 
increase in commuting between different (urban) regions is particularly responsi-
ble for this extension. Such interregional commuting covers on average some 45-
50 km and is typically carried out by highly educated professionals (Kapoen and 
Smit, 1998).  

Such figures also suggest that polycentric urban regions increasingly ful-
fil a crucial spatial condition for cluster formation – namely, the emergence (at 
least with respect to highly skilled workers) of one pool of labour. By functioning 
as a daily travel-to-work area at the higher end of the labour market, the Rand-
stad may become a region where external economies of scale can occur. From 
this viewpoint, the evidence for the formation of a polycentric urban network 
with strong interurban links in the Netherlands, therefore, seems to be mounting. 
Some researchers, however, are observing the emergence of such networks not 
so much at the level of the region as a whole, but at a lower level – namely, that 
of the northern and southern wings of the Randstad (see van der Laan, 1998; 
Musterd and van Zelm, 2001).  
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Much of the research on the network aspect of the Randstad so far has 
been devoted to linkages in terms of commuting patterns and of (potential) func-
tional relationships between the individual components. We, however, focus on a 
different aspect of network formation – i.e. whether the Randstad can be seen as 
a relevant scale for the formation of economic clusters. Wever and Stam (1999) 
have also looked at this issue, but from a different viewpoint. They interviewed 
high-tech small and medium-sized businesses in two parts of the Randstad to 
find out if close networks of suppliers and customers had a strong regional basis 
on a rather low level of spatial aggregation. They concluded that indications for 
spatial clustering on this sub-Randstad level were rather modest.  

Here, we look at the changes in the sectoral composition of the business 
start-ups in the cities of the Randstad. Business start-ups depend on a particular 
kind of supply of aspiring entrepreneurs and on the available market openings 
for new firms. If a city or region is moving in the direction of the formation of 
an economic cluster, both the supply and the demand not only become better 
matched, but also more focused towards specific activities. If these compositions 
are increasingly divergent, there is no tendency towards cluster formation at a 
supraurban level. If, however, they tend to converge in a clear way, there is a 
strong indication of a tendency towards cluster formation on a supraurban level. 
In that case, the Randstad is becoming more of a uniform milieu rooted in the 
same kind of localisation economies and social networks that are instrumental in 
creating a highly specialised interurban economy. In the next section, we will ex-
plore empirically at what spatial level agglomeration economies and/or external 
economies of scale occur.  
 
5.4 Cluster formation: the empirical evidence for the Randstad 
 
Empirically assessing the presence, nature and scope of external economies of 
scale in a certain area or industry is a highly complex endeavour. Labour produc-
tivity is usually considered to be the key to measuring agglomeration economies. 
The presence of economies of agglomeration should find (positive) expression in 
the output per worker in a particular industry. One approach to measuring local-
isation and urbanisation economies is to estimate the effects of changes in indus-
try output and city size on labour productivity (O’Sullivan, 2000).4 Another 
approach focuses on the realised effects of productivity, growth and local factor 
prices in a particular place relative to other locations (Gordon and McCann, 
2000).  

Here, we follow a different approach. We look for indications of local-
isation economies by looking for evolving patterns of economic clustering in the 
Randstad. Our focus is on business start-ups as they respond most directly to the 
changes taking place in the economic environment and especially those regarding 
the supply of labour. By examining how business start-up profiles of different 
cities in the Randstad relate to each other over time, we are able to identify 
whether and at what spatial level specialisation of economic activity takes place. 
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If specialisation occurs at the level of the individual cities or, in other words, if 
each city further specialises in a specific industrial sector or group of sectors, we 
may expect the business start-up profiles of the cities to diverge from each other 
over time. If, on the other hand, patterns of specialisation are starting to articu-
late themselves at levels transcending the scale of the individual cities, we may 
expect the business start-up profiles of groupings of cities to converge over time. 
The role of proximity in the formation of clusters suggests that specialisation 
among groupings of cities would first concern cities located at close proximity. 
We consider the spatial scale over which specialisation takes place to be an indi-
rect indicator of the availability of external economies of scale and, more particu-
larly, economies of localisation over the same domain.  

 
Figure 5.1 Location of the 13 cities in the Randstad 
 
In this analysis, we used a set of data containing the number of business start-ups 
in 13 cities in the Randstad in four selected years out of a 10-year time-period.5 
These 13 cities can be considered the largest historical urban centres of the 
Randstad (see Figure 5.1). New towns such as Zoetermeer, Hoofddorp and 
Almere, are not included. The 13 cities together are home to almost 3 million 
inhabitants and make up approximately 45 per cent of the population figure of 
the Randstad (if the latter is defined relatively loosely). In 1997, these cities ac-
counted for 22 per cent of the business start-ups in the Netherlands. The figures 
on the business start-ups were available at 2-digit SBI codes for the years 1988, 
1991 and 1994, and at 2-digit BIC codes for 1997. The 2-digit level distinguishes 
between 60 different economic subsectors. The Dutch Chambers of Commerce 
collected these data.  
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To visualise the temporal changes in the business start-up profiles of the 
13 cities, we used the technique of correspondence analysis. Correspondence 
analysis is basically a graphical method of data analysis which enhances the distil-
lation and visualisation of information from complex tabular data that are not 
easily made accessible by means of normal scatter plots and maps. In our case, 
for example, we are in danger of becoming overwhelmed with data in no less 
than 4 x 60 x 13 cross-tabulations.  

The tables can be understood to provide business start-up profiles for 
the 13 individual cities for the years 1988, 1991, 1994 and 1997. A business start-
up profile for an individual city is a set of frequencies (the number of business 
start-ups in the different 2-digit economic sectors in that city) divided by their 
total. For each year, the 13 business start-up profiles related to the individual cit-
ies add up to a yearly average profile. Similarly, the 4-yearly average profiles add 
up to a total average profile. Correspondence analysis now creates a profile space 
in which the number of 2-digit economic sectors determines the number of di-
mensions (or axes). Sixty economic sectors result in a 60-minus-1 dimensional 
space. Figure 5.2 shows the 2-dimensional sub-space that most accurately ap-
proximates the 59-dimensional profile space. The centre (or centroid) from 
which the arrows emerge, represents the weighted average of all city profiles of 
the four years included. The length of the arrows is a measure of the weight of 
the economic sector in explaining the variance between the business start-up 
profiles of the individual cities. For reasons of clarity, the only economic sectors 
to have been labelled are those that play a relatively important role in explaining 
the variance between the individual city business start-up profiles. In addition, 
economic sectors that hardly or do not play a role in absolute terms (for exam-
ple, mining) are omitted from the analysis.  

The business start-up profiles for the individual cities, for single years, 
can now as weighted averages be plotted as single points in this multidimensional 
profile space. The result is shown in Figure 5.3. The different cities occupy 
clearly different positions in the plot, indicating that the business start-up profiles 
vary. A closer look reveals that the business start-up profiles in the plot display a 
tendency to move from left to right and slightly upward over the years. In 1988, 
the business start-up profiles of the cities are relatively widely scattered, pre-
dominantly on the left side of the plot, indicating heterogeneity among the busi-
ness start-up profiles of the cities. In explaining this variance, all kinds of 
transport and transport-related activities, finance and the garment industry have 
an important role (compare with Figure 5.2). In 1991, the pattern has not 
changed much. The variance has perhaps even slightly increased. The profiles for 
1994 and 1997, however, clearly present a different picture. The profiles of al-
most all cities start to move towards the upper corner at the right side of the 
plot. The communications sector, evidently one of the most important emerging 
industries of the last decade of the 20th century, plays an important part in this. 
Although this may not be a surprising finding in itself, it is interesting to note 
that it holds true for all cities included in the analysis. The dominating trend be-
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tween 1991 and 1997 is one of convergence: the business start-up profiles of the 
various cities display an increasing degree of agreement throughout these years. 
This tendency may be interpreted as suggesting the emergence of a pattern of 
specialisation taking place at the level of the Randstad as a whole.  
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Figure 5.2 Industrial sectors making a difference in the business start-up profiles of the 13 
cities in the Randstad 
 
In Figure 5.4, the trajectories of the cities with respect to the trends in their dif-
ferent business start-up profiles are shown. The distribution of the cities in the 
plot confirms the more traditional images about their economic orientation. We 
find, for example, the transport industry, transport on water and metal goods 
having important parts to play in explaining the relative position of the business 
start-up profiles of cities in the Rijnmond (Rotterdam, Schiedam and Dordrecht). 
In addition, we see business start-ups in agriculture and the food industry affect-
ing the relative position of The Hague and Delft, both cities that are located in 
very close proximity to the high-tech agricultural production area of the West-
land. The explanation for Amsterdam being located in the extreme left upper 
corner in 1988 and 1991, lies in the legalisation (and thus registration) of parts of 
the relatively vast illegal sweatshop industry that had its base in the city (Raes, 
2000).  
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Figure 5.3 The distribution of business start-up profiles for 1988, 1991, 1994 and 1997 
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Figure 5.4 Trajectories of business start-up profiles for the 13 individual cities, 1988-97 
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Remarkably, this figure confirms the divide between the so-called north wing and 
the south wing of the Randstad. These wings differ in economic orientation and 
also in economic growth rates (de Smidt, 1992). The north wing is usually associ-
ated with trade, professional services, finance and entertainment. In the south 
wing, manufacturing and transport (Rotterdam) and public services (The Hague) 
carry considerable weight in the regional economic structure. The two wings are 
quite often considered to form – to a particular point – coherent urban regions, 
(much) more than does the Randstad as a whole. If we distinguish between the 
cities that belong to the north wing relative to the cities that make up the south 
wing, in our analysis the divide appears rather prominently (see Figure 5.5). In 
accordance with the classic picture, the economic sectors in the upper half of the 
plot (including finance, culture and sports, and businesses; see Figure 5.2) have 
an important part in explaining the character of the business start-up profiles of 
the north wing cities.  

 

North-wing

South-wing 

Figure 5.5 Business start-up profiles of cities in the north and south wings of the Randstad 
 
The relative position of the south wing cities is largely explained by the economic 
sectors dominating the lower half of Figure 5.2, which include transport and 
manufacturing. As the trajectories in Figure 5.4 show, the start-up profiles of the 
individual cities are not only becoming more alike at the level of the two wings, 
but they also show a more overall convergence. The two wings are becoming 
more alike with respect to business formation. The cities of the south wing trav-
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erse the largest distance in the plot, whereas the position of the north wing cities 
is more stable. This apparently implies that the south wing lags behind the north 
wing.  
 
5.5 Conclusions 
 
Global competition is increasingly about making the most of local qualities that 
are hard to copy elsewhere. To survive, therefore, firms have to tap into specific 
resources that enable them to get a more durable competitive edge. In the post-
industrial era, natural endowments – although still important – have lost their 
prominence. Man-made infrastructure and especially highly skilled labour is now 
crucial in advanced economies. Infrastructure can be copied, but a specific milieu 
that specialises in a particular set of products is completely different. These mi-
lieux (‘new industrial districts’ or ‘clusters’) are the subject of much current re-
search. Their formation is strongly dependent on so-called localisation 
economies, in particular the easy availability of highly specialised labour. This sets 
an upper limit to such a milieu in the sense that it has to be a travel-to-work area. 
It is, however, not just the commuting distance that matters. The competitive 
edge of firms is strongly contingent on a process of permanent innovation in-
volving the transfer of non-standardised knowledge on a frequent face-to-face 
basis. This means that, although the spatial levels at which these clusters of eco-
nomic activities are formed vary, there are clear limits to the upper size.  

Socioeconomic changes interact with specific local legacies in terms of 
morphology and institutions. The intensification of competition and its potential 
for economic restructuring, accordingly, is articulated within the polycentric form 
of the Randstad. We have explored the extent to which such tendencies of clus-
ter formation in the polycentric urban region of the Randstad can be traced. We 
have focused on the business start-ups as they respond most directly to changes 
in the economic environment.  

Our findings for the Randstad point to the direction of cluster forma-
tion at a supraurban level. The sectoral composition of business start-ups of the 
13 cities is clearly converging in the span of a decade. A process of intraregional 
(i.e. at the level of the polycentric urban region) homogenisation with respect to 
new economic activities is taking place. Within the Randstad, a clear divide is 
revealed between the north wing (with Amsterdam and Utrecht as the largest 
cities) and the south wing (with Rotterdam and The Hague as the main cities). It 
seems, therefore, that cluster formation is more pronounced at this lower level of 
spatial aggregation than in the Randstad as a whole. The north wing is ahead of 
the south wing in terms of new firms in sunrise sectors, such as communications 
and media.  

Judged by the trends in business formation, the polycentric urban region 
of the Randstad seems to be on the way to becoming more of an economic re-
gion that hinges on the same strategic sources of competitive advantage – 
namely, highly skilled labour. These conclusions are still rather tentative. The 
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links with other parts of the Netherlands have not yet been taken into account. 
There is also a lack of data on the commuting patterns of highly skilled labour. 
Furthermore, we do not know to what extent survival rates differ in the different 
parts of the Randstad. More research has to be undertaken, especially with re-
spect to the links between the firms in the Randstad region and their effect on 
both short-term and long-term (innovative) labour productivity. More specifi-
cally, the new stage in the research should focus on the links between the eco-
nomic actors of the polycentric urban region of the Randstad. Are these links 
strongly socially embedded and thus provide a base for trust and, hence, for col-
laboration, experimentation, shared learning and the creation of stocks of ‘trade 
secrets’ (Henderson et al., 1995; O’Sullivan, 2000)? If this proves to be the case, 
then, inevitably, the so-called institutional thickness (Amin, 1994) of the Rand-
stad should be increased, although the regional directorate that has been pro-
posed by Allen Scott (1998, pp. 144-145) may be too far-fetched, perhaps even in 
the remote future. The formation of institutions that deal with educational facili-
ties, public transport and the bringing together of important economic actors at 
the level of the polycentric urban region then becomes essential in order to se-
cure the competitive position of the Randstad.  
 
Notes  
1 According to The Economist (1996a, p. 65) indirect evidence from growing specialisation 
comes from the shape of trade between European countries. This has grown faster over 
the past decade than trade with the rest of the world, despite the migration of manufac-
turing jobs to countries outside the European Union with cheaper labour. The most 
likely explanation is that firms have specialised within Europe and are trading with each 
other to make up for sales lost in their abandoned businesses. In this process of regional 
specialisation Europe still lags behind the US However, with falling internal tariff barriers 
in the Union, thereby enlarging market, European countries/regions now appear to be 
moving in the direction of more pronounced specialisation (Scott, 1998, p. 71).  
2 Cortie et al. (1992) also looked at the Randstad as a potential metropolis, but they did 
not focus on the Randstad from the perspective of an (emerging) economic cluster.  
3 Although changes in the dominant ways of producing goods, transport and communi-
cations have set limits to the potential effect of spatial non-homogeneities and internal 
economies of scale, large numbers of cities still owe their present competitive edges and 
economic strongholds to their early location-related advantages and/or infrastructure 
endowments. In addition, new forms of location-restricted differences arise now and 
then. Currently, for example, firms that depend on the cross-Atlantic transmission of 
large electronic data files seek to optimise access to the so-called trans-Atlantic back-
bones of the internet, which, at least for the time being, seems to translate into a concen-
tration of such firms near the ‘gates’ of these backbones. Another example is provided by 
the clustering of recreational activities, for example, in the Alps or along the Mediterra-
nean coast, as the obvious result of topological and climatic circumstances (Duranton 
and Puga, 2000).  
4 The gross regional product per head in large parts of the Randstad exceeds that in most 
of the remaining parts of the Netherlands (CBS figures for 1996).  
5 Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht, Haarlem, Zaanstad, Amersfoort, 
Dordrecht, Leiden, Delft, Alkmaar, Hilversum and Schiedam.  
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Chapter 6 
 
Connected Cities in a Polycentric Mega 
City-region: Exploring Intra- and Extra-
Regional Linkages Through Office 
Networks in the Randstad 
 
This chapter has been submitted for publication and is currently under review: 
 
Lambregts, B., Connected Cities in a Polycentric Mega City-region: Exploring 
Intra- and Extra-Regional Linkages Through Office Networks in the Randstad. 
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract 
This paper takes an innovative approach to exploring intra- and extra-regional 
knowledge relationships in one of Europe’s most considerable and profoundly 
polycentric mega city-regions, namely the Dutch Randstad. It explains why multi-
office advanced producer services firms represent such an interesting category of 
actors when intra- and extra-regional knowledge transmissions are concerned 
and employs interlocking network analysis to map out the office networks of 177 
multi-office advanced producer services firms. In a four-stage process the infor-
mation thus obtained is used to expose some of the Randstad’s more hidden in-
terdependencies and hierarchies. The results display interesting differences 
between the connectivity profiles of the various Randstad cities and hint at the 
existence of a clear hierarchy as far as international connections are concerned. 
The analysis also suggests that for many advanced producer services firms, the 
Randstad does not constitute a single business market but an amalgam of sepa-
rate markets instead.  
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6.1 Introduction 
 
If large city-regions constitute the ‘basic motors’ of the global economy (Scott et 
al., 2001), knowledge is one of the key resources that keep them running (e.g. 
Castells, 1996; Hall and Pain, 2006). In today’s highly globalised and knowledge 
intensive economy, the competitiveness of city-regions, no matter if they are pre-
ceded by the adjective ‘global’ or ‘mega’, is highly dependent on the capacity of 
actors located within them both to generate leading edge knowledge and to access 
knowledge sources located elsewhere in the world. In generating state-of-the-art 
knowledge, after all, city-regions cannot be constantly self-supporting. No matter 
how ‘knowledgeable’ and creative a region’s economic agents are, it is rather 
likely that elsewhere in the world particular pieces of new and valuable knowl-
edge are formed either just a little bit earlier or in just a slightly more advanced 
form. City-regions that combine a strong local knowledge capital base (sustained 
by a healthy ‘local buzz’) with high levels of connectivity to similar regions else-
where in the global economy (‘global pipelines’) have an advantage in this respect 
(Malmberg, 2003; Simmie, 2003; Bathelt et al., 2004).  

Extra-regional knowledge relationships or global pipelines, however, 
must be materialized by actors. Such actors may be many and include universi-
ties, research institutes and firms. Advanced producer services (APS) firms form 
a particularly interesting category among these. Over the past three decades APS 
have become a central and highly knowledge-intensive feature of the economy 
and APS firms have established themselves as active agents in the creation and 
circulation of knowledge in local and regional economies (Coffey, 2000; Sassen, 
2001; Wood, 2002; UNCTAD, 2004). In many of Europe’s city-regions, APS 
now make up 15 to 30% of the local employment base with the highest scores 
reached in such typical global or mega city-regions as South East England, 
greater Paris, the Brussels Capital Region and the Dutch Randstad (Rubalcaba 
and Gago, 2003; EUROSTAT, 2006). These massive accumulations of mass and 
opportunity offer the human resources and the client base that APS firms so 
critically need, and the latter in turn, through their role in investment, innovation 
and technical change, effectively facilitate the continuous adaptation and ad-
vancement of the regions’ production systems. Moreover, the ‘global players’ 
among the APS firms, through their transnational office networks, maintain myr-
iad relations with other centres of knowledge creation across the world (Taylor, 
2004) and as such may be conceived as strongly constitutive to the regions’ ex-
ternal knowledge linkages (Lambregts, forthcoming).  

A second feature of many contemporary city-regions is their tendency to 
develop polycentric characteristics (Hall, 1997; Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001; 
Hoyler et al., 2008). As populations, jobs and other functions continue to dis-
perse and/or re-centralise in new centres and functional relationships and inter-
dependencies continue to stretch and intensify, many city-regions, and especially 
the larger ones, develop into increasingly complex, multi-centred amalgams that 
sometimes even lack a clear urban hierarchy (Hall and Pain, 2006). Such regions 
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are hard to grasp and as such present daunting challenges to scholars, policymak-
ers and those involved in their governance alike. The past decade or so has there-
fore seen a surge in both calls for and attempts to unravel the complexity of such 
city-regions (e.g. European Commission, 1999; Priemus and Zonneveld, 2004; 
ESPON, 2005; Cheshire, 2006; Hall and Pain, 2006).  

Against this backdrop, this article sets out to map the external knowl-
edge relationships maintained by APS firms in one of Europe’s most consider-
able and most profoundly polycentric city-regions, namely the Dutch Randstad, 
and uses the information thus obtained to make some more sense of the region’s 
intra-regional hierarchies and interdependencies. The Randstad is one of 
Europe’s top-five regional economy measured by gross regional product, a major 
APS stronghold, and a particularly multifaceted and well-connected space econ-
omy (Taylor, 2002; Lambregts et al., 2006), and as such makes an interesting case. 
Its intra-regional hierarchies and interdependencies have been explored on sev-
eral occasions (e.g. Kloosterman and Lambregts, 2001; Ruimtelijk Planbureau, 
2006; Meijers, 2007), but never on the basis of the global pipelines maintained by 
APS firms in the region’s various cities. The aim is to find out to what extent one 
or more cities emerge as the knowledge gateways of the region (a hierarchy in 
connectivity) and to establish if there is a division of labour between the cities. 
The article as such intends to kill two birds with one stone. It adds some empiri-
cal content to the body of literature on the role of extra-regional knowledge rela-
tionships in sustaining regional competitiveness and simultaneously offers a 
novel way of viewing and understanding the complexities of polycentric mega 
city-regions, exemplified by the case of the Randstad. 

The article proceeds as follows. First, in order to build the rationale for 
the empirical analysis that follows, the role of APS firms as agents in intra- and 
extra-regional knowledge transfer is explained in some more detail. The next sec-
tion deals with methodology data. The results of the analysis of external knowl-
edge relationships maintained by APS firms in the Randstad are presented and 
discussed in the fourth section. Conclusions and reflections make up the closing 
section.  
 
6.2 APS firms and intra- and extra-regional knowledge transfer 
 
Cities and city-regions accumulate wealth, control and power not only from what 
they statically contain, but also from what flows through them (Hohenberg and 
Lees, 1995; Beaverstock et al., 2000). Whereas previously, passing goods liable to 
toll formed a very lucrative flow category in this respect, in today’s ‘informational 
society’ (Castells, 1996) knowledge has become a, perhaps even the key resource. 
Based on a study of innovative firms in the UK’s Greater South East Simmie 
(2003: 618) argues that ‘[a]s no region has a monopoly on new knowledge, those 
that form nodes in national and international systems of knowledge exchanges 
benefit from both high levels of local knowledge capital and being the first to 
receive and decode new knowledge from other similar nodes’. Obviously, and as 
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noted by Bathelt et al. (2004), these benefits become more substantial as the 
agents that are actually involved in receiving and decoding this knowledge are 
better capable of transmitting the newly acquired knowledge to other actors op-
erating in their direct surroundings. Such agents should thus be capable of: a) 
actually tapping into distant knowledge resources (i.e. have the proper connec-
tions); b) decoding and adapting the knowledge received from distant sources in 
such ways that it becomes locally usable; and c) diffusing the knowledge into the 
regional economy (i.e. passing on the knowledge to other actors).  

There are various groups of agents who dispose of such capabilities, in-
cluding knowledge institutes, multinational corporations of various trades, and 
small and medium-sized enterprises that partake in supra-regional alliance or 
networks of cooperation and exchange. A particularly interesting category is 
formed by the supra-regionally networked advanced producer services firms 
(APS firms). Such firms are defined here as either to have multiple offices across 
a supra-regional territory (e.g. APS multinationals) or to be part of supra-regional 
alliances or collaborative networks. They can be conceived as to produce more 
(in the former case) or less (in the latter case) articulate office networks the scope 
of which may range from regional to global.  

Supra-regionally networked APS firms may be conceived as being par-
ticularly well able to perform the activities (a), (b) and (c) mentioned above. Es-
pecially with respect to the diffusion of knowledge into regional economies, they 
may have an advantage over other categories of agents. This has much to do with 
the particularities of APS production and delivery (e.g. Moore and Birkinshaw, 
1998; Bettencourt et al., 2002; Lindsay et al., 2003) and can be clarified as follows.  

The offices of multi-office or supra-regionally networked APS firms 
produce and deliver advanced producer services mainly (albeit not exclusively) 
for/to a local/regional clientele. This in contrast, for example, to many manufac-
turing firms, who often produce for geographically much wider markets. APS 
offices’ clientele are usually largely locally/regionally defined because of the fact 
that the production and delivery of business services often involve an element of 
client co-production and hence intense, often face-to-face interaction between 
the producing firm and its clients (Bettencourt et al., 2002). During these interac-
tions, the APS offices become familiar with particular parts of their clients’ op-
erational management and acquire knowledge about both best and worst 
practices. Learning APS offices use the knowledge gained through these interac-
tions to improve both their service products and their own operational manage-
ment, so as to remain, at least within their local/regional context, at the forefront 
of developments and ahead of their competitors. In time, APS offices develop a 
body of knowledge which ideally combines a good grasp of their main product 
markets with an intimate understanding of the business practices prevailing in 
their geographical sphere of activity. Within well-functioning APS offices these 
bodies of knowledge evolve continuously and may reflect the state-of-the-art for 
a particular line of business in a particular regional or even national setting.  
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Supra-regionally networked or multi-office APS firms operate in multi-
ple (not seldom dozens) urban and regional economies around the world, includ-
ing those that are widely considered to be in the vanguard (e.g. London, New 
York, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Paris, Chicago, Singapore, Frankfurt, Zürich, etc.). As 
explained, each individual office thrives on a body of in-depth knowledge of 
both its core business and the regional context in which it operates. For each 
office goes that large parts of this knowledge are relevant mainly in the specific 
regional context of that office. However, some parts may be relevant to other 
offices in other regions as well. If the firm as a whole takes seriously the sharing 
of such more widely relevant knowledge across its network (and most APS firms 
do), the individual offices do not depend on locally produced knowledge only, 
but also benefit from the knowledge produced by their colleagues elsewhere in 
the world (Lambregts, forthcoming). Because most of the offices belonging to a 
single APS firm usually operate in the same line of business, they are, as a rule, 
well capable of decoding and – if necessary – adapting the knowledge received 
from their distant colleagues. This, together with the fact that such offices share 
a corporate identity, which increases the likeliness that employees ‘speak the 
same language’ and be willing to make small professional sacrifices for each 
other, makes that these multi-office APS firms and their office networks may 
well be conceived as ‘distanciated’ communities of practice (Amin and Cohendet, 
2004). The relational distance in such corporate APS networks is often much 
smaller than the physical distance, also if face-to-face contact is less than fre-
quent, and may even allow for the transfer of advanced and tacit pieces of 
knowledge (Coe and Bunnell, 2003; Amin and Cohendet, 2004). 

Finally, and again thanks to the nature of APS firms’ operations, APS of-
fices are rather well able to diffuse the knowledge received from elsewhere into 
the local economy and contribute to the competitiveness of the local production 
system. By acquiring, decoding, adapting and assimilating useful chunks of 
knowledge generated by their distant peers, they can offer their own local clients 
services products that are internationally state-of-the-art rather than just region-
ally state-of-the-art. Since the clientele of a single APS office often consists of 
dozens or even several hundreds of firms, the rate of diffusion may be consider-
able. With these internationally state-of-the-art services products the client firms 
in turn should be able to improve their performance as well, and increase their 
competitiveness vis-à-vis regional and extra-regional rivals, even though obvi-
ously, this depends on more factors than the quality of the purchased producer 
services alone. 

Supra-regionally networked or multi-office APS firms may thus be 
viewed as to offer the organizational, the socio-cultural, and through such facili-
ties as dedicated corporate knowledge sharing systems, the physical (or rather: 
virtual) infrastructure for inter-regional knowledge exchange. Moreover, they 
often come with a set of corporate incentives that actually promote active 
knowledge sharing and exchange. The individual offices of such APS firms can 
be conceived as nodes in wider (sometimes global) networks of knowledge ex-
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change while simultaneously constituting key players in their local and regional 
economies. They are the intermediaries, the linking pins between local and supra-
regional circuits of knowledge formation and exchange, and therefore crucial to 
fostering regional competitiveness. The office networks, in turn, may be viewed 
as the ‘global pipelines’ along which information and knowledge travels from city 
to city and from region to region across the world.  
 
6.3 Measuring network connectivity: methodology and data 
 
Interlocking network analysis 
The office networks of multi-office APS firms occupy centre stage in the empiri-
cal analysis that follows below. Based upon the arguments presented above they 
are viewed as a meaningful category of global pipelines (or perhaps better: ‘extra-
regional’ pipelines) and, as demonstrated by the Loughborough Globalization 
and World Cities (GaWC) group (Taylor, 2001, 2004; Taylor et al., 2002), they 
offer useful starting points for estimating linkages between cities and the impor-
tance of a city in terms of its ‘network connectivity’ (Taylor et al., 2006). In order 
to map the extra-regional pipelines maintained by APS firms in the Randstad 
and, subsequently, to find out to what extent one or more cities emerge as 
‘knowledge gateways’ of the region and explore possible divisions of labour be-
tween the cities, use was made of interlocking network analysis. In this analysis, 
multi-office APS firms are treated as the agents that ‘interlock’ cities to form a 
network (Taylor, 2001). Since opening up new offices in new places usually re-
quires considerable investments in time and money and involve quite some risk, 
decisions to do so are generally not made overnight (Beaverstock, et al., 2000). It 
involves amongst others close examination of the potential value of different 
places for the firm’s daily operations and long-term strategies, and the popularity 
of a city among ‘global’ APS firms may therefore be seen as a meaningful indica-
tor for a city’s standing in the world economy (Taylor, 2004). 

To carry out an interlocking network analysis that reveals inter-city link-
ages and estimates connectivity profiles of cities on the basis of APS office net-
works requires the construction of a service activity matrix, V, defined by n cities 
and m service firms. Each cell in the matrix is a service value, vij, that indicates 
the importance of city i to firm j. Importance is defined by the size of an office 
and its functions and the basic premise is that the more important an office is, 
the greater the flow generated through the city will be. From this matrix it is pos-
sible to calculate measures of inter-city links and the importance of a city in 
terms of its links (i.e. network connectivity). A pair of cities is considered to be 
interlocked if they are both home to offices belonging to a single firm. By aggre-
gating the interlocks for pairs of cities a measure of the strength of the links be-
tween cities is obtained. Alternatively, by aggregating interlocks for a single city a 
measure for the importance of a city in terms of its links is produced (interlock 
connectivity). Presenting this measure as a proportion of the city with the highest 
interlock connectivity results in a measure of a city’s network connectivity. It is 
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important to use a large enough number of firms to level out the singularities of 
individual firms in the aggregate results and to provide stable, replicable estimates 
of linkages and connectivities (Taylor et al., 2006).  
 
Data and data collection 
The construction of the service activity matrix required: a) the selection of cities 
for inclusion in the analysis; b) the identification of a good number of multi-
office APS firms; and c) determination of the office strategies of each of these 
firms. These steps were performed in 2004. They are explained below.  
 
Selection of cities 
The specific aim of the analysis (i.e. exploring extra-regional pipelines originating 
from and intra-regional hierarchies between cities in the Randstad) demands that 
a limited number of prime APS centres (i.e. cities) be selected at the regional (i.e. 
the Randstad), the national (i.e. the Netherlands), the European and the global 
scale. To not limit the number of cities would make the exercise highly impracti-
cal since some APS firms have offices in up to several hundreds of cities. The 
matrix would ‘explode’ and eventually contain many rows and columns failing to 
reach the minimum threshold required to perform a meaningful network analy-
sis. Feasibility and insightfulness were considered to be served by selecting a 
dozen or so regional and national APS centres and two dozens of European and 
global centres. The selection of the European and global APS centres was based 
upon earlier work performed by the GaWC group (e.g. Taylor, 2004; see Appen-
dix 1). The selection procedures for the regional and national centres are ex-
plained below. 

The prime APS centres in the Randstad were selected by taking stock of 
both the number of fulltime jobs and the number of firms in the eight APS in-
dustries identified (i.e. finance, insurance, law, accountancy, advertising, man-
agement consultancy, design and logistics management) at the municipal (NUTS 
5) level. Data was taken from the 2002 LISA firms and employment database 
published by Stichting LISA. Municipalities rather than functional urban regions 
were chosen as the spatial units, so as to allow for the analysis of network con-
nectivity at the level of city-regions (e.g. the greater Amsterdam area) as well. 
Unsurprisingly, the aggregate results pointed out that the four largest cities of the 
Randstad (i.e. Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) clearly stand out 
from the rest. They were followed by a group of eight runner-ups (i.e. Haarlem, 
Amersfoort, Haarlemmermeer, Amstelveen, Almere, Zaanstad, Hilversum and 
Alkmaar), that in turn performed clearly better than all other Randstad munici-
palities, including the fairly large cities of Dordrecht, Leiden and Delft. The 12 
best performers together were selected as the ‘regional’ or ‘Randstad’ APS cen-
tres for this analysis.  

The national APS centres were selected in a similar fashion, but with the 
use of 2002 general employment data collected from Statistics Netherlands in-
stead of the more fine-grained LISA data (an availability issue). It was simply as-
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sumed that outside the Randstad the main employment centres also constitute 
the main APS centres. Subsequently, the 12 main employment centres outside 
the Randstad were selected as ‘national’ APS centres. Figure 6.1 depicts the se-
lected regional and national APS centres. 

  

 

Figure 6.1 Regional (Randstad) and national APS centres selected for analysis 
 
Identification of multi-office firms  
Next, multi-office APS firms with at least one office in one of the 12 selected 
APS centres in the Randstad had to be identified. Since these firms should in the 
end be known by name and www-address (in order to get at their office strate-
gies), the anonymised databases of Statistics Netherlands and LISA were no 
longer helpful and other sources had to be explored.  

Eventually, the GaWC top 100 listing of global service firms (Taylor, 
2004) and the member lists of Dutch sector organisations for each of the eight 
service industries proved to be most fruitful. Checking the web sites of the 
GaWC top 100 firms produced 68 firms with at least one office in one of the 12 
Randstad centres identified. The member lists of sector organisations produced 
another 100 or so suitable multi-office firms. Finally, newspaper articles, listings 
of business conference sponsors and other less obvious sources were searched 
for additional multi-office firms. This round produced yet another dozen or so 
firms, with returns getting smaller the longer the search continued. 

Eventually, the database comprised 177 multi-office APS firms meeting 
the criterion of having at least one office in one of the 12 selected Randstad cen-
tres (Appendix 2). The distribution across the eight APS industries is fairly even 
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(about 20 per industry) with only management consulting being slightly over-
represented (30 firms). It should be noted, however, that the selection is not 
conclusive: certainly there are more multi-office APS firms with one or more 
offices in the Randstad. Nonetheless the 177 selected firms should represent a 
reasonable cross-section of Randstad based multi-office APS firms.  
 
Determination of office strategies 
These firms were then used to fill in the service matrix with (or to be more pre-
cise: the regional, national, European and global service matrices). Firms’ web-
sites were examined to check the presence of offices in the regional, national, 
European and global APS centres defining the four matrices. Simultaneously, the 
importance of these offices was assessed. In principle, every office was valued as 
a standard office, except when it was either a firm’s headquarter (for global firms 
also continental headquarters were valued as a superior offices) or obviously a 
minor office (e.g. in terms of the number of employees). Headquarters were gen-
erally easily identified. The identification of minor offices often proved more 
difficult, which may have resulted in an underestimation of their numbers.  
 
6.4  Extra-regional pipelines and network connectivity in the Randstad 

explored  
 
This section in four stages presents and discusses the results of the interlocking 
network analysis explained above. First, some general findings flowing from the 
data set are presented. Next, the extra-regional pipelines maintained by the of-
fices of the selected 177 APS firms are mapped out and a closer look is taken at 
pipelines originating from the Randstad’s four largest cities. The third stage con-
sists of an analysis of the network connectivities at different spatial scales, and 
aims to discover which cities are best connected at which spatial scales. The sec-
tion concludes with an analysis of intra-regional relationships and a discussion of 
their implications for our understanding of the Randstad.  
  
Cities, offices and strategies 
The 177 APS firms filling the database together operate through 436 front of-
fices in the 12 selected Randstad centres (see Table 6.1). Most firms (69%) have 
an office in Amsterdam. Especially finance, accountancy, advertising and law 
firms appear to feel a strong need for a presence in the nation’s capital. This need 
seems to be less strong for design consultants, insurance companies, manage-
ment consultants and logistic service providers. Almost 43% of the firms have an 
office in the country’s second city: Rotterdam. The city is favourite with design 
consultants, quite popular with accountants and logistic service providers, but far 
less so with advertising firms. About a quarter of the firms find it necessary to 
have an office in Utrecht and/or The Hague. Differences between the two cities 
are small: all sectors have a reasonable presence except advertising and logistic 
services. For the smaller cities, a few outcomes deserve mention. Haarlemmer-
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meer, which is home to the national airport Schiphol, accommodates quite a 
large number of logistic service providers. Amstelveen is second to its bigger 
neighbour Amsterdam for advertising firms and Alkmaar, a modest provincial 
city at the northern edge of the Randstad has a surprisingly large number of ac-
countant firms within its borders. The same is true for Haarlem, located some 20 
kilometres west of Amsterdam.  
 
Table 6.1 Distribution of offices of multi-office APS firms across selected centres in the Rand-
stad 
 
 

 
Acc. 

 
Adv. 

 
Ban. 

 
Des. 

 
Ins. 

 
Law 

 
Log. 

 
Man. 

 
Total 

Amsterdam 18 15 21 9 9 19 11 20 122 
Rotterdam 14 2 8 16 6 9 11 10 76 
The Hague 9 2 7 5 5 6 1 10 45 
Utrecht 9 1 7 5 4 5 3 9 43 
Amersfoort 5 0 5 4 0 0 3 6 23 
Haarlemmermeer 4 1 5 3 1 0 8 2 24 
Amstelveen 3 6 5 0 3 0 1 4 22 
Alkmaar 11 0 5 2 0 1 0 2 21 
Almere 5 0 5 5 0 0 2 3 20 
Haarlem 9 0 5 3 0 1 1 1 20 
Hilversum 1 1 5 0 0 1 2 0 10 
Zaanstad 2 0 4 2 0 0 2 0 10 
Total no. offices 90 28 82 54 28 42 45 67 436 
Total no. firms 23 20 22 23 18 23 18 30 177 
Offices per firm 3.9 1.4 3.7 2.3 1.6 1.8 2.5 2.2 2.5 
Acc = Accountancy; Adv = Advertising; Ban = Banking; Des = Design Consultancy;  
Ins = insurance; Log = Logistic Services; Man = Management Consultancy 
 
Table 6.1 also shows that the various services industries have quite different of-
fice and location strategies. Accountancy firms and banks typically operate 
through quite extended office networks in the Randstad (almost four offices on 
average per firm). At the other end of the range we find the advertising and in-
surance firms. These seldom operate through more than one office in the Rand-
stad area. Advertising firms are almost exclusively located in Amsterdam and 
neighbouring Amstelveen. Insurance companies are more equally spread over 
especially the four largest cities of the Randstad. Law firms appear to follow a 
similar strategy. Although they operate through more offices than insurance 
companies (almost two per firm on average), they strongly prefer to be located in 
one or more of the largest cities (with Amsterdam clearly on top). Design and 
management consultancy firms also tend to operate through multiple offices 
(about 2.5 per firm on average). They have a strong presence in each of the larg-
est cities, but they can be found in smaller centres as well. Logistic service pro-
viders are, unsurprisingly, strongly tied to the region’s largest transport hubs: 
Schiphol airport and the port of Rotterdam.  
 
Extra-regional pipelines 
We now turn to the extra-regional linkages or pipelines maintained by the se-
lected Randstad-based APS firms. As noted, the objective of this analysis is not 
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only to pave the way for a more in-depth analysis of intra-regional hierarchies 
and interdependencies on the basis of external connectivities but also to add 
some empirical content to the emerging debate on the role of extra-regional 
knowledge relationships in sustaining regional competitiveness. Especially to 
serve the second goal, this part of the analysis focuses on international extra-
regional linkages only. Given the fact that the Randstad is home to more than 
50% of the Dutch APS activity (Lambregts et al., 2006), these are on the whole 
considered to be more lucrative channels for knowledge exchange for Randstad-
based firms than national linkages.  
 As explained in the methodological section, the extra-regional linkages 
originating from the 12 Randstad centres are obtained basically by aggregating 
the office networks of the 177 APS firms identified. To keep things manageable, 
only the 25 most important European and global APS centres were incorporated 
as potential network nodes, with nine European nodes doubling as global nodes 
(Annex 1). The mission here is to map out the relative strength of the linkages 
between the 12 selected Randstad centres and the 41 European and global busi-
ness centres and to look in some more detail at the pipelines originating from the 
four largest cities.  
 For the 12 APS centres of the Randstad together, London is, by a mar-
gin, the city with which most linkages exist. New York, Brussels, Hongkong, 
Paris and Madrid follow at some distance (see Figure 6.2). The weakest linkages 
are typically with a number of peripheral European capitals and ‘smaller’ regional 
cities such as Athens, Rome, Miami, Düsseldorf and Copenhagen, with the 
strength of the weakest link (to Copenhagen) measuring less than 40% of that to 
London.  
 Zooming in on the linkages originating from the four largest Randstad 
centres (i.e. Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) it is worth men-
tioning that for each of these cities, linkages with London, New York, Brussels, 
Hong Kong, Paris and Madrid are the strongest (but not necessarily in that or-
der). The only minor exception is found in the top-six of The Hague, where 
Warsaw takes the position of Paris. While the top positions of London, New 
York, Paris and Hong Kong (all well-established global APS centres after all) do 
not come as a surprise, and while the same goes for Brussels, the relatively 
nearby ‘political capital of Europe’, the appearance of Madrid in these upper 
rankings is to some extent conspicuous. Tokyo, Frankfurt, Singapore and per-
haps even Milan or Zurich would have been more likely candidates. Perhaps the 
outcome should be read as a telling sign of the city’s undeniable rise as a South-
European/Latin capital.  
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Figure 6.2 Distribution and strength of linkages between the 12 Randstad centres combined 
and a selection of European and global cities (strength relative to the strongest link) 
 
A comparison of the distribution of international linkages originating from re-
spectively Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht with that of the 12 
Randstad centres combined (R-12) reveals some interesting insights (see Figure 
6.3). It appears that relative to the R-12 average, Amsterdam’s orientation – un-
surprisingly – is particularly strong towards what are generally considered the 
world’s main financial and business centres (i.e. London, Frankfurt, Milan, Hong 
Kong, Paris, Singapore and New York). Rotterdam has relatively strong ties with 
London too (again compared to the R-12 average), but also with cities such as 
Chicago, Mexico City, Budapest, Copenhagen, Hamburg and Buenos Aires. An 
explanation for this slightly odd selection of ‘preferred’ cities is not readily avail-
able. It may in part be related to the city’s port functions and the global com-
modity flow and value chain networks it is part of, but another part may as well 
be without explaining factors as from the four cities Rotterdam’s deviation from 
the R-12 average is smallest and perhaps partly the negative resultant of the more 
positive deviations of the other cities. 
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Figure 6.3 International orientations of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht 
compared to the international orientation of the 12 Randstad centres combined 
 
The orientations of The Hague and Utrecht in turn, differ quite clearly from 
those of Amsterdam and Rotterdam. They are both more strongly oriented to-
wards European cities, with The Hague (the country’s political capital) displaying 
a clear and unsurprising liking for Brussels, and the Eastern European capitals. 
The city’s relative strong ties with Jakarta are probably an echo of the country’s 
colonial history. Utrecht’s profile, from the four cities deviates most strongly 
from the R-12 average. The city shares relatively strong ties with a number of 
‘emerging’ European regional capitals such as Dublin, Berlin and Barcelona and, 
in contrast, maintains relatively weak linkages with established business centres 
such as London, New York and Tokyo. An explanation is not easily given but 
further research could investigate to what extent the city’s many ICT and man-
agement consultancy firms have a role in this.  
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The analysis so far, despite its elementary character, reveals nicely the 
radius and relative strength of the extra-regional pipelines originating from the 
main APS centres of the Randstad. The strongest connections are with the 
world’s largest and arguable most advanced APS centres (e.g. London, New 
York, Hong Kong, Paris, Tokyo) and a number of either very strategic or emerg-
ing centres (e.g. Brussels, Madrid, Singapore, Warsaw). There seems to be little 
wrong with the potential for Randstad APS firms to tap into APS knowledge 
strongholds elsewhere in the world – an observation for which we find support 
in the many connectivity rankings produced by Taylor and his colleagues (e.g. 
Taylor, 2002; 2004), in which notably Amsterdam tends to rank high form a 
global comparative perspective. In addition, the analysis also shows the first con-
tours of a ‘division of labour’ between the four largest cities of the Randstad. 
Below these contours are explored in some more detail.  
 
Network connectivity 
As explained, the data also allows for the estimation of the importance of a city 
in terms of its ‘network connectivity’. Aggregating interlocks for a single city 
produces a measure for the importance of a city in terms of its links. Since in the 
database cities are assigned to four spatial scales (i.e. Randstad, national, Euro-
pean and global) it is possible to estimate the network connectivities for each of 
the 12 Randstad APS centres at each of these scales. 

Figure 6.4 displays the network connectivities of the 12 Randstad centres 
at the regional (i.e. Randstad), national, European and global scales. The scores 
are presented as a proportion of the city with the highest score. Starting with the 
two graphs at bottom, which show the results for the European and global levels, 
it now becomes clear which of the Randstad’s APS centres enjoys the highest 
international network connectivity. Unsurprisingly, Amsterdam presents itself as 
the country’s internationally best-connected city, with Rotterdam following at 
some distance. Utrecht and The Hague are number three and four, again at some 
distance. Noteworthy is also that the minor centres located in the vicinity of 
Schiphol Airport (i.e. Amstelveen and Haarlemmermeer) perform quite well. 
This may hint at internationally networked firms generally seeking proximity to 
the region’s main airport.  

Amsterdam’s clear lead in European and global network connectivity 
without doubt has to do with its popularity as a place of settlement among global 
service firms and their employees (Lambregts and van der Werff, 2004). The fact 
that it is also the largest APS centre and thus has the largest potential for net-
work connectivity plays a role as well. In the previous section we saw that the 
city has relatively strong connections particularly with the world’s largest and 
arguable most advanced APS centres (e.g. London, New York, Hong Kong, To-
kyo, Paris). As such it enjoys great potential for acting as a vital link between 
global APS knowledge circuits and the Randstad economy.  
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Figure 6.4 Network connectivity for Randstad centres at regional, national, European and 
global levels 
 
So while Amsterdam clearly outperforms Rotterdam as the ‘best connected’ city, 
at the European and global scales, the story is quite different at the national and 
regional levels (the upper two graphs in Figure 6.4). Here, Amsterdam and Rot-
terdam go neck and neck, with Rotterdam actually emerging as the best con-
nected city at the national level. Also Utrecht and The Hague are rather well 
connected with other regional and national centres. The difference between these 
two and Amsterdam and Rotterdam is much smaller here than in the case of 
European and global connectivity. From the other Randstad centres it is, quite 
interestingly, the most peripherally located cities of Alkmaar and Amersfoort that 
achieve the highest regional and national connectivity scores. Possibly these are 
located too far away from the four main centres (about 30 km) to be served di-
rectly from them, prompting many a firm to set up shop in one of these cities 
themselves. Amstelveen and Haarlemmermeer loose ground compared to the 
European and global connectivity rankings, which may be viewed as a confirma-
tion of the hypothesis presented above, namely that these centres benefit notably 
from internationally networked firms seeking proximity to Schiphol Airport.  
 A key observation, finally, is that differences in the network connectivity 
scores between the various Randstad centres (i.e. hierarchies) are much more 
pronounced for European and global connectivity than for national and regional 
connectivity. If we associate polycentricity with the absence of strong hierarchies 
(Hall and Pain, 2006), it could be argued that the Randstad is much more poly-
centric as a regional system in its national context than as a ‘mega city-region’ in 
the wider European and global economy.  
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Intra-regional linkages 
Finally, it is possible to actually map the aggregate interlocks for pairs of cities 
inside the Randstad (i.e. the aggregate APS office networks for the Randstad area). 
This enables us to see between which pairs of cities within the Randstad the 
strongest linkages exist. Figure 6.5 learns that the strongest linkages are between 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam. Next are the connections between this pair of cities 
and The Hague and Utrecht. Alkmaar and Amersfoort, located respectively in 
the far north and the far east of the Randstad maintain relatively strong connec-
tions with each of the four largest cities in the Randstad. Note that Amersfoort 
has its strongest links not with nearby Utrecht or Amsterdam, but with The 
Hague. The other minor centres are not particularly well linked to each other 
and/or the larger centres in the region. Minor exceptions are Haarlem and Haar-
lemmermeer that maintain reasonably strong connections with respectively Am-
sterdam and Rotterdam. The strength of all other linkages is less than 60% of the 
strongest link, i.e. the link between Amsterdam and Rotterdam. 

Figure 6.5 Aggregate APS office networks in the Randstad 
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Figure 6.5 suggests that there exists a dense and well-spread network of APS in-
tra-firm connections and thus great potential for exchange between the Rand-
stad’s main APS centres. The strongest links typically occur between the four 
largest cities and not so much between the largest cities and their surrounding 
subcentres and hence can be typified as ‘pan-Randstad’. The layout of this net-
work differs strikingly from, for example, networks based upon commuter traffic 
or shopping patterns in the Randstad. The strongest commuter flows are pre-
dominantly defined at the level of individual city-regions (e.g. greater Amster-
dam, greater Rotterdam, greater The Hague) and ‘pan-Randstad’ commuting is 
(still) a rather insignificant phenomenon (Lambregts et al., 2006; Ruimtelijk Plan-
bureau, 2006). Something similar goes for shopping patterns (Ruimtelijk Planbu-
reau, 2006). While of course APS intra-firm office networks do not need to 
resemble commuter and shopping patterns, the fact that a variety of ‘basic’ func-
tional relationships within the Randstad is predominantly defined at the level of 
city-regions does beg the question if there is more to Figure 6.5 than elucidated 
above. 

First of all, we should recall that the dense network of intraregional APS 
linkages observed is the result of many firms having multiple offices in the Rand-
stad area. Many firms apparently find it necessary to have offices in Amsterdam 
and Rotterdam and often as well in Utrecht, The Hague and/or one or more 
other cities. It is quite straightforward then to focus on the presumed interac-
tions taking place between the offices and to take these as support for the con-
ception of the region as a ‘polycentric system’ the cities of which are more or less 
closely tied to each other through myriad intra-firm connections. This is, how-
ever, but one possible interpretation of the patterns found. From the same prac-
tice among firms to have multiple offices in the Randstad area we may also 
derive that for many firms it is apparently not feasible or attractive to serve the 
entire Randstad area from a single office. While for many firms potential clients 
are spread across the Randstad, it is apparently just too difficult to organise the 
relational proximity that is required for some of APS firms’ most essential opera-
tional activities, notably the acquisition of new business (Lambregts, forthcom-
ing), from just one, strategically chosen location. As such, the region may qualify 
as polycentric in the sense that it is made up of several economic centres, but si-
multaneously it does not function as a system for that it is very hard to serve one 
centre from another. In this interpretation, the Randstad is made up of several, 
on the basis of Figure 6.5 at least four, largely separate business markets. It is 
also this interpretation that helps us to make sense of the relatively strong ‘links’ 
that were found between the relatively peripheral cities of Alkmaar and Amers-
foort on the one hand and the four largest cities on the other hand. While seem-
ingly many firms do find it feasible to serve smaller centres such as Zaanstad, 
Almere, Amstelveen and Haarlemmermeer from their offices in Amsterdam, the 
cities of Alkmaar and Amersfoort are located just so far away from the main cen-
tres as to justify the opening of additional offices. Apparently for some APS 
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firms these cities, like the four largest cities, constitute (small) business markets 
of their own. 
 
6.5  In conclusion: making sense of pipelines, network connectivities and 

polycentricity 
 
This paper set out to make more sense of the intra-regional hierarchies and in-
terdependencies of a polycentric mega-city-region, namely the Randstad. It has 
taken an innovative approach to do so, using interlocking network analysis after 
the example of the Loughborough GaWC group (Taylor et al., 2006). After hav-
ing explained why multi-office advanced producer services firms represent a very 
interesting category of actors when intra- and extra-regional knowledge transmis-
sions are concerned, the intra- and extra-regional, intra-firm knowledge relation-
ships maintained by 177 multi-office APS firms were mapped out and analysed 
in a four-step process. Each of these steps yielded insightful results. Different 
office strategies across different services industries were revealed, and an over-
view was established displaying the relative strength of the linkages (pipelines) 
between the Randstad’s main APS centres and an extensive set of key European 
and global APS centres. The strongest linkages appeared to exist with London, 
New York, Brussels, Hong Kong, Paris and Madrid. In addition, a comparison of 
the international ‘pipeline profiles’ of the Randstad’s four largest cities revealed 
that Amsterdam, the region’s financial centre, has relatively strong links with the 
other financial centres in the world (e.g. London, Frankfurt, Milan, Hong Kong, 
Paris, Singapore, New York) and that The Hague and Utrecht are more strongly 
oriented towards European cities. The Hague (the seat of the Dutch national 
government) maintains relatively strong links with Brussels and some Eastern 
European capitals and Utrecht shares relatively strong ties with a number of 
‘emerging’ European regional capitals such as Dublin, Berlin and Barcelona. Rot-
terdam, finally, appeared to have relatively strong links with a rather mixed bag 
of European and global cities (London, Chicago, Mexico City, Budapest, Copen-
hagen, Hamburg and Buenos Aires). It requires further, also qualitative studies to 
retrieve the rationale behind these differences and to discover whether they really 
point at some ‘division of labour’ between the cities in this respect or are based 
upon chance instead. 
 Quite unequivocal, on the other hand, were the outcomes of the net-
work connectivity analysis, which was performed at four spatial scales (regional, 
national, European and global). High network connectivity basically means that a 
city, in this article through the office networks of APS firms, has relations (pipe-
lines) with a large number of other cities. It appeared that in the Randstad at the 
regional and national scales high levels of network connectivity are typically 
shared among the four largest cities of the Randstad, with Amsterdam and Rot-
terdam being slightly better connected than Utrecht and The Hague. At the 
European and global levels, in contrast, Amsterdam alone stands out as the re-
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gion’s APS-gateway. And although Rotterdam emerged as a good runner-up, a 
clear hierarchy manifested itself.  
  In the last stage, the layout of the firms’ office networks within the 
Randstad was mapped as to disclose the potential for exchange and cooperation 
between APS centres in the Randstad. The strongest links and thus the highest 
potential for exchange typically occurred between Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The 
Hague and Utrecht and not so much between these cities and their surrounding 
subcentres. This finding signals the existence of relationships at the pan-
Randstad level, but simultaneously points at intra-regional fragmentation and 
‘disconnectedness’. After all, from the practice among firms to have multiple 
offices in the Randstad area it may be derived that for many firms it is apparently 
not feasible to service the entire area from a single office and hence that for 
many firms the Randstad falls apart into several, separate business markets.  

All things considered the analysis has provided an unusual but intriguing 
cross-section of what is widely considered an archetypal polycentric global or 
mega city-region (Scott et al., 2001; Hall and Pain, 2006; Hoyler et al., forthcom-
ing). Without providing ‘definitive’ answers as to the question how such regions 
actually work and should be understood, some of their more ‘endemic’ complexi-
ties have been brought to light and, at least to a certain extent, made comprehen-
sible. In order to further establish the importance of what essential has been a 
relational approach to studying the intricacies of a polycentric mega city-region, 
further research, notably of qualitative nature, should be directed at finding out 
exactly what types of knowledge and information are transmitted through the 
office networks of APS firms, how these exchange processes are steered and or-
ganised, and, if it all seems worthwhile, what from a regional policymaking per-
spective can be done to further a region’s capacity to benefit from them.  
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Appendix 1: Cities included in the analysis 

Randstad National European Global 
Alkmaar Apeldoorn Amsterdam Amsterdam 
Almere Arnhem Athens Brussels 
Amersfoort Breda Barcelona Buenos Aires 
Amstelveen Eindhoven Berlin Chicago 
Amsterdam Enschede Brussels Frankfurt 
Haarlem Groningen Budapest Hong Kong 
Haarlemmermeer ‘s-Hertogenbosch Copenhagen Jakarta 
Hilversum Leeuwarden Dublin London 
Rotterdam Maastricht Düsseldorf Los Angeles 
The Hague Nijmegen Frankfurt Madrid 
Utrecht Tilburg Hamburg Melbourne 
Zaanstad Zwolle Istanbul Mexico City 
  Lisbon Miami 
  London Milan 
  Madrid Mumbai 
  Milan New York 
  Moscow Paris 
  Munich San Francisco 
  Paris Sao Paolo 
  Prague Singapore 
  Rome Sydney 
  Stockholm Tapei 
  Vienna Tokyo 
  Warsaw Toronto 
  Zürich Zürich 
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Appendix 2: Firms included in the analysis (n=177) 

Accountancy (23) K+V van Alphen Credit Suisse First Boston 
AGN Int.  Iconmedia / Lost Boys Bank Insinger de Beaufort 
BDO Int.  Pinkroccade Deutsche Bank  
Ernst & Young  Oracle F. van Lanschot Bankiers  
Arenthals Grant Thornton Int.  Ordina HSBC  
HLB Int.  Atos Origin ING Bank  
Horwath Int.  EDS JP Morgan  
KPMG  NTNT / Sylis Rabobank  
MacIntyre Sträter Int.  Yacht UBS AG  
Moore Stephens Int.  DBR WestLB  
Moores Rowland Int. (Mazars)  PerotSystems Fortis Bank 
Nexia Int.  Arinso Int. Dexia Bank 
PKF Int.  Law (23) Credit Lyonnais 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers  Allen & Overy  Nomura 
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Chapter 7 
 
Geographies of Knowledge Formation in 
Mega-City Regions: Some Evidence 
from the Dutch Randstad  
 
This chapter was published as: 
 
Lambregts, B. (2008) Geographies of Knowledge Formation in Mega-City Re-
gions: Some Evidence from the Dutch Randstad, Regional Studies, Vol. 42, no. 8, 
pp. 1173-1186. DOI: 10.1080/00343400802360402. Copyright © 2008 Regional 
Studies Association. All rights reserved. 
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract 
An important source of competitiveness for mega-city regions results from their 
capacity to combine a strong local knowledge capital base with high levels of 
connectivity to similar regions elsewhere in the global economy. Globally net-
worked advanced producer services firms are presumed to play a key role in 
transferring knowledge between local and global circuits. But how does this actu-
ally work? Which kinds of knowledge may be acquired through global networks 
and which others not? An in-depth analysis of the practices of knowledge pro-
duction by advanced producer services firms in the mega-city region of the 
Dutch Randstad provides some answers.  
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7.1 Introduction  
 
In today’s knowledge-intensive economy, the competitiveness of regions is 
highly dependent on the capacity of actors located within them to generate lead-
ing-edge knowledge. In generating state-of-the-art knowledge, however, no city 
or region can be constantly self supporting. No matter how ‘knowledgeable’ and 
creative a region’s economic agents are, it is rather likely that elsewhere in the 
world particular pieces of new and valuable knowledge are formed either just a 
little bit earlier or in just a slightly more advanced form. Regions that combine a 
strong local knowledge capital base (sustained by a healthy ‘local buzz’) with high 
levels of connectivity to similar regions elsewhere in the global economy (‘global 
pipelines’) are best off in this matter (Simmie, 2003; Bathelt et al., 2004).  

Global or mega-city regions (MCRs), in their capacity as ‘basic motors of 
the global economy’ (Scott, 2001, p. 4), should have such qualities almost by 
definition. After all, they stand out as regional accumulations of (economic) mass 
and opportunity and are typically very well tied into the global economy (Scott et 
al., 2001; Hall and Pain, 2006). Their local knowledge bases should be rich 
enough to fuel a continuous process of leading-edge knowledge formation and 
the myriad external relationships maintained by their many internationally ori-
ented and globally networked firms should ensure that new and valuable bits of 
knowledge created elsewhere quickly find their way to these regions as well. 

MCRs’ external knowledge relationships may be maintained by a variety 
of (economic) actors, including universities and research institutes, governmental 
agencies and firms. Advanced producer services (APS) firms1 form a particularly 
interesting category among these. After all, APS have over the past three decades 
rapidly evolved into a very central and highly knowledge-intensive feature of to-
day’s post-industrial economy and the firms have emerged as active agents in the 
creation and circulation of knowledge in local and regional economies (Coffey, 
2000; Sassen, 2001; Wood, 2002; United Nations Conference on Trade and De-
velopment (UNCTAD), 2004). In many of Europe’s most urbanized regions, 
APS now make up 15–30% of the local employment base with the highest scores 
reached in such typical MCRs as South East England, the Paris region, the Brus-
sels Capital Region and the Dutch Randstad (EUROSTAT, 2006; Rubalcaba and 
Gago, 2003). The APS firms find in MCRs the human resources and the client 
base that they so critically need and through their active role in investment, inno-
vation and technical change the firms actively facilitate the continuous adaptation 
of the MCR’s production system. Moreover, the ‘global players’ among the APS 
firms through their transnational office networks maintain a great many relations 
with other centres of knowledge creation all over the world (Taylor, 2004) and, 
as such, may be conceived as – at least potentially – strongly constitutive to 
MCRs’ external knowledge linkages.  

Yet, while such notions may sound rather straightforward, they are, in 
principle, not much more than a set of interconnected ideas and assumptions. 
There is empirical support for parts of it (e.g. APS firms do tend to concentrate 
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in large urban agglomerations or MCRs), but less so for others (cf. Coe, 2003). 
Much remains to be explored. Unanswered questions include those about the 
extent to which APS firms’ transnational office networks are used indeed for the 
exchange of knowledge, the kinds of knowledge that are typically acquired and 
exchanged through these networks, the kinds of knowledge of which the acquisi-
tion is typically a local affair, and the ways in which intra- and extra-regional 
knowledge circuits interconnect. These are the questions that occupy centre stage 
in this chapter and they will be addressed by looking at the knowledge-
exchanging activities of internationally networked APS firms in the Dutch MCR 
of the Randstad. The Randstad is Europe’s fourth or fifth regional economy 
measured by gross regional product, a major APS stronghold, and a particularly 
multifaceted and well-connected space economy (Lambregts et al., 2006; Taylor, 
2002), and as such it makes an interesting case. The analysis is meant to contrib-
ute to one’s understanding of how a key group of economic actors organizes its 
knowledge practices and by means thereof helps MCRs to stay at the forefront of 
knowledge developments.  

The chapter is structured as follows. The second section digs deeper into 
the relationship between knowledge and geography. It briefly discusses some of 
the key literature dealing with knowledge-generating practices in regional con-
texts and takes due note of some recent contributions that emphasize the impor-
tance of relational as opposed to spatial proximity in the theorization of 
knowledge formation. Next, the chapter takes note of the dynamics of knowl-
edge formation in transnational multi-office firms, borrowing from such disci-
plines as international business studies and organizational sciences. In the fourth 
section the specific knowledge needs of APS firms are identified and trans-
formed into a typology of knowledge domains relevant to APS firms. This typol-
ogy structures the empirical analysis of the knowledge practices of multi-office 
APS firms in the Randstad. This analysis, which takes up the fifth section, draws 
from the insights gained through some 64 in-depth interviews with Randstad-
based APS firms. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications for 
theory and policy.  
 
7.2  From spatially bounded to transscalar geographies of knowledge 

creation  
 
In 2005, businesses in the Randstad were responsible for 32% of research and 
development performed in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2007). The 
Netherlands as a whole at that time conducted no more than 1% of world re-
search and development (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD), 2007). For the Randstad, this means that the ratio between 
research and development performed within and beyond its boundaries is close 
to 1 : 300. Even if all of the region’s businesses would qualify as extremely alert 
and advanced, it is still rather likely that valuable pieces of knowledge in many 
cases are developed just a little bit earlier or in a slightly more advanced form 
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somewhere else in the Netherlands or, more likely even, elsewhere in the world. 
And with the share of non-OECD countries in the production of world research 
and development having increased from 8% to 20% between 1995 and 2006 
(OECD, 2007), the importance of such places ‘elsewhere in the world’ will 
probably only increase in the years to come.  

This example serves well to illustrate that few cities or regions, not even 
a substantial regional economy as the Dutch Randstad, can assume to be fully 
self-supporting in terms of state-of-the-art knowledge creation. Claims like these 
have recently both been theorized (e.g. Bathelt et al., 2004) as well as tentatively 
empirically explored. For example, Simmie (2002, 2003) indeed finds a (positive) 
relationship between the innovativeness of firms and the reach of their networks 
and linkages. Simmie argues that for the most innovative firms national and in-
ternational customers are the most important sources of knowledge and con-
cludes that: “[a]s no region has a monopoly on new knowledge those that form 
nodes in national and international systems of knowledge exchanges benefit from 
both high levels of local knowledge capital and being the first to receive and de-
code new knowledge from other similar nodes.” (Simmie, 2003, p. 618) Obvi-
ously, and as noted by Bathelt et al. (2004), these benefits become more 
substantial as the agents that are actually involved in receiving and decoding this 
knowledge are better capable of transmitting the newly acquired knowledge to 
other actors operating in their direct surroundings.  

The kinds of knowledge referred to in these arguments include both 
‘explicit’ knowledge – to which access is becoming easier anyway – and ‘tacit’ 
knowledge. Tacit knowledge is the kind of knowledge that is ‘person-embodied, 
context-dependent, spatially sticky and socially accessible only through direct 
physical interaction’ (Morgan, 2004, p. 12). It differs from explicit knowledge in 
that it ‘is difficult to communicate effectively through written – and sometimes 
even verbal – form’; it ‘often resides in the unconscious realm of knowledge’; and 
is ‘context-specific’ (Gertler, 2003, pp. 105–106). The central idea is that it is 
formed relationally and that its formation and transmission depend on ‘close and 
deep interaction’ between parties who already share some basic similarities such 
as the same language; common codes of communication; shared conventions 
and norms; and personal knowledge of each other based on a past history of 
successful collaboration or informal interaction (Gertler, 2003, p. 106). Explicit 
and tacit knowledge are complementary categories. Often it needs tacit insights 
to interpret explicit knowledge meaningfully and it is often from the interaction 
between explicit and tacit knowledge that new knowledge is created (Nonaka et 
al., 2000). While ‘a firm’s ability to produce, access and control tacit knowledge’ 
is widely considered to be ‘most important to its competitive success’ (Gertler, 
2003, p. 106), the question to what extent tacit knowledge can be transmitted and 
formed over longer distances and across boundaries is currently the subject of a 
lively debate.  

Since the 1980s, an extensive body of literature has emerged on the spa-
tiality of innovation and learning. Until recently, this literature was dominated by 

 144 



perspectives that see a strong link between knowledge diffusion and spatial prox-
imity. Examples include knowledge based theories of spatial clustering (e.g. Mas-
kell et al., 1998; Malmberg and Maskell, 2002), the learning regions thesis (e.g. 
Morgan, 1997), and the systems of innovation literature (e.g. Lundvall and John-
son, 1994; Cooke et al., 1998). In a nutshell, these theories, each with its own 
emphasis, build upon the notion that the basic similarities referred to above are 
especially likely to emerge if the actors involved are part of the same spatially 
confined environment and thus have been shaped by the same unique combina-
tion of socio-economic, cultural and institutional conditions – a factor empha-
sized by the systems of innovation literature notably – and thus are able to meet 
each other in person relatively frequently. Over time, such conditions may prove 
conducive to the (path-dependent) formation of (increasingly) distinct and local-
ized ‘ecologies’ of knowledge formation that potential imitators in other regions 
may find very difficult to follow (Gertler, 2003). A key characteristic of such 
ecologies is that they produce (assumedly) likewise spatially bounded knowledge 
spillovers. These are knowledge externalities that enable their beneficiaries ‘to 
introduce innovations at a faster rate than rival firms located elsewhere’ (Breschi 
and Lissoni, 2001) and as such have come to be seen as important determinants 
of local and regional competitiveness (Malmberg and Maskell, 2002) and an im-
portant agglomerative force (Gordon and McCann, 2000).  

During the past decade or so, however, a growing number of authors 
have started to ask if these readings of the spatiality of knowledge diffusion and 
creation do not put too high a premium on spatial proximity (e.g. Oinas, 2000; 
Coe and Bunnell, 2003; Amin and Cohendet, 2004; Bathelt et al., 2004; Boschma, 
2005). They share the concern that knowledge- generating processes have come 
to be understood too narrowly as highly localized or ‘island’ activities and that 
‘internal links and/or “home-base” characteristics, distinguishable from external 
and distant or omnipresent forces’ have come to be seen too selectively and par-
tially as the main factors driving business creativity and performance (Amin and 
Cohendet, 2004, p. 92). In response, these authors, each in his or her way, call 
for greater sensitivity to the existing variety of geographical contexts in which 
knowledge tends to be formed and circulated. While acknowledging: (1) that the 
formation and sharing of (tacit) knowledge depends indeed primarily on the exis-
tence of ‘thick’ relationships in which people are able to ‘internalize shared un-
derstandings or [. . .] translate particular performances on the basis of their own 
tacit and codified understandings’ (Allen, 2000, p. 28); and (2) that spatial prox-
imity does actually increase the likelihood of regular encounters and the devel-
opment of ‘thick’ relationships between actors; they also argue that ‘geographical 
proximity per se is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for learning to 
take place’ (Boschma, 2005, p. 62). Support for this viewpoint comes from the 
‘communities of practice’ literature (e.g. Wenger, 1998; Wenger and Snyder, 
2000), which contends that tacit knowledge ‘may also flow across regional and 
national boundaries if organizational or “virtual community” proximity is close 
enough’ (Gertler, 2003, p. 106), and from increasingly credible indications that, 
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enabled by ever more sophisticated means of communication and ease of travel, 
learning and knowledge sharing do in fact take place between persons or com-
munities that are distant but linked through cultural, ideological, occupational or 
organizational affinities and ties (Amin and Cohendet, 2004; Coe and Bunnell, 
2003).  

The geography of knowledge formation that results from these views is 
trans-scalar rather than made up of constructs implying a high degree of spatial 
boundedness (e.g. ‘islands of innovation’, ‘clusters’, ‘districts’). For example, Coe 
and Bunnell (2003) consider the making of a priori presumptions as to how the 
configurations of knowledge-generating network relations are spatially bounded 
simply unproductive. Instead, they view innovation systems as: “combination[s] 
of intra-local, extra-local and transnational network connections, the exact bal-
ance of which is an empirical outcome that will vary from place to place, and 
sector to sector.” (Coe and Bunnell, 2003, p. 454) Amin and Cohendet (2004, p. 
93), likewise, envision knowledge practices as ‘tracings in criss-crossing and over-
lapping networks of varying length and reach’ so as to allow individual sites to be 
understood as ‘node[s] of multiple knowledge connections of varying intensity 
and spatial distance’. Below, while exploring the knowledge practices of APS 
firms in the Dutch Randstad such notions will be firmly kept in mind.  
 
7.3 Knowledge creation and the transnational multi-office firm 
 
In the literature on the functioning of trans-scalar or ‘stretched’ knowledge rela-
tionships much attention is given to the knowledge practices of (transnational) 
multi-office firms. The latter are seen as organizational forms that pre-eminently 
facilitate practices of both ‘decentred learning in local communities’ and ‘distan-
ciated learning’ across corporate space and, as such, may be suspected of playing 
an important role in interconnecting different regional innovation systems (Coe 
and Bunnell, 2003). While (transnational) multi-office firms are a heterogeneous 
lot, they all try hard ‘to hold various knowledge architectures in place’ and seek 
to achieve relational proximity across their distant sites: “through translation, 
travel, shared routines, talk, common passions, base standards, brokers, epistemic 
and community bonding, and the ordering and orientation provided by files, 
documents, codes, common software and so on.” (Amin and Cohendet, 2004, 
pp. 96, 99)  

This does not mean, however, that knowledge gets transferred and 
formed in such organizations without any resistance. Transnational corporations 
have gradually come to be seen as to owe their existence at least in part to their 
ability to transfer and exploit knowledge more efficiently than markets (Gupta 
and Govindarajan, 2000) but it is also recognized that the barriers to knowledge 
transfer are many and substantial (e.g. Kogut and Zander, 1993; Frost, 2001; 
Schulz, 2001; Hansen, 2002). Foss and Pedersen (2002), for example, consider 
the success of knowledge transfer to be a function of: (1) motivational factors; 
(2) the existence and richness of transmission channels; (3) the characteristics of 
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the transferred knowledge (e.g. in terms of tacitness, ambiguity, context-
relatedness); and (4) the recipients’ absorptive capacity. Motivational factors can 
work both against and in favour of effective knowledge transfer. Depending on a 
corporation’s culture and the nature of the relationships between its individual 
units, units may either feel that they have something to lose (e.g. bargaining 
power, a competitive edge) by passing on knowledge to other subsidiaries or the 
headquarters or know that they will gain something if they manifest themselves 
as active knowledge transmitters (e.g. recognition, status, influence, knowledge 
shared by others returning the favour).  

The knowledge creation process itself, in turn, has been carefully mod-
elled by Nonaka et al. (2000). They view organizations as continuously concerned 
with creating and recreating knowledge and define knowledge itself as dynamic, 
context-specific, humanistic and relational. Knowledge, after all, they argue: ‘is 
created in social interactions amongst individuals and organisations’, has meaning 
in a ‘particular time and space’ only, is ‘essentially related to human action’, and 
becomes valuable when it is ‘interpreted by [. . .] and given a context and an-
chored in the beliefs and commitments of individuals’ (Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 7). 
Knowledge creation is understood by these authors as a dynamic process shaped 
through the interactions between explicit and tacit knowledge. Such interactions 
lead to knowledge conversions of which Nonaka et al. (2000, pp. 9–10) identify 
four modes: socialization, externalization, combination, and internalization. So-
cialization refers to the process whereby tacit knowledge gets shared (e.g. 
through sharing experiences in communities of practice or through the interac-
tion between client and producer in the production of a service) and converted 
to form new tacit knowledge. Externalization concerns the process of articulating 
tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, as happens, for example, in the presen-
tation of new concepts in a product development process. Combination is the 
process of converting ‘basic’ explicit knowledge into more complex and system-
atic sets of explicit knowledge. It includes such processes as the putting together 
of explicit knowledge from many different sources in one context and the further 
dissemination of the new knowledge product. Internalization, finally, is the proc-
ess where explicit knowledge is assimilated into tacit knowledge. It occurs when 
individuals make themselves familiar with pieces of explicit knowledge, reflect 
upon them and, as such, enrich their tacit knowledge base. According to Nonaka 
et al. (2000), the knowledge-creating process is a continuous process of dynamic 
interactions and shifts between all these different modes of knowledge conver-
sion, whereby knowledge transmissions may take place both within and beyond 
organizational boundaries.  
 
7.4 Advanced producer services (APS) firms’ knowledge needs 
 
Knowledge is a heterogeneous resource and the empirical study of knowledge-
generating practices full of challenges (Amin and Cohendet, 2004). The above 
two sections have already produced the insight that making a priori presumptions 
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about the spatiality of knowledge-generating practices may not be productive and 
that the occurrence of various modes of knowledge conversion should be antici-
pated. In addition to this, the literature is riddled with different knowledge ty-
pologies (e.g. explicit versus tacit knowledge, individual versus collective 
knowledge, general knowledge versus specific knowledge), that may be of help to 
direct further an empirical analysis. Not all of these, however, are equally practi-
cable for present purposes.  

The aim, once again, is to explore empirically the knowledge-generating 
practices of (global) APS firms in the MCR of the Randstad. Such an analysis, it 
could be argued, should also be sensitive to the specific knowledge needs of such 
firms (cf. Coe, 2003; Lindsay et al., 2003). Much of the literature on knowledge 
and multinational organizations is tuned to the conditions pertaining to manufac-
turing firms. However, important organizational differences exist between these 
firms and their antipodes in the producer services domain. While global manu-
facturers typically roll out their value chains across the world in search of the 
right match between activity and locality, global services firms typically replicate 
(almost) the entire value chain in each city or country of operation (Moore and 
Birkinshaw, 1998). Naturally, such differences also affect the knowledge-
generating practices in such firms. Whereas the various units of a global manu-
facturing firm are often engaged in distinct and highly specialized (production 
and/or design) activities and, consequently, require and produce very specific 
knowledge inputs and outputs, the units of a global APS firm in many cases are 
involved in a much broader range of activities and, therefore, face a much wider 
set of knowledge needs. The knowledge concerns of, for example, a Dell or a 
Procter & Gamble global production facility in Malaysia (or any other country) 
are likely to remain confined mainly to issues relating to the management of the 
local production process, local regulatory and labour market conditions, and local 
logistics, and not to spill into such fields as marketing and product development 
(since other Dell or Procter & Gamble units take care of that). The latter is not 
true for services firms. A branch office of, for example, KPMG or Clifford 
Chance in Amsterdam (or any other city), in order to be able to service the local 
market successfully, not only needs to be familiar with local regulatory and la-
bour market conditions, but also should know all about the workings of the local 
client market (marketing) and, in addition to that, make sure its service products 
continue to satisfy local preferences and needs (product development).  

Generally speaking, the operations of a fully fledged APS front-office 
can be divided into three ‘activity packages’: the acquisition of new business, the 
actual delivery (production) of services, and the continuous anticipation of, adap-
tation to and exploitation of conditions produced by a variety of relevant envi-
ronments. Performance in each of these fields depends largely on the extent to 
which these firms are successful in acquiring, internalizing and using to their ad-
vantage the corresponding informations and knowledges. These can be boiled 
down to: (1) the knowledge required to acquire new business successfully; (2) the 
knowledge required to keep the quality of the service products up to date; (3) the 
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knowledge that is required to deal optimally with the regulatory environment (the 
rules of the game); and (4) a residual category reserved for knowledges relating to 
other environments in which the firm operates (e.g. the labour market). These 
will be labelled respectively: market-related knowledge, product-related knowl-
edge, knowledge related to the regulatory context, and knowledge related to 
other contexts. Especially for market- and product-related knowledge, it fur-
thermore makes sense to distinguish between operational and strategic compo-
nents. The operational components are essential for running daily operations. 
They are exemplified by such questions as follows. Which business opportunities 
does the market currently offer? Or how should service product X be adjusted to 
satisfy the needs of client Y? The strategic components, in contrast, are crucial 
for the long-term competitiveness of the firm. What will ‘tomorrow’s’ market 
conditions look like? Which product innovations should be anticipated given 
expected developments in, for instance, information technologies or clients’ 
regulatory environment? For an APS firm to master these and other questions in 
a timely and adequate fashion requires the constant collection and processing of 
various kinds of explicit and tacit knowledge (as modelled by Nonaka et al., 2000; 
see the previous section). The next section explores how these processes work 
out for each of the knowledge categories identified and how they articulate in 
(and beyond) the space of the MCR of the Randstad. 
 
7.5  Knowledge practices of multi-office advanced producer services 

(APS) firms in the Randstad  
 
At the start of this paper it was argued that the global players among regions’ 
APS firms may be strongly constitutive to such regions’ external knowledge rela-
tionships. Armed with the insights developed above on the spatiality of knowl-
edge diffusion/creation, the dynamics of knowledge creation in organizations, 
and the main knowledge domains APS firms need to master, it is now time to 
turn to the actual behaviour of these firms and try to find out exactly how they 
acquire and create knowledge, and how these activities are articulated in space. 
This section draws from the insights gained through 64 in-depth interviews with 
Randstad-based APS firms held within the framework of the POLYNET project 
(see the Introduction in this issue). In the summer and fall of 2004 these firms 
were asked about, among other things, the ins and outs of their knowledge prac-
tices. The semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were held with senior staff 
members (mostly executives) occupying key positions within the firms. The firms 
were selected for having multiple offices in various regions of which at least one 
should be located in the Randstad. The 64 firms (listed in the Appendix) divide 
more or less equally across the eight APS industries adopted in the study (i.e. 
legal services, accountancy, financial services, insurance, information and com-
munication technology/ management consultancy, advertising, design consul-
tancy and logistics services). For a dozen of these firms the office networks 
remained confined to the Netherlands. The networks of the other firms (more 
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than 80%) were European and/or global in scope. The typology of APS knowl-
edge needs developed in the previous section is used to organize this section, 
meaning that successively market-related, product-related, legal environment-
related and other knowledge needs pass in review. For starters, however, the 
Randstad and its APS complex are briefly introduced.  
 
Advanced producer services in the Randstad  
The Randstad is the horseshoe-shaped urban configuration in the western part of 
the Netherlands. It roughly runs from Dordrecht and Rotterdam in the south, 
via The Hague and Leiden in the west, to Amsterdam in the north and Utrecht 
and Amersfoort in the east. These cities surround a predominantly rural area 
called the ‘Green Heart’. The area measures about 70 by 75 km (16% of the 
Dutch land area) and houses about 6.6 million people (40% of the Dutch popu-
lation). They live in a large number of mainly medium-sized cities and an even 
larger number of smaller towns and villages. At the beginning of 2007, the region 
included twelve cities with more than 100 000 inhabitants and another 13 in the 
range 70 000–100 000. The biggest cities are Amsterdam (743 000), Rotterdam 
(584 000), The Hague (474 000) and Utrecht (288 000). The co-presence of so 
many individual smaller and larger cities in a relatively small area gives the Rand-
stad its archetypal polycentric appearance.  

The Randstad is also the country’s economic powerhouse. It is home to 
some 3.3 million jobs (47% of Dutch employment), most of them in various 
kinds of services. The main population centres and their surroundings are also 
the main job centres, with the exception of Schiphol Airport, which has devel-
oped into a massive logistics and services centre of its own. The Randstad stands 
out as the Netherlands’ most services-oriented region. At the end of 2005, 816 
000 or 56% of the country’s jobs in financial and business services were located 
in the Randstad. Financial and business services accounted for 24% of total em-
ployment in this region compared with 21% in the rest of the Netherlands (Sta-
tistics Netherlands, 2008). Within the Randstad, the Amsterdam and Utrecht 
regions are particularly important business services strongholds. Here, the share 
of financial and business services in local employment is almost 30%.  

The region is well-served by global APS firms. From the 100 global ser-
vice firms identified by Taylor (2004), some 75% have a presence in the Rand-
stad (Lambregts et al., 2006). Most of these (almost 75%) have their Dutch 
headquarters in the Amsterdam region (Lambregts et al., 2006). Quite interesting, 
however, is the fact that many of these global APS firms service the Randstad 
market through two (front) offices or more. In 2004, the sample of 177 multi-
office and inter-regionally networked firms from which the interviewed firms 
were selected, together had at least 436 offices in the Randstad area (on average 
2.5 per firm). Apparently, many such firms do not find it feasible to serve the 
entire Randstad from a single office (Lambregts et al., 2006). It will be shown 
below how this finding relates to the knowledge practices of these firms.  
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Market-related knowledge  
The acquisition of operational market-related information for most (if not all) 
APS firms is an ongoing and vitally important process that is very much inter-
woven with the actual practice of acquiring new contracts itself. For the latter 
different models apply, but they have in common that a firm’s chance of success 
strongly depends on the extent to which it has access to not publicly available 
information.  

Tenders for service contracts are sometimes publicly advertised but 
more often they are not. In such cases the organization in need of a service may 
either grant the work directly to its ‘preferred supplier’ (e.g. the bank, accountant, 
legal office or insurance company with which it usually works), it may follow the 
advice of a trusted contact (quite often one of the preferred suppliers just re-
ferred to) and grant the job (more or less) directly to another service supplier, or 
it may invite a small number of service suppliers to present a bid in competition. 
In each of these cases it is essential for service firms to be on the radar screen of 
as many as possible organizations belonging to or being associated with their 
target group(s), especially in times such organizations are planning to put out to 
tender. As many interviewees reported, the art is to become and remain ‘pre-
ferred supplier’ for particular clients and, in addition to that, to get short-listed 
and invited for tender procedures as often as possible. This is in part a matter of 
delivering good-quality services, careful name building, and keeping existing cli-
ents satisfied, but also a (never-ending) process of securing access to information 
that helps the service provider to undertake purposive actions aimed at winning 
new contracts. Such information is highly valuable and typically transmitted 
through personal, trust-based relationships. Such relationships are maintained by 
the service firm’s individual employees, notably the customer-oriented among 
them. In their work and even beyond the latter are continuously concerned with 
the scope of their inter-personal networks and the quality of the individual ties. 
They are constantly, also during weekends at the proverbial sports club, on the 
alert for useful information that might give them an (temporal) advantage over 
their competitors. Interviewees repeatedly emphasized that building and cultivat-
ing such trust-based networks with clients, former clients, potential clients, (oc-
casional) partners, suppliers, people working in adjacent producer services 
branches, etc., requires more or less frequent interpersonal, face-to-face encoun-
ters (be they organized or not). Email and telephone exchanges were considered 
useful for filling the spaces in between but not to suffice on their own. While at 
first sight the practice of acquiring operational market-related information may 
come across as a relatively straightforward information collection process, it ac-
tually concerns the employment of a deep (tacit) understanding of a market in 
order to secure access to exclusive information that is often distributed among a 
(very) few people only. As one Amsterdam-based accountant observed: “it is 
possible to serve a client in Maastricht [a provincial capital some 200 km south of 
Amsterdam] from Amsterdam without much trouble, but to acquire new busi-
ness is a completely different story: you will need to be there for quite some time 
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in order to become an insider and secure access to the right people and their in-
formation, and thus become able to compete successfully with the local firms.”  

The interviews also learned that a trickle of useful ‘inside’ information 
on upcoming business opportunities travels between different offices of the 
same firm or a well-functioning alliance, but although some interviewees ob-
served a gradual increase in the importance of such channels, their relevance was 
generally considered of secondary importance at best. The prevailing picture is 
clearly one whereby the acquisition of operational market-related knowledge for 
APS firms is very much a story of ‘being there’ – physically that is – and that it is 
notably this particular knowledge need that eventually leads APS firms to service 
the Randstad market through more than one office, if resources allow.  

The story for strategic market-related knowledge, however, runs rather 
differently. For APS firms to prepare for ‘tomorrow’s’ market conditions they 
need to familiarize themselves with a variety of local, national and global trends 
that might in the (near) future affect the volume and the nature of the demand, 
the place where demand will manifest itself most prominently, and the behaviour 
of competitors. While in the acquisition of operational market-related knowledge 
Nonaka et al.’s (2000) ‘socialization’ and ‘internalization’ modes of knowledge 
conversion (i.e. sharing tacit knowledge and converting explicit knowledge into 
tacit knowledge, see also above) are chiefly seen at work, the formation of strate-
gic market-related knowledge rather involves a combination of the ‘combination’, 
‘internalization’ and ‘externalization’ modes of knowledge conversion. From the 
firm’s perspective it involves the collection and synthesis of various streams of 
mostly explicit knowledge (‘combination’), the interpretation and further devel-
opment of this knowledge with help of the firm’s tacit understanding of its line 
of business and the local markets in which it operates (‘internalization’), and the 
articulation of the result into a knowledge product that can be shared throughout 
the firm (‘externalization’). Networked firms have typically introduced a division 
of labour between their units to perform this strategic knowledge activity, with 
headquarters or a dedicated subsidiary taking care of the identification and inter-
pretation of the global trends and the (other) subsidiaries seeing to the transla-
tion of these insights to their national and/ or local contexts. For the ‘average’ 
subsidiary, the office network of which it is part and the local and national con-
texts in which it operates constitute about equally important arenas from which 
strategic market-related knowledge gets abstracted and internalized. In geo-
graphical terms this results in a rather more diverse and ‘stretched’ configuration 
of knowledge relationships than for operational market-related knowledge.  

 
Product-related knowledge  
APS firms are often hired to solve more or less unique problems that require 
highly customized solutions. Jobs may start with the (tentative) application of an 
‘off-the-shelf’ solution but in many cases require considerable fine-tuning or even 
the development of a completely new product for the problem to be solved. 
New knowledge is likely to be produced along the way, with an important role 
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set aside for the client itself. The latter, after all, possesses much of the (explicit 
and tacit) knowledge that the service provider needs to deliver its service solution 
successfully (also Bettencourt et al., 2002).  

Interviewees explained that the mobilization of (operational) product-
related knowledge often already starts during the making of a bid. This is still 
part of the business-acquisition process and tends to happen at the office of the 
service firm. Depending on the complexity of the contract on offer, the making 
of the bid document may require intense communication between the makers 
and other experts. These experts are initially searched for within the office, but it 
might well be the case that they are only available elsewhere in the firm or even 
only outside the firm. Mobilization of the knowledge of these experts is either 
facilitated through (as some interviewees were keen to show) sometimes very 
advanced virtual knowledge sharing devices or, if the potential gains associated 
with the contract are large enough, through flying in the expert(s) in person. In 
either way, the bid-makers benefit from the ‘stretched’ knowledge relationships 
that are available within the firm.  

Once a work is granted, the actual production and delivery of the service 
begins. Here again, a variety of models can be identified. There are jobs in which 
a (team of) service provider(s) for a certain period of time are stationed at the 
client’s premises to manage a particular process or design and implement a par-
ticular tool. Especially these kinds of jobs enable the service provider to acquire 
and take advantage of the tacit knowledge embedded in the client’s organization. 
There are also assignments, however, where most of the service production takes 
place in the office of the service firm and where producer and client just meet or 
otherwise communicate on a regular basis to discuss progress, share knowledge 
and make decisions. The nature of the product and the need for either ‘inside’ 
information or frequent intermediate consent from the client determines how 
intensive interaction during the service production process is, which modes of 
communication are used, and whether the bulk of the production takes place ‘at 
the client’s’ or ‘in-house’. Depending on the value attached to the job by both the 
client and the service provider, both parties may be willing to invest heavily in 
communication. Respondents referred frequently to jobs requiring frequent 
travel over large distances (e.g. weekly between Amsterdam and London, or daily 
between different places in the Randstad) or the installation of quite extraordi-
nary data-transmission devices (e.g. a dedicated satellite-based communication 
device to facilitate massive data transport between a Rotterdam-based service 
firm and its client in Beijing, China). Apart from these, the people working on a 
particular job of course have at their disposal the same possibilities to mobilize 
missing knowledge parts within and, if necessary, outside their firm environment 
as their ‘bid-making’ colleagues referred to above.  

After a job is finished, the knowledge that has been generated along the 
way is usually ‘brought back’ to the office where it may be enhanced (possibly by 
dedicated product or knowledge development divisions), filed and made accessi-
ble to the firm at large (‘externalization’ in the words of Nonaka et al., 2000). The 
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latter often happens with the help of the same sometimes very advanced virtual 
knowledge-sharing devices mentioned above, but traditional (intra-firm) face-to-
face knowledge-sharing meetings are also still in use and, reportedly, valued. 
Within a single office these may take the shape of monthly presentations over 
lunch while at the firm level thematic specialists may congregate once every so 
many months to discuss the latest (extra-firm) developments and (intra-firm) 
experiences within a particular field.  

As far as operational product-related knowledge is concerned, other 
sources than the firm’s client base and internal knowledge resources appear to be 
of secondary importance at best. Relationships with universities and other 
knowledge-producing institutes do exist, but most respondents observed that 
these tend to serve junior staff recruitment rather than knowledge- development 
objectives. In a similar vein, branch organizations and the like were considered 
useful for many things but not particularly for the formation of product-related 
knowledge.  

Altogether, interactions with clients and other units within the firm ap-
peared to be the most instrumental to a subsidiary’s operational product-related 
knowledge formation. As the client base of the APS subsidiaries interviewed of-
ten appeared to be largely regionally defined (i.e. coinciding with the Randstad or 
parts thereof ) and since the office networks of which they are a part often 
spanned (large parts of) the world, the resulting geography of the knowledge rela-
tionships is typically multi-scalar with nearby and stretched relationships com-
plementing each other.  

Strategic product-related knowledge often gets developed in close rela-
tionship with and along the same lines as strategic market-related knowledge 
(discussed above). Insight in tomorrow’s market demand enables and stimulates 
thinking about the matching service products. An important difference between 
the two processes seems to be that in the development of strategic product-
related knowledge, a slightly more important role is reserved for the subsidiaries. 
Service products are often ‘cut to size’ in order to be compatible with nationally 
defined socio-institutional and legal frameworks and practices. Their further de-
velopment depends heavily on dedicated, hands-on knowledge of these national 
contexts and therefore is best done locally.  
 
Knowledge related to the regulatory environment  
Regulatory frameworks define the ‘rules of the game’ in a particular line of busi-
ness. Such frameworks are frequently adjusted by the responsible legislative 
powers, usually only marginally, but every now and then also more drastically 
(see, for instance, the recent regulatory changes affecting especially accountancy 
and management consultancy firms). An important development is that firms’ 
operations are no longer affected only by the rules and regulations set up by na-
tional legislative bodies, but also increasingly by those established by interna-
tional bodies such as the European Union and the US Securities and Exchange 
Commission. Even if firms do not strictly fall under the jurisdiction of a (foreign-
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based) legislative body, they may still feel the need to follow its rule in order to 
stay on a par with important international competitors. This means that the regu-
latory context for many APS firms with sectoral differences has become more 
complex over the years and probably will continue to do so in the years to come. 
Legal intelligence teams usually keep track of the international developments at 
the corporate level and translate (‘internalize’) their consequences for the firm as 
a whole. At the national level, subsidiaries are usually able to benefit from the 
services of professional bodies whose job it often is to translate national as well 
as international legislation into a set of workable directives for its member firms. 
Yet, there always remains some intelligence and translation work to be done 
within the firm/ subsidiary itself as well. From a subsidiary’s perspective, the key 
knowledge relations in this domain appear to be with the corporate unit(s) re-
sponsible for keeping up to date with and internalizing international regulatory 
changes and with the professional body (or bodies) that do the same at the na-
tional level, meaning that in geographical terms both relatively nearby and 
stretched knowledge relationships are being talked about.  
 
Knowledge related to other contexts  
Firms can further enhance their competitiveness by making sure they are getting 
the best out of the local labour market, making the most of their office location, 
using to their best advantage the knowledge spillovers produced by the region, 
etc. Questions such as: ‘Which high-potentials currently working for competitors 
might be willing to make a career move’; ‘How do we make sure that our new 
office will get 20% more parking places as set out in the local building code’; and 
‘Which people are currently busy figuring out something that might come in 
handy if we want to enhance this product of ours’, all require delicate intelligence 
procedures in order to be answered. As in the case of the acquisition of opera-
tional market-related knowledge (see above), such procedures rely heavily upon 
trusted interpersonal relationships and a sound understanding of the local institu-
tions, cultures and practices. The main knowledge conversion mode at work, to 
refer once more to the typology developed by Nonaka et al. (2000), is that of so-
cialization (sharing of tacit knowledge). The arenas across which such knowledge 
relationships stretch are typically quite tightly spatially bounded, perhaps more 
tightly even than those associated with the acquisition of market-related knowl-
edge. Respondents mentioned that the kinds of knowledge referred to are typi-
cally shared by befriended employees from different firms during non-office 
hours, for example while enjoying the pleasures of the local nightlife. Table 7.1 
provides a summary of the above.  
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Table 7.1 Knowledge formation by multi-office advanced producer services (APS) firms in the 
Randstad, the Netherlands: a summary of the findings 

 
Knowledge 
categories 

Market-related 
knowledge 

Product-related 
knowledge 

Knowledge 
related to the 

regulatory con-
text 

Knowledge 
related to other 

contexts 

Operational Formed mainly 
through myriad 

networks of 
mainly (but not 

exclusively) 
locally defined 
relationships 

Formed mainly 
through myriad 

networks of 
mainly (but not 
exclusively) lo-
cally defined 
relationships 

(clients), com-
plemented with 
varied inputs 

from the corpo-
rate network 

 
Strategic Formed by 

dedicated input 
from the cor-

porate network 
combined with 

in-house 
knowledge of 
local condi-

tions 

Formed by in-
house knowl-
edge of local 

conditions com-
bined with dedi-
cated input from 

the corporate 
network 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Formed mainly 
through a small 
number of lo-
cally defined 
relationships 
and comple-
mented by 

dedicated input 
from the corpo-

rate network 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Formed mainly 
through myriad 

networks of 
quite strictly 

locally defined 
relationships 

 
 
7.6 Conclusions and implications for regional policy  
 
The above analysis of knowledge-acquiring practices in multi-office advanced 
producer services (APS) firms in the Randstad, the Netherlands, puts flesh on 
the idea of global or mega-city regions (MCRs) qualifying as nexus of intra- and 
extra-regional knowledge relationships. The analysis shows that it is not possible 
to speak of the geography of knowledge production in APS in the Randstad, but 
that there are, in line with some recent additions to the literature on the spatiality 
of knowledge formation (e.g. Amin and Cohendet, 2004; Coe and Bunnell, 
2003), many such geographies indeed. The analysis has first of all revealed that in 
order to get a feel for the variety of geographies present, it is helpful to connect 
to the different knowledge domains that are central to APS operations. Introduc-
ing a distinction between market-related knowledge, product-related knowledge, 
knowledge related to the regulatory environment, and knowledge related to other 
contexts proved to be very useful. Closer analysis of how and from where the 
firms tended to acquire such knowledges produced a composite picture in which 

 156 



highly localized knowledge relationships alternated and co-existed with relation-
ships spanning larger distances. Locally defined circuits were found to be espe-
cially instrumental to the acquisition of operational market-related knowledge 
and a selection of more ‘secondary’ knowledge types (i.e. knowledge related to 
local labour market characteristics or the knowledge required to maintain an of-
fice efficiently in a particular place). It is the requirement of physically ‘being 
there’ in order to acquire operational market-related knowledge combined with 
the fact that the sources from which such knowledge should be acquired are 
scattered across the polycentric Randstad that forces many APS firms to main-
tain various offices in the area. For the other knowledge categories the picture 
appeared to be much more mixed with the ‘stretched’ knowledge relationships 
available within the firms’ office networks complementing locally defined ones. 
Nearby and stretched knowledge relationships appeared to complement each 
other especially well in the formation of operational product-related knowledge 
and it is probably this category where the benefits of APS firms’ ‘external knowl-
edge relationships’ for the regional economy at large are most substantial. After 
all, it is through the actual delivery of services that APS firms let their knowledge 
spill into a regional economy and if this knowledge is kept at a ‘state-of-the-art’ 
level by knowledge inputs from other advanced economies the regional economy 
should eventually notice the difference.  

It should be noted, of course, that the present sample of interviewed 
firms was biased in the sense that all firms concerned (transnational) multi-office 
firms and that stretched knowledge relationships within such firms are more 
likely to occur than in other firms. Without doubt, the interviews as such have 
produced richer information on long-distance knowledge relationships than they 
would have done if the majority of the firms interviewed were single-office firms. 
However, since (transnational) multi-office firms do constitute a crucial part of 
the economies of MCRs and since they are, as observed, for example, by Coe 
and Bunnell (2003, p. 450), among ‘the main “connectors” between regional in-
novation systems in different national territories’, the findings are of conse-
quence in a discussion on regions’ external relationships.  
 
Fostering external knowledge relationships  
These results should be of interest to regional policymakers not only in the 
Randstad, but also beyond. If Malmberg’s (2003, p. 159) suggestion is followed 
that the quality of the local knowledge structure is to some extent ‘a function of 
the quality of the global connections that the individual actors in the local milieu 
have collectively managed to develop’, and if Foss and Pedersen (2002, p. 95) are 
right in claiming that in dynamic, well-functioning transnational corporations one 
of the power-wielding assets is ‘the dynamic capability to produce and transfer 
new knowledge’ and that, hence, ‘influence is likely to flow to a subsidiary that is 
able to continuously transfer knowledge to other subsidiaries’, a powerful, poten-
tially self-reinforcing mechanism has been identified that certainly deserves the 
attention of policy-makers. Three areas of special interest can be distinguished.  
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The first is the level of external connectivity itself. External, knowledge-
enhancing connections have to be initiated and maintained. Multi-office and 
transnational firms almost by definition maintain such relations, but the (large) 
majority of firms do not posses the means or do not aspire to become a (transna-
tional) multi-locational firm. A compromise is to become a member of a larger 
alliance or to initialize one. As there seems to be no upper limit to the benefits of 
‘being connected’ for the region at large (Bathelt et al., 2004; but note that this is 
different for the individual firm, which is likely to reach a point where the costs 
of maintaining multiple connections start to outdo the benefits accruing from 
them), there might be a case for regional policy-makers in encouraging individual 
firms to engage in knowledge-enhancing relations to actors operating in other 
‘centres of excellence’. Local or regional governments, possible together with 
professional associations, could, for example, think of promoting and facilitating 
international events for small- and medium-sized business in particular (as the 
larger firms have abundant possibilities and resources themselves) in the hope 
that these will yield new international (as well as intra-regional) connections.  

Next to this, policy-makers should also ask whether and how they can 
be of help to local offices that wish to defend and possibly strengthen their posi-
tion in their respective firm networks. In the loosely structured, partly coopera-
tive, partly competitive network forms that characterize most service 
transnationals (Coe, 2003), many factors determine the relative position or cen-
trality of a particular branch office. The firm’s history frequently plays an impor-
tant role, with essential power (and thus centrality) often remaining concentrated 
in one or more home country offices (e.g. headquarters). However, local offices 
may gain influence within the network if they stand out in some respect. Sales 
and profit margins are obvious power-wielding assets (with the larger and more 
profitable offices having a bigger say in the firm’s concerns), but so is the capa-
bility of an office to produce and transmit new and valuable knowledge products 
to the firm at large (Foss and Pedersen, 2002). An office that is able over time to 
build a reputation as an active ‘knowledge provider’ in some cases might even 
become (one of) the firm’s ‘knowledge centre(s)’ in a particular field. In all cases, 
however, it is likely that the office’s knowledge production results in more fre-
quent and more intensive interactions with other offices. And while it is true that 
such interactions principally serve to ‘export’ the locally produced knowledge to 
the network, they will also bring benefits in return (e.g. useful feedback, status 
and more). Since a local office’s knowledge-generating capacity depends at least 
partly on the quality of the local knowledge environment (the local ‘buzz’, in the 
words of Bathelt et al., 2004), it is here that policy support might be helpful. For 
policy interventions into the local knowledge environment to be effective, it is 
crucial to identify which local knowledge sources are most productive to which 
type of industry (or segments thereof). For APS it has been argued that much of 
the most valuable product-related knowledge is created in producer–client rela-
tionships. The quality of the demand for services largely determines the extent to 
which service firms are challenged and stimulated to innovate (cf. Porter, 1990; 
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Moore and Birkinshaw, 1998). Policy-makers could consider to complement 
their traditional supply-side orientation with a demand-oriented approach and at 
least examine the opportunities they have to support the production of sophisti-
cated demand for services. Such an approach could start with the identification 
of the actual producers of sophisticated demand for each and every relevant ser-
vices subsector (as these may differ), and continue with addressing the question 
whether anything should and could be done to sustain (some of) them. An inves-
tigation like that is likely to find that larger companies and multinational corpora-
tions (notably their headquarters) are typical producers of sophisticated demand 
for producer services, but it may well be the case that particular categories of 
small- and medium-sized businesses appear on the radar screen as well (e.g. those 
operating in the vanguard of their fields where uncertainties are many and the 
need for specialized services possibly high). And whereas the former (i.e. the lar-
ger companies and multinationals) often already enjoy substantial policy atten-
tion, policy-makers may find it opportune to develop an interest in the ins and 
outs and the particular needs of the latter as well. Finally, governments should 
not forget that they are themselves (key) producers of demand for business ser-
vices as well and in some fields (e.g. architecture and engineering) capable of 
rendering ‘regular’ into ‘sophisticated’ demand.  

The third and final area of interest for policy-makers is – of course – the 
infrastructure that such firms require for the transmission and sharing of knowl-
edge. The region’s infrastructure should be able adequately to receive, accommo-
date, move around and send off the carriers of tacit knowledge disguised as 
travelling executives, project teams, specialists and the like. Frequent and direct 
flights to the world’s major business/knowledge centres are an asset in this re-
spect and the same goes for high-speed train connections. Essential as well is the 
region’s infrastructure for virtual communications. Here the difference is not so 
much made by the infrastructure that facilitates normal telephone and email traf-
fic (large parts of the world pretty much constitute a level playing field in this 
respect), but rather by the facilities and capacities that are required to support the 
most advanced information-sharing systems and – in terms of bits and bytes – 
the most sizeable transmissions.  

It is, to conclude, not the global or mega-city regions’ ‘regional knowl-
edge base’ alone that deserves the attention of policy-makers but also the region’s 
external knowledge relations and their constituting factors. Sensitivity to sectoral 
peculiarities is essential: enhancing the knowledge-creating capacities of manufac-
turing industries requires partly different tricks than the ones that might prove 
successful for APS.  
 
Acknowledgements  
The author wishes to thank two anonymous referees for their useful comments, and 
Robert Kloosterman, Merijn van der Werff, Robert Röling, and the late Loek Kapoen for 
their indispensable help in carrying out the interviews and other parts of the study.  
 
 

 159 



Notes 
1 Advanced producer services firms are defined here as to include activities such as legal 
services, accountancy, financial services, insurance, information and communication 
technology/management consultancy, advertising, design consultancy, and logistics ser-
vices. 
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Appendix Overview of advanced producer services (APS) firms interviewed 

 Firm name  Sector Location 
1 ABN-AMRO Financial services Amsterdam 
2 Admix-Zaken zijn Zaken Advertising Rotterdam 
3 AEGON Insurance Den Haag 
4 AIG Europe Insurance Rotterdam 
5 AKD Prinsen van Wijmen Accountancy Amsterdam 
6 Allen & Overy Legal services Amsterdam 
7 Allianz Insurance Rotterdam 
8 ARA Groep Advertising Rotterdam 
9 Arcadis Design Consultancy Arnhem 

10 ARUP Design Consultancy Amsterdam 
11 ATOS Consulting ICT/Management Consultancy Utrecht 
12 AXA Insurance Utrecht 
13 Bank Insinger de Beaufort Financial services Amsterdam 
14 BAX Global Logistics  Logistics services Ridderkerk 
15 Berenschot ICT/Management Consultancy Utrecht 
16 Berk Accountants Accountancy Gouda 
17 BKR Kooij+Partners Accountancy Utrecht 
18 Cap Gemini ICT/Management Consultancy Utrecht 
19 Chubb Insurance Hoofddorp 
20 Clifford Chance Legal services Amsterdam 
21 CMG Advertising Amsterdam 
22 CMS Derks Star Busmann Legal services Utrecht 
23 DDB Advertising Amstelveen 
24 Deerns Design Consultancy Rijswijk 
25 Deloitte & Touche Accountancy Rotterdam 
26 DHL Solutions Logistics services Rotterdam 
27 DHV Design Consultancy Amersfoort 
28 EEA Architecten Design Consultancy Rotterdam 
29 Eiffel ICT/Management Consultancy Arnhem 
30 Ernst & Young Accountancy Rotterdam 
31 Eureko/Achmea Insurance Zeist 
32 FCB Advertising Amstelveen 
33 FHV/BBDO Advertising Amstelveen 
34 Fortis Financial services Amsterdam 
35 Grontmij Design Consultancy Houten 
36 HLB Schippers Accountancy Amersfoort 
37 Holland van Gijzen Accountancy Rotterdam 
38 Horlings Brouwer Horlings Accountancy Amsterdam 
39 Interpolis Insurance Utrecht 
40 Kempen & Co Financial services Amsterdam 
41 KPMG Accountancy Amstelveen 
42 LogicaCMG ICT/Management Consultancy Amstelveen 
43 Lost Boys ICT/Management Consultancy Amsterdam 
44 Lovells Legal services Amsterdam 
45 Lowe Advertising Amsterdam 
46 Loyens & Loeff Legal services Amsterdam 
47 NIB Capitalbank Financial services Den Haag 
48 OMA Design Consultancy Rotterdam 
49 Ordina ICT/Management Consultancy Nieuwegein 
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Appendix Overview of advanced producer services (APS) firms interviewed (continued) 

 Firm name  Sector Location 
50 Perotsystems ICT/Management Consultancy Amersfoort 
51 Publicis Advertising Amstelveen 
52 Rabobank Financial services Utrecht 
53 Royal VOPAK Logistics services Rotterdam 
54 Simmons Simmons Trinité Legal services Rotterdam 
55 Solectron Logistics services Rosmalen 
56 TBWA Advertising Amsterdam 
57 TMI Integrated Logistics Logistics services Etten-Leur 
58 Twijnstra Gudde ICT/Management Consultancy Amersfoort 
59 UBS Investment Bank Financial services Amsterdam 
60 UPS SCS Logistics services Tilburg 
61 Van Doorne Legal services Amsterdam 
62 Wieden + Kennedy Advertising Amsterdam 
63 Zwitserleven / SwissLife Insurance Amstelveen 
64 Anonymous Insurance - 
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Chapter 8 
 
Polycentrism: Boon or Barrier to 
Metropolitan Competitiveness?  
The Case of the Randstad Holland  
 
This chapter was published as:  
 
Lambregts, B. (2006) Polycentrism: Boon or Barrier to Metropolitan Competi-
tiveness? The Case of the Randstad Holland, Built Environment, Vol. 32, No. 2, 
pp. 114-123. Copyright © 2006 Alexandrine Press. All rights reserved. 
 
It has been slightly edited to fit the format of this book. 
 
Abstract   
This article reports on the ways Dutch planners try to come to terms with some 
of the more problematic aspects related to the polycentric make-up of the Rand-
stad. As such, it aims to provide some counterweight to the sometimes overly 
enthusiastic belief among policy-makers that polycentricity or polycentric spatial 
development offers a solution to a wide array of urban and regional problems. In 
addition, the article draws attention to the fact that in order better to understand 
both the potential value of the concepts and the problems and challenges experi-
enced in polycentric urban regions on the ground, it helps to take into account 
the variety of (morphological) origins out of which polycentric urban configura-
tions can emerge.  
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8.1 Introduction 
 
In 1958, the Randstad was first conceived as the would-be Dutch metropolis. Its 
scattered layout was viewed as a unique asset that would give the region a con-
siderable advantage compared to cities such as London and Paris. It offered its 
four million residents ease of access to omnipresent green and healthy environs, 
while the absence of a massive central, congested core would ensure the free 
flow of people and goods between its centres for years to come. The expectation 
was that if the population reached five or six millions, the various centres would 
as a matter of course start to integrate and evolve into a coherent, competitive 
metropolitan system. It would be a boon to the country’s economy and simulta-
neously, due to its dispersed nature, keep the nation free of the troubles and de-
spair that were associated with the traditional, monocentric metropolis 
(Werkcommissie Westen des Lands, 1958a, b; see also Lambregts and Zonne-
veld, 2004).  

Today, almost 50 years later, the Randstad still survives as the would-be 
Dutch metropolis. The optimism that accompanied its first introduction, how-
ever, has toned down a bit. Of course, and not unimportantly, the region has 
retained its economic motor function, seen its population grow considerably and, 
as a pleasant bonus, acquired some fame among the international planning com-
munity (e.g. Hall, 1984), but at the same time it has become quite obvious that 
the originally assumed ‘advantages’ either no longer serve or never did material-
ize. The region’s inhabitants still enjoy relative ease of access to fairly omnipres-
ent green environments, but the latter are increasingly fragmented and, with the 
Randstad qualifying as one of Europe’s air pollution hotspots (BBC News, 2005), 
it cannot automatically be associated with ‘fresh air’ any more. Congestion, in 
turn, has become as big a problem as elsewhere in North West Europe. And in 
spite of the fact that the population has reached seven million or so, planners are 
still desperately trying to forge this repository of smaller and larger urban centres, 
suburban settlements, rural villages, industrial estates, food production sites and 
green fields into a coherent metropolitan system ‘capable of meeting the test of 
international comparison and competition’ (e.g. MVROM, 2004; Regio Randstad, 
2003, 2004a). In between the lines of recently published planning and discussion 
documents, the region’s polycentric makeup is considered to be as much a part 
of the problem as a valuable asset.  

This article uses the Dutch policy-makers’ ongoing struggle with the sin-
gularities of the Randstad to show that – from a spatial planning perspective – 
not all is rosy in this archetypal polycentric garden. As such, it aims to provide 
some counterweight to the sometimes overly enthusiastic belief among, notably, 
European policy-makers that polycentricism or polycentric spatial development 
offers a solution to a wide array of urban and regional problems. In addition to 
that, the article wants to draw attention to the fact that in order to better under-
stand both the potential value of the concept of polycentric spatial development 
and the problems and challenges experienced in polycentric urban regions on the 
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ground, it is necessary not only to distinguish between normative and analytical 
uses of the concept at different spatial scales (e.g. Kloosterman and Musterd, 
2001; Nordregio et al., 2005) but also to take into account the variety of (mor-
phological) origins out of which polycentric urban configurations can emerge. 
With the help of a hitherto little used scheme developed by Champion some 
years ago (Champion, 2001), it is shown that a polycentric urban region’s (mor-
phological) origin and consequent spatial development trajectory to a large extent 
determine the nature of the overarching challenges a region faces at a particular 
stage.  

After a brief explanation of Champion’s scheme and the place of the 
Randstad in it, we move on by discussing the ways in which Dutch planners are 
currently trying to cope with the polycentric features of the Randstad. The focus 
is on one of the most thorny questions that continue to exercise many Dutch 
planners’ minds and which may be summarized as ‘how to make a metropolis of 
a region that refuses to become one’. Two competing strategies will be reviewed 
and receive some comments based upon POLYNET findings.  
 
8.2 History matters: alternative routes towards polycentricity  
 
During the past decade it has become good practice to emphasize the polycentric 
nature of the many newly perceived urban and regional forms, no matter whether 
they are termed ‘post-industrial cities’ (Hall, 1997), ‘polynucleated metropolitan 
regions’ (Dieleman and Faludi, 1998), ‘polycentric urban regions’ (Kloosterman 
and Musterd, 2001), ‘global city-regions’ (Scott, 2001) or ‘mega-city regions’ 
(Hall, 2004). Doing so has helped to open a number of challenging new avenues 
in on-going debates such as the ones on agglomeration economies (as illustrated 
by, for example, Anas et al., 1998; Phelps and Ozawa, 2003) and strategic plan-
ning (e.g. Albrechts, 1998; Turok and Bailey, 2004). The concept of polycentric-
ity itself is still not free from ambiguities (Davoudi, 2003) and interpreted in a 
variety of ways (Waterhout et al., 2005), but it has become increasingly clear and 
accepted that it may be applied in both analytical and normative ways (e.g. 
Kloosterman and Musterd, 2001) and that it may be used to describe or promote 
different phenomena at different spatial scales (Nordregio et al., 2005). A further 
refinement that deserves to become part and parcel of further (comparative) 
studies into polycentric urban phenomena concerns the recognition of the vari-
ety of origins out of which they evolve. Champion (2001) introduced this propo-
sition in 2001, but it has been taken on board in relatively few contributions 
since. Yet, as we will demonstrate, sensitivity to the different ways in which par-
ticular polycentric structures have evolved is of great help in making sense of the 
differences one tends to observe between one polycentric region and the other.  

A starting point is that polycentricism at the metropolitan/regional level 
comes in many different forms, as illustrated by the eight mega-city regions that 
occupy centre stage in this special issue: they all display symptoms of polycentri-
cism yet their spatial arrangements vary greatly. Some are characterized by a fairly 
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even distribution of more or less equally sized cities across space (e.g. the Rand-
stad, RhineRuhr, EMR Northern Switzerland), others take the shape of a larger 
urban agglomeration surrounded by several smaller centres (e.g. the Paris Region, 
Greater Dublin and South East England) and again others are perhaps best char-
acterized as something in between (RhineMain and Central Belgium). Putting 
these differences into perspective starts by recognizing that each of the urban 
systems has come from a different starting point, followed its own, path-
dependent development trajectory and, over time, has been shaped and moulded 
by its unique mix of broader structural forces and place-specific contingencies 
(see also Tilly, 1992; Hohenberg and Hollen Lees, 1995).  

In an attempt to reduce complexity to manageable proportions, Cham-
pion (2001) has introduced a simple but clarifying distinction between three dif-
ferent modes of polycentric development: a centrifugal, an incorporation and a fusion 
mode (Figure 8.1). In the words of Champion, the centrifugal mode is character-
ized by a situation ‘where the continuing growth of a monocentric city imposes 
such severe strains (e.g. escalating land rents in the CBD and growing problems 
of access to the central area from the ever more distant outer residential areas) 
that the most affected production and service activities are squeezed out to alter-
native centres’. In due course these centres ‘may, in combination or indeed sepa-
rately, come to rival the original centre in size’. The incorporation mode in turn, 
refers to the case in which a large urban centre expands its urban field ‘so that it 
incorporates smaller centres in the surrounding area that had previously been 
largely self-sufficient in terms of both employment and services’. These other 
centres then may form ‘a more powerful catalyst for attracting extra non-
residential activities than the centres emerging through the centrifugal mode’ and 
they may perhaps provide ‘an even stronger challenge to the main original cen-
tre.’ The fusion mode, finally, concerns the situation where ‘several previously 
independent centres of similar size [fuse] as a result of their own separate growth 
both in overall size and lateral extent and particularly because of the improve-
ment of transport links between them.’ (Champion, 2001, pp. 664–665). 

Champion’s typology of evolutionary modes thus draws attention to the 
fact that today’s ‘polycentric mega-city regions’ have indeed developed from dif-
ferent morphological points of departure. It makes clear that polycentricism at 
the regional level not only refers to the outward diffusion from larger cities to 
smaller centres within their spheres of influence, but also to the kind of devel-
opment in which the spheres of influence of several smaller or medium sized 
cities start to interfere. While the former description applies to regions such as 
South East England, the Paris Region and Greater Dublin, the latter (i.e. the fu-
sion mode) offers a better fit to the development trajectories of regions such as 
the Randstad, RhineRuhr, EMR Northern Switzerland and Central Belgium. 
Within these categories, different regions may find themselves at different 
‘stages’ of polycentric development. From the regions that appear to develop 
according to the fusion mode, the Randstad and RhineRuhr, for example, may be 
located somewhere in between stage 2 and 3 while regions in which interference 
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between separate centres amounts to less may be closer to stage 2 (as represented 
in Figure 8.1). In addition to this, we may also deduce from Champion’s frame-
work that different modes of polycentric development are not mutually exclusive 
and may be at work in a particular region at the same time. In the Randstad, for 
example, the fusion mode may best describe developments presently taking place 
at the level of the Randstad as a whole, while simultaneously incorporation and 
centrifugal modes of polycentric development are affecting the city regions of 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. 

  

A) Centrifugal mode

B) Incorporation mode

C) Fusion mode

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

Centre Urban region

A) Centrifugal modeA) Centrifugal mode

B) Incorporation modeB) Incorporation mode

C) Fusion mode

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

C) Fusion mode

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3

CentreCentre Urban regionUrban region

 
Figure 8.1 Alternative paths for the evolution of polycentric urban regions. Source: redrawn 
after the example of Champion, 2001, p. 665. 
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Finally, the alternative evolutionary pathways also provide a useful context for 
understanding why (spatial) policy-makers in different polycentric mega-city re-
gions are concerned with such different issues and hold such different opinions 
about the potential of the concept of polycentric territorial development. They 
help us to see why in some regions the concept of polycentric spatial develop-
ment is welcomed as a possible answer to such problems as urban congestion, 
regional imbalances and unbridled sprawl while in other regions polycentricity is 
rather seen as a barrier to interaction and (economic) efficiency (Ipenburg and 
Lambregts, 2001; Lambregts and Röling, 2005). Below we will illustrate the latter 
using the case of the Randstad.  
 
8.3 To close the circle or not: the search for metropolitan qualities in the 
Randstad Holland  
 
The Randstad as we know it today would probably not exist if Amsterdam had 
been able to extend its then uncontested world city status from the seventeenth 
century into the centuries that followed. For a variety of reasons, however, the 
city had to give way to other cities, both within and outside The Netherlands (for 
an extensive account, see for example, Israel, 1998). This opened the road to a 
more balanced urbanization of the western part of The Netherlands and paved 
the way for, eventually, a fusion mode of polycentric urban development (Figure 
8.2). As a result, today the Randstad consists of a large number of more or less 
equally sized and historically distinct cities of which the majority dates back 400 
years at least. Over time, these cities have grown considerably and in places their 
spheres of influence have actually started to overlap (Van der Werff et al., 2005).  

Figure 8.2 Historical development of the Randstad built-up area and main transport links 

 

1870, 1950, 1990. Source: De Boer, 1996, pp.185–189. 
 
The Randstad presents a wide array of problems and challenges to the planners 
and policy-makers that are responsible for it. They include transport networks 
being used to full capacity or more, elevated air pollution levels, increasing pres-
sure on open space, institutional arrangements that are out of line with functional 
structures, and so on. These are anything but unique to the Randstad and are 
shared with most if not all urbanized regions in North West Europe. We may 
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speculate about whether or not the Randstad’s particular, polycentric layout 
makes some problems just a bit worse and others just a bit less serious compared 
to other regions. But as long as systematic, comparative studies into the relation-
ship between spatial structure and such issues as congestion and air pollution are 
yet to b

n development and the correlated absence of a domi-
nant me

e tables being turned every once in a while (Lambregts 
and Zon

litan’ or 
the ‘wor

e carried out, there is no way to be certain about this.  
However, apart from these, there is yet one other major challenge that 

commands the attention of the Dutch planning community. It may be phrased as 
the search for a ‘Dutch Metropolis’ or the ongoing fascination of Dutch planners 
with the questions: (a) whether or not the Randstad comes with the label ‘coher-
ent and metropolitan’, and (b) how such qualities could eventually be made char-
acteristic of the region. Obviously, it is a direct product of the Randstad’s fusion 
mode of polycentric urba

tropolitan core.  
This issue runs like a red thread through the region’s planning history 

and has grown so big as to become one of the major themes of Dutch spatial 
planning. Chronological accounts have recently been given on a number of occa-
sions (e.g. Lambregts and Zonneveld, 2004; Zonneveld and Verwest, 2005) and 
will for lack of space not be repeated here. It is useful, however, to keep in mind 
that the issue is not only a pure planners’ challenge but also part of a complex 
geopolitical struggle among various Dutch regional coalitions (of which the 
Randstad is just one) and between the Randstad region and the national govern-
ment (see also Terhorst and Van der Ven, 1995; Van Duinen, 2004). The state of 
the economy, the political balance of powers and national government’s prevail-
ing attitude towards the regions very much determine the intensity and the direc-
tion of the debate, with th

neveld, 2004).  
Currently, at the start of the twenty-first century, the issue is highly topi-

cal again. The Dutch economy is going through hard times, worries about the 
diminishing of competitive strengths are mounting and the view that cities and 
notably metropolitan regions matter most in the international competition over 
mobile resources is increasingly dominant. Typically, under such conditions, pol-
icy attention gets directed towards the question how the competitive strengths of 
the Randstad, as The Netherlands’ main representative in the global competitive 
arena, can be fortified. Part of this attention is usually aimed at resolving the 
most obvious problems such as road congestion and the tediousness of (spatial) 
decision-making. Another part, however, focuses on the more abstract notion 
that the Randstad will not be able to stand the test of international competition 
as long as spatial policy does not succeed in bringing to life the ‘metropo

ld city’ qualities of this scattered region (Regio Randstad, 2003). 
‘Metropolitan’ or ‘world city’ qualities in this debate are very much asso-

ciated with the presence of agglomeration economies. These are, together with 
high-quality international transport and communications facilities, considered to 
be crucial for firms that compete internationally (MVROM, 2004, p. 9). Since the 
Randstad hosts Europe’s largest port, the fourth largest airport and a major 
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Internet exchange hub, international connectivity is not the region’s biggest 
problem. Only the relatively slow and partial connection to Europe’s high-speed 
train network causes some anxiety. The real concern, however, relates to the per-
ceived lack of a sufficiently rich metropolitan milieu and the accessory agglom-
eration economies. The region’s seven million inhabitants and 350,000 firms 
theoretically would make it Europe’s fifth largest agglomeration after London, 
RhineRuhr, Paris and Milan (Regio Randstad, 2004b), offering mass and diver-
sity, and hence agglomeration economies at a competitive level. The basic com-
plaint, however, is that the region’s fragmented and dispersed layout impedes 
social and economic interaction, keeping it at (much) lower levels than one 
would expect to find in ‘real’ metropolises such as Paris, London, Madrid and 
Milan. As a result, the mass and diversity that are indeed present remain a ‘statis-
tical’ quality only and fail to get ‘functional’, so turning the Randstad into a ‘po-
tential’ metropolis at best or a ‘powerless’, disjointed collection of middle-sized 
cities at worst. The resulting and overarching policy challenge is therefore de-
fined as overcoming the barriers posed by the region’s polycentric layout and 
hence ‘setting free’ the metropolitan potential and the agglomeration economies 
that are 

 overarching ob-
jective, 

 (MVROM, 2004; MEZ, 2004; see Figure 8.3 
for a sch

locked into it (Regio Randstad, 2003, 2004a).  
The two main authorities concerned with Randstad planning affairs are 

the national government and the Regio Randstad1 (Randstad Region). They 
roughly agree with each other on the problem analysis and the

but propose different strategies to arrive there.  
The national government here is represented notably by the Ministries 

of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (MVROM) and Economic 
Affairs (MEZ). It does conceive the Randstad as a single urban network and as-
pires ‘to enhance the international competitive position of the region as a whole’ 
(MVROM, 2004, p. 154, emphasis added), but at the same time it divides the 
area into three so-called ‘economic core areas’, arguing that these constitute func-
tionally meaningful entities and more or less distinct regional economies. These 
core areas are the ‘North-wing’ (centred on Amsterdam), the ‘South-wing’ (the 
Rotterdam/ The Hague area) and the ‘Utrecht region’ (centred on Utrecht). In 
the national government’s view, the best way to boost the competitive strengths 
of the Randstad as a whole is to let each of the economic core areas build on its 
own comparative advantages and thus capitalize on the Randstad’s economic, 
cultural and spatial diversity. It means that in effect the economic core areas are 
perceived as the main arenas for the creation of agglomeration economies and 
that the Randstad’s intra-regional diversity is seen as a key selling point in the 
international competitive struggle

ematic representation).  
The local and regional authorities united in the Regio Randstad take a 

partly different view on the issue. They do recognize that many social and eco-
nomic processes are defined at the level of the ‘economic cores’ as defined by the 
national government, but they emphasize that in order for the Randstad to really 
enter the ‘premier league’ of European metropolitan regions, it is necessary to 
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give primacy to the Randstad-wide perspective. Their starting point is that none 
of the individual cities or even the economic core areas is large enough to com-
pete with the most powerful of European metropolitan regions. They acknowl-
edge the opportunities that result from the region’s diversified, polycentric make-
up, but simultaneously observe that it does not offer the same ‘points of excel-
lence’ and ‘quality of place’ as ‘real’ metropolises such as London, Paris and 
Frankfurt (Regio Randstad, 2003, 2004a). The critical mass that is considered to 
be necessary for high-end metropolitan functions, amenities and places, in their 
view can only be made to work if the Randstad is really encouraged to function 
as one. According to the united Randstad authorities, this means that interaction 
between the various economic core areas must be enhanced and that policy 
measures should mainly aim at strengthening relationships between the various 
parts of the Randstad and not so much at improving conditions within these ar-
eas. In their view, the Randstad as a whole is supposed to become the arena for 
the production of agglomeration economies (see Figure 8.3), and the resulting 
high-end qualities then become the key selling point in the international competi-
tive stru

ally 
and in terms of vision, the national government’s may be the more feasible.  

pproaches for the Randstad 
y the national government (left) and the Regio Randstad (right) 

ggle.  
Which of the two strategies eventually may yield the best results in light 

of the overarching objective is hard to say. Referring back to Figure 8.1 and as-
suming that the Randstad finds itself somewhere in between stage 2 and 3 of the 
fusion mode of polycentric development, it would seem as if the national gov-
ernment’s strategy implies a move back in the direction of stage 2 while the strat-
egy of the Randstad authorities should be explained as an attempt to reach stage 
3. While the Randstad authorities’ strategy may be more appealing theoretic
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POLYNET findings for the Randstad provide support for both views. Analyses 
of travel-to-work patterns and the office networks of business services firms 
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point out that the lion’s share of commuting indeed remains confined to the level 
of the individual city-regions or economic core areas (Van der Werff et al., 2005) 
and that large segments of the markets for business services (notably those for 
small- and medium sized firms) are divided between them (Lambregts et al., 
2005a, b). However, the POLYNET analyses also indicate that for another cate-
gory of issues the Randstad may indeed form a more meaningful level for analy-
sis and policy-making. For business service firms that service larger companies 
and multinationals the entire Randstad constitutes a market. This is true in more 
than one sense; such firms tend to see the Randstad both as a rich and diversified 
pool of labour and as a major concentration of potential clients. Even though 
many such firms for a variety of reasons prefer to be located in the Amsterdam 
region, it is the business potential offered by the Randstad as a whole that at-
tracts them to the area (if they come from abroad) and that enables them to 
prosper and eventually become European or global players of their own (if they 
originate from the area itself). It is such findings that support the Randstad au-
thorities’ call for market integration and their claim that it is especially (the sur-
vival and strengthening of) the high-level, international functions of the 

andstad that demand an integrated, metropolitan approach.  

.4 Conclusions  

 perspective the overarching challenges a region may face at a particular 
stage.  

rriers posed by this characteristic in their attempts to boost com-
petitiven

R
 
8
 
The aim of the article has been to provide some counterweight to the sometimes 
overly enthusiastic belief among policy-makers that polycentricism or polycentric 
spatial development offers a remedy for all kinds of urban and regional problems 
and to show that a certain sensitivity to the variety of (morphological) origins out 
of which polycentric urban configurations can emerge, helps to understand and 
put into

The above account of the ways Dutch planners try to come to terms 
with some of the more problematic aspects related to the polycentric make-up of 
the Randstad has served this purpose. The perception of the problem by the pol-
icy-makers may be judged as being based upon assumptions and stereotypes 
rather than on solid facts, and coloured by the respective and partly conflicting 
(geo)political agendas of the actors involved, but it does touch upon a weak spot 
in the polycentric spatial development thesis as it is used, for example, in Euro-
pean Union circles. Whereas the European Spatial Development Perspective promotes 
polycentric spatial development as a concept that may enhance both competi-
tiveness and cohesion (also) at the regional level (EC, 1999), the case of the 
Randstad shows that those responsible for the planning and development of a 
region that actually is polycentric, are mainly concerned with overcoming the 
(perceived) ba

ess.  
However, the use of Champion’s (2001) typology of evolutionary modes 

for polycentric urban development has also made clear that the experience of the 
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Randstad may be exemplary for a limited range of ‘polycentric urban regions’ 
only. It may be symptomatic in particular for regions that lack a dominant urban 
core and which (as a consequence) evolve according to the ‘fusion’ mode of 
polycentric development. As soon as policy-makers in such regions are captured 
by the thought that it is metropolitan mass and density that counts in the global 
ompetition over mobile resources, they have a problem indeed.  

the national 
overnment as far as issues relating to the Randstad at large are concerned.  

Albrecht nd: precious gem and virgin area, European Plan-

Anas A. 998) Urban spatial structure, Journal of Economic 

BBC N ecember at 

Boer, N.
ist. The inability to conceive a metropolitan policy). Rotterdam: NAi 

Champio
osition and distribution of city popula-

Davoudi to 

Dielema

Duinen, 
 Dutch National Spatial Policy. PhD dissertation Univer-

Europea
lopment of the Territory of the European Union. Brussels: 

Hall, P. Annual 

Hohenb aking of Urban Europe 1000–1994. Cam-

Ipenburg
ANET Report 1, Housing and Urban Policy 

Studies 18. Delft: DUP Science.  

c
 
Notes 
1 Regio Randstad is a formal cooperative platform, the origins of which date back to the 
early 1990s. It unites the four Randstad provinces (North- and South-Holland, Utrecht 
and Flevoland), the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) 
and their respective city-regions. Its mission is ‘to strengthen the international competi-
tive position and to improve the quality of life in the western Netherlands and in Rand-
stad Holland’ (www.regio-randstad.nl). It acts as the discussion partner of 
g
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The Polycentric Metropolis Unpacked  
Concepts, Trends and Policy in the Randstad Holland 

 
Summary 
 
The polycentric metropolis and its supposed potentials continue to appeal to the 
imagination of planners, geographers and policymakers alike. It may even be ar-
gued that interest in the polycentric metropolis – or its approximate equivalent 
the polycentric metropolitan region – these days is larger than ever. A surge of 
interest in the concept of the city-region combined with the simple observation 
that many city-regions increasingly display polycentric characteristics, over the 
past decade or so have triggered a variety of research projects and publications 
concerned with polycentrism at the city-regional scale.  

The present dissertation adds to this emerging body of literature. It 
builds upon the insights gained through several research projects1, and uses one 
of Europe’s most archetypal polycentric metropolitan regions – the Randstad 
Holland that is – to throw more light on the characteristics, potentials and chal-
lenges related to polycentrism at the scale of the metropolitan region. More in 
particular the dissertation aims to advance the debate on the polycentric me-
tropolis on three different but interrelated fronts: first of all by contributing to 
conceptual clarity, secondly by adding empirical content, notably regarding eco-
nomic dynamics and relationships with a strong focus on firm behaviour, and 
thirdly by advancing the related policy agenda. 
 
Issues and challenges shaping the debate on the polycentric metropolis 
The debate on polycentrism in a metropolitan and regional context revolves 
around three key issues. These are: a) the conceptualisation and measurement of 
polycentrism at the metropolitan scale; b) the exploration of social, economic 
and environmental (dis)advantages related to polycentrism at the metropolitan 
scale; c) the planning and governance challenges that relate to polycentrism at the 
metropolitan scale. A number of challenges can be tied to each of these issues.  

As regards the conceptualisation and measurement of polycentrism at 
the metropolitan scale, the combined use of morphological characteristics, func-
tional relations, and sometimes even more dimensions (e.g. regional identity or 
administrative cooperation) render the conceptualization of a polycentric me-
tropolis and the possible measurement of its qualities a precarious business. 
Moreover, analytical and prescriptive or normative approaches co-exist and are 

                                                 
1 These include the NWO project ‘Spatial developments and policies in polycentric urban 
configurations in North-west Europe’, the EU projects ‘Eurbanet’ and ‘Polynet’ and the 
Habiforum project ‘Synergy in urban networks’. 
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sometimes used without clear demarcation lines. With all these different labels, 
definitions and interpretations competing for recognition and often being used in 
rather loose and not always consistent ways, it is little wonder that the need for 
further conceptual work to clarify the meaning of ‘polycentrism’ in specific urban 
and regional contexts has been stressed time and again in recent years. 

While with respect to the second issue progress over the years has been 
made, overall there is still a lack of systematic evidence on the economic, envi-
ronmental and social peculiarities and potentials of polycentrism at the metro-
politan or regional scale. In-depth and systematic empirical research has been 
thin on the ground so far. As the different approaches focus on a variety of as-
pects of polycentrism and their underlying causes, the existing empirical evidence 
is at best fragmented and disjointed. The absence of a clear conceptualization as 
explained above, is likely to play a part in this. More in-depth and systematic em-
pirical research is called for, not only to satisfy scholarly curiosity, but also to 
inform the policy agendas that are being formulated in various places. 

The policy or governance challenges related to this particular urban 
form, in turn, can be divided into two categories: those related to promoting poly-
centrism at the metropolitan scale and those emerging from polycentrism at the 
metropolitan scale. With regard to the former it has been noted that the lack of a 
sound conceptual framework and the disjointed empirical evidence render the 
promotion of ‘polycentrism’ a rather problematic policy affair. The problem 
mainly lies in the fact that the implications of such policies for competitiveness, 
environmental sustainability and social cohesion remain largely uncertain. How-
ever, there is also a scalar dimension to it: the promotion of polycentrism at one 
spatial scale (e.g. Europe-wide) may lead to increased monocentrism at another 
scale (e.g. nationally). With regard to the second type, the centrifugal forces that 
bring about polycentric development do not necessarily support the kind of bal-
anced and sustainable development that policy-makers would like to see and may 
foster spatial fragmentation, uneven development and a range of concomitant 
socio-economic, transport-related and environmental challenges instead. In many 
a ‘polycentric’ region, these challenges give policymakers no end of work.  

 
Research objectives  
The overarching objective of this dissertation is to advance the debate on the 
polycentric metropolis on each of the three fronts just identified.  
 At the conceptual level, an important aim of this dissertation is to draw 
attention to the added value of taking on board more explicitly the temporal di-
mension in the conceptualisation of polycentric development and the polycentric 
metropolitan region. Part of this dissertation is therefore about exploring and 
trying to show how adopting a long-term perspective and being sensitive to dif-
ferent evolutionary modes of polycentric development can lead to a) a better in-
terpretation and assessment of the spatial trends occurring in various polycentric 
metropolitan regions and at various spatial scales and b) a better understanding 
of the ‘roots’ and nature of at least some of the policy challenges particular poly-
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centric metropolitan region face. A second conceptual contribution this disserta-
tion intends to make, relates to the versatility of the concept of polycentrism. 
While there is sometimes a tendency in practice to use the concept in a slightly 
naive way (i.e. labelling a region simply as ‘polycentric’ or not on the basis of par-
ticular indicators and measures), it should be acknowledged that the concept is 
highly versatile and enables the user to ‘create’ just about every outcome he or 
she desires, especially in the absence of widely shared and unequivocal defini-
tions and criterions. The outcomes of any empirical study into the degree of 
polycentrism in a particular region are highly dependent upon the definition, 
measures, the indicators and the exact data used. This dissertation draws atten-
tion to and illustrates this fact.  
 At the empirical level, the dissertation aspires to add relevant empirical 
content, notably of economic nature, to the debate on the polycentric metropolis 
in three substantial ways. Firstly, by addressing the issue at what level of spatial 
aggregation agglomeration economies in polycentric metropolises articulate 
themselves. Secondly, by examining how polycentric metropolitan regions are 
inserted in the global economy. And thirdly, by looking into the ways intra- and 
extra-regional linkages facilitate knowledge flows.  
 Each of the aims stated above helps to advance the policy agenda for 
polycentric metropolises, either by their contribution to the creation of a sounder 
conceptual framework or by adding relevant empirical evidence to the debate. An 
additional and more explicit aim in this respect is to demonstrate that by taking 
into account the variety of (morphological) origins from which polycentric me-
tropolises can emanate, it becomes easier to understand both the potential value 
of the concept of the polycentric metropolis and the concrete problems and chal-
lenges experienced in such regions.  
 
Methodology 
This dissertation contains an in-depth study into one of Europe’s archetypal 
polycentric metropolises: the Randstad Holland. It is a study of how a more gen-
eral phenomenon, polycentric development that is, manifests itself in and affects 
a particular metropolitan region, and it aims to gather insights bearing relevance 
both for the Randstad Holland itself and for other polycentric metropolises in 
Europe and beyond. In methodological terms it has the characteristics of a single 
case study. The study’s nature is explorative rather than affirmative. A variety of 
data collection and analytical techniques have been employed to answer the re-
search questions, including correspondence analysis, network analysis, policy dis-
course analysis and interviews.  
 
Results: contributing to conceptual clarity 
This dissertation distinguishes between: a) polycentric spatial development as a 
spatial process; b) polycentrism as a spatial outcome; c) the encouragement of 
polycentric spatial development as a planning strategy; and d) metropolitan re-
gionalism, as a label for those policies and political projects that aim to ‘unlock’ 
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the potentialities (of whatever kind) that are believed to be locked in metropoli-
tan regions, including polycentric metropolitan regions. A polycentric metropoli-
tan region or a polycentric metropolis basically is a city-region or metropolis 
displaying characteristics of polycentrism. It may or may not be affected by spa-
tial processes furthering or weakening its polycentric character, it may or may not 
be the subject of policies encouraging (or discouraging) further polycentric spa-
tial development, and it may or may not be the scene of policies aiming to unlock 
particular potentialities (metropolitan regionalism). Moreover, it is acknowledged 
that notably with regard to the process of polycentric spatial development and its 
outcomes, history matters. Today’s polycentric metropolitan regions all come 
from different morphological and functional points of departure and have fol-
lowed different development trajectories. Recognition of this fact, helps us to 
make sense of (some of) the spatial dynamics taking place in the regions today 
and to see ongoing policy discourses in a proper perspective. Part of this thesis 
has been concerned with elaborating and illustrating this view, evidence of which 
can be traced in chapters 3, 4 and 8 notably. 
 
Learning from history I: adding perspective to an ongoing policy debate   
Chapter 3 presents a retrospect on how Dutch planners throughout the years 
have struggled with what – retrospectively – may be labelled the ‘world city for-
mation’ or ‘metropolitan regionalist’ ambitions that are inherent to the Randstad 
Holland planning concept. By analysing and representing 50 years of planning 
discourse it was shown that, notwithstanding its fame as a growth management 
and urban containment tool, metropolitan regionalist ambitions have been part 
and parcel of the Randstad concept right from the beginning, and that spatial 
planning for the Randstad over the past half century years can also be seen as a 
prolonged attempt to materialise them. The analysis pointed out that throughout 
much of this period it proved politically impossible to turn these ambitions into 
concrete policies, as the economic functioning of the Randstad often came sec-
ond to prevailing preferences as regards urban form. Spatial policies for the 
Randstad have tended to be dominated by the strong desire to maintain well-
defined cities of modest size in a non-urbanized countryside. And the fear that a 
clear-cut metropolitan development strategy for the Randstad would upset long-
established ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ geo-political and politico-financial balances 
in the country, did not spark off much enthusiasm in particular, powerful circles 
either. Yet, at times the proponents of a metropolitan/regionalist development 
direction got fairly close to realising their aims. Most recently this happened 
around the turn of the millennium, when a coalition of local and regional actors 
took the initiative to reframe the Randstad concept and give it a more metropoli-
tan overtone. This proposed turn to ‘Deltametropolis’ remains an intriguing and 
very explicit example of a polynuclear urban region being made the subject of a 
deliberate metropolitan transformation strategy, and as such presents an interest-
ing illustration of the broader trends of ‘metropolitan regionalism’, ‘world city 
formation’ and the rise of ‘global city-regions’ as recently identified in the inter-
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national planning literature. The fact that the entire undertaking was essentially 
set in motion by an effective lobby of local and regional public and semi-public 
actors is crucial to this. What we were in fact seeing was that, for the first time in 
the modern history of Dutch planning, local and regional actors themselves, in a 
joint effort, took the initiative to substantially reframe the Randstad concept: a 
remarkable sign of capacity building. Prospects for ‘Deltametropolis’ at the time 
chapter 3 was written were quite bright, but in the meantime have been super-
seded by reality. The effort eventually foundered and at present (2008, six years 
after the chapter was written) the discussion is basically back in square one.  

Irrespective of this latest outcome, the application of a historical per-
spective in this chapter has proven to be rather instrumental not only to get fa-
miliar with a particular aspect of the past but notably in its capacity as a backdrop 
against which present day’s positions of local, regional, national and other actors 
with a stake in the Randstad’s spatial future can be better understood and valued. 
This is useful knowledge not only for local newcomers to the debate (and the 
geo-political power struggle it represents) but also for those interested in under-
standing the Randstad policy debate from, for instance, an international com-
parative perspective. After all, by spotlighting this particular dimension of the 
planning history of the Randstad Holland the chapter has touched upon some of 
the more notorious dilemmas planners across the world may come across while 
pursuing metropolitan and regionalist ambitions for polycentric urban regions, 
and it has, in addition, to some extent clarified why at the moment things in the 
Randstad happen as they do. 
 
Learning from history II: clarifying differences in long-term trajectories of urban systems   
In chapter 4, a more general framework is developed to understand differences 
in long-term trajectories of urban systems. This framework, derived from Charles 
Tilly, describes the evolutionary trajectory of cities and urban systems with help 
of two strategic dimensions: the level of accumulation of capital relative to other 
countries and the level of concentration of capital within a country. Firstly, the model 
was used to see what insights can be gained when applied to the concrete cases 
of the urban systems of London and the Randstad. The analysis covered the pe-
riod 1500-2000 and, as useful data, especially for the pre-industrial and the indus-
trial era, proved very scarce, is inevitably highly conjectural. Yet, what emerges 
quite clearly from this way of looking at urban development trajectories, are the 
divergent development patterns between the two metropolitan regions. This di-
vergence can be explained by the differences in the (pre-industrial) points of de-
parture between London and the Randstad, but also by the difference of 
insertion in the global economy.  

In a second stage, a more detailed analysis of the impact of the post-
industrial transition in the Randstad was performed. In terms of relative level of 
accumulation of capital, this analysis corroborates the current global city region 
status of the Randstad. However, it also shows that changes in the level of con-
centration of capital are clearly scale-sensitive. In this respect a distinction should 
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be made between (1) the position of the Randstad within the Netherlands, which 
is surprisingly stable and does not point in the direction of increasing returns on 
the scale of the metropolitan region; and (2) within the urban system of the 
Randstad, where we see a tendency toward deconcentration that further 
strengthens the polycentric layout of the region and gradually undermines the 
role of the traditional centres of economic gravity.  

The long-term view applied has, moreover, generated some clues toward 
a better understanding of the evolution of urban systems. First, it seems that 
path-dependent trajectories do not preclude changes in the long run, but possi-
bilities for change are clearly limited: both the London and the Randstad urban 
system are, notwithstanding being subject to similar external forces, on quite dif-
ferent tracks that have to be explained by referring to the particular urban form 
in pre-industrial times and its subsequent development. This is also related to the 
issue of the relevant scale on which the metropolitan trends are played out. The 
specific historical background of the spatial configuration of Amsterdam and its 
urban system is still salient in the way the concentration and accumulation of 
capital is articulated. Whereas London as the long-standing and largely unrivalled 
capital of a (great) national state is now sufficiently large to be a megalopolis in 
itself, Amsterdam, which emerged as the main (trading) centre among many oth-
ers in the United Provinces, is too small for this. The Randstad as a whole is 
heading, arguably, in that direction.  

 
Learning from history III: modes of polycentric development and their implications 
Insights from chapters 3 and 4 are merged and further refined in chapter 8. Here, 
attention is drawn to the fact that in order better to understand the policy prob-
lems and challenges experienced in polycentric metropolitan regions in practice, 
it helps to take into account the variety of morphological origins and the con-
comitant modes of polycentric development from which such regions may 
emerge. Borrowing from earlier work by Tony Champion, three such modes are 
identified, namely the centrifugal mode, the incorporation mode and the fusion 
mode. Each mode represents a combination of a particular morphological start-
ing point and a set of forces promoting polycentric development. The typology 
makes manifest that present day’s polycentric metropolitan regions, in spite of 
apparent similarities, are actually polycentric in different ways, depending upon 
their morphological points of departure and the key spatial processes at play. It 
shows that polycentric development at the regional level not only refers to the 
outward diffusion from larger cities to smaller centres within their spheres of 
influence, but also to processes where the spheres of influence of several smaller 
or medium sized cities start to interfere. Whereas the former nicely describes the 
coming about of polycentric metropolitan systems such as London/Southeast 
England, and Paris/Île de France, the latter offers a better fit to regions with the 
likes of the Randstad Holland and the RheinRuhr. In addition to this, the typol-
ogy also shows how different processes of polycentric development may be at 
work in a particular region at the same time. In the Randstad Holland, for exam-
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ple, the fusion mode may best describe developments taking place at the level of 
the Randstad Holland as a whole, while simultaneously incorporation and cen-
trifugal modes of polycentric development are affecting the city-regions of re-
spectively Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. 
 Different modes of polycentric development also come with different 
policy challenges. Whereas the centrifugal mode of polycentric development is 
often associated with moderating intra-regional imbalances and coping with the 
effects of functional relationships stretching ever further, key challenges in fusion 
mode polycentric metropolitan regions may as well relate to strengthening intra-
regional ties and overcoming political pitfalls and institutional obstacles. Without 
an understanding of ‘where’ polycentric metropolitan regions come from, the 
observer may easily take possible differences between regions’ policy concerns as 
accidental. Armed with such an understanding, however, differences start to 
make sense.  
 
Polycentrism and the eye of the beholder 
A second conceptual contribution this dissertation has intended to make, relates 
to the versatility of the concept of polycentrism. While there is sometimes a ten-
dency in practice to use the concept in a slightly naive way (i.e. labelling a region 
simply as ‘polycentric’ or not on the basis of particular indicators and measures), 
it should be acknowledged that the concept is highly versatile and enables the 
user to ‘create’ just about every outcome he or she desires, especially in the ab-
sence of widely shared and unequivocal definitions and criterions. The outcomes 
of any empirical study into the degree of polycentrism in a particular region are 
highly dependent upon the definition, measures, the indicators and the exact data 
used (something similar of course also holds for studies trying to define a ‘re-
gion’). For instance for the Randstad Holland (but surely also for other regions), 
one can easily think of as many indicators that suggest that the region is polycen-
tric (e.g. spatial distribution of population or jobs) as there are indicators that 
show that it is not polycentric at all (e.g. expat population or jobs in international 
producer services). Chapters 2 and 6 provide ample illustration. Polycentrism is 
typically ‘in the eye of the beholder’: its manifestation changes with the spatial 
scale of analysis, the functions looked at and the relations measured. 
 
Results: adding empirical content 
Three different analyses have been performed to substantiate the empirical ambi-
tions of this thesis. The first concerns an analysis of the spatial scale on which 
localisation economies manifest themselves in the Randstad Holland. The second 
analysis investigates how cities in the Randstad Holland, through the office net-
works of multi-office advanced producer services firms, are connected both with 
each other and with other cities around the world. The third analysis, subse-
quently, delves into practices of knowledge production by the same advanced 
producer services firms and explores if and how said office networks are used for 
the exchange of knowledge indeed. They fill up the chapters 5, 6 and 7. 
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Scaling localisation economies in the Randstad Holland 
Chapter 5 explores at what level of spatial aggregation localisation economies 
articulate themselves within the Randstad Holland polycentric metropolitan re-
gion. Do they manifest themselves at the scale of the region as a whole, and thus 
suggest that the Randstad Holland at least in some specific ways, represents an 
economically coherent entity, or do they point at the existence of several such 
entities at a lower spatial scale? And how does the pattern found change in time? 
Are localisation economies spreading across the Randstad’s territory or, on the 
contrary, confining themselves increasingly to sub-Randstad zones?  
 Localisation economies are a particular type of external economies and 
are defined as to make themselves felt by firms within the same industry (as op-
posed to urbanisation economies, which typically occur across industries and 
entail the benefits accruing to firms from overall urban scale and diversity). For 
firms, localisation economies may accrue, for example, from being able to tap 
into a local pool of specialised labour, from the provision in greater variety and at 
lower costs of non-traded inputs specific to an industry, and from the ease of 
transmitting ideas and information.      

Localisation economies are hard to measure. They can, however, be 
theoretically linked to the occurrence of economic specialisation (or cluster for-
mation) in space. An indirect way of revealing the existence of localisation 
economies is therefore to analyse patterns of economic specialisation (or homog-
enisation) in space. By looking at spatial patterns of specialisation among busi-
ness start-ups in particular, the most recent trends and changes can be detected 
with relative ease, as the force of inertia of the full economy in this way is by-
passed. Moreover, it can be argued that business start-ups are more sensitive to 
localisation economies than mature firms.  

With the help of correspondence analysis, eventually the business start-
up profiles (consisting of some 60 economic sectors) of the 13 more or less larg-
est cities in the Randstad Holland were determined for four separate years in the 
period 1988-1997. The business start-up profiles were then compared with each 
other and changes in time were tracked. The findings first of all point out that 
economic specialisation in the Randstad manifests itself at a supraurban level. 
The north wing (with Amsterdam and Utrecht as the largest cities) and the south 
wing (with Rotterdam and The Hague as the main cities) clearly emerge as two 
regions with quite homogeneous but distinct economic profiles as far as business 
start-ups are concerned. Start-ups in various cultural industries and finance and 
business services colour the economic profile of the north wing while transporta-
tion and manufacturing give colour to the south wing. This suggests that localisa-
tions economies in the Randstad Holland are articulated most clearly at the scale 
of these so-called wings. However, the analysis also demonstrated that the domi-
nant trend between 1991 and 1997 is one of convergence: the business start-up 
profiles of the various cities display an increasing degree of similarity (homogeni-
sation) throughout these years. This appears to happen both within the two 
wings as well as between the wings, with the south wing gradually adopting the 
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profile of the north wing rather than the other way round, and it may hint at a 
situation where localisation economies on the one hand intensify at the level of 
the individual wings while on the other they simultaneously seem to scale up to 
the level of the Randstad as a whole. Highly specialised labour becoming increas-
ingly easy available across the entire polycentric territory of the Randstad may be 
at the root of this, but it would require further research to substantiate this tenta-
tive claim.  

 
Inter-city connections through the office networks of advanced producer services firms 
Chapter 6 intends to make more sense of the intra-regional hierarchies and inter-
dependencies characterising the Randstad Holland. Interlocking network analysis 
was used to do so, after the example of the Loughborough GaWC group. The 
chapter first explained why multi-office advanced producer services firms repre-
sent such an interesting category of actors when intra- and extra-regional knowl-
edge transmissions are concerned and then set out to map out and analyse the 
intra- and extra-regional, intra-firm knowledge relationships maintained by 177 
multi-office advanced producer services firms in a four-step process. Each of 
these steps yielded insightful results. Different office strategies across different 
services industries were revealed, and an overview was established displaying the 
relative strength of the linkages (pipelines) between the Randstad’s main ad-
vanced producer services centres and an extensive set of key European and 
global advanced producer services centres. The strongest linkages appeared to 
exist with London, New York, Brussels, Hong Kong, Paris and Madrid. In addi-
tion, a comparison of the international ‘pipeline profiles’ of the Randstad’s four 
largest cities revealed that Amsterdam, the region’s financial centre, has relatively 
strong links with the other financial centres in the world (e.g. London, Frankfurt, 
Milan, Hong Kong, Paris, Singapore, New York) and that The Hague and 
Utrecht are more strongly oriented towards European cities. Rotterdam, finally, 
appeared to have relatively strong links with a rather mixed bag of European and 
global cities (London, Chicago, Mexico City, Budapest, Copenhagen, Hamburg 
and Buenos Aires). It requires further, also qualitative studies to retrieve the ra-
tionale behind these differences and to discover whether they really point at 
some ‘division of labour’ between the cities in this respect or are based upon 
chance instead. 
 More unequivocal, on the other hand, were the outcomes of the net-
work connectivity analysis, which was performed at four spatial scales (regional, 
national, European and global). High network connectivity basically means that a 
city, in this context through the office networks of advanced producer services 
firms, has relations (pipelines) with a large number of other cities. It appeared 
that in the Randstad Holland at the regional and national scales high levels of 
network connectivity are typically shared among the four largest cities of the 
Randstad, with Amsterdam and Rotterdam being slightly better connected than 
Utrecht and The Hague. At the European and global levels, in contrast, Amster-
dam alone stands out as the region’s advanced producer services gateway. And 
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although Rotterdam emerged as a good runner-up, a clear hierarchy manifested 
itself.  
  In the last stage, the layout of the firms’ office networks within the 
Randstad was mapped as to disclose the potential for exchange and cooperation 
between APS centres in the Randstad. The strongest links and thus the highest 
potential for exchange typically occurred between Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The 
Hague and Utrecht and not so much between these cities and their surrounding 
subcentres. This finding signals the existence of relationships at the pan-
Randstad level, but simultaneously points at intra-regional fragmentation and 
‘disconnectedness’. After all, from the practice among firms to have multiple 
offices in the Randstad area it may be derived that for many firms it is apparently 
not feasible to service the entire area from a single office and hence that for 
many firms the Randstad falls apart into several, separate business markets.  

All things considered the analysis has provided an unusual but intriguing 
cross-section of the Randstad. Without providing ‘definitive’ answers as to the 
question how the region actually works and should be understood, some of its 
more ‘endemic’ complexities have been brought to light and, at least to a certain 
extent, made comprehensible. In order to further establish the importance of 
what essentially has been a relational approach to studying the intricacies of a 
polycentric metropolitan region, further research, notably of qualitative nature, 
should be directed at finding out exactly what types of knowledge and informa-
tion are transmitted through the office networks of advanced producer services 
firms, how these exchange processes are steered and organised, and, if it all 
seems worthwhile, what from a regional policymaking perspective can be done to 
further a region’s capacity to benefit from them. 
 
Knowledge formation and the office networks of advanced producer services firms  
The third empirical analysis (chapter 7) examines the practices of knowledge 
production by the same advanced producer services firms and explores if and 
how their office networks are used for the exchange of knowledge indeed. It 
starts from the observation that an important source of competitiveness for met-
ropolitan city regions these days results from their capacity to combine a strong 
local knowledge capital base with high levels of connectivity to similar regions 
elsewhere in the global economy. Globally networked advanced producer ser-
vices firms are presumed to play a key role in transferring knowledge between 
local and global circuits. But how does this actually work? Which kinds of 
knowledge may be acquired through global networks and which others not?  

The in-depth analysis – based upon more than 60 interviews – of knowl-
edge-acquiring practices in multi-office advanced producer services firms in the 
Randstad Holland puts flesh on the idea of (polycentric) metropolitan regions 
qualifying as nexus of intra- and extra-regional knowledge relationships. The 
analysis shows that it is not possible to speak of the geography of knowledge 
production in advanced producer services in the Randstad, but that there are, in 
line with some recent additions to the literature on the spatiality of knowledge 
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formation, many such geographies indeed. The analysis has first of all revealed 
that in order to get a feel for the variety of geographies present, it is helpful to 
connect to the different knowledge domains that are central to the operations of 
advanced producer services firms. Introducing a distinction between market-
related knowledge, product-related knowledge, knowledge related to the regula-
tory environment, and knowledge related to other contexts proved very useful. 
Closer analysis of how and from where the firms tended to acquire such knowl-
edges produced a composite picture in which highly localized knowledge rela-
tionships alternated and co-existed with relationships spanning larger distances. 
Locally defined circuits were found to be especially instrumental to the acquisi-
tion of operational market-related knowledge and a selection of more ‘secundary’ 
knowledge types (i.e. knowledge related to local labour market characteristics or 
the knowledge required to maintain an office efficiently in a particular place). It is 
the requirement of physically ‘being there’ in order to acquire operational mar-
ket-related knowledge combined with the fact that the sources from which such 
knowledge should be acquired are scattered across the polycentric Randstad that 
forces many firms to maintain various offices in the area. For the other knowl-
edge categories the picture appeared to be much more mixed with the ‘stretched’ 
knowledge relationships available within the firms’ office networks complement-
ing locally defined ones. Nearby and stretched knowledge relationships appeared 
to complement each other especially well in the formation of operational prod-
uct-related knowledge and it is probably this category where the benefits of ad-
vanced producer services firms’ ‘external knowledge relationships’ for the 
regional economy at large are most substantial. After all, it is through the actual 
delivery of services that advanced producer services firms let their knowledge 
spill into a regional economy and if this knowledge is kept at a ‘state-of-the-art’ 
level by knowledge inputs from other advanced economies the regional economy 
should eventually notice the difference.  

It should be noted, of course, that the present sample of interviewed 
firms was biased in the sense that all firms concerned (transnational) multi-office 
firms and that stretched knowledge relationships within such firms are more 
likely to occur than in other firms. Without doubt, the interviews as such have 
produced richer information on long-distance knowledge relationships than they 
would have done if the majority of the firms interviewed were single-office firms. 
However, since (transnational) multi-office firms do constitute a crucial part of 
the economies of metropolitan regions and since they are among ‘the main 
“connectors” between regional innovation systems in different national territo-
ries’, the findings are of consequence in a discussion on regions’ external rela-
tionships. 
 
Results: advancing the policy agenda 
As noted, the policy or governance challenges related to the polycentric me-
tropolis can be divided between those related to promoting polycentrism at the 
metropolitan scale and those emerging from polycentrism at the metropolitan 
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scale. Many of the conceptual and empirical insights developed in this disserta-
tion are of use in either domain, and as such help to advance policy agendas for 
polycentric metropolises – notably that of the Randstad Holland but to some 
extent that of others as well. 

First of all, and on a more general level, it has been shown how the use 
of a long-term perspective and how being sensitive to different evolutionary 
modes of polycentric development can lead to: a) a better interpretation and as-
sessment of the spatial trends occurring in various polycentric metropolitan re-
gions and at various spatial scales; and b) a better understanding of the ‘roots’ 
and nature of at least some of the policy challenges particular polycentric metro-
politan region face. Moreover, the three empirical analyses have directly and indi-
rectly provided some interesting images of the polycentric nature of the Randstad 
Holland alternative to the more well-known images based upon population or 
job distribution and commuting flows. With that, it may be argued, the ‘polycen-
tric metropolis’ has come one step closer to being ‘unpacked’.  
 In addition to that, each of the chapters holds one or more detailed les-
sons for policymakers, sometimes more explicitly, sometimes more implicitly. 
Chapters 2 and 6, for example, have illustrated the claim that polycentrism, at 
least to a certain extent, is in the eye of the beholder. While this may seem a bit 
of a commonplace, it is a useful thing to remind for anyone participating in or 
trying to make sense of any (policy) debate in which the degree of polycentrism 
in a particular area for whatever reason matters. 
 Chapter 3, in which 50 years of metropolitan ambitions for the Randstad 
Holland were put in retrospect, is worthwhile reading both for Dutch policy-
makers – beginners notably – and for policymakers from other polycentric met-
ropolitan regions. While mostly informative although not devoid of learning 
potential for the latter, the narrative provides Dutch policymakers with some 
essential backgrounds to understanding recent and present day’s political ‘skir-
mishes’ over the direction that the future development of the Randstad Holland 
should take. It helps them to learn from the past and timely recognise possible 
pitfalls, dead-ends, and opportunities.     
 Chapter 4, apart from illustrating the added value of using a long-term 
perspective in clarifying variation in urban development trajectories, carries the 
message that cities and urban systems, since they are characterised by high sunk 
costs both in physical and in social terms, follow path-dependent development 
trajectories, which do not preclude changes in the long run, to be sure, but do 
limit the possibilities for radical change. A useful reminder for Dutch planners 
and policymakers concerned with putting their cities on the global map, to tune 
ambitions and expectations to what may reasonably be expected based upon 
‘past performances’.  
 The various analytical cross sections of the Randstad constructed in 
chapters 5, 6 and 7 have offered partly novel views on the functional make-up of 
the region. Chapter 5 confirmed the often perceived divide between the north- 
and the south-wing of the Randstad but simultaneously showed that in terms of 
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economic profile (but not necessarily in terms of economic performance) the 
two constituent parts are on a converging course. This may point to a process 
where localisation economies are gradually scaling up to level of the Randstad as 
a whole. Chapters 6 and 7 on the other hand, indicated that for many advanced 
producer services firms the Randstad would seem to fall into four geographical 
markets at least (centred on Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht). 
While both outcomes are not necessarily at odds with each other, they do make 
clear that unequivocal answers as to the functional coherence of the Randstad 
Holland are hard to give. Different indicators – again – produce different out-
comes. For policymakers in search of empirical evidence for (proposed) policies 
it is essential to identify and look at those indicators that relate to the policy ob-
jectives defined, otherwise ‘evidence based policymaking’ becomes a rather arbi-
trary affair.  

In addition, chapters 6 and 7 also drew attention to the importance of 
entering a region’s external knowledge relationships into the regional competi-
tiveness equation. It is not the ‘regional knowledge base’ alone that deserves the 
attention of policymakers, but also the region’s external knowledge relations and 
their constituents.  

Finally, and as noted, the dissertation’s concluding chapter has shown 
that taking into account the variety of (morphological) origins out of which poly-
centric metropolises can emerge, helps to understand and put into perspective 
the overarching spatial challenges a region may face at a particular stage. Next to 
that, however, it has also provided some counterweight to the sometimes overly 
enthusiastic belief among policy-makers that polycentricism or polycentric spatial 
development offers a remedy for all kinds of urban and regional problems. The 
account given in this chapter of the ways Dutch planners try to deal with some 
of the more problematic aspects related to the polycentric make-up of the Rand-
stad served this purpose. Even though one might suspect that policymakers’ 
problem perceptions in this case are coloured by the (geo)political agendas they 
pursue, the story does touch upon a weak spot in the polycentric development 
thesis as it is often used. Whereas polycentric spatial development is sometimes 
promoted as a concept that enhances both competitiveness and cohesion at 
(also) the regional level, the case of the Randstad Holland shows that those re-
sponsible for the planning and development of a region that actually is polycen-
tric, in their attempts to boost competitiveness are mainly concerned with 
overcoming the (perceived) barriers posed by polycentrism. Even if action is 
suited to the word and sensitivity is applied to the variety of (morphological) ori-
gins from which polycentric metropolises can emerge, and (hence) it is acknowl-
edged that the Randstad Holland experience may be exemplary for a limited 
range of polycentric metropolitan regions only (i.e. those lacking a dominant ur-
ban core and evolving according to the ‘fusion’ mode of polycentric develop-
ment), it is safe to assume that the aforementioned problematic policy agenda for 
polycentric metropolises is here to stay for quite a bit longer.  
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De Polycentrische Metropool Ontleed 
Concepten, Trends en Beleid in de Randstad Holland 

 
Samenvatting 
 
De polycentrische metropool en haar veronderstelde potenties spreken nog 
steeds tot de verbeelding van planologen, geografen en beleidsmakers. Het is 
zelfs aannemelijk dat de interesse voor de polycentrische metropool – of de po-
lycentrische metropolitane regio – vandaag de dag groter is dan ooit. Een toena-
me in de belangstelling voor de stedelijke regio en de simpele observatie dat 
steeds meer stedelijke regio’s in toenemende mate een polycentrisch karakter 
vertonen, hebben de afgelopen tien, vijftien jaar geresulteerd in een verscheiden-
heid aan studies en publicaties rondom het thema.  
 Deze dissertatie sluit hierop aan. Ze is gestoeld op de kennis en inzich-
ten die zijn verkregen in een aantal onderzoeksprojecten2 en gebruikt één van 
Europa’s meest archetypische polycentrische metropolitane regio’s – de Rand-
stad Holland – om enige opheldering te verschaffen betreffende de karakteristie-
ken, potenties en uitdagingen die verbonden kunnen worden aan polycentriciteit 
op stedelijk-regionaal niveau. Meer in het bijzonder poogt deze dissertatie het 
debat over polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau op drie fronten vooruit 
te helpen. Allereerst door op het conceptuele vlak helderheid en verdieping te 
zoeken, ten tweede door nieuw empirisch materiaal aan te dragen (voornamelijk 
van ruimtelijk-economische aard, gericht op relaties en ondernemingsgedrag), en 
ten derde door de beleidsagenda rondom het thema aan te scherpen. 
 
Het debat over de polycentrische metropool: thema’s en uitdagingen  
Drie sleutelthema’s bepalen het debat over polycentriciteit in een metropolitane 
of regionale context: a) de conceptualisering en het ‘meten’ van polycentriciteit 
op stedelijk-regionaal niveau; b) de verkenning van de sociale, economische en 
milieukundige voor- en nadelen die gerelateerd zijn aan polycentriciteit op stede-
lijk-regionaal niveau; en c) de ruimtelijke plannings- en bestuursvraagstukken die 
verband houden met polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau. Aan elk van 
de vraagstukken is een aantal uitdagingen verbonden. 
 Om polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau conceptueel te duiden 
wordt gebruik gemaakt van morfologische, relationele en soms nog andere di-
mensies van bijvoorbeeld culturele of institutionele aard. Daarbij wordt er soms 
een normatief dan weer een meer beschrijvend of analytisch perspectief gehan-

                                                 
2 Waaronder het NWO project ‘Spatial developments and policies in polycentric urban 
configurations in North-west Europe’, de Europese samenwerkingsprojecten EURBANET 
en POLYNET, en het Habiforumproject ‘Synergy in urban networks’. 
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teerd. Een probleem hierbij is dat in zowel de wetenschappelijke als de beleids-
praktijk, er lang niet altijd helder onderscheid en duidelijke keuzes worden ge-
maakt tussen deze dimensies en benaderingswijzen. Als gevolg is het fenomeen 
conceptueel nog niet goed uitgekristalliseerd en is ook het ‘meten’ van polycen-
triciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau een moeizaam project. De opmerking dat 
‘nadere conceptuele uiwerking’ nodig is, keert terug in bijna elk geschreven werk 
over het thema. 
  Over de sociale, economische en milieukundige voor- en nadelen die 
gerelateerd zijn aan polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau is de afgelopen 
jaren weliswaar meer kennis beschikbaar gekomen, maar overtuigend en beslis-
send is de bewijsvoering nog allerminst. De genoemde problemen op het con-
ceptuele vlak en het daaruit volgende gebrek aan eenduidige indicatoren maakt 
dat veel studies – uitzonderingen daargelaten – wel veel materiaal, maar weinig 
antwoorden opleveren. Het is dan ook niet meer dan logisch dat de roep om 
meer systematisch en conceptueel beter ondersteund empirisch onderzoek aan-
gaande het thema veelvuldig klinkt – niet alleen om de wetenschappelijke 
nieuwsgierigheid te bevredigen maar ook om beleid voor polycentrische metro-
politane regio’s van betere empirische fundamenten te voorzien. 
 De ruimtelijke plannings- en bestuursvraagstukken die verband houden 
met polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau, tot slot, kunnen worden onder-
verdeeld in twee categorieën: a) vraagstukken die betrekking hebben op het stimu-
leren van polycentriciteit op stedelijk-regionaal niveau; en b) vraagstukken die 
voortkomen uit het voorkomen van polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling op ste-
delijk-regionaal niveau. Een probleem bij de eerste categorie is dat het door de 
conceptuele en empirische ondergedetermineerdheid onduidelijk is welke effec-
ten verwacht mogen worden van het stimuleren van polycentrische ruimtelijke 
ontwikkelingen op bijvoorbeeld het sociaal, economisch of milieukundig vlak. 
Daarbij komt nog dat mogelijke effecten zich op verschillende schaalniveaus op 
verschillende wijzen kunnen manifesteren: het bevorderen van polycentriciteit op 
het ene schaalniveau kan leiden tot verdere ruimtelijke concentratie op het ande-
re, met alle gevolgen van dien. Bij de tweede categorie speelt dat polycentrische 
ruimtelijke ontwikkeling niet noodzakelijkerwijs bijdraagt aan de evenwichtige en 
duurzame ontwikkeling van stedelijke regio’s die beleidsmakers zich vaak wen-
sen. Een polycentrisch ontwikkelingsproces kan in plaats daarvan ook gepaard 
gaan met ruimtelijke fragmentatie, onevenwichtige ontwikkelingen en een reeks 
van afgeleide sociaal-economische, verkeer- en vervoersgerelateerde en milieu-
uitdagingen. In veel bestaande polycentrische metropolitane regio’s hebben be-
leidsmakers hier dagelijks de handen vol aan. 
 
Doelen van het onderzoek 
De overkoepelende doelstelling van het onderzoek is om het debat over de poly-
centrische metropool vooruit te helpen op elk van de drie hierboven genoemde 
fronten. 
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 Op het conceptuele vlak onderzoekt deze dissertatie allereerst hoe het 
toevoegen van de tijdsdimensie ons begrip van polycentriciteit kan vergroten. Er 
wordt een aantal malen nadrukkelijk het historisch perspectief gehanteerd en er 
wordt rekening gehouden met de verschillende ontwikkelingstrajecten die poly-
centrische metropolitane regio’s kunnen afleggen. Beoogd wordt te laten zien 
hoe een dergelijke benadering kan bijdragen aan een beter begrip en een betere 
beoordeling van zowel de ruimtelijke trends in polycentrische metropolitane re-
gio’s als de achtergrond en herkomst van bepaalde vraagstukken en problemen 
waar bepaalde regio’s mee kampen. Ten tweede wil het onderzoek aandacht vra-
gen voor wat eufemistisch kan worden genoemd de veelzijdige gebruiksmoge-
lijkheden van het concept polycentriciteit. Door te spelen met indicatoren en 
schaalniveaus kan de gebruiker voor willekeurig welke stedelijke regio vrijwel elk 
gewenst resultaat ‘creëren’ waar het gaat om de mate van polycentriciteit. Dit 
heeft uiteraard alles te maken met de genoemde ondergedetermineerdheid van 
het concept, maar wordt in de (beleids)praktijk maar al te eenvoudig over het 
hoofd gezien.  
 Op het empirisch vlak wil dit onderzoek vooral een beter beeld ver-
schaffen van ruimtelijk-economische samenhangen en relaties, in hoofdzaak bin-
nen de Randstad Holland, maar ook tussen de Randstad en haar omgeving. Meer 
in het bijzonder wordt beoogd te onderzoeken a) op welk schaalniveau in de 
Randstad bepaalde typen schaalvoordelen (localisation economies) zich manifesteren; 
b) hoe de Randstad, in haar hoedanigheid van polycentrische metropolitane re-
gio, is opgenomen in en verbonden met de mondiale (kennis)economie; en c) 
hoe intra- en extraregionale bedrijfsrelaties de uitwisseling van kennis ondersteu-
nen. 
 Elk van deze subdoelstellingen draagt op eigen wijze bij aan de verdere 
aanscherping van de beleidsagenda voor de Randstad Holland en mogelijk ande-
re polycentrische metropolitane regio’s. Meest expliciet in dit verband is de doel-
stelling om te laten zien hoe de beleidsvraagstukken die vandaag de dag in de 
Randstad Holland en andere polycentrische metropolitane regio’s spelen, begre-
pen kunnen worden – ook vanuit een internationaal vergelijkend perspectief – 
door de morfologische uitgangssituatie en de ontwikkelingsgeschiedenis van de 
regio’s in ogenschouw worden genomen. 
 
Methodologie  
De dissertatie kan worden gelezen als een diepgaande casestudy waarin één van 
Europa’s meest kenmerkende polycentrische metropolitane regio’s centraal staat: 
de Randstad Holland. Het betreft een studie waarin onderzocht wordt hoe een 
meer algemeen verschijnsel – polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling – zich ma-
nifesteert en invloed uitoefent op een bepaalde metropolitane regio, waarbij het 
doel is om inzichten te genereren die niet alleen voor de Randstad van belang 
zijn, maar ook voor andere metropolitane regio’s die zich aan het verschijnsel 
blootgesteld weten. In methodologische termen gaat het om een enkelvoudige 
casestudie, die eerder verkennend dan toetsend van karakter is. Verscheidene 
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dataverzamelings- en analysetechnieken zijn toegepast, waaronder corresponden-
tieanalyse, netwerkanalyse, beleidsdiscoursanalyse en interviews. 
 
Resultaten: bijdrage aan conceptuele helderheid 
In dit onderzoek wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen: a) polycentrische ruimtelijke 
ontwikkeling als een ruimtelijk proces; b) polycentriciteit als een ruimtelijke toe-
stand; c) de stimulering van polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling als een plan-
ningsstrategie; en d) beleidsstrategieën die erop gericht zijn de potenties te 
benutten die in polycentrische metropolitane regio’s opgesloten lijken te zijn. 
Onder een polycentrische metropolitane regio wordt verstaan een metropolitane 
of grootstedelijke regio die kenmerken van polycentriciteit (d.w.z. meerkernig-
heid) vertoont. De regio kan voorts wel of niet onderhevig zijn aan ruimtelijke 
processen die het polycentrisch karakter versterken of verzwakken, er kan wel of 
niet beleidsmatig worden gepoogd dergelijke processen te sturen, en er kan wel 
of niet een beleidsstrategie aanwezig zijn om de vermoedde potenties die ver-
band houden met het polycentrisch karakter te ontsluiten. Hieraan voegen we toe 
dat de geschiedenis er toe doet, vooral waar het gaat om het polycentrische ruim-
telijke ontwikkelingsproces en zijn uitkomsten. Begrip van de ontwikkelingsge-
schiedenis van een bepaalde metropolitane regio is behulpzaam bij het 
interpreteren en begrijpen van de hedendaagse ontwikkelingen en de discussies 
daaromtrent. In de hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 8 is deze stelling uitgewerkt en onder-
bouwd. 
 
Leren van de geschiedenis I: een beleidsdebat in retrospectief 
Hoofdstuk 3 laat zien hoe Nederlandse planologen sinds de geboorte van het 
Randstadconcept zo’n 50 jaar geleden, hebben geworsteld met en gestreden om 
de metropolitane ambities die in het concept verborgen zitten. Het Randstadcon-
cept geniet weliswaar vooral bekendheid als een concept dat erop gericht is de 
verstedelijking in het westen van Nederland te beheersen, maar deze beheer-
singsdoelstelling kent een tegenhanger in de idee om van de Randstad een we-
reldstad van formaat te maken. De afgelopen 50 jaar kunnen worden gelezen als 
een continue strijd tussen deze twee grondgedachten, waarbij de voorstanders 
van het metropolitane perspectief meestentijds de onderliggende partij vormden. 
Op verschillende momenten leken zij het tij te kunnen keren, maar steeds bleek 
de wens om de steden klein, het ommeland groen en de bestaande status-quo wat 
betreft de politiek-bestuurlijke machtsverhoudingen en de nationale welvaarts-
verdeling in stand te houden, uiteindelijk sterker. De laatste keer dat het metro-
politane perspectief serieus opgeld deed, was rond de eeuwwisseling. Het 
bijzondere van deze poging was dat hij geïnitieerd en gedragen werd door een – 
uiteindelijk – behoorlijk brede coalitie van lokale en regionale actoren. Met hun 
initiatief om de Randstad doelbewust te laten verworden tot een internationaal 
aansprekende ‘Deltametropool’ en zo de potenties te benutten die zij in de uit-
eengelegde metropool vermoedden, stonden zij model voor een bredere trend 
die in de literatuur ook wel het label ‘nieuw (metropolitaan) regionalisme’ opge-
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speld heeft gekregen. Voor Randstedelijke begrippen ging het om een weliswaar 
tijdelijke maar ook zeer bijzondere manifestatie van eensgezindheid en organise-
rend vermogen. Dankzij de creatieve en politiek-bestuurlijke inspanningen van 
respectievelijk de Vereniging Deltametropool en de Regio Randstad leek een 
drastische koerswijziging in het ruimtelijk beleid voor de Randstad kort na de 
eeuwwisseling binnen handbereik. Echter, in 2002 konden zij die minder ge-
charmeerd waren van het doorbreken van de status-quo zich met enig fortuin 
herpakken en sindsdien is het metropolitaan en regionalistisch perspectief voor 
de Randstad weer stap voor stap ontmanteld, is de coalitie van lokale en regiona-
le actoren deels uit elkaar gevallen en is de situatie eigenlijk weer terug bij af.  
 Onafhankelijk van deze voorlopige en voor sommigen teleurstellende 
afloop heeft het toegepaste historische perspectief in dit hoofdstuk ons niet al-
leen bekend gemaakt met een bepaald aspect van de Nederlandse en Randstede-
lijke planningsgeschiedenis, maar biedt het vooral een bruikbare achtergrond 
waartegen hedendaagse en toekomstige discussies betreffende de gewenste ont-
wikkeling van de Randstad (of onderdelen daarvan) en de standpunten van de 
deelnemers daarin, beter geïnterpreteerd en begrepen kunnen worden. Dit is 
handig voor relatieve nieuwkomers in het debat, maar ook voor hen die vanuit 
internationaal perspectief geïnteresseerd zijn in de Randstedelijke pogingen om 
vorm te geven aan een polycentrische metropool. Het hoofdstuk heeft immers 
licht geworpen op enkele van de meer notoire dilemma’s die planologen en be-
stuurders kunnen tegenkomen wanneer zij sturing willen geven aan de ontwikke-
ling van polycentrische stedelijke regio’s, en verklaart in elk geval deels waarom 
sommige dingen in de Randstad Holland verlopen zoals ze doen. 
 
Leren van de geschiedenis II: verschillen in de ontwikkelingstrajecten van stedelijke systemen op 
de lange termijn verhelderd 
In hoofdstuk 4 is een meer algemeen raamwerk gepresenteerd waarmee verschil-
len in de ontwikkelingstrajecten van stedelijke systemen op de lange termijn beter 
kunnen worden begrepen. Dit raamwerk, dat is geleend van Charles Tilly, be-
schrijft het – lange termijn - ontwikkelingstraject van een stad of een stedelijk 
systeem binnen een nationale context op basis van twee dimensies: het niveau 
van kapitaalaccumulatie in het land in vergelijking tot andere landen en de mate 
waarin datzelfde kapitaal geconcentreerd is (in steden) binnen dat land. In het hoofd-
stuk is het model in eerste instantie gebruikt om te zien in het hoeverre het be-
hulpzaam is bij het verhelderen van de verschillen in ontwikkeling van Londen 
enerzijds en de Randstad anderzijds. De analyse besloeg ruwweg de periode 
1500-2000 en was vanwege het gebrek aan betrouwbare en vergelijkbare data 
voor met name de pre-industriële periode noodgedwongen kwalitatief en redelijk 
globaal. Desondanks laat de analyse zien dat stedelijke ontwikkelingstrajecten 
zich met het begrippenpaar kapitaalaccumulatie en kapitaalconcentratie zeer fraai 
van elkaar laten onderscheiden. De hantering van het langetermijnperspectief laat 
daarbovenop nog eens zien hoe de kiem voor de latere en hedendaagse ontwik-
keling van beide stedelijke systemen al in het pre-industriële tijdperk werd gelegd. 
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De manier waarop het stedelijk systeem is ‘ingeplugd’ in de mondiale economie 
speelt ook een rol, vooral bij de accumulatie van kapitaal. 
 In een tweede stap werd het model toegepast om het effect van de post-
industriële transitie in de Randstad Holland nader te bezien. In termen van kapi-
taalaccumulatie is de Randstad een goede subtopper in het Europese veld en lijkt 
de status van global city-region die haar wel wordt toegedicht, verdiend. Met betrek-
king tot de tweede dimensie, de mate van concentratie van kapitaal, blijken zich 
op verschillende ruimtelijke schaalniveaus verschillende trends voor te doen. De 
mate waarin kapitaal binnen Nederland is geconcentreerd binnen de Randstad 
blijkt de afgelopen drie decennia verrassend stabiel. Kapitaal is duidelijk gecon-
centreerd in de Randstad, maar er lijkt op dit schaalniveau geen sprake te zijn van 
een zichzelf versterkend effect: concentratie leidt niet tot meer concentratie. Bin-
nen de Randstad zien we daarnaast een tendens naar deconcentratie: het aanwe-
zige kapitaal verspreidt zich over de ruimte en het gewicht van de traditionele 
zwaartepunten – d.w.z. de grote steden – neemt langzaam maar zeker af. Het 
polycentrisch karakter van de regio wordt daarmee tegelijkertijd versterkt.  
 Het in deze analyse gehanteerde (extreme) langetermijnperspectief richt 
de aandacht op de padafhankelijkheid van stedelijke ontwikkelingstrajecten en 
laat zien dat veranderingen en koerswijzigingen in dergelijke trajecten weliswaar 
niet onmogelijk zijn, maar dat de veranderingsruimte wel begrensd is. Londen en 
de Randstad zijn deels aan dezelfde (mondiale) krachten blootgesteld, maar be-
wegen zich elk langs een eigen ontwikkelingstraject waarvoor de bakens al in het 
pre-industriële tijdperk zijn uitgezet. Amsterdam, bijvoorbeeld, heeft zich vanaf 
het begin een handelscentrum en later hoofdstad ‘in concurrentie’ met tal van 
nabijgelegen buursteden geweten terwijl London zich veel nadrukkelijker als het 
min of meer onbetwiste (machts)centrum kon ontwikkelen van een rijk dat ook 
veel langer de status van wereldmacht zou hebben. De huidige situatie is hiervan 
nog steeds een afspiegeling met Londen als onbetwiste wereldstad (waar zich op 
regionaal schaalniveau wel zelfversterkende concentratieprocessen lijken op te 
treden) en Amsterdam dat deze status moet ontberen en alleen in samenhang 
met de Randstad op het wereldtoneel een factor van belang is.  
 
Leren van de geschiedenis III: wijzen van polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling en hun impli-
caties 
Inzichten uit de hoofdstukken 3 en 4 zijn samengebracht en verder verfijnd in 
hoofdstuk 8. Hier wordt betoogd en aan de hand van de Randstad geïllustreerd 
hoe hedendaagse problemen en uitdagingen waarvoor beleidsmakers in polycen-
trische metropolitane regio’s zich gesteld zien beter begrepen kunnen worden 
wanneer rekening wordt gehouden met de morfologische uitgangssituatie van de 
regio en het polycentrisch ontwikkelingsproces dat zich heeft gemanifesteerd. 
Voortbordurend op eerder werk van Tony Champion worden drie wijzen van 
polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling onderscheiden: de centrifugale wijze, de 
incorporatiewijze en de versmeltingswijze. Elke ontwikkelingswijze staat voor 
een bepaalde combinatie van een morfologische uitgangssituatie en krachten die 
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polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling bevorderen. De typologie laat zien dat 
polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling niet alleen verwijst naar de buitenwaartse 
spreiding van functies vanuit centrale steden naar kernen in het ommeland (bij-
voorbeeld het geval in Londen en Parijs), maar ook naar situaties waarin de in-
vloedssferen van nabijgelegen steden elkaar beginnen te overlappen en er op die 
manier polycentrische systemen beginnen te ontstaan (aan de orde in de Rand-
stad en het Rhein-Ruhrgebied). Daarbij geldt dat zich binnen een bepaalde regio 
verschillende wijzen van polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling tegelijkertijd 
kunnen voordoen. In de Randstad, bijvoorbeeld, zien we versmeltingsprocessen 
plaatsvinden op het niveau van de vleugels en de Randstad als geheel, terwijl er 
op stadsregionaal niveau sprake is van centrifugale en incorporatieprocessen. 

De typologie maakt ons tevens bewust van het feit dat hedendaagse po-
lycentrische metropolitane regio’s op het eerste gezicht weliswaar op elkaar mo-
gen lijken, maar dat ze weldegelijk van verschillende startpunten onderweg zijn 
naar mogelijk ook wel weer verschillende bestemmingen en dat elk individueel 
traject wordt gekenmerkt door zijn eigen, deels ‘trajectgebonden’ problemen en 
uitdagingen. Terwijl polycentrische ruimtelijke ontwikkeling volgens het centrifu-
gale model typisch gepaard gaat met vraagstukken waarin het gaat om het af-
zwakken van intra-regionale onevenwichtigheden en het omgaan met de effecten 
van zich over steeds grotere afstanden uitstrekkende functionele relaties, gaat het 
bij regio’s waarin versmeltingsprocessen de hoofdrol spelen veel vaker om het 
verder versterken van intra-regionale relaties en het overwinnen van politiek-
bestuurlijke obstakels. Zonder besef van ‘waar’ de regio’s vandaan komen, kun-
nen dergelijke verschillen makkelijk als ‘toevallig’ worden opgevat. Met een der-
gelijk besef, krijgen ze betekenis.  
 
Polycentriciteit: zoveel ogen, zoveel beelden 
In de praktijk wordt nog wel eens makkelijk geoordeeld over het al dan niet po-
lycentrisch zijn van een bepaalde regio. Bedacht moet echter worden dat het 
concept zo ‘veelzijdig’ (ofwel ondergedetermineerd) is, dat het mogelijk is om 
min of meer elke gewenste uitkomst te construeren. De hoofdstukken 2 en 6 
bevatten een aantal illustraties. Door te variëren met indicatoren en data kan 
voor elk gebied zowel aannemelijk worden gemaakt dat het polycentrisch is als 
gesuggereerd dat het niet zo is. Kijken we naar de verdeling van de gehele bevol-
king of alle banen in de Randstad, dan is het beeld dat ontstaat behoorlijk poly-
centrisch. Nemen we bijvoorbeeld de expatbevolking of de hoofdkantoren van 
internationale zakelijke dienstverleners als maatstaf, dan ontstaat een heel ander, 
veel minder polycentrisch beeld. Hetzelfde geldt voor relationele indicatoren. De 
ene is de andere niet. Universeel geldige ‘juiste’ indicatoren zijn er niet. De zeg-
gingskracht van indicatoren en de geschiktheid van de gebruikte data moet be-
oordeeld worden in het licht van de doelstelling waarvoor ze gebruikt worden.  
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Resultaten: toevoeging van relevant empirisch materiaal 
Drie analyses zijn uitgevoerd ter realisering van de empirische doelstelling van de 
dissertatie. De eerste betreft een onderzoek naar het schaalniveau waarop zoge-
heten bepaalde economische schaalvoordelen (zogeheten localisation economies) zich 
voordoen in de Randstad Holland. In de tweede analyse is bekeken op welke 
wijze steden in de Randstad, via de kantorennetwerken van zakelijke dienstverle-
ners, met elkaar en met de rest van de wereld zijn verbonden. De derde analyse 
bouwt hierop voort en onderzoekt welke rol diezelfde netwerken spelen bij de 
uitwisseling en vergaring van kennis door zakelijke dienstverleners. De hoofd-
stukken 5, 6 en 7 rapporten over deze drie onderzoekingen. 
 
Het schatten van schaalvoordelen 
Hoofdstuk 5 onderzoekt op welke ruimtelijke schaal bepaalde typen economi-
sche schaalvoordelen zich in de Randstad voordoen. Manifesteren zij zich op het 
schaalniveau van de Randstad als geheel en vormen zij als zodanig een aanwijzing 
dat de Randstad op een bepaalde manier economische samenhang vertoont of 
moet die samenhang eerder op lagere schaalniveaus worden gezocht? En wat is 
de ontwikkeling in de tijd? Zien we een tendens naar opschaling of omgekeerd, 
een ontwikkeling waarbij de schaalvoordelen zich versterken op sub-
Randstedelijke schaalniveaus? 
 Het type schaalvoordelen waar de analyse zich op richt, staat in de En-
gelstalige literatuur bekend als localisation economies. Dit zijn voordelen voor bedrij-
ven binnen bepaalde bedrijfstakken die bijvoorbeeld ontstaan wanneer zij in 
elkaars nabijheid gevestigd zijn en mede daardoor kunnen putten uit een vol-
doende omvangrijke vijver van (op de juiste wijze) gespecialiseerde arbeidskrach-
ten en relatief eenvoudig toegang hebben tot bepaalde niet-verhandelbare maar 
wel speciaal toegesneden grondstoffen voor het productieproces, zoals specialis-
tische kennis.  
 Localisation economies zijn moeilijk te meten maar zij kunnen theore-
tisch gekoppeld worden aan het voorkomen van ruimtelijke patronen van eco-
nomische specialisatie. Daar waar zich ruimtelijke concentraties van bepaalde 
typen economische activiteit voordoen (specialisatie), mogen ook localisation 
economies gedacht worden aanwezig te zijn. De ruimtelijke schaal waarop de 
concentraties zich manifesteren zegt dan ook iets over de schaal waarop de loca-
lisation economies zich voordoen. In de analyse is gekeken naar ruimtelijke spe-
cialisatiepatronen onder startende ondernemingen. Startende ondernemingen zijn 
om verschillende redenen gevoeliger voor localisation economies en door juist 
naar deze categorie van bedrijven te kijken, kunnen relatief eenvoudig de meeste 
recente trends boven water worden gehaald. 
 In de analyse is met behulp van correspondentieanalyse gekeken hoe de 
startersprofielen (bestaande uit meer dan 60 economische sectoren) van de 13 
grootste steden in de Randstad zich tot elkaar verhouden en hoe die verhouding 
gedurende de periode 1988-1997 is veranderd. De bevindingen laten zien dat 
economische specialisatie in de Randstad zich manifesteert op het bovenstedelijk 
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schaalniveau. De Noordvleugel en de Zuidvleugel komen naar voren als twee 
regio’s met een eigen economisch profiel. Starters in verschillende culturele indu-
strieën, en in de financiële en zakelijke dienstverlening kleuren het profiel van de 
Noordvleugel. Het profiel van de Zuidvleugel wordt bepaald door starters in 
transportgerelateerde sectoren en de maakindustrie. Deze uitkomsten, die aan-
sluiten bij de gangbare beelden die bestaan over de economieën van de Noord- 
en Zuidvleugel, suggereren dat localisation economies zich vooral manifesteren 
op het schaalniveau van de vleugels van de Randstad. Gedurende de periode 
1988-1997 doet zich echter een interessante ontwikkeling voor: de startersprofie-
len van de 13 steden blijken te convergeren, ze gaan steeds meer op elkaar lijken. 
Dit geldt voor de steden die binnen één van beide vleugels zijn gelegen, maar 
ook voor de beide vleugels ten opzichte van elkaar, waarbij het profiel van de 
Zuidvleugel steeds meer gaat lijken op dat van de Noordvleugel. Het lijkt alsof de 
op het niveau van de vleugels aanwezige localisation economies zich versterken, 
terwijl er tegelijkertijd ook een opschaling naar Randstedelijk plaats vindt. Het 
zou kunnen dat de steeds algemenere beschikbaarheid van hooggekwalificeerde 
arbeid in de hele Randstad hieraan ten grondslag ligt, maar het vergt nader on-
derzoek om deze hypothese te testen.  
 
Inter-stedelijke relaties via de kantorennetwerken van zakelijke dienstverleners 
In hoofdstuk 6 is een poging gedaan nieuwe inzichten te creëren in de inter-
stedelijke en intraregionale relaties en hiërarchieën binnen de Randstad. Daarbij 
is gebruik gemaakt van een netwerkanalyse naar het voorbeeld van de Lough-
borough GaWC groep en is licht geworpen op bepaalde aspecten van het functi-
oneren van een voor de Randstedelijke economie cruciale sector, te weten de 
zakelijke dienstverlening. In het hoofdstuk is eerst uiteengezet waarom de zake-
lijke dienstverlening zo’n interessante sector is, met name waar het gaat om de 
intra- en extra-regionale uitwisseling van kennis, en vervolgens is via een analyse 
van de kantorennetwerken van 177 zakelijke dienstverleners in vier stappen be-
paald hoe 12 Randstedelijke centra via die kantorennetwerken met elkaar en met 
de buitenwereld verbonden zijn. Elk van de vier stappen leverde belangwekkende 
inzichten op. Zo werd duidelijk dat verschillende zakelijke dienstverleningssecto-
ren (er werden er acht onderscheiden) er verschillende kantoren- en vestigings-
strategieën op na houden en werd een overzicht geproduceerd van de Europese 
en mondiale steden waarmee de 12 Randstedelijke centra de sterkste relaties on-
derhouden. De sterkste relaties bleken te bestaan met Londen, New York, Brus-
sel, Hongkong, Parijs en Madrid. Amsterdam bleek daarbij vooral sterke relaties 
te hebben met andere financiële centra in de wereld (London, Frankfurt, Milaan, 
Hongkong, Parijs, Singapore en New York) en Den Haag en Utrecht bleken 
meer op Europese steden te zijn gericht. Rotterdam bleek net als Amsterdam een 
sterk mondiale oriëntatie te hebben, maar dan gericht op steden als Chicago, 
Mexico City, Budapest, Kopenhagen, Hamburg en Buenos Aires. Verder onder-
zoek is nodig om te bepalen of en zo ja welke ratio er achter deze verschillen zit 
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en of ze ook daadwerkelijk wijzen op een bepaalde arbeidsverdeling tussen de 
steden.  
 Makkelijker interpreteerbaar waren de uitkomsten van de op vier schaal-
niveaus uitgevoerde netwerkconnectiviteitsanalyse. Netwerkconnectiviteit heeft 
betrekking op de mate waarin een centrum verbonden is met de andere centra in 
het gedefinieerde netwerk. Een hoge connectiviteitsscore houdt in dat het betref-
fende centrum veel relaties kent met andere centra en dus een relatief ‘centrale’ 
positie inneemt in het netwerk. Netwerkconnectiviteit op regionaal en nationaal 
schaalniveau is typisch een gedeeld goed waarbij Amsterdam en Rotterdam net 
iets beter scoren dan Den Haag en Utrecht. Op Europees en mondiaal schaalni-
veau daarentegen, beschikt Amsterdam over verreweg de beste connectiviteit. 
Rotterdam is een goede tweede en Utrecht en Den Haag volgen daarna, weder-
om op enige afstand. Hier manifesteert zich een duidelijke hiërarchie en is duide-
lijk dat Amsterdam voor de Randstad (en daarmee voor heel Nederland) het 
belangrijkste scharnierpunt vormt tussen de lokale/regionale economie en de 
mondiale kenniscircuits in de zakelijke dienstverlening. 
 In vierde en laatste instantie werden de intraregionale relaties, wederom 
voortgebracht door de kantorennetwerken van de 177 onderzochte bedrijven, 
bestudeerd. De sterkste relaties bleken te bestaan tussen Amsterdam en Rotter-
dam en tussen deze twee steden en Den Haag en Utrecht. De relaties tussen dit 
viertal en de acht kleinere centra en tussen de acht kleinere centra onderling ble-
ken (een stuk) minder sterk. Deze uitkomst duidt enerzijds op het bestaan van 
een bepaald type relaties op het schaalniveau van de Randstad als geheel, maar 
wijst anderzijds op het bestaan van intraregionale fragmentatie. Immers, de uit-
komst maakt duidelijk dat relatief veel zakelijke dienstverleners het nodig vinden 
kantoor te houden in zowel Amsterdam als Rotterdam en/of Den Haag en 
Utrecht en het blijkbaar ondoenlijk vinden om de gehele Randstedelijke markt 
vanuit één locatie te bedienen. De Randstad valt voor die bedrijven dus uiteen in 
minstens vier grootstedelijke deelmarkten voor zakelijke dienstverlening.  
 De vier deelanalyses samen leveren een intrigerend beeld op van hiërar-
chie, fragmentatie en samenhang in de Randstad Holland. Ofschoon er geen de-
finitieve antwoorden zijn gegeven op de vraag hoe de regio economisch 
functioneert, is er wel nieuw licht geworpen op bepaalde aspecten van dat func-
tioneren. Verder onderzoek is nodig om de daadwerkelijke importantie van de 
onderzochte relaties te bepalen: welke rol spelen de kantorennetwerken nu pre-
cies, bijvoorbeeld op het vlak van kennisuitwisseling en –vergaring, en als deze 
rol inderdaad de moeite waard is, wat kan er beleidsmatig worden gedaan om de 
regio op grotere schaal te laten profiteren van dit gegeven?  
 
De kennisfunctie van de kantorennetwerken van zakelijke dienstverleners 
Uitgangspunt voor de derde empirische analyse (hoofdstuk 7) is dat het innova-
tievermogen en daarmee de concurrentiekracht van een stedelijke of regionale 
economie niet alleen afhankelijk is van de kwaliteit van de kenniscirculatie op 
lokaal of regionaal niveau – de ‘local buzz’ – maar ook van de mate waarin lokale 
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actoren toegang hebben tot elders aanwezige kennis – via zogenoemde ‘global 
pipelines’. Zakelijke dienstverleners die deel uitmaken van een internationaal kan-
torennetwerk kunnen worden gedacht een scharnierfunctie te hebben tussen bei-
de circuits. De vraag is hoe deze zakelijke dienstverleners kennis vergaren en 
uitwisselen en welke rol ruimtelijke nabijheid en de eerder genoemde kantoren-
netwerken hierbij spelen. Ruim 60 bedrijven werden geïnterviewd om het ant-
woord op deze vraag boven tafel te krijgen. 
 De analyse levert allereerst het inzicht op dat processen van kennisverga-
ring en –uitwisseling in de zakelijke dienstverlening zich in ruimtelijk zin niet aan 
een enkel schaalniveau laten binden, maar dat ze zich, in lijn met recentelijk in de 
literatuur naar voren gebrachte ideeën, afspelen op meerdere schaalniveaus tege-
lijkertijd. Het bleek nuttig onderscheid te maken tussen vier kenniscategorieën 
die deels aansluiten bij de belangrijkste activiteiten van zakelijke dienstverleners 
(acquisitie en de productie van diensten): marktgerelateerde kennis, productgere-
lateerde kennis, kennis gerelateerd aan de regulatorische omgeving waarbinnen 
de onderneming opereert, en overige kennis (verband houdend met de localisation 
economies die centraal stonden in hoofdstuk 5). Daarbij werd ook nog eens gedif-
ferentieerd tussen operationele en strategische kennis. Bedrijven blijken voor de 
verschillende typen kennis van verschillende bronnen afhankelijk te zijn waarbij 
ruimtelijke nabijheid soms erg belangrijk is en soms vervangen kan worden door 
de relationele nabijheid die behaald kan worden via de kantorennetwerken. 
Ruimtelijke nabijheid bleek vooral van belang voor de vergaring van operationele 
marktgerelateerde kennis (ten behoeve van succesvolle acquisitie), evenals voor 
een aantal kennissoorten binnen de categorie ‘overig’ (bijvoorbeeld kennis van de 
lokale arbeidsmarkt en de kennis die nodig is om op een bepaalde plek op effici-
ente wijze een kantoor te runnen). De noodzaak om ergens fysiek aanwezig te 
zijn voor de succesvolle vergaring van marktgerelateerde kennis is dan ook de 
belangrijkste beweegreden voor bedrijven om vanuit meerdere kantoren ver-
spreid over de Randstad te opereren (vergelijk hoofdstuk 6). Voor de andere 
kenniscategorieën bleek het plaatje meer divers, en vullen langeafstands- en lo-
kaal gedefinieerde kennisrelaties elkaar aan. Dit bleek in het bijzonder te gelden 
voor operationele productgerelateerde kennis. Het is waarschijnlijk in deze cate-
gorie dat de extra-regionale kennisrelaties van zakelijke dienstverleners het meest 
betekenen voor het innovatievermogen van de regionale economie als geheel. 
Immers, het is via de daadwerkelijke afzet van dienstverleningsproducten dat 
zakelijke dienstverleners hun kenniskapitaal verspreiden in een regionale econo-
mie en als dit kenniskapitaal voortdurend actueel kan worden gehouden door via 
de kantorennetwerken toegang te hebben tot het kenniskapitaal dat elders in de 
wereld aanwezig is, moet die regionale economie daar op een zekere manier pro-
fijt bij hebben.  
 Natuurlijk weegt in de uitkomsten van de analyse mee dat er alleen be-
drijven zijn geïnterviewd die beschikken over meer dan één kantoor. Het belang 
van extra-regionale en langeafstandsrelaties in kennisvergaringsprocessen zal in 
een analyse waarin at random geïnterviewd zou zijn, wellicht minder scherp naar 
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voren zijn gekomen. Echter, omdat (internationaal) vernetwerkte bedrijven nu 
eenmaal een cruciale rol spelen in het onderling verbinden van lokale/regionale 
economieën en innovatiesystemen, zijn de bevindingen zeker van waarde. 
 
Resultaten: het aanscherpen van de beleidsagenda 
De beleids- of governance uitdagingen voor de polycentrische metropool kunnen, 
zoals opgemerkt, worden onderverdeeld tussen uitdagingen die te maken hebben 
met het bevorderen van polycentriciteit op het metropolitane schaalniveau en 
uitdaging die voortkomen uit het polycentrisch karakter van dergelijke metropo-
len. Veel van de conceptuele en uit het empirisch onderzoek naar voren komen-
de inzichten hebben betekenis voor beide domeinen, en dragen als zodanig bij 
aan het aanscherpen van de beleidsagenda: in eerste instantie de beleidsagenda 
voor de Randstad Holland, maar tot op zekere hoogte ook die voor andere poly-
centrische metropolen. 
 Allereerst, en op een meer abstract niveau, heeft de dissertatie aange-
toond hoe het hanteren van een langetermijnperspectief en het rekening houden 
met de verschillende mogelijke ontwikkelingstrajecten van polycentrische metro-
politane regio’s kan leiden tot: a) een betere interpretatie en beoordeling van de 
ruimtelijke trends die zich in dergelijke regio’s voordoen; en b) een beter begrip 
van de problemen en uitdagingen die er spelen. Bovendien hebben de drie empi-
rische analyses direct en indirect een aantal interessante nieuwe beelden opgele-
verd van de ruimtelijk-economische structuur van de Randstad Holland en haar 
polycentrisch karakter. Daarmee, zo zouden we kunnen stellen, is de ‘polycentri-
sche metropool’ een stap dichter bij zijn ontleding geraakt.  
 Hiernaast bevat elk van de hoofdstukken één of meer nuttige wenken 
voor beleidsmakers, soms zeer expliciet, soms meer impliciet. De hoofdstukken 
2 en 6 bijvoorbeeld, hebben laten zien dat polycentriciteit typisch ‘in the eye of the 
beholder’ is. Dit mag een gemeenplaats lijken, maar is een bruikbare geheugen-
steun voor iedereen die zich deelnemer weet aan een oefening of (beleids)debat 
waarin het begrip van het polycentrisch karakter van een gebied er om welke re-
den dan ook toe doet. 
 Hoofdstuk 3, waarin een terugblik wordt gegeven op 50 jaar strategische 
planning voor de Randstad Holland, bevat interessante informatie en lessen voor 
zowel Nederlandse als buitenlandse planologen en bestuurders. Het hoofdstuk 
geeft de nodige achtergrondinformatie om huidige discussies over en standpun-
ten ten aanzien van de ontwikkeling van de Randstad beter te doorzien en kan 
(een nieuwe generatie) beleidsmakers helpen bij het tijdig herkennen van moge-
lijke valkuilen, doodlopende wegen en kansen. 
 Hoofdstuk 4 bevat de boodschap dat stedelijke systemen zich vanwege 
de hoge kosten van het fysieke en sociale kapitaal dat ze herbergen, op padaf-
hankelijke wijze ontwikkelen. Dit betekent niet dat drastische koerswijzigingen 
helemaal onmogelijk zijn, maar wel dat de ruimte voor verandering onder norma-
le omstandigheden aan beperkingen onderhevig is. Wederom een aardige geheu-
gensteun voor beleidsmakers die erop gericht zijn hun steden en regio’s op te 
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stuwen in de vaart der volkeren en een aanbeveling om de ‘prestaties die zijn be-
haald in het verleden’ niet helemaal te vergeten bij het formuleren van de ambi-
ties voor de toekomst.  
 De diverse dwarsdoorsneden van de Randstad Holland die zijn gepro-
duceerd in de hoofdstukken 5, 6 en 7, geven interessante nieuwe inzichten in de 
ruimtelijk-economische structuur en het polycentrisch karakter van de Randstad 
Holland. Hoofdstuk 5 bevestigde de bekende waterscheiding tussen de Noord- 
en de Zuidvleugel van de Randstad maar liet tegelijkertijd zien dat de verschillen 
in termen van het economisch profiel (niet noodzakelijkerwijs de economische 
prestaties) tussen de twee deelregio’s kleiner worden. Dit kan erop wijzen dat 
bepaalde schaalvoordelen zich langzaamaan op Randstedelijk schaalniveau be-
ginnen te manifesteren en in economisch opzicht aan samenhang wint. De 
hoofdstukken 6 en 7 lieten aan de andere kant zien dat voor veel zakelijke 
dienstverleners de Randstad lijkt te zijn opgebouwd uit minstens vier geografi-
sche deelmarkten (rondom de vier grote steden). Terwijl beide uitkomsten elkaar 
niet per se uitsluiten, maken ze wel duidelijk dat eenduidige, uitsluitselgevende 
antwoorden op de vraag in hoeverre de Randstad in economisch opzicht een 
samenhangend geheel vormt, moeilijk te geven zijn. Verschillende indicatoren 
produceren verschillende uitkomsten. Voor beleidsmakers die op zoek zijn naar 
empirische ondersteuning voor beoogd beleid is het cruciaal om die indicatoren 
te identificeren en te gebruiken die zeggingskracht hebben in relatie tot dat be-
oogd beleid. Als dit niet gebeurd wordt ‘evidence based policymaking’ een rede-
lijk arbitraire aangelegenheid.  
 Hiernaast bevatten de hoofdstukken 6 en 7 ook een pleidooi om de ex-
terne kennisrelaties van een stad of regio te betrekken in de stedelijke of regiona-
le competitiviteitsfunctie. Niet alleen de regionale kennisinfrastructuur verdient 
de aandacht van beleidsmakers, maar ook de kwaliteit van de kennisrelaties met 
het mondiale ommeland. 
 Tot slot de lering die kan worden getrokken uit hoofdstuk 8. Naast de al 
genoemde illustratie van het nut van het onderkennen van verschillende polycen-
trische ontwikkelingsmodellen, biedt dit hoofdstuk ook enig tegenwicht tegen het 
soms overenthousiaste geloof bij beleidsmakers dat het polycentrische ontwikke-
lingsmodel een remedie vormt voor allerlei stedelijke en regionale problemen. 
Het verslag dat in dit hoofdstuk werd gegeven van de wijze waarop Randstedelij-
ke planners worstelen met de problemen die worden veroorzaakt door het poly-
centrisch karakter van de regio, dient dit doel. Hoewel probleemperceptie en 
(geo)politieke agenda in het beleidsdebat over de Randstad nauw met elkaar ver-
bonden zijn, en de probleemperceptie van verschillende partijen dus altijd met 
argusogen bekeken moet worden, is het tekenend, en voor hen die aannemen dat 
het polycentrische ontwikkelingsmodel competitiviteit en coherentie kan bevor-
deren verontrustend, dat de discussie in een regio die reeds polycentrisch is, 
vooral gaat over het slechten van de barrières die voortkomen uit dit polycen-
trisch karakter. Zelfs als we in lijn met eerder in de dissertatie gemaakt claims 
erkennen dat ervaringen vanuit de Randstad Holland vooral of misschien zelfs 
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slechts zeggingskracht hebben voor polycentrische metropolen die zich volgens 
hetzelfde model ontwikkelen, kan nog veilig worden aangenomen dat de beleids-
agenda voor polycentrische metropolen nog wel enige tijd problematisch zal blij-
ven.  
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