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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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