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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 

 183 



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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