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Preface 
I am proud to present my master thesis about the changing retail structure and vacancy in city centers. 

This subject has piqued my interest because I like to visit city centers for shopping and other facilities. I 

have noticed that not only have more buildings become vacant in city centers, but media attention has 

also increased on this topic. In fact, the media has reported an increase in the bankruptcy of well-known 

retail shops in the Netherlands. My interest is in why these shops have become bankrupt and how city 

centers have dealt with the increased number of vacancies. However, finding a topic within the retail 

structure that contributes to the scientific field was a challenge for me. Nevertheless, I discovered that 

vacancies are intensified in regions with shrinkage and in areas in which shrinkage is predicted for the 

future. Therefore, I decided to investigate the changing retail structure in a shrinking context.  

 

I would like to take the opportunity to thank the people who helped me during the writing process of 

this thesis. First, I would like to thank Dr. F. Sharmeen for her support, expertise and patience as my 

supervisor. Not only has she assisted me in improving my thesis, but she has also helped me to become 

less insecure about my own knowledge and ability. Second, I would like to thank the people who took 

the time to participate as interviewees for this thesis. Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends 

who supported me during this writing process.  

 

I hope you enjoy reading my thesis. 

 

Tanya van Eck 

Arnhem, December 2018 
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Summary 
This master thesis investigates the coping mechanism of city centers with regard to the changing retail 

structure and the resultant vacancies in retail buildings, with particular attention to shrinking regions. 

The focus is on (future) shrinking regions, because Dutch studies of governmental institutions and 

consultant agencies have demonstrated that the retail structure has the most impact in these regions 

with a higher number of vacancies (ABN AMBRO, 2013; Compendium voor de Leefomgeving [CLO], 

Centraal Planbureau [CPB], 2016; Dynamis, 2017; Evers, Tennekes & Dongen, 2015; Goudappel Coffeng 

BV, 2017; Stijnenbosch, 2015). ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎΩ Ŏoping 

mechanisms to the changing retail structure and vacancy, and to propose a learning trajectory for other 

(future) shrinking cities. The focus is on mid-sized cities with a population between 50,000 and 100,000 

residents. In addition, this research asks the following questions:   

 

How do cities cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in city centers?  

Are these experiences different in shrinking regions and what can other (future) shrinking cities learn 

from this? 

 

The investigation is conducted with the qualitative research method of in-depth interviews and it 

includes a comparative case study design. This design consists of contrasting cases in terms of 

demographics and it includes Heerlen as the shrinking case study and Helmond as the growing case 

study. These cases are compared to provide the learning trajectory on how (future) shrinking cities can 

cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in their city centers. Moreover, the study take place 

with the in-depth interviewing method as well as a policy analysis of the two cases. Input for the 

interview questions is provided from the theoretical framework of this research, which includes the 

resilience theory and the theory on co-creation. These theories have provided the direction for this 

research and have served as an evaluation framework in the discussion chapter of this work. 

Furthermore, the following subquestions are asked to direct this research: 

  

   What are the challenges of the retail structure? 

   Are those challenges intensified in the cities of shrinking regions? 

   How do policy makers cope with those challenges? 

   What have been the successes and failures of these policies? 

   What recommendations can be made to other cities about city center policy? 

 
Overall, the cities particularly deal with the same challenges and have the same recommendations to 

other cities; however, their policies differ because of different interests. The focus in Helmond is on 

attracting large businesses, while in Heerlen it is accepted that the city is not attractive for those 

businesses. This has resulted in different policies. However, shrinkage is not included in city center 

policies; therefore, it is not seen as an issue in coping with the changing retail structure and vacancy. So 

cities deal with the changing retail structure in different ways, but they recommend the same strategies, 

such as collaborating and consulting with other stakeholders, providing clarity to other parties, creating a 
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compact retail core, providing structural solutions, helping starting entrepreneurs and providing 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƭŜǊǎΩ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ Moreover, accepting shrinkage and not 

accentuating shrinkage in policies is what other (future) shrinking cities can learn from this. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Problem indication 
The Dutch retail structure has become under pressure due to the bankruptcy of many shops in retail 

centers. Not only small independent shops (Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014), but also large retail chains 

have problems maintaining enough revenue. In fact, more than 40 well-known retail chains have gone 

bankrupt since 2012 in the Netherlands (άOverzicht winkelketens dieέ, 2018). Given this bankruptcy, 

consultant agencies and governmental institutions on research have analyzed the Dutch retail structure 

and the future use of city centers. These studies indicate mainly that the retail structure is changing and 

that structural vacancy has increased (ABN AMBRO, 2013; CPB, 2016; CLO, 2017; Dynamis, 2017; 

Goudappel Coffeng BV, 2017; Hoogerbrugge, van Dijken & Gastkemper, 2017; Planbureau voor de 

Leefomgeving [PBL], 2014; Stijnenbosch, 2015; Ter Beek, 2015). Apart from this, the retail structure has 

experienced the most pressure in mid-sized cities, especially those cities located close to the boarder 

(ABN AMBRO, 2013; CLO, 2017; CPB, 2016; Dynamis, 2017; Evers et al. 2015; Goudappel Coffeng BV, 

2017; Stijnenbosch, 2015). As a result, governments have started to create policies to respond to the 

changing retail structure and vacancy. The policies are directed specifically at city centers, because these 

are the main retail centers of the Netherlands.  

 

The studies claim that the retail structure is changing due to e-commerce, the changed interests of 

customers, economic developments and demographic developments. First, people buy more products 

online which means less purchases in city centers (CPB, 2016; Hoogerbrugge et al., 2017; PBL, 2014). In 

addition, Dynamis (2017) and ABN AMBRO (2013) claim that physical shops need to append experiences 

or services to their products in order to compete with e-commerce. Second, the interests of customers 

have changed with an increased convenience culture. People travel to city centers for experiences, social 

gatherings, food facilities, leisure activities and services, which ask for a different supply from the retail 

center (ABN AMBRO, 2013; Dynamis, 2017; Goudappel Coffeng BV, 2017; Ter Beek, 2015). Third, the 

economic crisis has affected and changed the retail structure because of the decreased revenue in retail 

(ABN AMBRO, 2015; CPB, 2016; Ter Beek, 2015). A higher number of vacancies has consequently 

occurred due to the crisis (Evers, 2011; PBL, 2014; Stijnenbosch, 2015). Fourth, demographic changes 

have influenced customer demandτnot only population but also aging and changes in the household 

composition have impacted that demand (ABN AMBRO, 2013; CPB, 2016). 

 

The developments that changed the retail structure have caused an increase in structural vacancy and an 

oversupply of retail floor area (ABN AMBRO, 2013; CLO, 2017; CPB, 2016; Hoogerbrugge et al., 2017; 

Stijnenbosch, 2015). A building becomes structurally vacant when it is empty for more than three years. 

However, a short-term vacancy of less than a year can be described as healthy because it provides space 

for businesses that are looking for premises (Evers et al., 2015; PBL, 2014). For the Netherlands the 

general vacancy rate of gross floor area was 9% in 2017 with 3% as structural vacant gross floor area. 

This is 1% less than in 2016, but the vacancy rate of the gross floor area has risen since 2008 (CLO, 2017). 

According to the Centraal Planbureau[CPB] (2016), structural vacancy occurs on the edges of the city 

center because the efficiency for shops in those locations is lower. To deal with structural vacancy and 

the changed demand of customers, studies by consultant agencies and governmental institutions suggest 
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the transformation of land use functions on the edges of the city center. This means a transformation of 

the retail function to other functions such as leisure, housing or food facilities (CPB, 2016; Dynamis, 

2017; Stijnenbosch, 2015; Ter Beek, 2015). Moreover, to deal with the changing retail structure and the 

resultant vacancies in retail buildings, and to prevent a disrupted retail market, ABN AMBRO (2013), 

Stijnenbosch (2015) and Voss (2016) recommend collaboration between stakeholders of the city center. 

The changing retail structure affects primarily mid-sized cities, especially those in regions close to the 

border. Mid-sized cities experience greater struggle because larger cities have become more attractive to 

visit due to improved mobility options. Larger cities consequently attract people by their places of 

interests and investors thus look into these cities (Dynamis, 2017). Therewithal, mid-sized cities in 

regions close to the border struggle the most because of their peripheral position and demographics. 

With regard to demographics, some regions have a high aging rate and (start to) deal with shrinkage 

(ABN AMBRO, 2013; CLO, 2017; Evers , 2015; Goudappel Coffeng BV; Stijnenbosch, 2015). In fact, the 

Netherlands deals with nine shrinking regions already and it is estimated that 11 other regions will begin 

to face population losses before the year 2040 (Rijksoverheid, n.d.) An overview of these regions is 

provided in Figure 1. The prognoses also include the mid-sized cities Den Helder and Emmen as future 

shrinking cities and Heerlen and Terneuzen as recent shrinking cities (Kooiman, de Jong, Huisman, van 

Duin & Stoeldraije, 2016). Compared to the vacancy, the rate of vacant gross floor area is higher in these 

regions (CLO, 2017; CPB, 2016; Evers, 2015; Stijnenbosch, 2015), of which an overview of this vacancy is 

demonstrated in Figure 2. This can be explained by the declining population in these regions, which 

causes less demand for retail space in city centers (ABN AMBRO, 2013; Stijnenbosch, 2015). The causes 

of shrinkage in the Netherlands are aging, deindustrialization in the past and migration of the youth to 

other cities (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Hoekveld & Bontje, 2016; Kooiman et al, 2016).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The shrinking regions and future 

shrinking regions of the Netherlands.  

Figure 2: Degree of vacant gross floor area 

in the municipalities of the Netherlands.  

Source: Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en 

Koninkrijksrelaties (2016), and own elaboration. 

Source: PBL (2017) and own elaboration. 
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So not only is the impact of the changing retail structure and vacancy larger in mid-sized cities in regions 

close to the border of the Netherlands, but it is also projected that these regions will deal with more 

shrinkage in the future (Kooiman et al., 2016; Rijksoverheid, n.p.). For this reason, the focus of this 

research is on mid-sized cities in (future) shrinking regions. The aim is to provide a learning trajectory for 

(future) shrinking cities on how they can cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in city 

centers. The research aim and the research questions are discussed in the next subchapter.  

1.2 Research aim and research questions  
As the problem indication has highlighted, the focus of this research is on mid-sized cities in (future) 

shrinking regionsτmore precisely, the focus is on city center policy on how to cope with the changing 

retail structure and vacancy. This leads to the following research aim: 

 

Research aim 

Identifying the coping mechanism of city centers with regard to the changing retail structure and 

vacancy, with particular attention on shrinking regions, and proposing a learning trajectory for other 

(future) shrinking cities. 

 

To propose a learning trajectory for other future shrinking cities in the Netherlands, a comparison is 

made, using a comparative case study design, between a Dutch shrinking city and a Dutch non-shrinking 

city. Helmond serves as the case study for a non-shrinking city and Heerlen as the case study for a 

shrinking city. More information about the methodology of this research is provided in Chapter 3. 

Furthermore, this research answers the following research questions: 

 

Research questions 

How do cities cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in their city centers?  

Are the experiences different in shrinking regions, and what can other (future) shrinking cities learn 

from this? 

 

To help answer the research questions, subquestions are asked to guide the research. Those 

subquestions are as follows: 

  

   What are the challenges of the changing retail structure? 

   Are those challenges intensified in the cities of shrinking regions? 

   How do policy makers cope with those challenges? 

   What have been the successes and failures of these policies? 

   What recommendations can be made to other cities about city center policy? 

 

Some notes can be made about the scope of the research. The main focus is on mid-sized cities of 50,000 

to 100,000 inhabitants. The Netherlands contains of larger cities such as Maastricht and Groningen, that 

are located in shrinking regions; however, these cities manage to grow and the projections are that these 

cities will continue to grow. The ŎƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ can be explained by the presence of educational 
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institutions that attract young people to migrate to those cities (Kooiman et al., 2016). Therefore, the 

focus is on mid-sized cities that do not function as student cities in particular. Another note is the 

exclusion of rural areas from this research. The focus is only on urbanized areas with the above-

mentioned population range.   

1.3 Societal relevance and scientific relevance 
The societal relevance of this research relates to the effects of vacancy in city centers. As stated in 

Chapter 1.1, mid-sized cities deal with more structural vacancy, especially those close to the border that 

deal with population decline (in the future). These cities are consequently more prone to decay, which 

calls for governmental intervention (Buitelaar, 2014; CPB, 2016; Evers, 2015; PBL, 2014). To be more 

precise, vacant buildings have a negative effect on the surrounding area and centers can therefore fall 

into a downward spiral or vicious circle of further vacancies and finally decay (Buitelaar, 2014; Hospers, 

2016; PBL, 2014). According to Hospers (2016), vacancy has two consequences for a city center that 

strengthens the vicious circle of vacancy and decay. First, Hospers points out that vacancy is a reason for 

less visits to the city center. Second, shops that want to settle in the city do not want to be located in an 

area with much vacancy. These consequences result in a less attractive area with less visitors for the 

shops therein. For that reason, shops have problems maintaining their businesses and can become 

bankrupt. The vacancy thus increases when shops become bankrupt. So, governmental intervention is 

legitimate to prevent decay (Buitelaar, 2014; CPB, 2016; Evers, 2015; PBL, 2014). The contribution of this 

research is to identify the governmental interventions that are needed to cope with the changing retail 

structure and vacancy, and hence to overcome vacancy and prevent decay.  

 

The scientific relevance of this research is the amplification of the literature on the changing retail 

structure and vacancy because the emphasis is mostly on specific disruptions, such as the economic 

crisis, e-commerce and the changed interests of customers, that induce shifts in the retail structure 

(Astbury & Thurstain-Goodwin, 2014; Findlay & Sparks, 2012; Weltevreden & van Rietbergen, 2007; 

Zhang, Zhu and Ye, 2016). These disruptions are investigated as independent disruptions in a wider 

context rather than collectively in specific city centers. Therefore, the relevance of this research is its 

contribution to the literature on multiple disruptions that affect the changing retail structure. 

Nevertheless, since the last decade, there is a growing body of literature on the changing retail structure 

in city centers and the corresponding policy. In fact, Wrigley and Dolega (2011) are seen as the first 

scholars who investigated the impact of those disruptions on retail centers (Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 

2015; Singleton, Dolega, Riddlesden & Longley, 2016). They concluded that retail centers are affected by 

those disruptions in a structural manner. However, the literature on this topic is still scarce (Dolega & 

Celinska-Janowicz, 2015), so this research amplifies the existing scientific literature on the changing retail 

structure in city centers by focusing on multiple disruptions and on city center policies.  

 

The literature is scarce not only  on the changing retail structure in city centers in general, but also on 

the changing retail structure of city centers in a shrinking context. In other words, not much is written 

about disruptions to the retail sector in the city centers of shrinking areas. The only aspect scholars point 

out is that demographic changes impact the retail sector in terms of customer demands (Balsas, 2014; 

Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 2015; Singleton et al., 2016). Apart from this, the emphasis of the scientific 
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literature on shrinkage is mostly on the whole city instead of specifically on the city center. Moreover, 

the changing retail structure is not taken into account in urban shrinkage. For these reasons, this 

research amplifies the existing scientific literature as well by taking the shrinking context into account 

with the investigation of the changing retail structure in city centers. 

1.4 Structure of thesis  
The thesis is structured in eight chapters. The first chapter has introduced this thesis by presenting the 

problem indication, the research aim and research questions, and the relevance of this research. The 

theoretical framework is provided in Chapter 2, in which Chapter 2.3. includes the conceptual model of 

this research. The methodological aspects are discussed in Chapter 3, which includes the research 

approach, the research methods, operationalization, research analysis and a discussion on the quality of 

the research. The case studies of this research are comprehensively described in Chapter 4 and the policy 

analyses thereof are provided in Chapter 5. The results of the in-depth interview method are provided in 

Chapter 6 and Chapter 7. First, the results on the challenges of the retail structure are presented in 

Chapter 6 and they answer the first two subquestions of this research. Second, the results of the policies 

on the retail structure are presented in Chapter 7, and they address the third, fourth and fifth 

subquestions of this research. Furthermore, the conclusion, discussion and recommendations on 

scientific research are provided in Chapter 8.    
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Chapter 2: Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework on how to cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in city centers 

is provided in this chapter. This is done to offer direction to this research. First, resilience theory is of 

interest for its signification of the changes to the retail structure. The theory is applied to city centers 

and retail centers to determine how they respond to the disruptions to the retail structure (Balsas, 2014; 

Dolega & Celinska, 2015; Erkip, Kizilgün & Akinci, 2014; Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014; Kärrholm, Nylund, 

de la Fuente, 2014; Singleton et al., 2016; Wrigley & Dolega, 2011); this is of interest for the construction 

of the learning trajectory on how to cope with the changing retail structure. Second, the theory on co-

creation is of interest for the organizational operation of the changing retail structure. To be more 

precise, the concept of co-creation is a method for stakeholders to cope with societal challenges (Bason, 

2018; Verschuere & Steen, 2015; Voorberg, Bekkers & Tummers, 2015). In addition, Chapter 1.3 has 

demonstrated that the changing retail structure is conceived as a societal challenge. So the theory of 

resilience and the concept of co-creation can help to construct the learning trajectory. Other theories on 

the revitalization and regeneration of city centers are not included in this research. This is because those 

theories start from dilapidation, while the focus in this research is on preventing dilapidation.   

2.1 Resilience theory 
Resilience theory originates from Holling (as cited in Erkip et al., 2014; Kärrholm et al., 2014) in ecological 

ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜƻǊƎŀƴƛzing the system; 

however, it has since been applied in other scientific fields with own interpretations. In general, three 

interpretations are distinguished on resilience. First, the engineering resilience interpretation found in 

physical science assumes that shocks can move a system off its equilibrium growth pad, but the self-

correcting forces and adjustments of the system bring it back onto the equilibrium growth path. Second, 

the ecological resilience interpretation found in biological science assumes that systems have multiple 

equilibriums where a return to the pre-shock stage is not required. It is about the number of disruptions 

systems can absorb before they are damaged and moved to the new form that is the equilibrium state. 

Third, the adaptive resilience interpretation found in complex system theory focuses on the anticipation 

of ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ƴinimize the impact of disruption and to stimulate 

further development. It does not include equilibrium states. (Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 2015; Martin, 

2012; Simmie & Martin, 2010; Singleton et al., 2016). According to Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015), 

the adaptive interpretation is based on the evolutionary approach to economic systems by Simmie and 

Martin (2010) that denies the equilibrium state of economic systems. This means economic systems 

continually adjust and reconfigure themselves in the long term instead of returning to a previous stable 

state (Simmie & Martin, 2010).  

 

The adaptive resilience interpretation is pertinent to the implementation of resilience in retail. In fact, 

Wrigley and Dolega (2011) state that city centers must continually adjust and reconfigure themselves to 

external shocks in order to function well, which is in conformity with the adaptive resilience 

interpretation. They are seen as the first scholars who investigated the resilience of retail in city centers 

(Dolega and Celinska, 2015; Singleton et al., 2016), and their adaptive resilience interpretation on retail is 

followed by scholars such as Balsas (2014), Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) and Singleton et al. 
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(2016). While not all scholars mention their resilience interpretation such as Erkip et al. (2014) and 

Fernandes and Chamusca (2014), Kärrholm et al.Ωǎ (2014) interpretation of resilience is remarkable 

compared to the other scholars. This is because Kärrholm et al. (2014) expose retail resilience from the 

ecological interpretation despite their denial of the equilibrium conception as well. They mention retail 

resilience as the process of άstaying in the gameΤέ, however, this also resembles the adjusting and 

reconfiguring aspect of the adaptive interpretation. Despite the different interpretations of resilience, it 

is noticeable that scholars refer to the same definition to implement retail resilience. This definition 

ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘΦ wŜǘŀƛƭ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎΤ  

  

έ¢ƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǘŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΣ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ƻǊ ǎƘƻŎƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ 

equilibrium without failing to perfƻǊƳ ƛǘǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅέ 

  (Balsas; 2014, p.161, Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 2015, p.17; Erkip et al., 2014, p.113; 

Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014, p.171; Kärrholm et al., 2014, p.121).  

 

Shocks to the retail structure have been the reason to 

investigate the resilience of that structure. Wrigley and 

Dolega (2011) have focused on the economic crisis and, to 

a lesser extent, e-commerce as external shocks to which 

retail structures must continually adjust and reconfigure 

themselves. According to Wrigley and Dolega, the 

economic crisis has caused a decreased income for 

households and consequently a decreased market in retail. 

In addition, Singleton et al. (2016) claim that e-commerce 

has caused continuously increasing competition for shops, 

especially when their products can be easily found online 

(Singleton et al., 2016). In comparison, Dolega and 

Celinska-Janowicz (2015) also mention shocks to the retail 

structure, but they suggest that the shocks are long-term 

processes or slow burns. Apart from e-commerce, they 

mention demographic developments such as aging and 

changes in household composition, an increased 

convenience culture because of technical innovation, and 

large-scale retail development by large chain stores. These 

large-scale retail developments disturbs the functioning of small and independent stores, according to 

Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz. The aforementioned shocks to the retail structure are illustrated in Figure 

3. However, Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) claim that the nascence and degree of external shocks 

vary by location.  

The resilience of retail can be conceived in two ways, namely economically and spatially. First, retail 
resilience can be approached as the economic sector or retail structure of a city or region (Dolega & 
Celinska-Janowicz, 2015). It refers to the types of retail shops in a place, such as independent shops and 
retail chains. Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) link the definition of retail resilience to this approach; 
however, they argue that resilience in economic geography studies is usually associated with a place 

Figure 3: Components of the changing 

retail structure.  

Aspects are drawn from Dolega and 

Celinska-Janowicz (2015), Singleton et al. 

(2016) and Wrigley and Dolega (2011).   
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instead of an economic sector. Second, retail resilience can be approached spatially as a place that 
comprises of retail, such as shopping streets and city centers. Not only are the retail stores important, 
but other aspects of the area also determine the resilience, such as the maintenance of public areas, the 
attraction of tourists to the area and the image of the area (Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 2015). In 
comparison, Kärrholm et al. (2014) address retail resilience under the assumption that it is one aspect of 
the whole urban landscape. The spatial approach of retail resilience is of interest in this research, 
because the focus is on city centers. Apart from the definition of retail resilience, Kärrholm et al. 
provided the following definition of spatial resilience, which retail resilience is a part of: 
 
 άThe ability of spaces to cope with diversity and change while retaining their identity, bearing in 
mind that spaces are always related and dependent on spaces other than themselvesέ 
  (Kärrholm et al., 2014, p. 122).  
 
Spontaneous responses and controlled responses are distinguished to achieve resilient retail centers. 
Erkip et al. (2014) suggest that spontaneous responses, such as longer opening hours, increased 
sanitations and services of home delivery, are from individual retailers and that controlled responses are 
plans made in collaboration with public authorities such as associations and municipalities. According to 
Erkip et al., spontaneous responses have the chance to fail when they are not in tune, and they are more 
vulnerable to the impacts of change. Therefore, Erkip et al. suggest a controlled response to achieve 
resilience in retail centers. Similarly, Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) suggest a controlled response 
with multiscale coordination from involved actors on the horizontal and vertical levels to build adaptive 
capacity for a resilient retail center. This means collaboration between public and private actors as well 
as collaboration among different governmental levels. In comparison, Fernandes and Chamusca (2014) 
recommend making decisions on the regional level in order to prevent solutions that involve the 
acquisition of money only locally over a short term. Apart from this, Wrigley and Dolega (2011) suggest 
that small independent retailers and retailers of retail chains need to create relationships in order to be 
resilient. Furthermore, Balsas (2014) state that public authorities can learn from the actors of the private 
sector regarding how to maintain city centers. Wrigley and Dolega (2011) also suggest appointing a city 
center manager and instituting a business improvement district (BID). Nevertheless, Balsas (2014) is 
critical of appointing a center manager because, according to him/her, it does not contribute to long-
term resilience. 
 
Apart from collaboration on different levels, scholars mention other factors for achieving a resilient city 
center. First, the city centerΩǎ image and maintenance and the attraction of tourists to the center are 
mentioned by Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015) in the spatial approach of retail resilience. In 
addition, Balsas (2014) and Erkip et al. (2014) also mention the maintenance of retail centers to achieve 
resilience and attract visitors. Second, Balsas and Erkip et al. mention accessibility, such as a suitable 
public transportation and optimal parking management. Similarly, Wrigley and Dolega (2011) suggest a 
supportive parking policy. Third, the balance between retail and other functions is mentioned by Erkip et 
al. (2014) and Kärrholm et al. (2014). Erkip et al. claim that retail centers need to include restaurants and 
cafes to meet customer demands, while Kärrholm et al. mention the functions of housing and working 
areas to make the center more lively, also in the evening. Fourth, the fine-tuning of centers is mentioned 
by Balsas (2014), who highlights that the development of new retail area will weaken old retail areas 
when there is no additional demand. Fifth, to achieve resilience, a database of vacancy is important to 
obtain insight into ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ regarding vacancy (Erkip et al., 2014). These aspects are 
summarized in Table 1 on the next page, which provides an overview. 
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Table 1: Aspects that contribute to a resilient city center. 
Actions in planning the city center 

Interaction and collaboration between public authorities on different governmental levels and private parties 
(retailers, investors).  

Maintenance of the city center 

Accessibility of the city center 

A mix of retail and the integration of other functions into the planning of city centers (leisure, services, food). 

Fine tuning of retail centers. 

Database on the level of vacancy in order to gain more insight into the operation of the city center. 

The aspects are drawn from Balsas (2014), Dolega and Celinska-Janowicz (2015), Erkip et al., (2015), Fernandes and 
Chamusca (2014), and Kärrholm et al., 2014). 
 
The resilience of a retail center can be determined by the level of vacancy and by the mix of retail 
(Dolega & Celinska-Janowicz, 2015; Wrigley & Dolega, 2011), which are also included in Table 1. First, the 
vacancy rate can be measured as a percentage that implies either the empty floorspace or the empty 
units of all store units. However, the percentages will be different when both types of measurements are 
executed (Wrigley & Dolega, 2011). Furthermore, Wrigley and Dolega (2011 state that vacancy becomes 
a problem when the building is vacant for longer than two years, but they view short-term  healthy 
because it responds to the demands of the users. Second, the mix within retail is mentioned as an 
indicator of a resilient center. Not only diversity within retail shops but also large retail chain shops that 
attract visitors called anchors are mentioned. Especially food-related anchor shops are mentioned by 
Wrigley and Dolega. Nevertheless, while chain stores can put city centers on the map, it can make a 
center less distinctive because small independent stores add distinctiveness to the center (Dolega and 
Celinska, 2015; Wrigley & Dolega, 2011).  
 
This subchapter has discussed the resilience theory in relation to the changing retail structure and 
vacancy. The next subchapter discusses the theory on co-creation.  
 

2.2. Co-creation 
The concept of co-creation originates from marketing studies in literature as a tool to create more 
valuable products and to achieve competitive advantages in the private sector. Co-creation refers to the 
organizational change of a ŦƛǊƳΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƻŘŜƭ, in which the top management must involve 
customers in the production processes in order to create value (Gouillart & Billings, 2013; Gouillart & 
Hallet, 2015; Payne, Storbacka and Frow, 2008; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Shamim & Ghazali, 2014; 
Voorberg et al., 2015). Not only are customers seen as the end users in co-creation, but they are also 
seen as sources of new value creation. In co-creation, customers can share their experiences on a 
platform created by the firm. These experiences can improve the products; therefore, the value of those 
products can increase. In other words, co-creation is a continuous process of value creation by taking the 
experiences of customers into account in production processes (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; 
Ramaswamy, 2009). According to Payne et al.(2008), the focus of Phaladad and Ramaswamy is on 
providing experiences to customers in order to create valuable products; however, an indication of 
experience is lacking in the definition of co-creation in more recent research by Ramaswamy (2011). Co-
creation is defined by Ramaswamy as 
 
 άThe practice of developing systems, products, or services through collaboration with customers, 
managers, employees and other stakeholdersέ 
 (Ramaswamy, 2011, p.195).  
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Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) and Shamim and Ghazali (2014) discuss the relevance of applying co-
creation in retail. Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) argue that the traditional operation of firms is 
challenged by several changes and forces on the market, such as globalization; deregulation; the 
outsourcing activities of industries; and customers who have become more informed, connected, 
empowered and active on the market. Owing to this, firms have difficulties in differentiating on the 
market and customers will purchase the cheapest product available when there is no differentiation. As 
a consequence, the Wallmartization of the market can occur, which means that large chain stores move 
into a region and devastate local business because of the low prices those stores offer. However, 
customers are not satisfied with the Wallmartization supply on the market and they want choice of 
valuable products. For this reason, co-creation emerges as the tool to create differentiated and valued 
products (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Similarly, Shamim and Ghazali (2014) highlight the changes in 
demand on the retail market, such as the focus on experiencing, entertaining and communicating as well 
as a different demand for products because of the changes in demographics. Moreover, they state that 
the environment in which customers shop needs to be attractive. According to Shamim and Ghazali, 
customers are more inclined to provide feedback on products when they can have experiences and when 
customers are shopping in an attractive environment. That feedback can be used to improve the 
products and therefore increase the value of products. However, the statements by Shamim and Ghazali 
are suggestions; they require further investigation in order to be reliable sources (2014). 
 
Apart from the consideration of co-creation in the private sector, authorities in the public sector have 
started to consider co-creation in policy making as a tool for value creation. For instance, Bason (2018) 
considers co-creation as an element of achieving public sector innovation, while Gouillart and Hallet 
(2015) and Voorberg et al. (2015) mention it as a new reconfiguration strategy of a ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
organization. In this reconfiguration strategy, stakeholders participate in the design and delivery of 
ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ and costs are outsourced to those who 
participate (Gouillart & Hallet, 2015; Voorberg et al., 2015). In comparison, Bekkers and Meijer (2010) 
claim that co-creation in the public sector is about the contribution of stakeholders to the developments 
and executions of policies as well as the involvement of those stakeholders in the governmentΩs agenda. 
According to Bekkers and Meijer, stakeholders include citizens, firms, associations, experts and societal 
organizations. Moreover, Franzen (2011) and Gouillart and Hallet (2015) point out that stakeholders 
mostly aggregate in communities of shared interests. According to Franzen (2011) co-creation in the 
public sector focuses mostly on shopkeepers/entrepreneur associations. Furthermore, Uppström and 
Lönn (2015) point out that in addition to economic value, on which private companies focus, public 
authorities must also include social value and demographic value into their policy. 
 
The concept of co-creation must not be confused with the concept of co-production or with the concept 
of interactive policy in policy making, despite the fact that these terms are used interchangeably in 
literature according to Voorberg et al. (2015). Bekkers and Meijer (2010) highlight the differences 
between the terms co-production, interactive policy and co-creation. They state that co-production 
refers to participation in the implementation of policy, while interactive policy refers to participation in 
the design of policy. Co-creation in the public sector refers to the participation of parties in the 
implementation and design of the policy. In other words, the scope of participation in co-creation is 
broader compared to co-production and interactive policy (Bekkers & Meijer, 2010). In comparison, 
Bason (2018) highlights the differences between co-creation and co-production: co-creation is about 
creating solutions with people, while co-production is about improving the governmental services 
offered by people with their own resources. Apart from these different interpretations, Verschuere and 
Steen (2015) claim that co-production refers to the participation of citizens, while co-creation refers to 
the participation of people with several roles such as business owners or other stakeholders. In addition, 
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Verschuere and Steen (2015), as well as Bekkers and Meijer (2010), refer to the participation ladder that 
rates the level of participation; however, this ladder focuses only on citizens in general instead of 
stakeholder groups. Therefore, this research does not take the participation ladder into account.  
 
Co-creation is considered by public authorities because of the incentives, according to several scholars. 
First, as described in Chapter 1.3, co-creation is mentioned as a manner in which to deal with societal 
challenges such as climate change and aging (Bason, 2018; Verschuere & Steen, 2015; Voorberg et al., 
2015). Second, co-creation is suggested as a method for dealing with the decreased budgets of 
governments (Verschuere & Steen, 2015; Voorberg et al., 2015), in which Gouillart and Hallet (2015) 
mention that public money will be saved when governmental work is outsourced to stakeholders in co-
creation. Third, it is mentioned as a tool to improve the quality of a policy and to gain knowledge on the 
ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ (Bekkers & Meijer,2010; Dörk & Monteyne, 2011; Uppström & Lönn, 2015). Dörk and 
Monteyne (2011) claim that new ideas emerge because of the stakeholderΩǎ knowledge that is taken into 
account. In fact, those stakeholders dispose of the spatial knowledge of citizens. Moreover, Bekkers and 
Meijer (2010) claim that governments strive for the support of important parties as well as a policy that 
is representative. Fourth, Bason (2018) and Gouillart and Hallet, (2015) state that co-creation is a process 
to achieve innovation in public sectors, which those scholars mention as a requirement for governments. 
Fifth, Bekkers and Meijer (2010) suggest that stakeholders have interests and therefore participate in 
order to fulfill those interests. Nevertheless, Voorberg et al. (2015) are skeptical about the results of co-
creation. They claim that less is known about the outcomes of co-creation and they argue that co-
creation is considered to be a value itself in studies.  
 
Gouillart and Hallet (2015) have formulated five steps 
to develop co-creation in the public sector. These 
steps involve the appliance of co-creation and the 
attitude towards co-creation, and they are collectively 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άthe path of co-creationέ. These five steps 
are summarized in Table 2. First, the public sector needs 
to decide who is of interest for policy making in co-
creation. Gouilart and Hallet mention this as identifying 
the communities or stakeholders that are of interest. 
Second, the public sector must create engagement 
platforms to attract the stakeholders who are of 
interest. Third, the public sector needs to tender for 
interactions between stakeholdersτthe engagement 
platforms can be used to find new types of interaction 
between these stakeholders. Fourth, those 
ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ individual experiences, which are formed 
during the interaction processes, need to be enabled. 
Fifth, these experiences create value for the public 
sector when the previous steps are followed (Gouillart & Hallet, 2015, p.43).  
 
Apart from the incentives to apply co-creation, scholars discuss how to have a successful appliance of co-
creation as well as the attitude towards co-creation. Gouillart and Hallet (2015) present five building 
blocks or principles for successful co-creation in the public sector. First, they suggest that a co-creation 
initiative must be put into wider perspective to achieve long-lasting results. This means the initiative 
must be considered in multiple sectors such as the economic, societal and environment sectors within 
the governmental organization. Second, they suggest a bottom-up approach to fit into the local context 

The steps: 

1: Identify the communities/stakeholders 
that are of interest. 

2: Create engagement platforms. 

3: Encourage interactions between the 
stakeholders. 

4: Enable the individual experiences of the 
stakeholders. 

5: Gain new value. 

Table 2: The path of co-creation by 

Gouillart and Hallet (2015). 

 

The steps: 

1: Identify the 
communities/stakeholders that are of 
interest. 

2: Create engagement platforms. 

3: Encourage interactions between the 
stakeholders. 

4: Enable the individual experiences of 
the stakeholders. 

5: Gain new value. 

 Table 2: The path of co-creation by 

Gouillart and Hallet (2015) 

Source: Gouillart and Hallet (2015, p.43) and 

own elaboration 

 

Source: Gouillart and Hallet (2015, 

p.43) and own elaboration 
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of ideas and practice, instead of an initiative that is transferred from another place. Third, they suggest 
that governors need to trust the process and stakeholders as well as let go of controlling every step. 
Fourth, the focus needs to be on the people within the process instead of on the process itself. This 
enables people to devise experiences and initiatives that are not steered by the process itself. Finally, 
(digital) engagement platforms must be introduced to have live meetings and workshops for the 
participants, which is in line with the five steps for developing co-creation proposed by Gouillart and 
Hallet themselves. (Gouillart & Hallet, 2015). Furthermore, Gouillart and Hallet point out that the rules 
and laws enacted by the public sector are not negotiable with other stakeholders, so co-creation needs 
to fit into this legal framework in order to be successful. Other scholars highlight that governments need 
to become more transparent and less bureaucratic to achieve successful co-creation (Dörk & Monteyne, 
2011; Uppström & Lönn, 2015). These points are listed in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Aspects of a successful appliance of co-creation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The aspects are drawn from Dörk and Monteyne (2011), Gouillart and Hallet (2015) and Uppström and Lönn (2015). 

The theory on co-creation was discussed in this subchapter. The conceptual model, which includes the 
theories of resilience and co-creation, is discussed in the next subchapter. 
 

2.3 Conceptual model 
The conceptual model is demonstrated in this subchapter to explain how the theoretical concepts relate 
to this research. The model consists of independent and dependent variablesτsee Figure 4 for the 
graphical display. To begin with, disruptions to the retail market, such as the economic crisis and e-
commerce are designated as the independent variables. This is because investigations on the nascence 
of the disruptions are not included in this research. Nevertheless, disruptions have changed the retail 
structure and have caused vacancy, according to the studies by the governmental institutions and 
consultant agencies, as discussed in Chapter 1.1. The studies highlight that the impact of the disruptions 
differs per area. In fact, according to these studies, mid-sized cities and cities that deal with population 
decline (in the future) face a changing retail structure and vacancy to higher extents. Therefore, the 
changing retail structure and vacancy are dependent variables in this research. Furthermore, the studies 
indicate that governments have started to develop policies; however, these policies depend on the 
extent and impact of the changing retail structure and vacancy. This means that the city center policy is 
also a dependent variable in this research, because it depends on the effects of the changing retail 
structure and vacancy. On the other hand, the city center policies influence the effect of the changing 
retail structure and vacancy; therefore, a two-sided arrow is depicted in the figure between the variables 
of the changing retail structure and vacancy, and the city center policy.  
 
The theoretical framework is relevant to the city center policy variable, which is in focus in this research. 
The city center policy and the effects on both the changing retail structure and vacancy will be 

Approach the co-creation initiative from a wider perspective. 

Approach the co-creation initiative from the bottom-up. 

Trust the process and the stakeholder; public authorities need to let go of control. 

Put people first instead of the process. 

Introduce (digital) engagement platforms. 

Include the legal framework that consists of laws and regulations. 

Become more transparent. 

Become less bureaucratic. 



19 
 

investigated, underpinned by the theory, in order to propose the previously mentioned learning 
trajectory. The above-mentioned theory includes policy measures and is thus part of the city center 
policy variable of the conceptual model in Figure 4. The figure demonstrates what aspects of the theories 
are taken into account to create the learning trajectory. The operationalization of these and other 
methodological aspects are discussed in the next chapter, in which the operationalization can be found 
in Chapter 3.2.1.  
 
Figure 4: Conceptual model of this research. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  
The methodological aspects of this research are explained in this chapter. First, the research philosophy, 
as well as the approaches of induction and deduction, is discussed in Chapter 3.1. Second, the research 
methods and the operationalization are discussed in Chapter 3.2. Third, the data analysis is discussed in 
Chapter 3.3. Finally, the quality of this research is discussed in Chapter 3.4.  
 

3.1 Research approach 
The ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ philosophical position, which relates to epistemology and ontology (Walliman, 2016), is 
discussed in this subchapter. Epistemology is described by Walliman (2016) as the way in which 
knowledge can be conceived as well as what can be conceived as acceptable knowledge. Ontology is 
described by Walliman όнлмсύ ŀƴŘ .ƻŜƛƧŜΣ Ψǘ IŀǊt and Hox (2009) as the social structures and the 
perception on what exists. According to Boeije et al. (2009), the doctrine of ontology refers to how social 
reality is built up and if social structures can be influenced by people. So, the aspects of epistemology 
and ontology hold a view on reality and are of interest in relation to the philosophical position of the 
researcher. In comparison to this research, the ontology doctrine relates to the existence of the changing 
retail structure that has caused vacancies. This perception is determined by the experiences of the 
people regarding the changing retail structure and vacancy, which relates to the epistemology doctrine. 
In other words, knowledge in this research will be conceived based on how people experience and 
interpret the changing retail structure and vacancy. For this reason, this research presumes the 
philosophical position of an interpretivist, who focuses on the different interpretations and experiences 
of a social reality (Walliman, 2016).  
 
This research takes on an inductive approach, wherein general conclusions are drawn from specific 
observations with inductive reasoning (Walliman, 2016). The aim of this research is to create a learning 
trajectory for other (future) shrinking cities, which means the conclusions of this research are generally 
applicable to those cities. However, Walliman (2016) points out that it is difficult to clearly distinguishes 
between induction and deduction because insight into theory is necessary to know what information 
should be gathered. According to Walliman, this means that the research should also include a deductive 
approach for the above-mentioned insight theory and to offer direction. 
 

3.2 Research methods 
The applied research methods that tend to answer the research questions are discussed in this 
subchapter. The research questions are repeated in Box 1, along with the research aim. 
 
Box 1: The research questions and the research aims. 
 

 

Research aim 

Identifying the coping mechanism of city centers with regard to the changing retail structure and vacancy, with 

particular attention on shrinking regions, and proposing a learning trajectory for other (future) shrinking cities. 

  

Research questions: 

How do cities cope with the changing retail structure and vacancy in their city centers?  

Are the experiences different in shrinking regions, and what can other (future) shrinking cities learn from this? 
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The research questions and aims conform with qualitative research methods that focus on situations and 

people (Boeije et al., 2009). To be more precise, this research has its point of focus on the situation of 

the changing retail structure and vacancy, as well as on the people who deal with this situation. 

Qualitative methods tend to describe, interpret and declare the experiences of people within specific 

situations. In other words, qualitative methods are used to investigate what meaning people assign to 

their social situations (Boeije et al., 2009). Therefore, in-depth interviews were held as the qualitative 

research method in this research along with desk research to prepare these in-depth interviews. This 

was done with a case study design that includes a comparative approach. Furthermore, the case studies 

were visited to gain additional insight into the cases. 

 

Comparative case study design 

A case study design with a comparative approach consists of two opposite cases whose characteristics 

are compared (Walliman, 2016). The cases are comprehensively analyzed and the comparison thereof 

can generate new theoretical insights (Bryman, 2012). This study consists of a case study design with a 

comparative approach, in order to gain insight into how shrinking cities can cope with the changing retail 

structure. The opposite of a shrinking city is a growing city; therefore, these two types of cities are the 

comparative cases in this study. Furthermore, because this study focuses on mid-sized cities, the cases 

must represent a mid-sized city with between 50,000 and 100,000 residents.  

 

Heerlen and Helmond serve as the mid-sized shrinking city case 

and the growing city case respectively. Heerlen, on the one hand, 

was chosen because it is currently the only shrinking city in the 

Netherlands, with a population of 86.840 residents (Gemeente 

Heerlen, 2018). Helmond, on the other hand, has a population of 

90.911 residents (Gemeente Helmond, 2018). The national 

government appointed the city as a center of urban development in 

the 1980s. As a result, people have started to settle in Helmond and 

the city has begun to grow (Gemeente Helmond, 2013b). 

Moreover, the number of residents in Helmond is comparable with 

the number of residents in Heerlen. Figure 5 demonstrates where 

Heerlen and Helmond are located in the Netherlands, and further 

information about the cases is provided in Chapter 4.  

Desk research 
Desk research involves collecting and analyzing secondary data that is relevant for this research. 

Secondary data refers to data that is already collected in other research (Boeije et al., 2009). This data is 

from scientific studies and published documents of consultant agencies and governmental institutions. It 

was checked to determine what is already written about the changing retail structure and what 

influences this structure has on city centers. Moreover, the data was checked to gain insight into the 

societal impacts of the changing retail structure in city centers and to provide direction to this research. 

The studies of governmental institutions and consultant agencies have been discussed in Chapter 1 and 

the scientific studies have been presented in the theoretical framework in Chapter 2. Furthermore, the 

Figure 5: Location of Heerlen and 

Helmond. 

Source: Wikipedia (2016) and own 

elaboration. 
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policy documents of the two case studies are also taken into account in the desk research. The relevant 

aspects of those policy documents are described in Chapter 5.   

 

Field research 

Field research in this work involved conducting in-depth interviews with stakeholders of Helmond and 

Heerlen. These interviews were prepared with interview guides, which contain a list of questions for the 

interviewees. The stakeholders were categorized and each category had its own interview guide. Apart 

from the questions in the interview guide, there was room for other questions during the interviews. For 

example, questions about the opening hours were created during the interviews when the interviewees 

mentioned the policy on these hours as an issue. This means that the interview process took place in a 

semi-structured form, because there was room for questions other than those in the interview guides 

(Bryman, 2012). The interview questions can be found in Annex 1. In addition, the results of the field 

research are discussed in Chapters 6 and 7.  

 

The aim was to interview seven stakeholders in each city to gather a sufficient amount of dataτthis 

equates 14 interviews in total. However, the division of the stakeholders groups differs in the two cities, 

and the division of interviewees representing the stakeholder groups consequently differs in each city. 

Heerlen consists of multiple intermediaries, while Helmond consists of one intermediary. The 

stakeholder groups of the municipality and shop owners share the same number of interviewees in the 

two citiesτone who represents the municipality and three shop owners in each city. The 

operationalization and creation of these interview questions are discussed in the next subchapter.  

3.2.1 Operationalization 
The interview questions in the field research were formed during the operationalization process with 

input from the theoretical framework and the policy analysis. This means that for every subquestion of 

this research, the indicators are checked, and these indicators are retrieved from the theoretical 

framework in Chapter 2 and the policy analysis in Chapter 5. The conceptual model in Chapter 2.3 has 

demonstrated what variables are included to provide the learning trajectory on how to cope with the 

changing retail structure and vacancy in city centers. The variables were used to steer this research and 

to form the interview questions. To reiterate, this includes insight into the level of vacancy, fine-tuning 

with other retail centers, collaboration with other stakeholders, mix of retail and other functions, 

maintenance, accessibility, the appliance of co-creation and attitudes towards co-creation. Moreover, 

the policy analysis is included in the operationalization to ensure that this research captures the relevant 

aspects that relate to the changing retail structure and vacancy. For instance, the policy analysis revealed 

a focus on the proliferation of the city in order to cope with the changing retail structure and to attract 

visitors. Furthermore, the results of the different parts of this research are compared in Chapter 8.2. This 

comparison also includes the studies of the governmental institutions and consultant agencies, which 

have been discussed in Chapter 1. These studies have functioned as the motive for this research. Table 4 

on the next page presents an overview of the operationalization process.  
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Table 4: Operationalization of this research. 

 

The operationalization process is done by taking the subquestions of this research into account. For each 

subquestion, the following are determined: what indicators are important, what part of the research 

answers the subquestions, what interview questions can be asked to answer the subquestions and who 

answers these interview questions. The overview of all interview questions is provided in Annex 1. 

However, not all variables that are in the theoretical underpinning square in the conceptual model are 

explicitly asked in the interview questions. The reason to not have explicit questions on, for instance, 

maintenance and accessibility is to maintain an open attitude in the interviews. Specific questions can 

steer an interview in a direction that does not represent the experiences of the interviewees on the 

topic. In other words, specific questions can shift the focus of what interviewees will otherwise say on 

the subject (Bryman, 2012).   

 

With regard to the parties to which the interview questions are asked, the stakeholders are categorized 

in five groups: the municipality (M), intermediary (I), shop owner (S), real-estate owner (R) and 

consultant (Co). The groups have their own question lists that fit their cognitions because each 

Subquestions  Indicators What is answered by 
what? 

Interview 
questions 

To 
which 
parties 
asked?  

A: What are the 
challenges of the changing 
retail structure? 

 /ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 
challenges 
(This is asked in general to 
investigate what the changing 
retail structure consists of) 
 ±iew on vacancy 

¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 
(Chapter 2) 
 tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ (Chapter 

5) 
 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ (Chapter 6) 

3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
13 

M, Co, 
I, R, S 

B: Are those challenges 
intensified in the cities of 
shrinking regions? 

5ŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ developments 
 

 LƴǘŜrviews (Chapter 6) 26, 27, 28, 
31 

M, Co, 
I, R, S 

C: How do policy makers 
cope with those 
challenges? 

 tƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎ 
 /ƻllaboration 
 !ǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ŏƻ-creation 
 !ǇǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ŏƻ-creation 
 tǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ  
 /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ 

areas and city centers 
 LƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴto vacancy 
 /ƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

(Accessibility/maintenance/mix 
of retail and other functions) 
 

 ¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 
(Chapter 2) 
 tƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ (Chapter 

5) 
 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ (Chapter 7) 

8, 9, 10, 11, 
12, 14, 15, 
16, 17, 18, 
19, 25, 29, 
30, 32, 33 

M, Co, 
I, R, S 

D: What have been the 
successes and failures of 
these policies? 

{ǳŎŎŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ Ŏƛǘȅ 
center policy 
 

 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ (Chapter 7) 21, 22, 23, 
24, 34, 35 

M, Co, 
I, R, S 

E: What 
recommendations can be 
made to other cities about 
city center policy? 

wŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ŏƛǘȅ 
center policies 
 LƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ Ŏƻllaboration 

and co-creation 

 ¢ƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ 
(Chapter 2) 
 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ (Chapter 7) 

20, 36, 37 M, Co, 
I, R, S 
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stakeholder group has different tasks and interests in the city center. Nevertheless, some questions are 

imposed to multiple stakeholder groups, see Annex 1 for an overview of the interview questions. The 

data collection and analysis processes of the interviews are discussed in the next subchapter. 

3.3 Data analysis 
The data analysis of thƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ field research comprised several steps. They are as follows: finding 

stakeholders who were willing to participate, conducting the interviews with these stakeholders, forming 

transcripts of the interviews and coding and analyzing the interview data.  

 

The first step was to find stakeholders for the interviews. This was done by checking policy documents 

and the Internet for the names of stakeholders who could be potential interviewees. These names were 

checked online for their email addresses in order to ask them if they would be willing to participate. The 

municipalities of both cities, along with a real-estate owner and two intermediaries in Heerlen 

responded and indicated their willingness. However, a real-estate owner in Helmond responded that 

he/she was not willing to participate and a consultant in Helmond stated that he/she was too busy. 

Nevertheless, a consultant agency in Helmond was found with help from the municipality of Helmond. 

Moreover, an intermediary in Helmond did not respond to the emails; however, during a visit to the 

office, he/she indicated his/her interest in participating. Similarly, there were no responses to the emails 

and reminders. For this reason, shops were visited to ask the shop owners face to face if they would be 

willing to participate. Those who were willing to participate in Heerlen are not involved in city center 

policy, while for Helmond, the three shop owners who were interested are involved in city center policy. 

This is because the shop owners in Heerlen who are active in city center policy provided responses 

stating that they were not interested in being part of the study. This difference must be taken into 

account for the quality of the results. Furthermore, a real-estate agent was not found for participation in 

Helmond despite the suggestions and contact details from other stakeholders. This resulted in six 

interviewees for Helmond and seven interviewees for Heerlen.  

 

The second step was to collect the data through in-depth interviews with the stakeholders who were 

willing to participate. The interviews took place from September 29, 2017 until November 2, 2017. For 

Heerlen the interviewees are one person from the municipality, a real-estate owner, two intermediaries 

and three shop owners. For Helmond the interviewees are one person from the municipality, one 

intermediary, two persons from a consultant agency and three shop owners. In addition, the two 

persons from the consultant agency were both present during the interview. This means that seven 

interviews took place for Heerlen and six interviews took place for Helmond. Moreover, the interviews 

were recorded with the Audio recorder program on a mobile phone.  

 

The third step was to create transcripts of these interviews on a computer. This was done by typing out 

the text of the recorded audio files word for word in the Microsoft Word program. In addition, the audio 

files were checked twice to ensure that the transcripts include the correct text. This process took place in 

October, November and the first two weeks in December of 2017. Moreover, the transcription process 

was done in an anonymous way because some interviewees requested that their names or organizations 

not be published. The names of the interviewees were changed into codewords. The first letter of the 
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codeword is the organization they representτM for municipality, I for intermediary, Co for consultancy, 

R for real-estate owner and S for shop owner. The second letter of the codeword consists of the letter A 

or B. The interviewees who represent Heerlen were assigned the letter A, and the respondents from 

Helmond were assigned the letter B. The codewords are followed by a number when there are more 

interviewees from the type of organization they represent. The order of the number is based on the 

order of the interviewees. As a result, the interviewees are mentioned as MA, MB, IA1, IA2, IB1, RA, SA1, 

SA2, SA3, SB1, SB2, SB3, CoB1 and CoB2. The consultancies were present in the same interview, which 

means that there were 13 interviews in total. More details about the interviewees are provided in Table 

5. However, the table does not include the names of organizations/companies because of the requested 

anonymity.     

 

Table 5: The interviewees, the organizations they represent and their professions.   

Heerlen   Helmond   
LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ 
codename 

Organization Profession LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ 
codename 

Organization Profession 

MA Municipality Alderman MB Municipality Program 
manager 

IA1 Organization that 
supervises starting 
entrepreneurs, 
commissioned by the 
municipality 

Chairman IB1 Helmond 
Stadsmarketing 

Center 
manager 

IA2 Wants to remain 
anonymous about the 
function of the 
organization 

Chairman CoB1, CoB2 Consultant 
agency that 
operates in 
Helmond 

Director & 
staff 
member 

RA Real-estate company that 
owns a retail center in 
IŜŜǊƭŜƴΩǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ 

Head of asset 
manager 
institutional 

- - - 

SA1 Retailer Owner SB1 Retailer Owner 

SA2 Retailer Owner SB2 Retailer Owner 

SA3 Retailer Owner SB3 Retailer Owner 

 

The transcripts were coded and analyzed as the next step based on the coding practice of Charmaz (as 

cited in Bryman 2012), which consists of the steps of initial coding and focused coding. To begin with, 

initial coding was comprehensively performed by providing a code for every mentioned theme in the 

transcripts. This was done in the Word program by adding comments that represent a code to every 

theme found in the text of the transcripts. After the coding process in Word, the transcripts and the 

codes were put into the coding program Atlas.TI. This program counted 798 codes in this phase. Later on, 

focused coding was done in multiple steps to form codes that are of interest for this research. Not only 

were codes that share the same meaning merged, but a selection was also made of codes that are 

relevant to this research. In the end, the number of codes was reduced to 89 codes. This process was 

comprehensive and took much time, because of the large amount of information gleaned from the 

interviews. To be precise, the coding and analysis processes took place from January until July of 2018 to 

find the relevant data for this research. The quality of the research is discussed in the next subchapter.  
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3.4 Quality of the research 
Scholars such as Golafshani (2003); Krefting (1991); and Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson and Spiers (2002) 

have discussed the use of the validity and reliability criteria in qualitative research to determine the 

quality of the research. These criteria originates from quantitative studies, and the discussion is about 

whether the criteria fit into qualitative research. This is because the psychological position, the 

epistemology and the ontology differ in quantitative research (Golafshani, 2003). Krefting (1991) and 

Golafshani (2003) argue that different criteria fit better into qualitative research, while Morse et al. 

(2002) argue that the criteria of validity and reliability are applicable to qualitative studies. Out of these 

three ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ YǊŜŦǘƛƴƎΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ όмффмύ ƛs the most comprehensible because it includes a conceptual model 

on the trustworthiness of qualitative research. Therefore, the aspects that Krefting has discussed are 

taken into account in this research to determine the quality and trustworthiness.   

 

The model of Krefting takes into account the criteria of Guba (as cited in Krefting, 1991) and Lincoln and 

Guba (as cited in Krefting, 1991), with strategies on how to accomplish a qualitive and trustworthy study 

in qualitative research. First, it considers credibility, which indicates that qualitative research includes 

multiple realities. Multiple questions on the same topicτsuch as multiple questions on the policy 

processes and improvements for the city centerτ were asked in the interviews to take the correct 

information into account and to prevent socially preferred answers. Member checking was also done to 

check whether the correct information is taken into account. This consisted of sending the transcripts to 

the interviewees. Second, transferability, which determines whether the results of a research can be 

applied to similar contexts, was taken into account. This was addressed by focusing on multiple 

directives such as shrinkage and a mid-sized city between 50,000 and 100,000 residents. These directives 

determine the contexts in which this research is relevant. Third, dependability, which refers to the 

consistency of the processes done in the research, was taken into account. This was done by describing 

the processes of this research in detail in this chapter and by including all data such as transcripts, audio 

records and coding files. Fourth, confirmability, which implies the support of the results by the theory 

and the participants of this research, was also taken into account. Member checking, which contained of 

sending the transcript to the interviewee, is also done to ensure support. Furthermore, addressing the 

theory in the conclusion chapter is a strategy to determine the fit of this research (krefting, 1991).  

 

Apart from the above-mentioned strategies, triangulation is another method of addressing the quality 

and trustworthiness of the research (Krefting, 1991). Three forms of triangulation were applied in this 

research. First, triangulation on data methods is applied by executing policy analyses and by having field 

research that consists of the in-depth interview method. Second, triangulation on data sources was 

applied by interviewing multiple stakeholder groups to gain insight into possible different point of views. 

Third, theoretical triangulation was applied in this research by considering theories from different fields, 

namely resilience theory and the theory on co-creation. 

 

The methodological aspects were discussed in this chapter. The case studies are presented in more detail 

in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 4: Case descriptions 

The cases of Heerlen and Helmond are comprehensively described in this chapter to provide insight into 

the two cases. The Heerlen case is presented in Chapter 4.1, and the Helmond case is examined in 

Chapter 4.2.  

4.1 Case of Heerlen 
Heerlen is a shrinking city that is part of the shrinking Parkstad Limburg region located in the province of 

Limburg, and contains 86,840 residents in 2018 (Gemeente Heerlen, 2018). To demonstrate the 

population loss, the city had 89,019 residents in 2012 (Parkstad Limburg, 2018b). Moreover, the overall 

Parkstad Limburg region also deals with population decline (Rijksoverheid, n.p.). In fact, the region had 

245,165 residents in 2017, compared to 250,792 residents in 2012 (Parkstad Limburg, 2018b). 

Nevertheless, Parkstad Limburg is more urban compared to other Dutch shrinking regions that are more 

rural. The region has become urban due to the mining industry that provided economic and 

demographic growth between 1900 and 1965. However, the mines were shut down between 1966 and 

1973 and this has caused a high unemployment rate. Despite attempts by the government to provide 

work in the region, people have left the area and the youth still migrate out of the region for higher 

education (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Gemeente Heerlen, 2008). As a result, the population has begun to 

decline in Heerlen and Parkstad Limburg. In the future, it is predicted that Heerlen will have 84.000 

residents in 2040 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2016).  

 

Apart from the population losses, Heerlen and Parkstad Limburg deal with a higher aging rateτ

particularly, the rate of residents aged 65 and older, in comparison to the average rate of the 

Netherlands. In general for the Netherlands, this rate was 18.5% in 2017 (Eurostat, 2018), while the rates 

in Heerlen and in Parkstad Limburg were 22% and 23.3% respectively in the same year (Parkstad 

Limburg, 2018a). The region has forcasted that the aging rate in 2030 will be 33% in Parkstad Limburg 

and 25% in the Netherlands in general (Parkstad Limburg, 2011). 

 

The city center of Heerlen deals with the changing retail structure and vacancy (Gemeente Heerlen, 

2016) and has not filled the void of the mine closures because of its nascence. To be more precise, 

Heerlen consists of a network of districts without a historical core (Gemeente, Heerlen, 2008). In 

addition to the vacancy in Heerlen, Dynamis (2017) reveals the vacancy rates of the city center. In 2017 

21% of the supply was vacant, while the vacancy rate of gross floor area was 18% in 2017. According to 

Dynamis, the available supply in the city center has decreased by 8% between 2016 and 2017 (Dynamis, 

2017). Figure 6 presents a map that indicates the buildings that were vacant in 2017 in the city center in 

red. This includes functions other than retail too. The figure also includes the retail center Het Loon, 

which can be found in the bottom-left corner. The city center policies of Heerlen on the changing retail 

structure and vacancy are analyzed in Chapter 5, but first, the case study of Helmond is discussed in the 

next subchapter.  
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Figure 6: Map of vacant buildings in the city center of Heerlen. 
 

 
Source: Locatus (2017a) and own elaboration. 
 

4.2 Case of Helmond 
Helmond is a growing city located in the province of North Brabant; it is part of the de Peel region and 
the metropolis region of Eindhoven. The city includes former villages such as Stiphout and Brouwhuis 
that are now neighborhoods of the city (Gemeente Helmond, 2013b). The national government 
designated Helmond as a city of growth in 1980, and the city received financial resources to improve its 
living and working environment. As the result, the population has grown from 58,500 residents in 1980 
(Gemeente Helmond, 2013b) to 90,911 residents in 2018 (Gemeente Helmond, 2018). For the future, the 
Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS] (2016) predicts that Helmond will grow to 100,800 residents in 
2040. However Helmond deals with aging, but the aging rate in this city is lower than the national aging 
rateτthe aging rate in Helmond was 16.8% in 2018 (Gemeente Helmond, 2018) and the national aging 
rate was 18.5% in 2017 (Eurostat, 2018). Moreover, the municipality claims that other municipalities of 
de Peel region deal with aging to a higher extent; however, exact numbers are not provided (Gemeente 
Helmond, 2016). In comparison, the document άAfsprakenkader detailhandel in de Peel,έ which is 
written by the municipalities of the de Peel region, highlights that other regions except Helmond will 
experience a stabilization or a slight decline in the number of residents within the next 10 years. The 
document states that the region has a population of 206,000 residents (Gemeente Asten et al., 2015), 
but more recent numbers are not provided by one of the municipalities of de Peel. In addition, the 
Helmond municipality claims the city is relatively young despite the aging process because the city has 
attracted young people (Gemeente Helmond, 2013b).  
 
While the city center of Helmond functions as the heart of the de Peel region, it deals with the changing 
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retail structure, vacancy and competition from Eindhoven (Gemeente Helmond, 2013a; Gemeente 
Helmond, 2014; Ter Beek, 2016). In terms of the above-mentioned functioning, the city center of 
Helmond has a supralocal and regional level of provision (Gemeente Asten et al., 2015). In comparison, 
Eindhoven has a supraregional level of provision (Metropoolregio Eindhoven, 2015). In addition to the 
vacancy, Dynamis (2017) claims that the rate of vacant supply was 15% in 2017 and Beenen in 
Eindhovens Dagblad (2017), claims that the vacancy rate of the gross floor area in Helmond was 11.5% in 
2017. Figure 7 provides a map that illustrates vacant buildings in the city center of Helmond in 2017. 
These buildings are shown in the color red in the figure. The figure also demonstrates the functions other 
than retail. The policies of both Helmond and Heerlen regarding the changing retail structure and 
vacancy are analyzed in the next chapter. 
 
Figure 7: Overview of vacant buildings in the city center of Helmond. 
 

 
Source: Locatus (2017b) and own elaboration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 






































































































