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Summary

For a long time, the national government of the Netherlands had an active role in retail planning,
and actively aimed to protect and preserve existing ‘retail structures’, especially in city centres.
However, in 2004 this changed when the Nota Ruimte was implemented. Many national
guidelines and restrictions were abolished, and retail planning was essentially decentralised. The
Dutch provinces were invited to develop their own retail planning policies to fill this ‘void’.
However, the decentralisation had side effects, and resulted in large differences between
individual provinces in the extent to which they developed new retail policies, or took over
(former) national retail policies. Subsequently, this led to just as many large differences between
regional authorities (regions and sub-regions) in their legal structures, powers and decision-
making processes. There are indications that the uncertainty on such rules (and the lack of such
rules) for regional authorities might hold back effective collaborative planning in the policy field of
retail planning.

This assumption seems to be supported by practice. Since at least 2013, different ministries have
been involved in initiating and managing initiatives to advance the new roles and responsibilities
of provinces and regional authorities in retail planning; most notable among them were the
Retailagenda in 2015, and the associated provincial RetailDeals in 2016. Simultaneously, there
was also pressure from sectoral expertise organisations to improve aforementioned regional
governance structures in retail planning. Very recently, in a progress report from 2019, a follow-
up project for the Retailagenda was still considered to be necessary, and one of its main themes
was regional coordination. This follow-up project was followed by many different policy tools,
which were developed for municipalities to support and further advance their regional
coordination processes (among other things). Societal developments also seem to indicate that
there is room for improvement. A number of structural problems in the retail sector of the
Netherlands seem to persist, while simultaneously new problems arise. The most influential new
problem is a rise in the amount of vacant retail properties, which affects city centres
disproportionally. This may have a negative impact on revitalisation strategies, liveability and
community life.

For these reasons, the effectiveness of collaborative planning is researched for the field of retail
planning in the Netherlands, but with a different research approach than the ‘collaborative
planning’ approach. This is because in the past it was still unclear if the new retail planning system
of the Netherlands might be characterised as ‘collaborative planning’, given its practical
difficulties in regional and provincial governance. In this research the ‘multi-level governance’
approach is used, which might provide new perspectives and insights on matters related
specifically to decentralisation, coordination and negotiation, networking between governmental
levels, decision-making rules (and roles), and self-changing (adaptive) capacities of the planning
system. The ‘multi-level governance’ approach has already been used to analyse governance
systems in other sub-fields of spatial planning. For aforementioned purpose, to analyse the new
governance system for retail planning in the Netherlands, the following research question has
been used:
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In what ways might multi-level governance influence the effectiveness of the retail
planning of municipalities in the Netherlands?

For achieving a higher level of depth, both of the theoretical concepts, namely multi-level
governance and the effectiveness of municipalities’ retail planning in the Netherlands, were
explored extensively, and were translated into measurable indicators. To measure multi-level
governance, a division has been made into the dimensions of: (1) the decentralisation of retail
planning competencies; (2) the quality of (power) relationships between governmental actors.
The third dimension concerns additional, related factors in municipal decision-making could have
an impact, and that were also analysed. For measuring the effectiveness of municipalities’ retail
planning, the quality of municipalities’ local retail plans (retail visions) was analysed.

The conducted research is a qualitative exploratory casestudy which compares two groups of
cases, and is thereby based on a constructivist research paradigm. These two groups of cases
were selected based on a presumed difference in multi-level governance, which was based on a
number of different factors. Each group of cases consists of three municipalities. In order to study
the cases and their governance systems in their natural environment, and for achieving a ‘holistic
account’ of the situation for the selected cases, the regional authorities’ and province’s
involvement in retail planning were also analysed for each group. For each group, the involved
regional authorities were different. However, all cases were located within the Dutch province of
Noord-Brabant. The dimensions associated with multi-level governance were analysed through
conducting semi-structured respondent interviews with representatives from the involved
governmental actors. For municipalities, respondents from the department of spatial planning
were preferred, while there was also a preference for respondents that had knowledge on the
coordination processes with other governmental actors (municipalities, regional authorities, and
the province) in the field of retail planning. Ultimately there were 14 respondents, divided over 11
interviews. The effectiveness of municipalities’ retail planning was analysed through a qualitative
content analysis of municipalities’ retail policies (retail visions).

The conclusions and results demonstrate that there are differences in multi-level governance
between the two groups of cases. These differences seem to influence several aspects of
municipal retail planning. The differences in multi-level governance seem to be most prevalent at
the level of regional authorities. For the province’s involvement there are less differences in multi-
level governance, despite a provincial project to stimulate and support local retail planning at
municipalities. It seems to be the case that a higher level of multi-level governance in governance
systems for retail planning has mostly contributed to positive effects for municipalities’ retail
policies (retail visions), such as including future perspectives and scenarios, including ‘legal’
implementation instruments (or tools), including clear narrative storylines and role distributions
aimed to motivate stakeholders, including thematic elaborations of policy goals, and including
explicit expressions on the need for frameworks and directional steering. The other way around, it
seems that a (relative) absence of multi-level governance can contribute to municipalities’ retail
policies (retail visions) having a different focus, namely a focus on increasing the scope of the
included current trends, including additional data on current trends, including policy frameworks,
and including elaborated overviews of responsibilities.
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Differences in multi-level governance between the two groups were identified in different ways.
For municipalities mutually, several matters were of importance for achieving a high level of
multi-level governance. This concerns their motivations on coordination, their perception on the
‘obligatory nature’ of coordination, their willingness to negotiate, and their willingness to
establish policies to prevent non-adherence of regional (retail) agreements. A special place was
reserved for expanding the ‘networking capacity’ of spatial administrative meetings (Regionaal
Ruimtelijk Overleg), and in improving values such as openness and transparency between
municipalities. For regional authorities, there was a large overlap with the findings for
municipalities. Additionally, regional authorities can increase their influence on municipalities’
retail planning for improving coordination, they can decentralise decision-making on large-scale
retail plans to the sub-regional level (if it concerns regions), or they can establish regional
decisions and regional agreements to have a ‘binding nature’, and they can uphold adherence to
such decisions and agreements by municipalities. Additionally, regional authorities can engage in
new (proactive) networking roles, or coordination roles. All of these measures seem to positively
influence the level of multi-level governance at the regional level. For regional authorities, retail
plan assessment commissions seemed to play a special role. It seems that such commissions can
indeed contribute to a higher level of multi-level governance if their decisions are made to be
‘binding decisions’, if they have (additional) proactive roles in retail planning (such as providing
unsolicited advice to municipalities), or if they organise meetings to institutionalise the
assessment process and advisory process. Such commissions can also have a role in increasing the
‘networking capacity’ and possibilities in regional administrative meetings, and can thereby
improve the quality of such meetings, if they take over the more ‘divisive tasks’ from these
meetings (such as assessing the submitted retail plans). For provinces, mostly the facilitating role
seems to be important for achieving a high level of multi-level governance. It seems that
provinces can mostly have an influence by supporting or enabling changes to regional authorities,
and by bestowing upon these regional authorities certain (aforementioned) roles, responsibilities,
and decision-making powers. Furthermore, the province also seems to have an important role in
improving the ‘networking capacity’ of the spatial administrative meetings (Regionaal Ruimtelijk
Overleg), but in a different way than municipalities. The province can expand the scope of such
meetings beyond ‘obligatory’ assessment cases. It seems that the province can also have an
impact by further advancing currently existing processes and perspectives, such as further
decreasing (possible) perceptions on the hierarchical role that the province may have had in the
past in retail planning, and by remaining pragmatic in their choice of an (institutional)
coordination level for retail plans and retail policies.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Decentralisation of Dutch retail planning

The Dutch retail sector faced (and currently faces) several challenges. In order to address these
challenges more effectively, the national government implemented the Nota Ruimte in 2004
(Ministerraad, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2004). For the entire Netherlands, this
regulation decentralised the responsibility for retail planning to the provinces, and thereby
indirectly also to regions and municipalities (Krabben, 2009). During the last decades, and during
most of recent Dutch history, the national government has had a quite active role in retail
planning. Their ideology to preserve city centres and ‘structures’, and to protect them
(economically) from external threats, has been a leading directive for sectoral planning for a long
time. For decades, the national government was involved in maintaining a defined ‘hierarchy of
retail functions’, mainly by restricting the development of retail types that could disrupt existing
systems, such as shopping malls and ‘new’ types of large-scale retail at ‘peripheral’ locations
(Evers, 2002; Spierings, 2006; Needham, 2016). The national government had several restrictions
and guidelines in place for that purpose, which were strictly enforced, until suddenly it all
changed because of the Nota Ruimte. Although the reasons for this change were partly of an
ideological nature, it was also considered that decentralisation would make retail planning more
effective (Krabben, 2009). Many retail sector organisations were not particularly happy that the
national government abandoned its former system of guidelines and restrictions, even though the
Dutch provinces were instructed to develop retail policies to fill the ‘void’ (Spierings, 2006; Evers,
2011). This decentralisation seems to quickly have led to a divergence at ‘lower’ administrative
levels. Although all provinces established a ‘minimum’ of guidelines for different types of
‘peripheral’ retail, there are large differences in the amount of restrictions that they took over
from the national government. Some provinces took over most of the restrictions, while other
provinces further decentralised retail planning to municipalities. Some provinces seem to have
found a middle ground in decentralisation (Krabben, 2009). In many places in the Netherlands
regions were to be given a more important role in retail planning, as coordination was certainly
required for preserving important retail areas. However, in the Netherlands regions are not a
consistent ‘official’ layer of government: they are administrative collaborations between
individual municipalities (Nederlandse Raad Winkelcentra, 2017). Several provinces considered
the regional level to be the most appropriate level for coordinating retail policies and retail
developments, and thus the decentralisation also led to a divergence among regions. Despite the
special administrative nature and status of regional authorities, some regional retail planning
systems have a ‘legal’ status, which is provided by the involved province in such cases. These
regions often have specialised commissions for fulfilling their retail planning responsibilities. Such
regions are often also significantly involved in the practice of retail planning themselves (at the
administrative level), for example by being active in assessing or approving private sector
initiatives, or in making regional impact studies mandatory for some types of retail plans (Krabben,
2009). In this way, regional policies and decisions can have a ‘legal’ status for some municipalities.
However, there is also another side of the coin, especially in the regions of the Netherlands that
did not receive such responsibilities in retail planning. Uncertainty on the ‘rules’, as well as the



absence of legal powers of regional authorities, both seem to hold back effective collaborative
planning there, especially for their management of ‘peripheral’ retail locations (Krabben, 2009).

Obstacles and risks

However, aforementioned research by van der Krabben (2009) was conducted 11 years ago, and
therefore one might ask if the Dutch retail sector currently still suffers from obstacles to
collaborative planning, such as uncertain ‘rules’ by lacking provincial regulations, or by lacking
‘legal’ powers for regional authorities. From the current policy responses, progress reports, and
sectoral responses, it seems to be considered that, until recently, there was still room for
improvement in regional coordination between municipalities in the field of retail planning
(Droogh Trommelen en Partners, 2013; Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2015;
Interprovinciaal Overleg, 2016; Nederlandse Raad Winkelcentra, 2017; Keijzer, 2019; Ministerie
van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). This indication seems to be supported by the ‘policy
tools’ that have been developed for municipalities for such purposes (Retailagenda, 2019a;
Retailagenda, 2019b; Rho Adviseurs et al., 2019; Stec Groep, 2019). This room for improvement in
regional coordination also seems to be exemplified by the unchanged nature of some long-
existing negative trends in the Dutch retail sector, some of them with a structural nature. This
concerns the vacant retail property problem, the spatial differences in the distribution of the
vacant retail property problem, and the size upscaling of stores; a trend that has been dominant
for years (Evers et al., 2011; Buitelaar et al., 2013; Evers et al., 2015; Locatus; Planbureau voor de
Leefomgeving, 2019). There are also risks for the Dutch retail sector. After a period of decline, the
amount of vacant retail properties is rising considerably again, and its uneven spatial distribution
becomes visible at both the provincial and municipal levels (Locatus; Planbureau voor de
Leefomgeving, 2019; Slob, 2020). Another possible risk might be ‘locational sorting’ of the Dutch
retail structure. This means that the pressure (and increased competition) from large-scale retail
at ‘peripheral’ locations has caused a spatial sorting of different types of retail, over different
types of retail areas (Evers et al., 2011). This might have increased city centre uniformity (Krabben,
2013). With regards to competition alone, the oversupply of ‘peripheral’ retail locations might be
arisk (Evers et al., 2011).

Research problem

“Just as we see differences in sectors, we also see large differences in shopping areas. The
centres of the big cities attract many visitors and shoppers. Many medium-sized cities and
medium-sized shopping centres are losing their central function and will partly have to
transform into other functions in order to remain economically healthy and attractive for
residents and visitors. Seven out of ten shopping areas are experiencing a decrease in
visitors.” (Keijzer, 2019, p. 3).

Problems in a country’s retail sector can cause societal problems. Vacant retail properties can act
as a barrier to the revitalisation of large, centrally located cities. Next to that, they can affect
many different aspects of community life negatively. The availability of retail services may have an
impact on communities’ consumer-wellbeing, family-wellbeing, and their cultural life, which may
indirectly impact their overall quality of life (Accordino & Johnson, 2000; Sirgy et al., 2008).
Strengthening the liveability of city centres is also an important goal of prominent retail policies



that have been introduced in the Netherlands, such as the Retailagenda (Ministerie van
Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2015). Concerns about the potential impact of deteriorating retail
areas on the liveability levels of regions have often been important considerations for
reinvestigating the role of retail policies for regions (Droogh Trommelen en Partners, 2013).
Aforementioned policy responses, persisting negative trends, new emerging problems,
and the considered importance of the retail sector for the liveability of city centres, together
seem to make it clear that it is useful to further investigate the new retail planning governance
structure and all its components. At the moment, some retail policies have been introduced in the
Netherlands, which all sought to improve the Dutch retail planning system (and the positions and
roles of provinces and regional authorities in it). These were most notably the Retailagenda in
2015, the associated provincial RetailDeals in 2016, and the Retailagenda’s follow-up program in
2019 (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2015; Interprovinciaal Overleg, 2016;
Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). Given the fact that the decentralisation of
policy competencies and the quality of relationships between actors are important dimensions in
the current Dutch retail planning system, it would be reasonable to analyse the effectiveness of
the system by using the ‘multi-level governance’ approach, which is still absent at the moment.
According to the literature, analysing these dimensions would indeed seem to be relevant for a
‘multi-level governance’ approach (Prud‘homme, 1995; Smith, 1997; Hooghe & Marks, 2001).

1.2 Research goal

Based on the problem statement, the goal of this research can be explained as follows.

The main goal of this research is to explore the influences of (different aspects of) multi-
level governance on the effectiveness of the retail planning of municipalities in the
Netherlands.

1.3 Research question

In order to achieve the research goal, the following research question is proposed.

In what ways might multi-level governance influence the effectiveness of the retail
planning of municipalities in the Netherlands?

For answering this research question, the following sub-questions have been formulated. For
these sub-questions, it should be considered that this research is a comparative casestudy, in
which two groups of cases are compared. These two groups of cases are selected based on a
presumed difference in multi-level governance between the two groups of cases. This is further
detailed in chapter ‘3.2.2 Data collection’, which explains the case selection. All sub-questions
apply to these two groups of cases. In their naming conventions, the groups of cases are often
referred to as the “first group’ and the ‘second group’.



1. In what way do the two groups of cases differ in their decentralisation of retail planning
competencies, and in factors that can be attributed to these differences?

2. In what way do the two groups of cases differ in their quality of power relationships
between (governmental) actors, and in factors that can be attributed to these differences?

3. In what way do the two groups of cases differ in their municipal decision-making, and in
factors that can be attributed to these differences, that influence the quality and
implementation of local plans?

4. In what way do the two groups of cases differ in their quality and implementation of local
plans, and in factors that can be attributed to these differences?

1.4 Research relevance

1.4.1 Scientific relevance

This research focuses on the influence of (factors associated with) multi-level governance on the
effectiveness of the retail planning of municipalities, and by that aims to contribute to the existing
debates over the influence of ‘new’ governance roles for different governmental actors (such as
provinces and regions). This research is theoretically relevant because this influence of multi-level
governance on municipalities’ retail planning has not been studied much in the Netherlands yet.
However, the influences of multi-level governance in other cases of spatial planning (and in
related practices or fields) have been studied in the Netherlands (see e.g. Ploegmakers et al.
(2013), Ploegmakers and Beckers (2015), Verduijn et al. (2015), and Veeneman and Mulley (2018))
(Ploegmakers et al., 2013; Ploegmakers & Beckers, 2015; Verduijn et al., 2015; Veeneman &
Mulley, 2018).

Additionally, from a spatial planning perspective it also seems that there are still research
gaps in the change of the retail planning system of the Netherlands. The first research gap seems
to concern measuring the effectiveness of new governance structures in retail planning. In 2009,
van der Krabben (2009) researched the changes that had happened to the Dutch retail planning
policy because of the national government’s decentralisation by the Nota Ruimte in 2004, using
Healey’s (1998) ‘collaborative planning’ approach (Healey, 1998). It is concluded that the
uncertainties for ‘peripheral’ retail planning might hold back effective collaborative planning for
provinces and regions. After more than a decade, it remains unclear to what extent the new retail
planning system has enabled collaborative planning. Given the uncertainties in the
implementation of the new system, it might be relevant to use the ‘multi-level governance’
approach as well, since this approach might fit into Healey’s (2006) conceptualisation of a ‘new’
urban governance type (Healey, 2006). The use of a ‘multi-level governance’ approach might
therefore also provide new insights to the discussion of Dutch retail planning policy. The approach
focuses on inter-level coordination, negotiation, networking, decision-making, and role
distributions (Marks, 1996; Peters & Pierre, 2001; Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008; Piattoni, 2009).

By placing the ‘new’ governance structure in a ‘multi-level governance’ framework and
analysing its possible influence on the retail planning of municipalities, this research might
contribute to generating new knowledge on the effectiveness of retail planning under the new
planning regime. And improving regional policy coordination in retail planning still seems to be
important in the government’s perspective (Keijzer, 2019; Ministerie van Economische Zaken en
Klimaat, 2019).



1.4.2 Societal relevance

This research could provide a contribution to exploring in which ways ‘new’ types of governance
might have an influence on the retail planning of municipalities. As mentioned earlier, this is
relevant because there are structural problems in the Dutch retail sector. The amount of vacant
retail properties is rising quickly again, and a large majority of those vacant retail properties are
vacant for several years; a third of them is even vacant structurally (Locatus; Planbureau voor de
Leefomgeving, 2019; Slob, 2020). This research and its results might contribute to providing more
clarity on how to address such problems in the retail sector, and also on how to address the
societal problems that arise from these sectoral problems. It might also contribute to providing
more understanding for decision-makers on the ‘new’ type of governance and its functioning.

Next to that, this research is relevant because improving the ‘new’ decentralised
governance in retail planning (which replaced the former national governance in the retail sector),
seems to be one of the Dutch government’s most important goals for the retail sector. This might
be indicated by the sectoral policy responses in the form of the Retailagenda (in 2015), provincial
RetailDeals (in 2016), and the Retailagenda’s follow-up program (in 2019) (Ministerie van
Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2015; Interprovinciaal Overleg, 2016; Ministerie van Economische
Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). Next to that, it seems to be the case that regional coordination is still
considered a theme that requires in-depth study (Keijzer, 2019). From the responses from
sectoral interest groups it also seems to be the case that contributing to the knowledge
development on the ‘new’ governance system (and its provincial and regional components) might
indeed be considered of additional value for the Dutch retail sector (Nederlandse Raad
Winkelcentra, 2017).



2. Theory

This chapter covers the theoretical framework, operationalisation, and conceptual model. The
theories on the concepts that were introduced in the previous chapter, as well as their theoretical
definitions, are mostly elaborated in the theoretical framework. Further on in the
operationalisation, these theories and theoretical definitions are translated into practically
measurable indicators with the use of different theories. These are fit within well-defined
dimensions. The theoretical framework and the operationalisation both inform the conceptual
model, which links all used theories and concepts together, and establishes presumed
relationships between them.

2.1 Theoretical framework

2.1.1 Spatial planning and the retail sector in the Netherlands

History of retail planning in the Netherlands

The core ideology of the retail planning of the Netherlands has largely been the same throughout
history. It is aimed at preserving existing retail structures, combined with the adaptation of
specific parts of the retail structures to changing circumstances, both economically and spatially
(Krabben, 2009). From the Second World War until recently, retail planning was largely the
responsibility of the national government. Historically the national government has had a
relatively large influence the characteristics of the retail planning system. Spierings (2006)
mentions that this ideology of preservation was indeed used for a long time to preserve and
protect city centres (economically) from external threats, mainly by restricting retail development
at other locations (Spierings, 2006). Especially ‘peripheral’ large-scale retail locations are subject
to these limitations, although there are also attempts to integrate such locations into the system.
The Dutch retail planning system consists of a planned hierarchy of shopping centres, which is
based on consumer service levels. Thereby city and village centres remain at the top of the
hierarchy. It is mentioned that the planned hierarchy of functions in the Dutch retail planning
system was originally based on the principles of Christaller’s central place theory, with the
purpose of improving sectoral efficiency. In the past, this theory has often been used as a
normative planning tool to designate specific locations for specific types of retail (Guy, 1998;
Atzema et al., 2012). The original central place theory is largely based on the accessibility of
services, and it assumes a threshold value and spatial range for each service, which together
determine its market value and its place in the hierarchy. In practice, this often means that more
specialised services are located at more accessible, central places, such as cities. For clarifying
existing situations, the central place theory has certain flaws in its economic and spatial
assumptions, and nowadays its explanatory value seems to be relatively low. But in the past it has
been used as a practical spatial planning tool, and thus it partly explains the currently existing
spatial hierarchy in the Dutch retail sector. In this hierarchy, retail areas in city centres have the
highest place. These are followed by district-level shopping centres, and ultimately follow
neighbourhood shopping centres and shopping centres in smaller villages. Overall, the shopping
centres with a higher place in the hierarchy have more specialised retail functions (Spierings,
2006).



The limitations that were established for different types of large-scale retail at ‘peripheral’
locations have generally been regulated strictly; often new retail developments would need to
demonstrate that their settling would not disrupt the existing shopping centre hierarchy. In the
1990’s, the national government even began acting proactively on this by providing guidelines for
such large-scale retail locations. However, a small decentralisation was also started
simultaneously, as municipalities were granted the authority to designate specific ‘innovation’
locations for new types of retail. But late into the 1990’s, regional impact studies were often still
required, and very strict criteria were used for ‘peripheral’ retail locations, especially for the
(different types of) large-scale retail locations (Guy, 1998; Evers, 2002; Spierings, 2006). This
seems to contrast developments in other European countries.

“While most other Western nations have, at one time or another, allowed retailers to
construct large-scale hypermarkets and shopping malls outside or at the edge of major
cities, the Dutch planning system has consistently frustrated, blocked and redirected this
development.” (Evers, 2002, p. 107).

Of course, this has had an impact on the current spatial structure and characteristics of the retail
structures, as the number of ‘peripheral’ retail locations is still relatively small compared to other
European countries. This is mostly attributed to former restrictions on retail types, products and
floor space (Evers, 2002; Krabben, 2009).

In the 2000’s important changes took place, as the government became aware that
several different types of large-scale retail at ‘peripheral’ locations did not have a negative impact
on the shopping centre hierarchy (Spierings, 2006).

“In the Netherlands, however, the proposal was made to abolish national restrictions
regarding retail branches and sizes of shops at peripheral sites. Local authorities would
become responsible for retail location policies at the local level. Provincial authorities
would fulfil a supervisory role and also had to look after regional effects of new retail
developments.” (Spierings, 2006, p. 604).

This change outlined the new planning system, and also decreased the intervention role of the
national government.

Current situation of retail planning in the Netherlands

The Netherlands recently shifted from a centralised model of retail planning to a decentralised
model of retail planning (Spierings, 2006; Krabben, 2009). The national government wanted to
‘pull back’ out of its involvement in retail planning, which ultimately happened in the year of 2004
through the Nota Ruimte (Ministerraad, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2004). This change
left retail planning to other levels of government to be ‘picked up’. Provinces and municipalities
largely responded to this change by developing their own retail policies. The change happened
fast because of the urgency of it, and because of that, the implementation of the governance
structure’s regional components, as well as conducting assessments of this institutional
transformation’s effectiveness, has proved to be difficult (Krabben, 2009). The government is still
involved, and is also still responsible, but the specific responsibilities have shifted. The
gravitational centre for decision-making on retail locations and retail restrictions now often lies at



the municipal level (Guy, 1998). Locally, locating new retail developments by municipalities often
follows the following rule:

“[...] if the existing system is judged to be adequate, the new retailing should take place
within centres which form part of this system: or, if the system is not adequate, then the
state can specify where and what new development takes place.” (Guy, 1998, p. 968).

Although there are possible exceptions if national or above-provincial interests are at stake, the
Netherlands may now generally be considered to be a country with a decentralised retail planning
system, with a lot of control at the municipal level. Interestingly, Guy’s (1998) research dates from
before the major institutional transformation of 2004, so the build-up towards a larger
decentralisation may have already been initiated earlier in history.

One might ask if the retail planning system of the Netherlands has addressed some risks,
such as the absence of legal powers for regional authorities, and the uncertainty on ‘rules’, which
might hold back effective collaborative planning (Krabben, 2009). Policy responses indicate that
still much effort is put into this. Of course, this began with the Nota Ruimte in 2004, which laid the
foundation for the decentralisation (Ministerraad, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2004). In
2013, the Ministry of Interior and Kingdom Relations considered that provinces should have a
directing role in retail planning, while simultaneously they also considered that provinces should
reach out to support regions (Droogh Trommelen en Partners, 2013). The Retailagenda project in
2015 was very important for the retail sector of the Netherlands, as it established many different
goals for addressing earlier institutional transformations. It was equally important for other
governmental actors. It may be considered the national government’s ‘reaching out’ towards
provinces, regional authorities and municipalities, to support them in dealing with their new retail
planning responsibilities (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2015; Keijzer, 2019). A
framework for regional coordination was outlined, which was quickly followed by the provincial
RetailDeals in 2016, which further elaborated the new roles of the provinces, and which
summarised the provinces’ efforts and measures for this. In these ‘deals’, the need for regional
coordination was largely reconfirmed by provinces (Interprovinciaal Overleg, 2016). In 2017, a
large sectoral interest group also responded to the government’s responses, thereby aiming to
accelerate the provinces’ responses towards sectoral problems and regional coordination. Many
problems, such as the retail planning overcapacity and the vacant retail properties, were
addressed in their report, and the report seemed to consider that there was still room for
improvement in the provinces’ responses, and in regional governance (Nederlandse Raad
Winkelcentra, 2017). In 2019, the Secretary of State for Economic Affairs and Climate Policy
presented a progress report on the Retailagenda to the House of Representatives, which was
accompanied by a follow-up proposition. The same problems are mentioned again, and although
different spatial levels are affected, the regional level is considered to be crucial for addressing
these problems (Keijzer, 2019). The proposed follow-up program indeed aims to address regional
coordination to a greater extent (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). This was
later followed by the development of different planning ‘tools’ for municipalities to address
specific related problems, such as retail planning overcapacity and vacant retail properties, but
also for the application of specific laws or regulations, and for the improvement of regional
coordination (Retailagenda, 2019a; Retailagenda, 2019b; Rho Adviseurs et al., 2019; Stec Groep,
2019).



Current sectoral developments, problems and risks

As mentioned before, the retail sector of the Netherlands faces several problems and risks.
Among them are also structural problems, such as the vacant retail property problem, which
seems to be still present until now (Buitelaar et al., 2013; Locatus; Planbureau voor de
Leefomgeving, 2019). The prominence of long-term vacancies among vacant retail properties is
often linked to the size upscaling of stores, combined with landlords generally being reluctant to
lower the rents (Buitelaar et al., 2013; Evers et al., 2015). The size upscaling of stores has been a
dominant trend in the Netherlands for a longer time now, possibly even for decades (Evers et al.,
2011). Recent trends in this size upscaling of stores are shown in Figure 2.1. Over time, the retail
offer in cities has also become more uniform, and smaller ‘local’ stores have a harder time to
compete and survive in this environment. This seems to be put under further pressure by the rise
of internet shopping (Krabben, 2013). Although internet shopping might change general shopping
behaviour and the functions of ‘physical’ stores, there are still uncertainties over the effects of
internet shopping on the overall retail property market, and also on the functioning of individual
shopping areas (Locatus, 2017; Ploegmakers & Post, 2019). Internet shopping even might have
strengthened the existing shopping centre hierarchy, because it allowed for a ‘new arena’ for
different stores to compete and further consolidate their position. Large retail formulas may have
been able to adapt more quickly and efficiently to this new development, and often may have had
more resources at their disposal to develop online sales platforms, and thereby strengthen their
(already dominant) market position to gain an additional advantage over smaller stores (Evers et
al., 2011).

Average surface area per store
400

Figure 2.1: Average surface
area per store in the

300 Netherlands, measured in
square metres. Derived from
Locatus and Planbureau voor

de Leefomgeving (2019).
Edited by Maxim Reinders
(Locatus; Planbureau voor de
Leefomgeving, 2019).

200

Retail floor space in square metres

100

[}
2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 201q 2006 2008 2020

Biannually measured on the 1st of January, —— Properties in use
and the 1st of October — Vacant properties

It is considered that the retail sector is important for employment possibilities; it may be one of
the largest sectors of the Netherlands in terms of employment (Keijzer, 2019). However, new
changes, problems and challenges seem to arise. One possible new problem is the increasing
spatial variation within the currently existing problem of vacant retail properties. Nationally, the
amount of vacant retail properties quickly rose from 6.7% to 7.3% between 2019 and 2020,
thereby undoing years of previous decline (Slob, 2020). As can be seen in Figure 2.2, this increase



in vacant retail properties also applies to most provinces. However, this figure also shows that the
differences between different provinces were already large to begin with.
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At smaller scale levels, the differences in vacant retail properties between different locations
become even higher. In the latest overview maps from 2018, the locational differences become
even more clear. Figure 2.3 shows the differences between different (statistically defined) regions,
while Figure 2.4 shows the differences between individual municipalities. Between different
(statistically defined) regions, the percentages of vacant retail floor space differ between 5.0%
(and lower) and 12.5% (and higher), while between individual municipalities, the percentages of
vacant retail floor space even differ between 5.0% (and lower) and 20.0% (and higher) (Locatus;
Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2019). In reality, the actual amount of vacant retail properties
at specific locations may be even worse, because the overview maps only measure vacant floor
space. And simultaneously, the average store size is still increasing (Evers et al., 2011). The closing
of stores is not only caused by ‘individual’ stores closing, but also by large retail formulas closing
their departments, and also by a stagnation in the take-up of retail properties by the hospitality
industry, and a similar stagnation in the conversion of retail properties into housing (Slob, 2020).
Another risk is ‘locational sorting’ because of increased competition between retail areas, which
might contribute to city centres becoming more uniform (Evers et al., 2011; Krabben, 2013). The
competition between different retail locations might also have partly contributed to the
disproportionally large increase of vacant retail properties in the retail areas of city centres,
compared to other retail areas (Slob, 2020). This increased competition might partly have been
caused by the oversupply of ‘peripheral’ retail locations, especially furniture boulevards, but also
by the use of disruptive tools like ‘industry blurring’ by large-scale retail types to be able to
compete (Evers et al., 2011; Kooijman, 2013).
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The role of the national government changed considerably after the implementation of the Nota
Ruimte in 2004 (Ministerraad, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2004). National regulations
and restrictions were abolished, and provinces, regions and municipalities were invited to develop
their own retail planning policies (Krabben, 2009). However, the national government officially
still has the goal to protect existing retail structures. Provincial retail planning policies still need to
be approved by the national government before they can be implemented. It seemed that, in
general, the retail sector in the Netherlands was not very positive about the national government
abandoning its former restrictions on ‘peripheral’ retail locations, which might have contributed
to the development of an additional guideline (Spierings, 2006). “In 2005, a national guideline was
added to ensure that new retail new retail locations would not be developed at the expense of
existing parts of the retail structure. The preservation of city centres was mentioned in particular.”
(Spierings, 2006, p. 607).

As mentioned before, after 2004 the provinces, regions and municipalities were invited to
develop their own retail planning policies. For that purpose, they can use the spatial planning
tools that they have at their disposal, such as the provincial structure plan, regional structure plan
and municipal land-use plan (Krabben, 2009). The provinces generally took over the restrictive
former national guidelines for ‘peripheral’ retail locations from the national government, and
transformed them into provincial guidelines, in order to further protect city centres. Thereby they
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preserved the idea that only types of retail that would not ‘fit into’ existing retail areas should be
allowed at ‘peripheral’ retail locations, such as retail in hazardous or explosive materials, in bulky
goods, in furniture, or ‘do it yourself’ stores. Overall, the provinces’ new guidelines were largely
consistent with former national guidelines. But now provinces had the freedom to add additional,
stricter guidelines themselves (Spierings, 2006). However, there are differences between the 12
provinces’ approaches in this regard. Directly after the implementation of the Nota Ruimte in
2004, it was already becoming clear that provinces would respond differently to the institutional
transformation. Some provinces (such as Zuid-Holland), largely took over former national
guidelines and restrictions to keep control, and thereby included specific segmentation
requirements for retail at ‘peripheral’ locations. However, at the provincial level, these guidelines
were adapted to include flexible parameters that could be changed later on, to be able to allow
new market segments. Other provinces (such as Friesland) took the ‘middle ground’. They only
took over some of the strictest former national restrictions (such as the necessity for regional
impact studies for large developments), but did not take over other guidelines, and largely left the
freedom to add more restrictions at the discretion of municipalities. Still other provinces (such as
Noord-Holland) decentralised retail planning to their municipalities almost entirely, which might
have practically ignored municipalities’ possibilities for coordinating retail guidelines or
restrictions with the province (Krabben, 2009).

As a consequence of the differences between the provinces’ approaches in the
Netherlands, the retail planning guidelines and restrictions can be very different between
different municipalities. However, for explaining the differences between individual municipalities,
the regional level is also very important, as regions are administrative collaborations between
different municipalities. Especially on the topic of retail developments at ‘peripheral’ locations,
there are much differences between the approach of different regions. Many regions have the
intention to coordinate large-scale retail developments at the regional level instead of the
municipal level, but do not yet have the appropriate legal decision-making structure. The lack of
such decision-making systems might be an obstacle to the effectiveness of collaborative planning,
and even to local retail planning. However, in some provinces the provincial guidelines leave room
for developing detailed and well-elaborated regional structures, which give decisions from
regional authorities ‘legal’ status, and which provides for a regional impact on local retail planning
(Krabben, 2009). “Regional impact studies are required for all development plans and municipal or
private sector initiatives cannot take place without the approval of the regional planning
commission.” (Krabben, 2009, p. 1045). But the aforementioned does not apply to all regions in
the Netherlands. In many regions, regional authorities can not withhold planning permission for
specific retail plans. For individual municipalities, it is often the case that they indeed try to
maintain the existing hierarchy of shopping centres with the tools that they have in spatial
planning (Needham, 2016). New types of large-scale retail are mostly redirected to ‘peripheral’
locations outside of towns by most municipalities, and the range of retail types that are allowed
there was generally limited by municipalities. Pressure from retail and property developers, as
well as from consumers, increased the accessibility of such ‘peripheral’ retail locations, and also
widened the range of retail types that was allowed there. However, often provincial guidelines
still make it possible for municipalities to exclude specific types of retail from such locations, if
they are considered to be disruptive to the existing shopping centre hierarchy, or if they are
considered to be too competitive. Such retail developments are then redirected to yet another
type of specifically designated retail location. It seems that in general, municipalities want to
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avoid competition between retail areas, and also want to avoid competition with other
municipalities (Needham, 2016).

“In practice, not many big all-purpose shopping centres have been built outside the built-
up areas: [...] municipalities do not want the competition with their town centres, and if
another municipality does want such a centre the surrounding municipalities put the
province under pressure to refuse it: provinces usually want the existing centres to remain
strong.” (Needham, 2016, pp. 50-51).

2.1.2 Multi-level governance

Defining multi-level governance

For understanding the theory of this research, it is important to further investigate the concept of
multi-level governance. In the policy field of retail planning, but also in many other policy fields,
there are often different policies established at different spatial (or governmental) levels. These
might be considered to be different layers of policies, but often they do interact with one another.
Although such policies might aim to manage the same situation or process, they do not
necessarily have to align. Policies from different governmental levels which are simultaneously
managing the same process, might lead to a situation that may be described as ‘multi-level
governance’, a specific type of governance.

But what exactly is multi-level governance? It seems that it may be defined as a new type
of governance. In her theories, Healey (2006) describes how, from the 1980’s onwards, the ‘old’
way of comprehensive spatial planning started to gradually disappear, and was ultimately
replaced through a thematic fragmentation into different spatial planning disciplines (Healey,
2006). At the same time, new experimental types of governance, partnerships and projects
started to arise in spatial planning. “Instead of nesting neatly in a hierarchical model of levels of
government responsibility, new urban governance arenas and practices were introduced which
drew in actors from a variety of different levels of government [...]” (Healey, 2006, pp. 300-301).
Older definitions of multi-level governance aim to differentiate the concept based on its most
distinguishable characteristics, namely by looking at the decision-making process (Marks, 1996).
Thus it is defined by “[...] the sum of rules, mainly formal but also informal, concerning the locus
and practice of authoritative governance in polity.” (Marks, 1996, p. 22). Marks (1996) further
makes a distinction between political rules and political actors, as rules limit such actors, but rules
may also be changed by such actors. This sketches a broad framework for multi-level governance
systems. Later on, Peters and Pierre (2001) focused on the development of intergovernmental
relations in their study, and thus included the dimension of actor interactions into the concept
(Peters & Pierre, 2001). “[...] it refers to negotiated, non-hierarchical exchanges between
institutions at the transnational, national, regional and local levels” (Peters & Pierre, 2001, p. 131).
With this information, multi-level governance may be placed in Giddens’ (1984) encompassing
societal theories on structure and agency, as multi-level governance seems to include both
structures (institutions and rules, both formal and informal), as well as agency (actor relationships,
and coordination, negotiation, and decision-making processes) (Giddens, 1984). As the first
definition of Marks (1996) also seems to include hierarchical decision-making, it might be
important to make a distinction between hierarchical and non-hierarchical exchanges. Next to

13



these definitions, Peters and Pierre (2001) introduce the ideas that different governance
processes might interact with one another (instead of just the political actors), and that in
negotiation, hierarchically established levels may be ‘bypassed’ as a form of networking. Piattoni
(2009) carried out both a historical and conceptual analysis into the concept of multi-level
governance, where her historical analysis leads to an inclusive definition (Piattoni, 2009).

“The term multi-level governance denotes a diverse set of arrangements, a panoply of
systems of coordination and negotiation, among formally independent but functionally
interdependent entities that stand in complex relations to one another and that, through
coordination and negotiation, keep redefining the interrelations.” (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008;
Piattoni, 2009, p. 172).

Thus it seems that for defining multi-level governance, we also have to look at arrangements
between actors, at systems of coordination and negotiation (interaction), and complex
relationships. The essential core characteristics of multi-level governance seems to be its
(informal) coordination and negotiation processes, which continuously keep redefining the
relationships between actors (Piattoni, 2009). For describing interactions between different
governmental levels, Piattoni (2009) describes two separate dimensions: the spatial dimension
(also named the jurisdictional or territorial dimension), and the relational dimension. In the
spatial dimension, she looks at the authority that governmental actors hold over a demarcated
geographic area and its inhabitants. This dimension applies for many governmental actors, such as
municipalities and provinces. They have an interest in the wellbeing and ‘good performance’ of
their area and its inhabitants, as well as in maintaining its (spatial) cohesion. In the relational
dimension, she looks at the official responsibilities that governmental actors have for a
demarcated geographic area and its inhabitants, for which they need to interact with other
governmental actors, in order to meet those responsibilities, to maintain political (representative)
legitimacy, and to maintain their relational position.

As an example of what actually constitutes multi-level governance in practice, Sabel and
Zeitlin (2008) describe the decision-making system of the European Union. This might be
considered a ‘multi-level governance’ system, because its decision-making system connects
different national governments within the European Union, without establishing a hierarchy. In
practice, influences in the European Union can go both ways; from the national governments to
the European Union, and vice versa (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008). They also mentioned different ‘process’
characteristics of multi-level governance systems. In multi-level governance, coordination and
negotiation may be used to prevent individual actors from using ‘formal’ veto powers. As the
governance system’s focus on networking may not be defined by a centralised or decentralised
decision-making system (such as in the European Union), they conclude that also the division of
roles for actors (for labour, management, or enforcement) may also be different in a ‘multi-level
governance’ system. “The most successful of these arrangements combine the advantages of
decentralised local experimentation with those of centralised coordination, and so blur the
distinction between forms of governance often held to have incompatible virtues.” (Sabel & Zeitlin,
2008, p. 275).

The most comprehensive ‘working definition’ of multi-level governance seems to be
Piattoni’s (2009), although its specific focus does not seem to include the formal interactions
(coordination or negotiation) between actors, while the importance of rules does not seem to be
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elaborated. However, there are many similarities between the different approaches and studies.
A single, encompassing definition of multi-level governance might not be a realistic goal, and
might also not be practical in this research. But a comparison of aforementioned approaches and
studies might reveal a useful set of shared characteristics. The following shared characteristics of
multi-level governance can be defined:

e Multi-level governance seems to refer to a system of actors, in which the processes of
coordination and negotiation between these actors continuously redefine the
aforementioned coordination and negotiation processes themselves. The actors can be
formally independent (Piattoni, 2009);

e Interactions (coordination or negotiation) between different levels can have two natures
(based on their dimension). Interactions of a spatial nature are concerned with
coordination or negotiation on the authority over a specific spatial area or its inhabitants.
Interactions of a relational nature are concerned with coordination or negotiation on
actors’ responsibilities, relational integrity (legitimacy, consensus, or accountability) and
maintaining relational positions (Piattoni, 2009);

e Coordination or negotiation between actors of different levels is at the core. Multi-level
governance is broader than decision-making, because it adds the dimension of
networking between different levels. A system of multi-level governance can also create
new roles for actors (Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008);

e The non-hierarchical exchanges and negotiations between actors of different levels seem
to be of the highest importance, in which both the involved actors and their interaction
processes (coordination and negotiation) are important (Peters & Pierre, 2001);

e Multi-level governance seems to include all rules between actors about decision-making,
both formal and informal, as well as the hierarchical structure of decision-making. Rules
should be taken into account because rules limit interactions, but are also changed by
interactions (Marks, 1996);

e Multi-level governance does indeed seems to be a new type of governance because it
does not ‘neatly’ fit into the hierarchical model of government responsibility, while at the
same time, it is still built around the involvement of different government levels (Healey,
2006).

Effects of multi-level governance in casestudies

This research builds on different theories and research examples, which demonstrate that multi-
level governance may be present in different fields or disciplines of spatial planning, and may
have an actual influence. Sometimes only certain elements of it seem to be present in specific
cases. Multi-level governance seems to have been present in research by Ploegmakers and
Beckers (2015) on urban regeneration initiatives in rundown industrial areas in the Netherlands
(Ploegmakers & Beckers, 2015). They mention that, even though the Dutch national planning
culture is characterised by having high environmental standards, with the institutional space for
more governmental interventions, it still has been shown that political factors influence the
choice of the target location for industrial regeneration initiatives. Implementation is often also
(partly) subject to political decision-making. Both influences may have hindered the reaching of
certain project goals. Thus it seems that, in spatial planning, political decision-making may have an
impact on plan implementation and plan effectiveness in some cases.
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Multi-level governance also seems to be present in research about the decision-making on the
supply of serviced building land, as this decision-making seems to be partly driven or motivated by
municipalities’ ‘quest for control’ (Ploegmakers et al., 2013). This ‘quest for control’ touches upon
Piattoni’s (2009) concept of interactions of a spatial nature, as this seems to fit with actors’
authority over a geographic area and its inhabitants. Although this is not further elaborated in
their study, a reference is made to the possible role of interactions between different actors, and
how these may have continuously influenced the actors’ abilities and decision-making over time
(Hodgson, 1997; Ploegmakers et al., 2013). Hodgson’s (1997) research on habits and rules in
decision-making situations concluded that empirical epistemology is limited for explaining the
behaviour of actors, mainly because rationality is limited. But actors ultimately need socially
developed character traits like cognition, enquiry, and learning. It means that the interactions
between actors at different levels might have a significant influence on their decision-making
process, which provides an argument for the importance of multi-level governance in the process.
Multi-level governance also seems to be present in a case elaborated by Verduijn et al.
(2015), who researched the ‘agency’ perspective in Dutch ‘nature development’ policies (policies
which are often called ‘ecological restoration’ policies in other countries). For explaining the role
of multi-level governance in this specific case, it is important to establish the concept of policy
entrepreneurs?. In their function, policy entrepreneurs are usually the first actors (or ‘agents’) to
encounter actors at different governmental levels outside of their own, and are thus the first ones
that have to deal with the complexity of governance at different levels. “Policy entrepreneurs
operate within complex multi-level governance networks, which is why networking strategies
constitute the keys to success.” (Verduijn et al., 2015, p. 59). This seems to partly connect to the
dimension of (non-hierarchical) networking between different governance levels, which was
mentioned by Sabel and Zeitlin (2008), while the non-hierarchical element was highlighted by
Peters and Pierre (2001). In the first phase of this case, multi-level governance seems to have
played a minor role for one particular policy change: the adoption of ‘nature development’
policies. In 1990, the national government’s ‘Nature Policy Plan’ involved the development of an
ecological network of connected nature areas (EHS), which was proposed because of good
research results with spontaneous ecosystem development at an abandoned industrial area. The
change was caused by policy entrepreneurs at a ministry that framed the (new) concept of
‘nature development’ into the ‘policy-language’ of the responsible ministries. Combined with
additional research, this effort in ‘policy-language’ by policy entrepreneurs largely convinced the
national government to adopt this new strategy of ‘nature development’. Over time, the strategy
of ‘nature development’ was more widely used in the policy field of nature conservation, in
several large projects, such as transforming agricultural land into floodplains. Thus, in this phase
of the case, multi-level governance seems to have been present at the perspective of the policy
entrepreneurs. The policy entrepreneurs acted as ‘agents’ to make sure that the new strategy was
accepted at higher governmental levels. At the same time, other policy entrepreneurs aimed for
the strategy to be used at ‘lower’ governmental levels, in the practical implementation of projects

! There are different definitions of policy entrepreneurs. “A policy entrepreneur is an actor who advocates
and seeks to change policy by exploiting opportunities and employing entrepreneurial strategies [...]”
(Verduijn et al., 2015, p. 56; Kingdon, 2014). Kingdon (2014) defines policy entrepreneurs as “[...] people
who are willing to invest their resources in pushing their pet proposals or problems, are responsible not only
for prompting important people to pay attention, but also for coupling solutions to problems and for
coupling both problems and solution to politics [...]” (Kingdon, 2014, p. 20).
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by municipalities and local water authorities. This implementation resulted in additional project
results and research data, which again further supported and reinforced the adoption of this
strategy by higher governmental levels.

In the second phase of this case, multi-level governance also seems to have played a role,
albeit a more prominent one. Because of aforementioned developments, between the 1990’s and
the 2010’s the national government had been largely optimistic about further developing its
ecological network (EHS), and applying new ‘nature development’ strategies to it. Path-
dependency now played a role as well, as some governmental actors developed their new plans
based on the strategy of ‘nature development’. “Under the supervision of the provinces, a
coalition of Staatsbosbeheer, municipalities, nature organisations and land-owners drafted plans
for creating a robust connection between the Oostvaardersplassen and the largest Dutch forest
area, the Veluwe [...]” (Verduijn et al., 2015, p. 68). However, in 2010 a political change changed
the government’s composition and perspective. Support for ‘nature development’ strategies
waned, and the large plans for connecting nature areas with corridors (which were supervised by
the provinces) were cancelled, which led to lawsuits at the highest spatial planning authorities.
“The provinces, [...], with whom the national government had reached financial agreements earlier,
and who had put a lot of effort into generating support for realising nature, were furious, and so
were most nature organisations and experts [...]” (Verduijn et al., 2015, p. 69). Ultimately, the
‘new’ policy direction was persevered. Simultaneously, the responsibility for nature conservation
(and thus not nature development) was largely decentralised to the provinces. Thus, in this
second phase, multi-level governance seems to have been present in different ways. The national
government initiated a ‘new’ policy change, which provinces and other governmental authorities
disagreed with. It is uncertain if there was an interaction process, but it is clear that ultimately
different levels of government resolved their issues and differences of opinion through legal
means. What is also relevant, is that the policy change led to a decentralisation of policy
competencies. This seems to connect to the dichotomy between centralisation and
decentralisation that Sabel and Zeitlin (2008) described. However, in this case ‘decentralised local
experimentation’ (combined with networking at other governmental levels) did not lead to a
definitive policy change, as ultimately a reversal happened. However, through the eventual
decentralisation of policy competencies (by decentralising nature conservation responsibilities to
provinces), one might say that it did lead to a change of roles for different governmental actors
(Sabel & Zeitlin, 2008; Verduijn et al., 2015). Ultimately, it seems that in several different cases,
systems (or characteristics) of multi-level governance may have had an impact on spatial planning
in practice.

Supposed advantages and disadvantages of multi-level governance

Systems of multi-level governance are supposed to have certain advantages, which follow from
both conceptual research into governance structures, as well as from practically studied cases.
One of the supposed advantages of multi-level governance is the presumed efficiency of the
governance system opposed to central government control. This increased (practical) efficiency is
reflected by the idea that if different governmental levels can operate more autonomously, they
can govern their own specific (geographic) area in a more specialised way, which would leave
more room for local customisation and taking into account local circumstances (Hooghe & Marks,
2001). Next to that, it would leave more room to address negative externalities, as it would
provide for coordination between different governmental levels about such matters, and also for
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employment of a governmental actor’s specific expertise. An externality that surfaces at multiple
levels, may thus be addressed more efficiently.

“Because externalities arising from the provision of public goods vary immensely—from
planet-wide in the case of global warming to local in the case of most city services—so
should the scale of governance. To internalize externalities, governance must be multi-
level. This is the core argument for multi-level governance [...]” (Hooghe & Marks, 2001, p.
4).

Multi-level governance might also increase democratisation, because it transfers the decision-
making process to lower administrative and governmental levels. In that way, more of the
interests of local stakeholders (such as companies and inhabitants) might be represented at
higher governmental levels. ‘Lower’ governmental levels can better reflect the range of different
interests of local stakeholders, so coordination with them can lead to a higher democratisation.
One other advantage of multi-level governance might be that it leaves increased room for
competition between different governmental levels. This connects to Piattoni’s (2009)
explanation of how multi-level governance challenges certain assumptions about liberal inter-
governmentalism. Under ‘normal’ inter-governmentalism, higher levels of government aggregate
the interests of ‘lower’ levels of government. However, non-hierarchical negotiation between
different governmental actors seems to challenge that concept. As an example, Piattoni (2009)
names the European Union. At the European Union, several sub-national governmental actors
(such as provinces and regions) are negotiating and influencing decision-making without explicit
‘permission’ from their own national governments, just as some NGOs do. National governments
may no longer act as the sole representatives of legitimate domestic interests from their country;
they are no longer the ‘gatekeepers’.

One supposed disadvantage of multi-level governance can be described as the
‘coordination dilemma’. In general, if more different governmental levels coordinate and
negotiate with each other, there will be more interactions. This will lead to a higher amount of
possible solutions that needs to be negotiated between actors, which will ultimately increase the
transactions costs (and thereby the overall costs). This is known as the ‘coordination dilemma’
(Hooghe & Marks, 2001). Furthermore, a higher number of actors at the ‘negotiation table’ has
the potential risk of creating situations that may be described as a so-called ‘prisoner’s dilemma’,
and ‘free riding’.

“As the number of actors rises beyond two, it becomes harder to punish defectors. Free
riding is the dominant strategy in the absence of a leviathan or of the countervailing
norms that can induce a sufficiently large proportion of actors to monitor and punish
defection. This is, in a nutshell, the dilemma of multi-level governance.” (Hooghe & Marks,
2001, p. 12).

At the same time, ‘norms on adherence’ might be shared more among actors if the amount of
actors is lower. According to Piattoni (2009), systems with multi-level governance may also have
the disadvantage of a decreased democratic legitimacy, especially in cases where sub-national
authorities or NGOs have a place at the negotiation table; these actors were not democratically
‘elected’ to that level, but are still allowed to represent their interests there. This might
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unwillingly legitimise a specific NGO, which might be considered problematic for some political
theories’ perspectives. However, this problem seems to mostly apply to international cases of
multi-level governance. There are also specific disadvantages of multi-level governance that
mainly apply to ‘Type I’ governance systems; a distinction that was made by Hooghe and Marks
(2001), and which is explained further on. ‘Type I’ governance systems seem to be the type that is
most prevalent in the Netherlands. Often their disadvantages are: (1) they are difficult to change
because of shared responsibilities and shared policy competencies (and decision-making)
between different levels; (2) the shared responsibilities and organisation structure complicate the
implementation of solutions; (3) external ‘last resort’ authorities may have an interest in using
‘established’ solutions to prevent changes to the governance system (and their own position); (4)
all changes may be difficult because such governance structures depend on a deliberate choice in
the concentration of power (and specific competencies) with certain levels or actors; (5) a
solution to ‘remove’ a governance level may never be implemented because of the high amount
of interdependencies between different governance levels. The only alternative is a redistribution
of responsibilities, competencies, or tasks over existing governance levels; (6) existing governance
levels, actors or authorities may become ‘magnets’ for being assigned additional responsibilities
and competencies, even though this may not be efficient, simply because the costs for creating a
‘new’ governance level or authority are often higher than the costs of re-assigning tasks and
responsibilities within the current governance structure; (7) processes like nationalism,
traditionalism, and authoritarianism may increase resistance against institutional change (or
reforms) of ‘Type I’ governance systems, because citizens often attribute ‘meaning’ to its
components (even though such components may have been artificially created). Citizens’ spatial
identification and community bonding are often (in some way) connected to notions of being a
citizen of a certain province, region or municipality. Changing such governance levels (or their
responsibilities) may be difficult because of aforementioned problem (Hooghe & Marks, 2001).

2.1.3 Applying multi-level governance to retail planning in the Netherlands

Multi-level governance and spatial planning

According to Hooghe and Marks (2001), who compared different types of multi-level governance,
there are generally two types of multi-level governance: ‘Type I’ governance and ‘Type II’
governance, which were already referred to. Depending on the (local) context, country, history,
traditions, and public administration systems, systems of multi-level governance can display
different elements from either ‘Type I’ or ‘Type II’ multi-level governance. For ‘Type I’ governance,
the different governance layers are not overlapping, and do not intersect with territorial
boundaries. At higher levels the scaled size of governance layers increases, and responsibilities
and competencies are often shared by different levels. Specialised ‘leftover’ responsibilities are
bundled and taken over by a specific authority (such as a national forestry authority). There is
often a ‘last resort’ legal option placed outside or above the system, such as an arbitration court,
to resolve conflicts or issues. Such governance systems are often artificially created, as they do
not develop naturally. For ‘Type II’ governance, there is usually a much higher number of
governance levels. These levels have very specific policy competencies, which are not shared with
other governance levels. Levels are passive towards each other, and are primarily focused on
solving the issues and externalities associated with their own assigned competencies. Layers of
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governance consist of specialists, not generalists. The internal structure of each governance layer
is mainly organised around the (sectoral) problems that need to be addressed. Coordination is
minimised, while specialisation is optimised. The main differences between the two types are
summarised in Figure 2.5.

In many situations, these two types of governance can be clearly distinguished from each
other. But in practice, they can often also coexist. Especially in countries that are federal unions,
where individual states have a high degree of autonomy (such as the United States of America),
such coexistences are likely. Within the European Union, ‘Type I’ governance structures are the
most prevalent among countries with a (currently) strong decentralisation process, such as the
Netherlands. Many European countries simultaneously empowered both subnational institutions
and supranational institutions. Unfortunately, Hooghe and Marks (2001) use the indicator
‘regionalisation’ (the empowerment of regional governments) to measure subnational
empowerment. In the Netherlands, regions are not an official layer of government, but
administrative collaborations between individual municipalities (Nederlandse Raad Winkelcentra,
2017). Still, they may act as governmental authorities in the policy fields for which they received
official responsibilities and competencies by ‘higher’ governmental actors, such as the policy field
of retail planning. It seems that a regional governance structure in retail planning has not yet been
fully implemented in the Netherlands, which was already explained in the earlier sub-chapter
about spatial planning in the retail sector of the Netherlands (Krabben, 2009). Despite missing this
regional governance system, the Dutch retail planning system may indeed be considered to be
very decentralised (Spierings, 2006).

| TYPE I | TYPE 11 |

| multi-task jurisdictions || task-specific jurisdictions |

mutually exclusive jurisdictions at any particular

level overlapping jurisdictions at all levels

| limited number of jurisdictions || unlimited number of jurisdictions |

no limit to the number of jurisdictional

Jjurisdictions organized in a limifed number of levels levels

| jurisdictions are intended to be permanent || jurisdictions are intended to be flexible |

Figure 2.5: Types of multi-level governance, derived from Hooghe and Marks (2001) (Hooghe &
Marks, 2001).

2.2 Measuring multi-level governance in retail planning

The theoretical framework of this research provides the three central research concepts on which
this research will further focus. In chapter ‘2.3 Conceptual model’, it is further explained what
these choices are based on, and it is also illustrated which influences these research concepts are
presumed to have. The three chosen central research concepts are:

e  Multi-level governance;

e Municipal decision-making;

o The effectiveness of municipal retail planning.
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However, most elaborations in the theoretical framework have a largely theoretical focus. For
measuring the research concepts, they first need to be translated into measurable indicators. This
sub-chapter serves as the operationalisation of these research concepts, and uses additional
theories and studies for that. All three central research concepts have been divided into different
dimensions, to which groups of relevant and theoretically coherent indicators are attributed.

2.2.1 Measuring multi-level governance

First dimension: decentralisation of retail planning competencies
The use of this dimension is justified by theories of Hooghe and Marks (2001) and Prud’homme
(1995) (Prud'homme, 1995). The indicators are:
e The convincingness of an actor’s argument for its involvement in the development of
strategic plans in retail planning;
e The number of (governmental) actors from different jurisdictions having an influence on
retail planning in the municipality;
e The experienced balance between control over policy content in retail planning and the
influence on retail planning by external (governmental) actors;
e The experienced freedom by an actor to implement funding into projects (operational
plans) for retail planning.

Prud’homme (1995) focuses on the allocation of authority over policy areas, and the need to draw
inventories of these policy areas. He argues that multiple governance levels can simultaneously
have convincing arguments to be involved in the provision of a certain service, while still having
equally legitimate interests. For some government services, such as primary education, the
involvement of different levels (with different roles) is even necessary. Because the
convincingness of arguments to be involved plays an important role in his research, this has been
included as an indicator. This indicator is: the convincingness of an actor’s argument for its
involvement in the development of strategic plans in retail planning.

Hooghe and Marks (2001) mention that the number of (involved) governance levels in a
certain policy field is not a very explanatory indicator of multi-level governance. Still, it is used as a
relevant approximation to measuring multi-level governance, because multi-level governance
generally increases with a higher number of (involved) governance levels. To increase the weight
and explanatory value of this indicator, a practical focus is put on how these involved governance
levels that are identified, actually influence the policy field. Although the indicator is explicitly not
limited to merely identifying the number of governance layers or administrative layers, the
developed indicator is formulated as follows, for the sake of clarity: the number of (governmental)
actors from different jurisdictions having an influence on retail planning in the municipality.

In contrast with external influences, it is also important to consider how much control
municipalities themselves have over retail planning. Hooghe and Marks (2001) measure multi-
level governance by looking at the distribution of policy competencies over different governance
levels, which is a method that is mentioned to be often used by researchers that study
decentralisation processes. Smith (1997) mentions that it is important to look at imbalances in
policy networks, and to take into account hierarchies (Smith, 1997). In his research on the effects
of multi-level governance in the distribution of European Union structural funds, complicated
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processes in multi-level governance led to an imbalance between municipal planning
competencies (and control) and external funding for municipalities or regions. Both studies seem
to make the assumption that multi-level governance is connected to the balancing within the
distribution of policy competencies. Since it also seems that an actor’s control over policy content
should therefore not be taken for granted, and should therefore not be (solely) be based on the
‘perceived’ hierarchy, the amount of authority that municipalities have in the field of retail
planning was taken into account as an indicator. This indicator is: the experienced balance
between control over policy content in retail planning and the influence on retail planning by
external (governmental) actors.

For measuring the decentralisation of retail planning competencies, it is also important to
take into account the fiscal power of (governmental) actors. This is because the power to tax and
spend, as well as the power to make decisions to assign funding for individual projects, can
explain a lot about multi-level governance (Smith, 1997). Additionally, a governmental actor’s
ability to acquire a particular grant, and the associated ability to direct this grant towards the
actor’s objectives and projects, may reflect the actor’s legitimacy in relationships between
different governance levels. This is because in that way, they can maintain traditional ‘local-
sectoral relationships’. These abilities have been (partly) taken into account as an indicator. This
indicator is: the experienced freedom by an actor to implement funding into projects (operational
plans) for retail planning.

Second dimension: quality of (power) relationships between (governmental) actors
The use of this dimension is justified by research from Hooghe and Marks (2001) and
Prud’homme (1995), as both studies frequently address the importance of (formal and informal)
relationships between governance levels. Besides the distribution of policy competencies and
financial control, this is described as a very important dimension. The indicators are:
e The actor’s experience with hierarchy in its formal or informal relationships with other
(governmental) actors;
e The actor’s role in the translation of ‘higher-level’ strategic plans to local spatial policy (or
its help or support therein);
e The actor’s experienced value of routine meetings between different (governmental)
actors and the decisions that such meetings produce;
e The actor’s experience with formal rules that constrain the
relationships/interaction/cooperation with other (governmental) actors;
e The experienced change in the actor’s relationship with ‘higher-level’ (governmental)
actors after the recent major policy reform in retail planning (in 2004).

The studies by Hooghe and Marks (2001) and Prud’homme (1995) both aim to answer the
guestion on how actors from different governance levels should interact with each other. For this,
Hooghe and Marks (2001) look at the presence of a hierarchy in the relationships between
governance levels. “Are the relationships characterized by hierarchy, do they reflect mutual
dependence, asymmetrical dependence, or relative independence?” (Hooghe & Marks, 2001, p. 2).
An indicator was developed based on this experience of a hierarchy. This indicator is: the actor’s
experience with hierarchy in its formal or informal relationships with other (governmental) actors.
Prud’homme (1995) is concerned with finding the most optimal status quo in cooperation
between governance levels. Generally, he considers that multiple levels of governance should
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cooperate in the provision of services, as this is the most effective way. “The problem therefore is
to determine how the different levels of government could and should cooperate.” (Prud'homme,
1995, p. 218). Because decentralisation only applies to certain policy fields, municipalities have
more responsibilities in some policy fields than in other policy fields; this depends on the type of
public service. Therefore, one should additionally look at the governmental actor’s role, and the
function of this role within the concerned policy field. An indicator was based on this, which is:
the actor’s role in the translation of ‘higher-level’ strategic plans to local spatial policy (or its help
or support therein).

Additionally, Hooghe and Marks (2001) look at the behaviour used by actors to ‘smooth
out’ and streamline interactions between different (governmental) actors in the form of regular
meetings. The results of such routine meetings may reflect the actors’ legitimacy, if these results
are caused by such streamlining behaviour. Therefore, both the experienced importance of such
meetings, as well as possible legitimacy that actors may derive from the results of such meetings,
were developed into an indicator. This indicator is: the actor’s experienced value of routine
meetings between different (governmental) actors and the decisions that such meetings produce.

Hooghe and Marks (2001) also look at the formal regulations that apply to the
relationships between governmental actors of different levels, or that, as they name it, ‘govern’
such relationships. These may for example be formal rules about representation at ‘higher’ levels,
or about decision-making (such as rules on decision-making possibilities to hold back plans). In
earlier research, Marks (1996) also took these rules into account as ‘political rules’, because they
apply to (political) decision-making processes, but are also the result of (political) decision-making
processes (Marks, 1996). Actors’ experience with such rules was taken into account as an
indicator. This indicator is: the actor’s experience with formal rules that constrain the
relationships/interaction/cooperation with other (governmental) actors.

Smith (1997) proposes that, in addition to ‘orthodox’ approaches of studying multi-level
governance, more sociological and anthropological variables should be included in studies on
multi-level governance. Such variables should also be studied in a time perspective. As an
example, he mentions that it is important to compare relationships between different governance
levels before and after major reforms in the policy field, and to pay specific attention to changes
in these relationships. An indicator was based on this that took the impact of policy field reforms
into account. For the field of retail planning, the chosen policy field reform is the implementation
of the Nota Ruimte in 2004, which caused the largest decentralisation in the policy field of retail
planning (Ministerraad, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2004; Krabben, 2009). This indicator
is: the experienced change in the actor’s relationship with ‘higher-level’ (governmental) actors
after the recent major policy reform in retail planning (in 2004).

2.2.2 Measuring municipal decision-making

First dimension: leadership legitimacy

The use of this dimension is justified by research from Smith (1997), who takes into account the
role of actors’ leadership legitimacy for decision-making processes in policymaking. The indicators
are:
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e The actor’s experience of its faring in disagreements with other (governmental) actors or
their leaders;

e The perceived necessity by municipalities to make (or negotiate for) strategic retail plans
for larger regions.

Smith (1997) mentions that in multi-level governance, governmental actors often have roles with
a dual nature. Representatives of the actor both represent a geographic area and its inhabitants,
as well as ‘the government’. The first is often true because the leadership or ‘formal government’
of such actors consists of politically elected officials that represent the interests of inhabitants,
which elected them. The second is often also true because of this same reason. The actor’s
‘formal government’ is considered the ‘highest’ governmental authority at a specific spatial level,
and therefore a representative of the national government. In that capacity, elected officials of
the actor’s ‘formal government’ may serve as an alderman or executive, and thereby acquire
official responsibility as a policy-expert for a specific policy field. They become the official ‘point of
contact’ for inhabitants, stakeholders, and sectoral interest groups at that spatial level. However,
for that first function (representing a geographic area and its inhabitants), a decrease in
leadership legitimacy from that actor may (indirectly) negatively influence political manoeuvring
space of the elected officials. It may also decrease inhabitants’ identification with the
governmental actor. “Part of this legitimacy hinges upon how each leader appears to fare in
confrontations with leaders of other bodies.” (Smith, 1997, p. 715). In other words, it seems that a
negative perception on how the governmental actor (or its leaders) fare in disagreements with
other governmental actors, might negatively impact the governmental actor’s perceived
leadership legitimacy. Subsequently, this might negatively impact the governmental actor’s
‘spatial representation’, and therefore its role in multi-level governance. Therefore, this concept
has been included as an indicator. This indicator is: the actor’s experience of its faring in
disagreements with other (governmental) actors or their leaders.

Smith (1997) also mentions that it is important to look at the (governmental) actor’s
perceived necessity to make strategic plans for larger regions, especially in the case of smaller
governmental actors (such as municipalities). This is based on the assumption that the extent to
which decision-making is negotiation-based, and thus based on consensus-based coalitions, is
very important. At ‘higher’ governance levels, negotiation may have a larger influence on
decision-making. Therefore, he considers it to be important to look at the necessity that ‘local’
actors experience to make larger plans, or plans with a larger perspective. An indicator was based
on this. This indicator is: the perceived necessity by municipalities to make (or negotiate for)
strategic retail plans for larger regions.

Second dimension: inclusion of strategic plans into decision-making

The use of this dimension is justified by a research conducted by Faludi (1989), and Mastop and
Faludi (1997), because both studies on the assessment of strategic plans seemed to confirm the
importance of measuring the conformance and performance of strategic plans (Faludi, 1989;
Mastop & Faludi, 1997). The use of this distinction between conformance and performance is also
supported by Rudolf Rudolf and Gradinaru’s (2019) research, further on (Rudolf & Gradinaru,
2019). The indicators are:
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e The extent to which arguments behind operational decisions reflect the strategic plan;

e The extent of the actor’s operational decision-maker’s knowledge and interpretation of
the strategic plan behind operational decisions;

e The extent of the actor’s operational decision-maker’s acceptance and use of the strategic
plan as part of operational decision situations.

In 1989, Faludi (1989) researched different ways to evaluate plans in spatial planning, and makes
a distinction in decision-making between projects (operational plans) and strategic plans, which is
important for evaluation.

“Project plans are the blueprints where implementation is unproblematic and outcomes
are expected to conform to intentions. Strategic plans are momentary agreement records
of various projects considered at different points in time by the participants. The future
remains open. Decisionmakers who use them must perform.” (Faludi, 1989, p. 135).

For strategic plans, he considers that measuring their effectiveness is not possible by comparing
physical outcomes with plan intentions, as in practice, strategic plans have to guide project plans.
Therefore, he looks at whether or not strategic plans facilitate decision-making. For that, he looks
at the connection between operational decisions and the arguments behind them, as that might
expose the (possible) facilitation of decision-making.

“The first requirement of analysing performance is to establish where departure from the
plan occurs. [...] Each decision must be assessed in the light of the plan. The aim is not to
assess decisions for their substantive merits, but to establish arguments which have led to
the eventual outcome, and how, if at all, those arguments have been influenced by the
plan.” (Faludi, 1989, p. 146).

Based on this an indicator was developed. This indicator is: the extent to which arguments behind
operational decisions reflect the strategic plan.

In his research, Faludi (1989) also mentions three basic conditions to adhere to for
strategic plans to be effective (and for assessing decision-making), which are based on an earlier
study by Mastop and Faludi (1997). In Faludi’s (1989) later study, two of those criteria are
considered to be the most relevant: (1) the experienced long-term relevance of the plan by the
recipient; (2) the plan’s straightforward assistance in giving instructions for operational decision
situations. Earlier this was mentioned as the explicit consideration that the operational decision-
maker should have knowledge of the plan. An indicator was based on this. This indicator is: the
extent of the actor’s operational decision-maker’s knowledge and interpretation of the strategic
plan behind operational decisions.

In this same study, Mastop and Faludi (1997) mention that the interpretation of the
strategic plan might possibly be even more important, although ‘general’ knowledge of the
strategic plan is of course a precondition for interpretation. “For achieving the goals of the plan,
the plan-maker depends on the recipients. Performance analysis must therefore focus on the latter
and ask: Have they received the message? Did the message form a relevant input into their
deliberations?” (Mastop & Faludi, 1997, p. 829). In Faludi’s (1989) earlier study, this is
summarised as the decision-makers’ acceptance of the strategic plan as part of operational
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decision situations. An indicator was based on this. This indicator is: the extent of the actor’s
operational decision-maker’s acceptance and use of the strategic plan as part of operational
decision situations.

2.2.3 Measuring the effectiveness of municipal retail planning

Single dimension: quality of local plans

The use of this dimension is justified by research conducted by Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019), who
researched and compared different ways to evaluate local plans (which they refer to as master
plans) (Rudolf & Gradinaru, 2019). Their framework scores plans on four dimension (or plan types),
namely “[...] visions, blueprints, communicative policy acts, and basic plans [...]” (Rudolf &
Gradinaru, 2019, p. 880). They consider that strategic plans (and thus retail visions) have
characteristics of two types of plans, namely visions (which are communication-oriented and
aimed at defining common goals) and blueprints (which are action-oriented, precise, and focused
on tasks for reaching specific outcomes), although they are closer to visions. Their method of local
plan evaluation is an integrated method, and thus not specifically sided on performance- or
conformance-based evaluation?. To assess the quality of strategic plans and investigate strategic
plans’ influence on decision-making, Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019) propose two dimensions: (1)
local plan quality; (2) local planners’ perception of plan implementation. The indicators are:

e The extent to which the present local conditions and context are included in the strategic
plan;

e The extent to which the strategic plan contains a narrative storyline to motivate
stakeholders and to improve commitment to plan goals;

e The extent to which the strategic plan includes provisions for coordination with other
(governmental) actors or existing policies;

e The extent to which the strategic plan contains provisions to ensure consistent
implementation (clear long-term goals, a description of responsibilities for
implementation, and a timescale);

e The extent to which the strategic plan is accessible to the wider public;

e The extent to which the strategic plan was perceived to be useful in supporting decision-
making.

As an implementation-oriented (conformance-based) aspect of strategic plans, Rudolf and
Gradinaru (2019) look at dimensions that aim to describe the local context in which the plan
operates. An indicator was based on this. This indicator is: the extent to which the present local
conditions and context are included in the strategic plan.

2 The difference between performance-based evaluation methods and conformance-based evaluation
methods might require further explanation, as these are debated terms with no universal agreement. With
regards to measuring usefulness, performance-based evaluation methods generally consider plans to be
visions, and thus focus on measuring decision-making. Conformance-based evaluation methods generally
consider plans to be blueprints, and thus focus on measuring the plan’s actual implementation ‘on the
ground’ (Rudolf & Gradinaru, 2019).
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Although (strategic) local plans may have ‘blueprint elements’, they certainly also have ‘vision
elements’, as often they are more closely related to visions. As such, there are also performance-
based aspects to be measured (aimed decision-making or communication). However, with
performance, Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019) do explicitly not mean the plan’s conformance to (or
consistency with) ‘plan-writing protocols’. For the plan quality of such plans, they instead “/...]
assess whether their design is accessible to the wider public and whether they entail a narrative
storyline to motivate stakeholders and improve their commitment towards the goals of the plans
[...]” (Rudolf & Gradinaru, 2019, p. 882). Based on this, two indicators were developed. The first
indicator is: the extent to which the strategic plan contains a narrative storyline to motivate
stakeholders and to improve commitment to plan goals. The second indicator is: the extent to
which the strategic plan is accessible to the wider public.

Another mentioned performance-based indicator, which indeed connects to decision-
making aspects, is the extent to which the strategic plan contains provisions for coordination with
other (strategic) plans or policies, or governmental actors of different jurisdictions (Rudolf &
Gradinaru, 2019). An indicator was based on this. This indicator is: the extent to which the
strategic plan includes provisions for coordination with other (governmental) actors or existing
policies.

In their study, Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019) mention another performance-based indicator,
based on the perception of local planners. “[...] are local plans successfully implemented according
to the perception of local planners?” (Rudolf & Gradinaru, 2019, p. 881). Although this indicator
involves plan implementation, this is not a conformance-based indicator, because it does not
directly measure the plan implementation itself. It looks at the perception of local planners, and
thereby aims to investigate communication and decision-making. An indicator was based on this,
but this indicator was further expanded in its scope to make it more tangible and relevant for
measuring performance. As the indicator deals with the perception on the implementation, the
indicator’s concept of ‘implementation’ has been supplemented with several (conformance-based)
implementation elements that would normally apply to blueprint plans. “[...] their evaluation
generally implies using action-oriented dimensions to check whether the plan contains provisions
to ensure consistent implementation [...], i.e. precisely describing who is in charge of implementing
the policies and over what timescale.” (Rudolf & Gradinaru, 2019, p. 882). Rudolf and Gradinaru
(2019) also looked if a plan describes the details of its long-term goals (as part of documenting its
planning process), which was also added to the indicator. Ultimately, an indicator was developed,
based on this. This indicator is: the extent to which the strategic plan contains provisions to
ensure consistent implementation (clear long-term goals, a description of responsibilities for
implementation, and a timescale).

A core concept that is very central to Rudolf and Gradinaru’s (2019) study, is the influence
of strategic plans on decision-making (and their usefulness for decision-making), as a central
‘performance’ element. Although they argue that performance- and conformance-based plan
evaluation methods can coexist and also complement each other, they do not argue for further
integration of both methods. They make this argument because in practice, the performance
(decision-making) and conformance (implementation) of strategic plans often proved to be
disconnected (or independent) from each other; at least more disconnected than plan evaluation
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methods often assume3. It often happened that a strategic plan seemed to have had a high level
of conformance (successful implementation), and this was wrongly attributed to a (presumed)
high level of performance (successful decision-making). In other words, the successfulness of
strategic plans (and their merits) are often measured by looking at the practical results ‘on the
ground’ from the connected project plans (blueprints), and by looking at such projects’
conformance with strategic goals, even though the strategic plan (and the decision-making) might
have not substantially contributed to the project plans (blueprints). Still, many evaluation
methods seem to wrongly assume a connection between strategic plans and project plans, in
cases where there is none. To take into account the influence of strategic plans on operational
decision-making, an indicator was developed, based on this. Instead of just measuring
performance, this indicator might measure the concept ‘influence’, because Lyles et al. (2016)
mention that the term ‘influence’ should be used when assessing whether or not a plan is used in
practical decision-making (Lyles et al., 2016). The developed indicator is: the extent to which the
strategic plan was perceived to be useful in supporting decision-making.

2.3 Conceptual model

For this research a conceptual model has been developed, which is included in Figure 2.6. It
includes the three central research concepts from the theoretical framework, which are marked
with an orange colour. For each central research concept, the associated dimensions from the
operationalisation are included (which can be found in chapter 2.2 Measuring multi-level
governance’). These dimensions are used for measuring the central research concepts in practice,
and are marked with a yellow colour.

The use of the two dimensions of multi-level governance, namely the decentralisation of
retail planning competencies and the quality of (power) relationships between (governmental)
actors, is supported by research from Prud’homme (1995), and Hooghe and Marks (2001).
Furthermore, the use of the two dimensions of municipal decision-making, namely leadership
legitimacy and the inclusion of strategic plans into decision-making, is supported by research from
Faludi (1989), Mastop and Faludi (1997), and Smith (1997). Finally, the use of the dimension of
the quality of local plans is supported by research from Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019).

3 Rudolf and Gradinaru (2019) based this assumption about the presumed practical independence of
performance and conformance elements in plan implementation mostly on different casestudies that were
carried out by Korthalt Altes (2006) and Feitelson et al. (2017), which both conclude that there is indeed not
always a link between ‘performance’ and ‘conformance’ in spatial planning practice (Korthals Altes, 2006;
Feitelson et al., 2017).
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Figure 2.6: Conceptual model.

The conceptual model in Figure 2.6 also includes the assumed influences between the central
research concepts. Based on van der Krabben’s (2009) research on the effects of the
decentralisation and changes in the governance system of retail planning, it is assumed that multi-
level governance has an influence on the effectiveness of municipal retail planning. In addition to
that, this assumption is also based on the case from Verduijn et al. (2015), which illustrates both
the influence of networking (albeit through policy entrepreneurs) on governance systems, how
decentralisation can lead to a different role distribution for actors, and especially how (legal or
non-legal) interaction processes between different governance levels can influence spatial
planning practice.

Based on the research by Ploegmakers and Beckers (2015) on urban regeneration
initiatives, it is assumed that municipal decision-making has an influence on the effectiveness of
municipal retail planning. Their research illustrates that political decision-making can influence
plan effectiveness and implementation in spatial planning (Ploegmakers & Beckers, 2015).

Furthermore, based on the research by Ploegmakers et al. (2013) on the supply of
serviced building land by municipalities, it is assumed that multi-level governance has an influence
on municipal decision-making. Their research illustrates that a municipality’s ‘quest for control’
can influence decision-making processes. In addition to that, this assumption is also based on
Hodgson’s (1997) theory, which illustrates that interactions between actors of different
(governance) levels can influence decision-making processes (and the development of actors’
abilities).
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3. Methodology

3.1 Research strategy

For this research, the choice has been made to conduct a qualitative research, of an explanatory
nature. The research is based on the assumption that multi-level governance possibly might have
an influence on the effectiveness of municipal retail planning, and therefore it tries to explain in
what ways this possible influence might work. A consequence of this choice is that such influences
may not be statistically proven or refuted. Individual indicators or dimensions may be determined
to be more or less relevant based on the results and their context (Creswell, 2007). There is no
hypothesis that is assessed.

There are several different reasons for choosing to conduct a qualitative research.
Qualitative research makes it possible to study the phenomenon in its natural environment, which
is of additional value for getting a deeper understanding of the researched concepts. Because of
the level of complexity, it would be difficult to simulate these same concepts with experiments in
an artificial environment. Besides, the researched concepts have many indicators connected to
them individually, which requires the research to have a high level of detail to suitably measure all
concepts (Creswell, 2007). “This up-close information gathered by actually talking directly to
people and seeing them behave and act within their context is a major characteristic of qualitative
research.” (Creswell, 2007, p. 37). As a consequence, this makes another reason for choosing
gualitative research more relevant, namely the pursuit of a holistic account. With a holistic
account, complex interactions may be taken better into account. Especially the power
relationships between governmental actors should be studied in their most ‘natural state’, while
limiting the influence of external factors as much as possible (Smith, 1997). The respondent’s
perspective (or opinion) on the research problem is central in further understanding the research
problem. From the theoretical framework and operationalisation it is concluded that the amount
of studied concepts or processes is low, but the number of different factors within them is very
high. This seems to make a qualitative research and a higher level of detail both more desirable.
Through empirical research, the socially constructed reality that the different (governmental)
actors perceive (the ‘new’ governance system in retail planning in the Netherlands), can be best
investigated through understanding the different actors’ perspectives. This is different from
quantitative research, which focuses (more) on the discovery of generally applicable laws
(Creswell, 2007; Vennix, 2012).

