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Cities in Sight, Inside Cities: An Introduction

Jan Willem Duyvendak, Frank Hendriks and
Mies van Niekerk

Dutch dealings with urban change

This book presents the results of the most recent research on urban to-
pics in the Netherlands. Why would those results be of interest for a
wider and also non-Dutch audience? We think for several reasons.

In the first place, the Netherlands’ struggle with many urban pro-
blems might be instructive for the urban problems other countries face
as well (or will have to confront in the near future). Huge transforma-
tions that have manifested themselves in the Netherlands affect many
more countries. The Dutch economy has become one of the most open
(and in times of economic crisis: most vulnerable) and service-oriented
of the world. Moreover, the Dutch population has changed dramati-
cally: with one million Muslims and about one million other migrants
(out of sixteen million inhabitants), the Netherlands has de facto be-
come an immigration society, like many other West-European coun-
tries experiencing similar changes in the past decades. Compared to
the old settler societies (the US, Canada, and Australia), the new immi-
grant countries struggle with problems they had not run into before.
Especially for these ‘new’ immigration societies, the Dutch case might
present relevant insights, pointers as well as warnings.

That brings us to the second reason why a book on Dutch urban to-
pics is pertinent at this particular moment in history. The Dutch politi-
cal and societal crisis – that became so visible in the two political mur-
ders of Pim Fortuyn (in 2002) and Theo van Gogh (in 2004) – are to a
large extent perceived as urban crises: it is especially in the big cities of
the country that the enormous changes in the economy and in social
life express themselves the most. Just as in many other European coun-
tries, social problems of disadvantaged neighborhoods have become
top priorities for policy makers at all levels: the district, the city, the re-
gion, the national and even the EU level. The time when (supra)na-
tional governance distanced itself from direct intervention in highly lo-
cal, neighborhood-specific urban issues is clearly over: some national
politicians visit the cities so often now that they come to resemble part-
time community workers!



Important to know in this context is that the new ‘populist’ political
parties that gained strength in the early part of the new millennium,
developed first in the local, especially urban realm. In 2002, Pim For-
tuyn’s ‘Leefbaar Rotterdam’ (Livable Rotterdam) became (the first time
it participated in the elections!) the biggest party of that city. ‘Leefbaar
Rotterdam’ was a link – a crucial one – in a chain of ‘livable’ parties de-
veloping in other cities as well (‘Leefbaar Utrecht’ and ‘Leefbaar Hilver-
sum’ were important links in this chain earlier on). In order to better
understand the national political crisis of the Netherlands – a country
often praised for its tolerance and ‘calmness’ – we therefore have to
look at the urban context. And vice versa, in order to understand what
is happening at the urban level, we have to take broader political, so-
cial, and economic developments into account.

As many chapters in this book will show, there is more to this crisis
than just a ‘populist’, right-wing backlash. And that is the third reason
why we think it is appropriate, if not urgent, to publish a book on
Dutch urban topics: many new solutions developed as answers to the
problems that have come to the fore need to be documented and ana-
lyzed. With a bit of exaggeration, the Netherlands can be considered a
laboratory for urban development. Though we don’t claim Holland as
an exceptional case, we do think that the crisis in the Netherlands is
particularly profound. Whereas some foreign observers describe the re-
cent developments as a one-dimensional turn of a formerly ‘tolerant’
country into its opposite, we claim that there is much more at stake.
We would argue that what we see is rather the political crisis of a coun-
try that is trying to balance the cultural heritage of the 1960s and
1970s on the one hand – the Netherlands being one of the most pro-
gressive and secular countries of the world –, and the huge economic
and demographic transformations in subsequent and current years on
the other hand. This balancing act deserves full attention.

In the midst of all the social and political turmoil, the Netherlands
Organization for Scientific Research (NWO) and the Knowledge Centre
for Larger Towns and Cities (now Nicis Institute) decided that a coordi-
nated research program regarding the Dutch ‘urban condition’ was ur-
gent indeed. This program, the Urban Innovation Research Program
(STIP)1, was conducted between 2005 and summer 2009. The empiri-
cal data presented in this book is collected in the context of this STIP
research program. The research is carried out by scholars of several
Dutch universities – in a collaborative effort. As might become clear,
the chapters are closely interrelated and often refer to each other in
terms of results and insights. This is not a collection of individual stu-
dies, but a book resulting from an integrated effort to collectively better
understand which urban changes have occurred and how the Dutch
deal with these changes.
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The STIP program was organized along a number of tracks, paying
attention to interrelated topics such as: the social and the material in
urban life, the city as social elevator, social safety, urban citizenship, or-
ganizing capacity, and co-production in urban governance. Cities are
shaped by people, but people are also shaped by cities (cf. Hall, 1998,
Scott, 2001, Le Galès, 2002). This fundamental notion underpins the
present volume, but also the STIP program from which it follows. Not
all of the many specific research projects within STIP could be pre-
sented within the inevitably limited pages of this book. However, most
of the important issues are represented in the three parts of this book,
which we have labeled urban transformations and local settings (Part
I), urban citizenship and civic life (Part II), and urban governance and
professional politics (Part III). In the following pages we will further
introduce these parts.

Urban transformations and local settings

To fully grasp la condition urbaine in the Dutch context is not exactly an
easy job. There are quite a few particularities that seem difficult to ex-
plain to a non-Dutch reader. Where else in the world do so many mid-
dle-class people live in subsidized social housing? Is there any other
big city in the world where the percentage of privately-owned houses is
as low as in Amsterdam (about 20%)? Is this vast social housing sector
helpful to fight segregation? But why then does the Netherlands show
relatively high levels of residential segregation or ‘territorial sorting’ as
geographers would call it? In other words, the Dutch context is, to a
certain extent, a peculiar one and some sensitivity to this is necessary.

In the first part of this book, studies are presented that deal with
more general characterizations of and transformations in the urban
realm; the focus is on the Netherlands, but the issues are wider-ran-
ging. What are the most recent trends in the economy and the urban
fabric of Dutch cities, especially in the largest, most international
‘mainports’ of the country: Amsterdam – the capital of the Netherlands
– and Rotterdam – one of the world’s biggest harbor cities and the epi-
center of the 2002 political shockwave? What do we know about resi-
dential segregation? Do urban renewal programs and elaborate mixing
programs help to de-segregate, or is this just another round of gentrifi-
cation, eventually reinforcing segregating tendencies? In this volume,
Van der Graaf and Veldboer discuss these and other questions concern-
ing urban renewal processes. Musterd and Pinkster in their chapter, re-
fer to closely-related issues, raising the question if and to what extent
social problems are area-based. The answer to this question is all the
more relevant, since much of the policy effort on social problems and
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Box 1 The urban landscape of the Netherlands at a glance

The Netherlands is one of the most urbanized countries in the
world. As much as 82 percent of the population (16.6 million inha-
bitants in total) lives in an environment that can be called urbanized.
The urban landscape is polycentric in nature. There is not one para-
mount city that leaves all of the rest far behind in terms of size and
capacity. The comparatively small country (41,528 square kilo-
meters) is characterized by a relatively large number of not very big,
but nevertheless quite substantial, and highly interconnected urban
centers. With 760,000 inhabitants, Amsterdam is the biggest in the
urban field of the Netherlands. It is not, however, in a league of its
own like, for example, Paris or Mexico City are in their respective
countries. Amsterdam is in a league with Rotterdam, The Hague
and Utrecht and, together, these cities form part and parcel of the
Randstad or ‘Deltametropolis’, the urban network in the Western
part of the country. It is in a wider league of Dutch cities, many of
which are also interlinked in urban networks. In many respects, dif-
ferences between large urban centers, towns and countryside are
not very substantial in the Netherlands.
In the framework of the Big Cities Policy, the four largest cities (G4)
and 27 of the larger cities and towns are lumped together as the
G31. They are commonly lumped together by policymakers because
of their size, but also, and mainly, because of the concentration of
urban challenges in these cities. One of the most hotly debated,
highly urban challenges of today is related to immigration and ‘mul-
ticulturalization’. Immigrants from non-western countries constitute
more than ten percent of the total population in the Netherlands,
but their presence is much higher in the large urban centers of the
country. In major cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, non-wes-
tern immigrants make up one third of the population. The second
generation is growing rapidly and immigrant children form a large
share of the urban youth. In Amsterdam and Rotterdam, half of the
population aged 0-20 has a non-western immigrant background.
But smaller cities may also have substantial immigrant populations,
and towns like Venlo, Tilburg, Gouda and Ede have also witnessed
inter-ethnic tensions, fuelled by 9/11 and its aftermath. Much of this
tension and conflict focus on the role and position of the Islam in
the urbanized west.
Dutch cities are institutionally embedded in a ‘decentralized unitary
state’, consisting of twelve provinces and 441 municipalities. Urban
politics is channeled by a dual system of a representative ‘municipal
council’ on the one hand and an executive ‘board of burgomaster
and aldermen’ on the other. Urban governance is traditionally and
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typically co-governance, both vertically – various tiers are involved in
a system of multilevel governance – and horizontally – various gov-
ernmental and (quasi)non-governmental organizations and actors
have to work together to get somewhere.

Source: Statistics Netherlands, 2008
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Map 1 The urban landscape of the Netherlands at a glance
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immigrant integration involves an integral neighborhood approach.
Van der Waal and Burgers study the relative effects of both residential
segregation and job opportunities on ethnic conflict. Interestingly, they
question the effect of the immigrants’ share in urban neighborhoods
on interethnic relations.

In the first part of this volume, the reader will come across addi-
tional Dutch particularities, for instance the institutionalized, ‘pillar-
ized’ way of dealing with cultural and religious differences in the past,
which inevitably still colors debates on how to deal with religion in the
Netherlands, nowadays, in particular, Islam. Many scholars and politi-
cians alike not only claim that the Dutch have pursued multicultural
policies in line with their pillarized past, but that it is precisely these
policies that have caused the huge social problems Dutch society is
struggling with today (Koopmans 2007; Sniderman and Hagendoorn
2007; Joppke 2004). By overstressing and overvaluing cultural differ-
ences, policy makers would have neglected the urgent need for newco-
mers to integrate into Dutch society. Though it can be questioned
whether the Netherlands really has pursued hard-core multicultural po-
licies for a long time (Duyvendak et al. 2009), reality is that recent,
new policy measures are defined as a break with the alleged ‘multicul-
tural model’ of the past. Formulas that could be associated with a ‘con-
sociational’ version of ‘multiculturalism’ – the development of publicly-
funded Islamic schools and broadcasting companies for migrants, for
example – have undoubtedly come under pressure of critical scrutiny.
This book is not so much a work of historians focusing on what has
happened in the past in the Netherlands, but it does show how percep-
tions of the past strongly influence how actual problems are experi-
enced and what kind of solutions become ‘imaginable’.

Even though this (perception of) history gives a particular twist to
current Dutch policies, there is more to these policies than just a path-
dependent past. How could we otherwise claim that the Dutch case is
a laboratory for what is happening in many countries? How could we
otherwise understand international convergent developments in urban
problems and practices, as several authors in this book show? What is
the role of global economic transformations, of worldwide migration
and resulting demographic changes, of 9/11 and ‘the war on terror’ on
the shared perceptions of urban challenges at the start of the 21st cen-
tury in many Western countries? Centrifugal, polarizing tendencies
seem to develop in urban landscapes everywhere. French sociologist
Jacques Donzelot (2008) even claims that whereas the twentieth cen-
tury was the age of confrontation, ours is one of polarization and spa-
tial segregation. There is, moreover, not only convergence in definitions
of the problems regarding the urban state of affairs. In a ‘global village’
such as ours, governments, NGOs, housing corporations and develo-
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pers alike, learn across cities, countries, and continents about solutions
as well. The diffusion of innovative urban policies takes place at an
ever increasing pace. A good example of ‘international learning’ is the
way the Dutch ‘Big Cities Policies’ (developed in the 1990s) inspired
the French politique de la ville and the German Sozial Stadt programs.
Ideas and practices related to the furthering of ‘active citizenship’ and
‘interactive governance’ have traveled cross-border as well, as will be
discussed later in Parts II and III of this volume.

This is not to claim that national particularities have all lost their
pertinence, but the chapters in this book show that what happens in
the Netherlands – both in terms of problem definition and conceived
solutions – do speak to the problems and possible new urban practices
in other cities, in other countries.

Let’s give one more example that shows both a certain particularity
of the Netherlands and its common features with other countries that
facilitate international comparisons. Several chapters in this book deal,
in one way or another, with questions of ‘culture’ and ‘ethnicity’, mir-
roring dominant problem definitions in the Netherlands. Vermeulen
and Plaggenborg, in Part III, explicitly refer to this problem definition.
Though the degree to which urban problems are (assumed to be) ‘eth-
nic’ will vary across Western countries, and though the exact classifica-
tions and categorizations will diverge across boundaries, in other Wes-
tern European countries ‘culturalization’ of social problems took place
in the past decade as it did in the Netherlands. Even in an alleged ‘col-
or’- and ‘culture’-blind country as France, culture and cultural differ-
ences are at the heart of urban policies (Bertossi and Duyvendak
2009). In the Netherlands, like elsewhere in Europe, this ‘culturaliza-
tion’ often takes the form of ‘islamization’. Current debates on the inte-
gration of immigrants mostly focus on Turks and Moroccans and other
Islamic groups. Other immigrant groups, like post-colonial immigrants
from the Caribbean, are far less in the spotlight. To be sure, this is also
related to their respective socioeconomic positions – the postcolonial
immigrants, on average, ranking higher in the socioeconomic hierar-
chy than the Turks and Moroccans (cf. Van Amersfoort and Van Nie-
kerk 2006). Nevertheless, much of the public debate on immigrant in-
tegration focuses not so much on color as on religion, and questions
the possibility that Muslim immigrants will ever integrate into Dutch
society. This affects the public image of these immigrants and is, in it-
self, a factor in processes of radicalization among some Muslims (Buys
et al 2006; Slootman and Tillie 2006).

The negative imaging and the polarizing trends are mirrored in sev-
eral of the contributions to this volume, especially the ones that pre-
sent research conducted in the city of Rotterdam. Van Liempt and Veld-
boer, for example, show how the local urban regime in this city ham-
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pered the development of multi-ethnic neighborhoods into sites of
multicultural leisure and consumption. And Van Bochove, Rušinović
and Engbersen, in their chapter on middle-class immigrants in Rotter-
dam, start their analysis with the increasingly dominant political dis-
course on the supposed incompatibility of dual citizenship and full in-
tegration into the receiving society.

Urban citizenship and civic life

Cities are shaped by people, but people are also shaped by cities: this is
what the chapters in the opening part of the book show, and this is
what the chapters in the next part of the book continue to pick up on –
albeit in a somewhat different fashion, zooming in on the ways in
which citizens operate in civic life. Referring back to the STIP pro-
gram: the city might be conceptualized as a ‘social elevator’, but the
city does not always help to lift up the spirit in civic life.

The Dutch political crisis is often depicted as a ‘revolt of citizens’
against the dominant elite that had alienated itself from reality, espe-
cially the urban reality with its many urgent problems (Wansink 2004;
Buruma 2004). Particularly widespread is the idea that a wide gap has
grown between citizenry and politicians. Whether this is true or not,
the fact is that in the past years an unstoppable stream of politicians
started to visit disadvantaged neighborhoods, claiming to bridge the
gap with ordinary people by listening to their daily concerns. It is inter-
esting to note that each politician came out of these visits with quite
different stories, all resembling their own political preferences.

Paradoxically, this attention to the problems of citizens is often and
quickly translated into problems caused by citizens and tasks for citi-
zens. Though politicians as modern flagellants don’t stop to blame
themselves for mistakes in the past, citizens get burdened with many
new tasks in order to help create a better and brighter urban future.
They have to become ‘active citizens’ who take up responsibility for
their neighborhoods, for their neighbors, and for themselves. If they
don’t do so – or are expected not to take up these new responsibilities
voluntarily – they might be forced: social professionals are given much
room to intervene in families and households. These interventions
most often concern a minority of the population – though sometimes
vast parts of the population in delineated neighborhoods are target
groups for these intense social programs. In practice, these programs
are to a considerable extent, albeit indirectly, focused on ethnic or other
minorities that are not as ‘integrated’ and active as policy makers want
them to be. Particularly at the local level, many programs and projects
are developed to stimulate the ‘civility’ (Uitermark and Duyvendak
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2008) of its citizens and their active participation. Interestingly, these
programs vary across cities, and the Rotterdam case, in particular –
with the most interventionist programs – gets the attention it deserves.

Whereas, from fear of ‘uncivilized’ behavior of an ethnic underclass,
tough measures are taken regarding that specific group, policy makers
are more ambivalent, if not paradoxical, in their evaluation of the beha-
vior of the majority population. On the one hand, politicians praise
those emancipated citizens who are not dependent on strong commu-
nities (or the welfare state) but live their own autonomous lives. On
the other hand, there is great concern that, due to all the very emanci-
pated and assertive citizens, social cohesion has evaporated, social iso-
lation increased, voluntary work declined and that citizens only want to
deal with their own, individual problems, driven by private interest.
This latter, rather gloomy picture informs a lot of policies to stimulate
all Dutch citizens to become more socially active, to care for family,
friends, and neighbors, and to not ‘hunker down’ (Putnam 2007) in
heterogeneous, multicultural neighborhoods.

Research carried out in these fields is often rather critical regarding
the empirical basis of those opinions voiced in public and political de-
bates that claim a linear decline in civic engagement. Most research
shows a transformation of the type of commitment and engagement
by citizens instead of a simple decrease. In this respect, the develop-
ment of ‘communities light’ (Duyvendak and Hurenkamp 2004) is
proof, for some, of the resilience of modern citizenship, whereas others
consider this as proof of the incompetence of modern citizens to really
relate to others, particularly to people with another social, cultural, and
political background. The claim being that, given their homogeneity
and their elective character, ‘communities light’ perhaps contribute
more to the persistence of social cleavages and anomie than to any-
thing else.

Hurenkamp, in his chapter, discusses the ‘communities light’ as
mentioned above. Van de Wijdeven and Hendriks, in their chapter,
show that there are ‘real-life expressions of vital citizenship’ that evolve
irrespective of gloomy reports on declining civic virtues as well as con-
scious government policies to ‘civilize’ citizens. Participation-inducing
policies and real-life expressions of citizenship co-evolve, without the
former steering the latter in a unidirectional way. Verplanke and Duy-
vendak dig deeper into a particular policy field – community care for
people with psychiatric or intellectual disabilities – in which policy-
makers radically transformed the lives of the groups involved by push-
ing them out of the institutions into ‘normal’ neighborhoods, living
‘normal’ lives as regular citizens. Van den Berg, in her chapter, turns
the spotlight on the social networks that Moroccan migrant women
weave through what is commonly called gossip. Van Bochove, Rušino-
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vić and Engbersen show how middle-class migrants in Rotterdam – a
step ‘ higher’ in the social stratification than most of the Moroccan wo-
men that Van den Berg interviewed – have developed their own ways
of dealing with local and transnational aspects of citizenship.

Urban governance and professional politics

The Dutch are well-known for their elaborate planning systems and
have witnessed a rich history of rather interventionist urban policies.
Building on the discussions in Part II about ‘active citizenship’, in this
part we analyze what changes occurred in the governance of the urban
field in the Netherlands, and how professionals positioned themselves
in the changing environment. In the new configuration, not only orga-
nized citizens play their role, but also the practitioners and officials re-
presenting semi-privatized housing associations, urban developers,
community workers and other social professions. The latter are tradi-
tionally quite numerous as well as visible in the Dutch urban setting.

The debate on professionalism in the Netherlands shows the same
conjuncture as in many other countries. The low-tide of professional ap-
preciation of the 1980s and 1990s, has recently reversed into high-tide:
there is broad consensus now that professionals are needed to guide ur-
ban renewal processes, to ‘civilize’ the young and the poor, to activate
the unemployed, to ‘empower’ the relatively powerless, to animate the
lonely, et cetera. This new wave of professionalism (Freidson 2004) is
meant to support citizens in urban neighborhoods to further develop
their own skills. The zero-sum conceptualization of the earlier days,
claiming that professionals crowd out active citizens and therefore suf-
focate civil society, has been replaced by a win-win idea: professionals
can activate citizens, who – in close cooperation with social profes-
sionals – help to implement all kinds of social programs aiming at the
reinforcement of social cohesion in heterogeneous urban neighbor-
hoods.

This demands quite a balancing act from the professionals involved.
They have to deal with politicians who desperately need their urban pro-
grams to succeed. It is precisely in this highly politicized field of urban
problems that professionals have to perform. Moreover, they have to deal
with citizens who either have become more vocal and assertive (Tonkens
2003), or more difficult to ‘grasp’ since they have withdrawn from public
life and try to effectively escape from professional interventions.

For urban governance at large the metaphor of a balancing act is
quite appropriate as well. The association of urban governance with
‘municipal government’ – plain and simple – is further removed than
ever. Various types of governance come together in present-day urban
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governance: public as well as private, ‘governmental’, ‘non-governmen-
tal’ and ‘ quasi non-governmental’, local, sublocal as well as supralocal.
Actors and organizations engaged in urban governance focus increas-
ingly on the sublocal, including the neighborhood issues that Dekker,
Torenvlied and Völker analyze in their chapter. But they focus just as
strongly on the ‘supralocal’, including the metropolitan and urban-re-
gional issues that Janssen-Jansen and Salet elaborate on in their contri-
bution (cf. Capello 2000; Kreukels et al. 2002; Barlow 2004). The
chapter by Dekker et al., together with the one by Janssen-Jansen and
Salet, nicely illustrate the simultaneous upward and downward shifts
in urban governance in the Netherlands; urban policymakers find
themselves right in the middle, attempting to cope with both (Hen-
driks and Tops 2000; Hendriks 2006a).

Moreover, there are simultaneous shifts to internal governance – the
preoccupation with ‘new public management’ in its various genera-
tions is not over yet – and external governance – the focus on ‘interac-
tive’, ‘participative’, ‘public-private’, ’co-productive’ governance con-
tinues to be strong – to be dealt with. No wonder that urban policy-
makers often ponder and sometimes complain bitterly about the
complexities of urban governance. In the 1990s, complaints were often
formulated in terms of institutional ‘viscosity’ (stroperigheid); in more
recent years the concerns tend to be voiced in terms of ‘administrative
hubbub’ (bestuurlijke drukte), but the underlying phenomenon is very
much the same. ‘Governance’ is a buzzword with a positive connota-
tion – different actors and organizations working together, keeping
each other in check and in shape. However, the flipside – a host of ac-
tors and organizations involved, a multitude of veto points and a high
level of complexity – cannot be ignored, certainly not in the urban set-
ting. The two sides are closely related, they are inevitable, part and par-
cel of (post)modern urban governance (Hendriks 1999; Hendriks et al.
2005).

The chapters by Tops and Hartman, and by Vermeulen and Plaggen-
borg, show that professionals working in the ‘frontline’ of public ad-
ministration – those who deal directly with involved citizens – develop
their own ways of dealing with the complexities of urban life. Practi-
tioners working with immigrant youth tend to prefer what works in
the real world of urban neighborhoods, relatively independent of what
‘is done’ in the ideal world of abstract policy precepts, as Vermeulen
and Plaggenborg suggest. Tops and Hartman show that effective front-
line professionals are well-versed in the relevant policy precepts and
programs, but are first of all able to ‘read’, understand and feel their
way through the real world in which they have to deal with real people
with real concerns. It is not that they detach themselves completely
from the complexities of the institutional logic – they cannot and they
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should not if they want to retain the necessary support and resources –
it is more that they deal with it selectively and often strategically, put-
ting the situational logic up front.

The four chapters in the final part of the book follow from the re-
search tracks on ‘coproduction’ and ‘organizing capacity’, rightly em-
phasized as important topics in the wider STIP program. For, in con-
temporary urban fields and quarters, organizing capacity cannot and
should not be taken for granted, while urban government cannot and
should not be seen as the prime mover in urban governance. Govern-
ance, to distinguish from government, is a multi-perspective endeavor.
A narrow, statist approach does not befit present-day urban govern-
ance, let alone urban studies.

Urban studies: seeing more like a scholar, less like a state

The fact that many chapters in this book deal with policy programs
might surprise those non-Dutch readers who come from less state-in-
terventionist countries. The policy-orientation of urban studies in the
Netherlands is related to the actual situation: Dutch policymakers play
an important role in urban developments, or at least they have the am-
bition to do so. Hence, those of us who professionally carry out re-
search regarding urban problems in the Netherlands cannot avoid a fo-
cus on policy issues. At the same time, we have to be aware of an
overly narrow ‘statist’ perspective on urban problems. ‘Seeing like a
state’ (Scott 1998) is not the best perspective for urban scholars to ap-
ply and it does not help to produce new, common-sense challenging,
knowledge regarding urban questions. ‘Seeing like a scholar’ – an en-
gaged, connected, but still independent, and if necessary critical scho-
lar – would be more appropriate, and in the end more productive.

Authors contributing to this volume have tried to work in this vein,
and they have been able to do so in a context of a national science
foundation (NWO) and a knowledge center for cities (Nicis Institute)
agreeing on a wide-ranging research program that puts urban ques-
tions firmly on the agenda but gives researchers ample room to be en-
gaged in independent urban research of various types, reflecting differ-
ent research disciplines, methods and traditions. The variety is re-
flected in this volume. We hope that this book will be read in this
independence- and variety-favoring spirit and that it will contribute not
only to a better understanding of our urban problems but also to sane
solutions, especially needed in the difficult times that we currently
face.

In order to put the Dutch perspectives on urban issues in proper per-
spective, we have invited John Mollenkopf to reflect on the contribu-
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tions to this volume. He is director of the Center for Urban Research
and a professor of political science and sociology at the Graduate Cen-
ter of the City University of New York. But above all, he is the relative
outsider who is capable of looking at the Netherlands in a detached
way. Coming from the United States, but very much familiar with the
Netherlands, he is the expert par excellence to put the Dutch situation
into an international comparative perspective. That is why we are very
pleased that he accepted our invitation to conclude this volume with a
commentary chapter.

Note

1 The Urban Innovation Research Program (Stedelijk Innovatieprogramma) was co-fi-

nanced by the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations, the Ministry of

Health, Welfare and Sport, and the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the

Environment.

CITIES IN SIGHT, INSIDE CITIES: AN INTRODUCTION 21





Part I

Urban Transformations and Local Settings





1 Post-Industrialization and Ethnocentrism in

Contemporary Dutch Cities:

The Effects of Job Opportunities and

Residential Segregation

Jeroen van der Waal and Jack Burgers

Introduction

In this contribution we aim at analyzing the effects of both urban labor
markets and spatial segregation on the ethnocentrism of natives1. In
particular, we will try to establish what the relative effects are of labor-
market opportunities and spatial segregation on ethnocentrism con-
cerning the distribution of scarce economic resources. Is it first and
foremost rooted in job competition? Or is it primarily related to meet-
ing people of different ethnic backgrounds in the everyday life of urban
neighborhoods and districts? Or is there maybe a combined effect of
these two spheres?

In the field of urban studies, ethnic relations are usually discussed
in two different and, in terms of research practice, more or less sepa-
rate contexts and theoretical traditions. One context relates to labor-
market opportunities for different ethnic groups and the other to spa-
tial segregation. In the debate on the structure of contemporary urban
labor markets, there are two theoretical positions.

The first one argues that labor markets in Western cities are in a
process of upgrading due to the transition to a post-industrial economy
(Hamnett 1994; 1996; 2004). In this transition, low-skilled workers
are increasingly excluded, as services generate less labor demand for
the lower educated than manufacturing. Consequently, low-skilled na-
tives consider low-skilled people with a different ethnic or racial back-
ground as competitors for the same scarce resources: jobs for the low-
skilled. Therefore, according to the upgrading perspective, the rise of
urban service economies resulted in ethnocentrism among ‘whites’ (cf.
Wilson 1996).

The second theoretical position has been brought forward in the lit-
erature on ‘global’ or ‘world cities’ (cf. Sassen 1991; 2001; 2006a). In
the basic notions and theories on those cities, it is argued that the so-
cio-economic structure of contemporary cities is polarized. Essentially,
global cities are seen as places where a professional upper middle class



and a growing service proletariat feed on each other. Because there are
abundant labor-market opportunities for the lower educated both in
those advanced producer services and in a great variety of personal ser-
vices catering the professional urban elite, natives do not experience
competition from immigrants at the bottom of the labor market.

Apart from theories on minorities and urban labor markets, there is
a much older tradition, arguably started by Robert E. Park and his as-
sociates in early twentieth-century Chicago, of studying ethnic relations
in terms of residential location and spatial segregation. In this line of
research, the emphasis is on the ethnic composition of districts and
neighborhoods. Relevant for our topic is the effect of the ethnic compo-
sition of urban neighborhoods on ethnocentrism. The debate in this re-
spect has particularly centered on the question of whether more con-
tacts among ethnic groups on the neighborhood level either leads to
more or less ethnocentrism. In the next section we will elaborate on,
and combine the relevant theoretical positions relating to urban labor
markets and residential segregation resulting in a number of hypoth-
eses. These will guide us in the analysis of a Dutch dataset that allows
for differentiating between the effects of labor-market opportunities
and spatial segregation on the ethnocentrism of natives. In the final
section we present some relevant suggestions for further research on
this topic.

Post-industrialization spatial segregation and ethnocentrism

Post-industrialization and ethnocentrism

An influential theory of urban labor markets is the ‘mismatch-theory’.
It suggests that low-skilled people, many of them members of minority
groups, will lose their job or, when already unemployed, will suffer
from decreasing job opportunities. The basic argument here is that
low-skilled workers living in cities are increasingly disqualified for ad-
vanced urban service economies in which professional skills are the
most important form of human capital. Because minority groups in
general have a relatively large share of low-skilled people, they are the
main, but by no means the only victims of this development.

Mollenkopf and Castells, for instance, conclude that post-industrial
New York can be described as a dual city, in which much of the work-
ing-age population is excluded from the (formal) labor market (Mollen-
kopf & Castells 1992: 414). Similar arguments can be found in Wil-
son’s work on the modern jobless ghetto in American inner cities
(1978; 1987; 1996). Wilson adds that not only minority groups – in his
work African Americans in particular – fall victim to this labor-market
mismatch, but also low-skilled whites and that this leads to local politi-
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cal conflicts being articulated along ethnic lines (1978: 140,141). In his
study on the ‘new poor’ in Chicago, Wilson (1996) again stresses that
economic restructuring leads to ethnocentrism among natives over
scarce economic resources because they see their job opportunities de-
cline (Wilson 1996: 192, 193). Fainstein et al. (1992) also refer to social
or political mobilization along ethnic lines as a consequence of the
emergence of urban service economies when they state that ‘race’ is a
particularly important basis for fragmentation (1992: 263).

In the mid 1980s, Kasarda & Friedrichs have argued that this pro-
blem of ‘mismatch’ has manifested itself also in European cities (Ger-
man cities in particular) and relate this development, like American
authors, to ethnicity: ‘As (…) cities structurally transform from centres
of production and distribution of material goods to centres of adminis-
tration, finance, and various types of services, their declining blue-col-
lar job bases cannot sustain existing, let alone growing, concentration
of lesser educated ethnic and racial minorities.’ (1986: 225).

Although he sees substantial differences with their US counterparts,
Wacquant has argued for European cities that this loss of jobs in com-
bination with the spatial propinquity of immigrants and natives in ur-
ban areas has given rise to an ‘ethno-national exclusivism’ as a reaction
to the individual and collective downward mobility experienced by fa-
milies of the native working class (Wacquant 2008: 276).

So, ever since the 1970s, both American and Western-European
urban scholars have suggested that the transition to a post-industrial
urban economy diminishes job opportunities at the lower end of the
labor market. Subsequently they claim – but actually not empirically
assess – that these declining job opportunities lead to increasing ethno-
centrism among native workers, because they see their labor-market
opportunities threatened.

Another influential theoretical position is to be found in the literature
on global cities, especially in the work of Friedmann (1986; see also
Friedmann & Goetz 1982) and Sassen (1991; 2001; 2006a). The cen-
tral claim here is that global cities develop into post-industrial econo-
mies because of their central role in the orchestration of the interna-
tional division of labor. This international division of labor fosters the
central functions of transnational corporations which – partly by out-
sourcing them to internationally operating advanced producer services
– become dependent on spatially highly clustered networks of advanced
producer services such as finance, consultancy and law firms, aptly
summarized as producers of ‘global control capacity’ (Friedmann 1986:
77; cf. Sassen-Koob 1986) – in big cities.

Already in the first edition of The Global City, Sassen (1991) stated
that post-industrialism goes hand in hand with a polarizing, and not
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an upgrading urban labor market as the mismatch-theorists would
have it. The clustering in cities of advanced producer services such as
finance, consultancy, and accountancy, often labeled as ‘growth sectors’,
are the driving force of not only the urban economic growth from the
1980s onwards (cf. Sassen 2006: 173-75) but also of socio-economic po-
larization. That is why particularly major cities with large concentra-
tions of these new growth industries create a vast demand for low-wage
jobs (Sassen 1991: 332-33).

Apart from becoming the cockpits of the global economy, the boom-
ing ‘world’ or ‘global’ cities are also the destination of large numbers of
migrants, both of domestic and foreign origin (Friedmann, 1986: 75;
cf. Sassen, 1986: 86). One could argue that this is nothing new: ex-
panding urban economies have always attracted migrants, as for in-
stance industrializing Chicago in the early twentieth century, so aptly
described and analyzed by the urban sociologists of the ‘Chicago
School’ inspired by Robert E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess. Today, these
immigrants become part of an emerging ‘service proletariat’. ‘Global’
or ‘world’ cities are therefore characterized by a dichotomized labor
force: professionals on the one hand and a vast army of low-skilled
workers in manufacturing and personal services on the other (Fried-
mann 1986: 73). Sassen (2000: 142; 2006: 197) claims that almost half
of the jobs in the producer services in global cities are lower-income
jobs. In this sense, the notion of polarization not only refers to the
quality of jobs in ‘global’ cities but also to the number of jobs at both
the top and the bottom of the labor market.

It is important to note that although the issue of polarization has
been formulated for ‘world’ or ‘global’ cities, most authors on those ci-
ties implicitly or explicitly argue that their theoretical notions are an
apt heuristic device for assessing the urban social consequences of the
rise of post-industrialism in general (Friedmann & Goetz 1982: 313;
Friedmann 1995: 22; Sassen 2006b: x). What is happening in or to
‘world’ or ‘global’ cities is, so it is claimed, in the offing for all cities:
‘All cities today are “world cities”, yet they have not assumed that role
overnight’ (King, 1983:15).

Consequently, from the early 1990s onwards it has become an estab-
lished research practice in urban studies to analyze all cities within the
framework of ‘world’ or ‘global’ cities. Many of these studies have been
devoted to assess whether the rise of the post-industrial economy leads
to either upgrading or polarization of the urban labor market by con-
ducting case studies on one or two cities with ambiguous results (cf.
inter alia: Baum 1997; Baum 1999; Borel-Saladin & Crankshaw 2008;
Hamnett 1994; Hamnett 1996; 2004; Kloosterman 1996; Petsimeris
1998; Tai 2006; Vaattovaara & Kortteinen 2003; Van der Waal & Bur-
gers 2009; Walks 2001; Wessel 2005). Only recently have scholars
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started to assess the polarization thesis in a more quantitative frame-
work by comparing large cities in the United States (Timberlake et al.
2008; Zhong et al. 2007).

This study will do the same, focusing on the job opportunities in
contemporary Dutch cities. According to the polarization thesis, the
most service-oriented cities will offer more job opportunities at the low-
er end of the labor market than more traditional industrial cities – hy-
pothesis 1. This is contrary to what could be expected on the basis of
the mismatch thesis addressed earlier in this section, because that pre-
dicts that the least job opportunities for low-skilled labor will be found
in the most service-oriented cities since post-industrialization leads to
upgrading instead of polarization. Assuming that hypothesis 1 is con-
firmed, hypothesis 2 states that because of a greater number of jobs for
low-skilled labor, the ethnocentrism concerning scarce economic re-
sources of natives is less severe in service-oriented than in more tradi-
tional industrial cities.

Spatial segregation and ethnocentrism

As we stated before, urban ethnic relations have not only been studied
in terms of opportunities at the labor market, but also in terms of spa-
tial segregation. As it comes to the relation between spatial segregation
and ethnocentrism, there are essentially two competing theories. One
is, that as the share of members of minority groups in a neighborhood
goes up the native population will become more ethnocentric in those
neighborhoods. The line of reasoning here is rather straightforward:
the more members of minority groups flock into a neighborhood, the
more threatening this will be in the eyes of the native population.

The other theoretical perspective stresses the opposite: the more
members of minority groups there are in a neighborhood, the more
ethnocentrism of natives will decrease. The explanation being that liv-
ing in ethnically diverse neighborhoods implies meeting different peo-
ple and because of these interethnic contacts, mutual understanding,
or at least a form of interethnic accommodation, will develop.

These two opposite lines of reasoning can be designated as the con-
flict vs. the contact hypothesis as it comes to the effect of the presence
of minorities in neighborhoods. From the conflict thesis we can derive
hypothesis 3: the higher the share of members of minority groups in a
neighborhood, the higher the degree of ethnocentrism among natives.
Hypothesis 4, derived from the contact thesis, reads: the higher the
share of members of minority groups in a neighborhood, the lower the
degree of ethnocentrism among natives.

Hypotheses 3 and 4 need some further elaboration, though. Empiri-
cal research, more particularly in the US context, has shown different
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outcomes of the effect of minority presence on ethnocentrism (cf. Oli-
ver & Wong 2003). There are at least four possible explanations for
these inconclusive and ambiguous research outcomes.

First, there may be an effect of socio-economic status, which blurs
the effect of ethnic composition. Members of minority groups of low
socio-economic status may be more threatening than those of middle
or upper class status – especially concerning the distribution of scarce
economic resources.

Second, different outcomes may be related to differences in the spa-
tial scale of the areas of study. The share of members of minority
groups may have different effects depending on the geographical size
of a neighborhood or district. American research, for instance, has
shown that the ethnic mix on the neighborhood level and on the city
level have different consequences for ethnocentrism (Oliver & Mendel-
berg 2000).

Third, the relation between the ethnic composition of neighborhoods
and hostile feelings towards minorities may vary depending on which
minority groups we are actually dealing with. The social distance be-
tween the native population on the one hand and various minority
groups on the other can and does vary. Consequently, a specific minor-
ity share in neighborhoods may have different effects on ethnocentr-
ism depending on the specific minority in the neighborhood. For in-
stance, in the United States, white residents consider Latinos as less
threatening than African Americans (Oliver & Wong 2003).

Fourth and last, the relation between the share of members of min-
ority groups in the population of a neighborhood and the ethnocentr-
ism of natives may not be linear, but curvilinear. More specifically, the
ethnocentrism of natives may increase as the share of ethnic minorities
in a neighborhood or district increases, but beyond a certain point eth-
nocentrism may decrease in such neighborhoods because most ethno-
centric natives have to a large extent moved out: ‘white flight’. In this
sense, spatial segregation may be partly a matter of self-selection.

The dataset we will use for testing our hypotheses – further details will
be presented in the next section – regards Dutch cities. And although
we cannot strictly control for the four aforementioned points, we would
argue that the Dutch case is a strategic one, because of both the speci-
fic immigration history of the Netherlands – which, of course, resem-
bles that of other north-western European countries – and, above all,
the institutional context of the Dutch welfare-state. The four aforemen-
tioned problems can therefore be significantly reduced, we would ar-
gue, when testing the contact and the conflict hypotheses in the Dutch
context.
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First, the problem of different effects of lower, middle and higher-
class status members of minority groups is virtually non-existent be-
cause the overwhelming majority of the immigrants in the Netherlands
are still of low socio-economic status (cf. Van Ours & Veenman 2003).

Second, the spatial scale of Dutch neighborhoods is small overall. To
begin with, the main Dutch cities themselves are relatively small.
Furthermore, there is a long and strong planning tradition which has
aimed at realizing small-scale, possibly heterogeneous neighborhoods
both in terms of social composition and facilities and amenities (cf.
Musterd & Ostendorf 1998; Burgers, forthcoming).

Third, the great majority – two-thirds in 2008 (Statistics Netherlands
2008) – of the minority groups in the Netherlands consists of only
four minority groups: two (former) guest-worker populations (Turks
and Moroccans) and people of (former) colonies (the Surinamese and
Antilleans). Other immigrants or their descendents represent a great
variety in terms of ethnic background, to a large degree consisting of
asylum seekers. But they are a very diverse group of people, none of
them really forming substantive ethnic communities of their own, pos-
sibly with some local exceptions.2

Fourth, the Netherlands has the highest share of social housing in Eur-
ope. Social housing is especially important in the main cities; for exam-
ple about half of the housing stock of the four main Dutch cities – Am-
sterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht – consists of social housing
(Dienst Onderzoek & Statistiek Gemeente Amsterdam 2009). Because
of their low socio-economic status, minority groups are overwhelmingly
dependent on social housing. Differences between neighborhoods in
terms of ethnic segregation are strongly related to the distribution of so-
cial housing over the cities and their neighborhoods. But because of the
sheer size of the urban social housing stock, also the native Dutch to a
significant degree are dependent on social housing. All in all, there are
fewer possibilities for ‘white flight’ over long distances in urban areas in
the case of the Netherlands as compared with countries such as the US,
where the market is the main allocation mechanism for housing.

Data and operationalization

To control for the impact of national welfare and labor-market policies
that are highly influential on the social consequences of post-industrial-
ism (cf. Burgers & Musterd 2002; Hamnett 1996; Vaattovaara & Kort-
teinen 2003), we will assess cities within one country. The Dutch case
is ideal for looking at differences between cities since its welfare-state
is rather centralistic in comparison to other European countries (Mus-
terd et al. 1998; Newman & Thornley 1996). Controlling for the im-
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pact of the welfare-state makes it possible to assess the effects of differ-
ent urban economies on job opportunities. The Netherlands is a very
open and highly developed economy, with urban economies that differ
in the proportion of advanced producer services to manufacturing, and
has substantial, but varying, immigrant shares in its cities.

We will test our hypothesis on Dutch cities with more than 75,000
inhabitants (N = 40; see Table 1.1), and will combine four recent data
sources. The first two consider the 2004 and 2006 waves of Cultural
Changes in the Netherlands, and were combined to yield a substantial
number of natives within cities for multi-level analyses (1,105 citizens
within 40 cities). To create the municipal level variables we used the
Atlas for Municipalities 2004, and the website of Statistics Netherlands
(www.cbs.nl).

Ethnocentrism3 – is a scale of four questions. The first three ask who
is most entitled to a job, a promotion, or a house, and have three an-
swer categories: ‘Dutchman’, ‘does not matter’, ‘foreigner’. The fourth
question considers the opinion of the respondent on the number of
immigrants in the Netherlands, and has three answer categories: ‘not
much’, ‘many, but not too much’ and ‘too much’. Principal component
analyses yield one factor that explains 46.4 percent of the variance.
The factor loadings range from 0.56 through 0.78. With a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.61 it proves to be a reliable scale. Higher scores indicate
stronger resistance to immigrants.

Income – is measured as net household income of the respondent.
Education – is an ordinal variable that measures the highest level of

education completed by the respondents. It has six categories that
range from primary education to university.

Service economy – is measured by distracting the percentage of em-
ployment in manufacturing industries from the percentage of employ-
ment in advanced producer services or ‘growth sectors’. As such, a
higher score indicates a more a service-oriented economy, or, put differ-
ently, an urban economy closest to the ones theorized in the ‘mis-
match’ as well as global city thesis.

Opportunity structure – is a scale of two items that captures the oppor-
tunity structure at the bottom of the urban labor market. The scale
combines labor-market participation rates of immigrants with those of
the low skilled. It proves a good scale with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82
that explains 84.4 percent of the variance and both factor loadings are
0.92. A higher score indicates more opportunities at the bottom of the
urban labor market.

Immigrant share – measures the percentage of non-Western immi-
grants in the neighborhood of the respondent, since non-Western im-
migrants most closely represent the immigrant influx theorized upon
in the ‘mismatch’ thesis as well as the polarization thesis.
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The effects of the labor-market structures and spatial segregation
on ethnocentrism

Even in such a small country as the Netherlands, there are substantial
differences among cities when it comes to the character of their econo-
mies, as can be seen in Table 1.1. Whereas some cities, such as Am-

Table 1.1 Cities in dataset; year: 2004

City Population Share non-western immigrants Service - industry

Alkmaar 93,390 11.5 7.30
Almere 165,106 21.6 8.40
Amersfoort 131,221 12.7 14.70
Amstelveen 78,095 10.6 32.40
Amsterdam 736,562 33.5 24.10
Apeldoorn 155,741 6.6 4.50
Arnhem 141,528 16.3 15.00
Breda 164,397 9.6 0.40
Delft 96,588 14.6 13.20
Den Bosch 132,501 9.8 9.70
Den Haag 463,826 30.4 18.70
Deventer 87,526 12.0 -2.00
Dordrecht 120,043 16.1 -5.30
Ede 104,771 6.6 -0.60
Eindhoven 206,118 14.0 -0.50
Emmen 108,198 3.5 -15.30
Enschede 152,231 13.7 -2.90
Groningen 177,172 8.7 9.80
Haarlem 147,097 12.0 4.60
Haarlemmermeer 122,902 9.0 9.00
Heerlen 93,969 6.6 6.60
Helmond 84,233 10.7 -9.40
Hengelo 80,962 10.1 -9.90
Hilversum 83,306 8.9 10.30
Leeuwarden 91,284 8.9 11.00
Leiden 117,689 13.3 3.00
Maastricht 121,982 6.6 3.70
Nijmegen 156,198 11.8 -0.40
Oss 76,184 8.6 -26.40
Roosendaal 78,110 11.1 -13.70
Rotterdam 599,651 33.9 10.70
Schiedam 75,802 21.9 6.20
Sittard-G 97,806 5.3 -13.90
Spijkenisse 75,354 11.9 9.30
Tilburg 197,917 13.2 0.40
Utrecht 265,151 20.1 20.80
Venlo 91,780 10.1 -10.60
Zaanstad 139,464 14.5 -8.10
Zoetermeer 112,594 13.7 14.60
Zwolle 109,955 8.1 8.30
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stelveen, Amsterdam and Utrecht have a strongly developed service
economy, others, such as Oss, Roosendaal, Enschede, are basically in-
dustrial economies. Figure 1.1 depicts the relationship between the type
of urban economy on the one hand and the opportunity structure on
the other. It clearly shows that in a more service-oriented urban econo-
my there are more opportunities at the lower end of the labor market.

This means that the ‘global city’ theory is right in predicting more
low-skilled jobs as a result of economic restructuring instead of fewer,
as assumed by the ‘mismatch’ theory. Hypothesis 1, therefore, is con-
firmed. The question now is whether this opportunity structure has a
cushioning effect on ethnocentrism concerning scarce economic re-
sources, as stated in hypothesis 2. That is, expecting that this ethno-
centrism of natives is lower in service-oriented cities as compared to in-
dustrial cities, because the former offer far more job opportunities for low-
skilled natives than the latter.

Figure 1.1 Economic opportunities for lower-educated urbanites by the extent of ser-

vice-orientedness in forty Dutch cities in 2004 (Pearson’s r = 0.23, p < 0.1,

one-sided)
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Table 1.2 contains the multi-level analyses that will test hypotheses 2,
3 and 4. In the null model we checked whether the variance of the de-
pendent variable ethnocentrism has a multi-level structure, which proves
to be the case. City characteristics are responsible for five percent of its
variance ((0.05/(0.05 + 0.04 + 0.91)) and neighborhood characteristics
for four percent ((0.04/(0.05 + 0.04 + 0.91), leaving 91 percent of its
variance to be explained by individual characteristics of respondents
((0.91/(0.05 + 0.04 + 0.91). Variances at all levels are significant,
which is a necessary condition for our analyses since we will test hy-
potheses at neighborhood and city level.

In Model 1 we entered income, education and service economy leading
to a significant improvement of the former model.4 Education has the
expected effect: as has been documented in many studies, the higher
the educational level, the less resistance to immigrants. Controlled for
education, there is no effect of income on ethnocentrism however.

There is a negative and significant effect of service economy on ethno-
centrism: in service-oriented urban economies natives are less ethno-
centric concerning scarce economic resources than in industrial urban
economies. By entering education and service economy, the variance at
both city and neighborhood level has become insignificant. This means
that these two variables explain the differences among cities and neigh-
borhoods in terms of ethnocentrism. The question remains whether
this difference among cities is due to more job opportunities at the
lower end of the labor market. To find out, we entered opportunity struc-
ture in Model 2. It turns out that opportunity structure has no significant
effect on ethnocentrism, and the effect of the service economy on ethno-
centrism persists. In other words: although natives are less ethnocentric
in service-oriented urban economies, this is not caused by more job op-
portunities at the lower end of the labor market.

What remains to be done is to test hypotheses 3 and 4, derived from
the conflict- and contact thesis respectively. However, both hypotheses
cannot be corroborated any longer because there is no variance at
neighborhood level left to explain: the immigrant share in the neigh-
borhood apparently does not have any effect on the ethnocentrism of
natives. Entering immigrant share in Model 3 confirms this, for the
model does not improve as compared to Model 2 as the coefficient is
insignificant.
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Conclusions and debate

Our analysis has resulted in a number of findings that relate to the ma-
jor political issues and scholarly debates in urban studies of the last
decade: economic change, inter-ethnic relations and ethnocentrism.

Our first important finding is that the service-oriented urban econo-
mies offer more job opportunities at the lower end of the labor market.
Traditional industrial urban economies offer significantly less job op-
portunities for low-skilled labor. As we stated elsewhere (Van der Waal
& Burgers 2009), industrial urban economies are more internationally
exposed, which results in the shedding of low-skilled jobs by upgrad-
ing, automation, relocation and closures.

Global-city theorists are essentially right in predicting more jobs at
the bottom of the labor market because of the rise of urban service
economies. They are wrong, though, in assuming that this is a general
process manifesting itself in all cities. It only does so in service-or-
iented urban economies. Mismatch theorists are right in predicting
less low-skilled jobs only as far as more industrial urban economies are
concerned. The upgrading of the labor markets of those cities increas-
ingly excludes low-skilled labor. This, however, is not the result of an
emergent service economy, but primarily of the adaptation of manufac-
turing industries to increasing international competition.

This strongly resonates with the work of Dangschat (1994), who sta-
ted that post-industrialism, breeds ‘winners’ and ‘losers’. The former
are cities whose economies already had a relatively well-developed pro-
ducer services sector before the massive onset of deindustrialization,
such as New York, London, Frankfurt and Amsterdam; the latter com-
prise port, or former industrial or ‘rust belt’ cities such as Detroit, Man-
chester, cities in the German Ruhr-area and Rotterdam (for a similar
argument on different or even diverging economic fortunes between ci-
ties due to contemporary economic developments see: Cheshire 1990;
Kasarda & Friedrichs 1986; Meijer 1993). The main question is
whether these cities will stay ‘losers’ or are just temporarily lagging be-
hind and will become just as service-oriented as the current ‘winners’.

Some have argued that ‘winning’ and ‘losing’ cities are two sides of
the same coin, and thus in a way interdependent. The main argument
here is that advanced producer services tend to concentrate only in a
limited number of cities, at the cost of others (cf. Sassen 1998: xxv;
2006a: 130; 2007: 112). This is sometimes more broadly conceived of
as that some urban economies will lose out while others will thrive or
will even be predatory upon these ‘losers’, under contemporary eco-
nomic conditions (Krugman 1996; Sassen 2001).

In that case, our findings imply that the transition to a post-indus-
trial urban economy indeed breeds job scarcity at the bottom of the la-
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bor market, but not in the vanguard of post-industrial urban economies
as several mismatch theorists (Fainstein et al. 1992; Wilson 1978;
1987; 1996) or prophets of urban doom (Wacquant 2008) predict. In-
stead, it will be urban economies that lag behind in this transition to a
post-industrial urban economy – the ‘losers’ in the terms of Dangschat
(1994). These cities will then have to deal with high unemployment le-
vels of lower-educated natives and immigrants because the loss in em-
ployment for low-skilled workers in manufacturing is not compensated
by job growth in services.

This finding has important implications for the standard research
practice in urban studies when it comes to assessing the urban social
consequences of the rise of post-industrialism. Strategically analyzing
the vanguard of post-industrial urban economies such as New York,
London, Tokyo, etcetera, by arguing that theories on ‘world’ city or ‘glo-
bal’ city formation can be considered as a fruitful heuristic device for
assessing the urban social consequences of the rise of post-industrial-
ism in general (Friedmann & Goetz 1982: 313; Friedmann 1995: 22;
Sassen 2006b: x) runs the risk of missing the point of what will hap-
pen in cities lagging behind in the transition to a post-industrial econo-
my (cf. Dogan 2004; McCann 2004; Van der Waal & Burgers 2009).

Our second finding is that natives in service-oriented urban economies
are significantly less ethnocentric concerning the distribution of scarce
economic resources than natives in more industrial urban economies.
Although many scholars in the field of urban studies claim that ethno-
centrism is caused by scarce economic opportunities, this, however,
proved not to be the case. The lower level of ethnocentrism among na-
tives in service-oriented urban economies does not relate to the job op-
portunities in those cities. We have to conclude that another explana-
tion has to be found for the finding that natives in service-oriented ur-
ban economies are less ethnocentric. Two things come to mind.

The first one can be derived from the work of Florida (2003) on the
creative class and their preferences in terms of city of residence. Flori-
da has argued that members of the creative class value cities with a
vibrant cultural climate and an atmosphere of tolerance and social
heterogeneity. As his research clearly shows, cities with such an atmo-
sphere are service-oriented urban economies (Florida, 2005). This
might, then, be the reason why there is less ethnocentrism in service-
oriented cities. In that case it would not be so much the economy of ci-
ties which has an effect on ethnocentrism, but the culture of cities in
terms of a specific local atmosphere and ethos.

The finding that a non-ambiguous class indicator such as income
does not affect ethnocentrism concerning scarce economic resources
while education does, and quite strongly so, points in the direction of
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this cultural explanation as well. Contrary to income, education taps into
ones cultural capital, and as such indicates the ability to comprehend
cultural differences which in its turn breeds cultural tolerance (cf. Van
der Waal et al. 2007). Although ethnocentrism was measured in an eco-
nomic sense – the distribution of scarce resources between immigrants
and natives – the finding that the lower educated are more ethnocentric
in this sense might therefore stem from their lack of cultural capital in-
stead of their weak economic position. If so, it is their cultural conserva-
tism and not their economic interest that drives this ethnocentrism.

The second explanation – not necessarily excluding the first – as to
why there is less ethnocentrism in service-oriented urban economies
may be more directly related to a higher share of non-Western mi-
grants employed in the service industries. Ethnocentrism may there-
fore diminish because of the fact that members of all kinds of ethnic
groups actually work together on a daily basis. This, then, could lead to
more mutual understanding, or at least familiarity and tolerance. There
is a resemblance here to the contact-hypothesis at the neighborhood le-
vel: people of different ethnic backgrounds meet each other on the job.
Arguably, contact on the job is more intense than just living together
in the same neighborhood (cf. Ellis et al. 2004). If so, working together
demands more mutual accommodation than just residing in the same
neighborhood, which brings us to our third finding which also asks for
an explanation.

That third finding is that, surprisingly, the share of non-Western immi-
grants in the population of urban neighborhoods does not have an ef-
fect on ethnocentrism. The two competing theories, one claiming that
an immigrant influx leads to more ethnocentrism as the native popula-
tions feels threatened by it, and the other arguing that it leads to less
ethnocentrism among natives for it yields increased understanding,
can be rejected – at least when it comes to ethnocentrism concerning
the distribution of scarce economic resources.

Whatever the explanation is, this finding is at odds with the assump-
tion in the Dutch urban renewal policy that mixing different ethnic
groups will increase ‘integration’ and lessen ethnic strife and tension
(cf. Burgers, forthcoming). Maybe geographical vicinity does not matter
so much any more in a society where the role of geographical distance
has become less important, or where people can be close to each other
in the form of ‘mediatized’ contacts. As stated above, it is possible that
the world of the workplace is more important in terms of lessening eth-
nocentrism than the world of the residential neighborhood. This, one
might argue, is another reason for focusing above all on investing in
job opportunities in social urban policies, as has recently become the
main issue in many European countries (Burgers & Vranken 2004).
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Notes

1 In the case of the United States, natives, of course, are American Indians. Therefore,

most of the US literature on ethnocentrism refers to the relation between ‘whites’

and (other!) immigrants or ‘racial’ groups. It should be kept in mind that when we

use the term ‘natives’ in reference to the US, we are actually talking about ‘whites’.

In the European case, it is no so much the distinction between ‘white’ and ‘colored’

that matters, but the one between ‘natives’ and ‘immigrants’ (a substantial number

of them actually being ‘white’).

2 As for instance the Somalians in the city of Tilburg and the Cape Verdeans in Rotter-

dam.

3 Ethnocentrism, and all other variables in the analyses have been standardized.

4 The –2 log likelihood drops 123.54 (3098.89-2975.35) points, which is more than en-

ough considering the loss of three degrees of freedom. The decrease in –2 log likeli-

hood is compared to a chi-square distribution taking the degrees of freedom (the

number of variables entered into the model) into account. In this case, it has to de-

crease at least 7.815 (3 df; 5% two-sided), to be a significant improvement in relation

to the former model.
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2 Unraveling Neighborhood Effects:

Evidence from Two European Welfare States

Sako Musterd and Fenne M. Pinkster

Introduction

In the last decades social mixing programs have become a key ingredi-
ent of urban policy throughout Europe. There are important political
motives for paying attention to ‘the neighborhood’: neighborhoods of
poverty in cities in Western Europe and North America have been the
stage of riots and unrest for more than three decades now and recent
examples in Leeds/Bradford and the French urban banlieues are fresh
in many people’s memories. Consequently, many politicians in France,
the Netherlands, Germany, and the UK have become convinced that
rigorous transformations of the so-called ‘problematic neighborhoods’
is unavoidable. The aim of the resulting area-based programs is not
only to address the day-to-day problems of neighborhood disorder and
crime in areas of concentrated poverty (Uitermark & Duyvendak
2005a) but also to address the limited social mobility of residents (At-
kinson & Kintrea 2001). Many researchers, however, have expressed
doubts whether area-based programs of social mixing can actually pro-
vide a solution to the problems of social exclusion and anti-social beha-
vior, such as dropping out of school, youth delinquency and deviant
work ethics, in disadvantaged urban areas (for a discussion on this
point, see Andersson & Musterd 2005). This depends on whether the
problems that manifest themselves at the neighborhood level also origi-
nate there, a question which is central to the study of neighborhood ef-
fects.

Until recently, empirical evidence from the European context for ne-
gative neighborhood effects with respect to aspects of social mobility,
such as labor market participation and level of income, was scarce. The
general assumption was that neighborhood effects are smaller in the
European than the American context due to the substantial differences
in welfare state interventions aimed at reducing inequalities between
people and between neighborhoods (Musterd et al. 2003). However,
several recent large-scale quantitative studies from the Dutch and the
Swedish context show that even in comprehensive welfare states the
neighborhood context plays a role in shaping the socio-economic op-
portunities and behavior of those who are part of the neighborhood. At



the same time, neighborhood does not affect everyone in the same way
and there are few European studies that can help explain the way in
which living in a low-income neighborhood context impacts residents’
socio-economic opportunities. This chapter therefore links the findings
from the above-mentioned large-scale longitudinal studies to an in-
depth study from the Dutch context on neighborhood-based mechan-
isms behind neighborhood effects. The combined findings in turn pro-
vide an opportunity to critically reflect on the area-based policy pro-
grams that are currently undertaken in many European cities.

Problematic

The idea that neighborhood matters is simple and straightforward, but
it is less easy to demonstrate how much and how it matters. First, the
concept of neighborhood needs to be clarified: what constitutes ‘the
neighborhood’? It might represent the street in which people live or a
wider territory within walking distance where their children go to pri-
mary school, play with friends or where residents shop. An even wider
environment may be relevant when studying employment opportu-
nities. In terms of scale there are thus many possible constructions of
the neighborhood. An additional complicating factor is that the neigh-
borhood is used and experienced differently by different people. More-
over, different characteristics of the neighborhood might be expected to
have an effect. Some will focus on the area’s socio-economic composi-
tion, while others will refer to the ethnic composition. Again others
will focus on housing structure, the availability of a range of services,
the physical lay-out of the neighborhood, the level of maintenance, the
quality of public space or the availability of jobs, etc. In short, there are
widely varying views on what the neighborhood actually is and these
different views are associated with different findings in terms of neigh-
borhood effects. Furthermore, each of these views has different impli-
cations for area-based policy programs.

Another issue with respect to the impact of the neighborhood is re-
lated to the nature of the impact: does neighborhood affect everyone in
the same way? Relations between neighborhood characteristics and in-
dividual outcomes in terms of income or employment may assume var-
ious forms. They can be linear or non-linear. And if they are non-linear,
they can have various forms of non-linearity (see Galster & Zobel 1998
for a theoretical exposure, and some examples). Another issue is
whether everyone in the neighborhood is equally affected or whether
some residents are more vulnerable to neighborhood effects than
others. These questions are also relevant for area-based policy pro-
grams. For example, if the relationship between ethnic concentration
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and the chance of being employed is negative and linear, solutions in
the realm of changing the composition of the area – possibly through
demolition and newly built housing – may lead to zero-sum results:
the problem that disappeared from an area with concentrated poverty
might show up in another area of less concentrated poverty. Moreover,
if residents differ in the degree to which they are affected by their resi-
dential context, an important question is whether collective area-based
interventions are the most effective way to address the actual problem.

A final issue concerns the question of how neighborhood affects in-
dividual opportunities: through which pathways does neighborhood af-
fect residents’ socio-economic opportunities? So far, there is no consen-
sus in the research literature about the relevant mechanisms that play
a role in shaping social chances of residents in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods (Briggs 1997; Ellen & Turner 1997; Friedrichs et al. 2005; Gal-
ster & Zobel 1998; Galster 2007; Jencks & Mayer 1990; Sampson et al.
2002; Small & Newman 2001). A number of mechanisms are distin-
guished, some of which lie outside the neighborhood (described as cor-
related neighborhood effect mechanisms) and some of which are lo-
cated within the neighborhood (described as endogenous neighborhood
effect mechanisms). Correlated mechanisms include external stigmati-
zation by employers, a spatial mismatch between neighborhood loca-
tion and employment opportunities and inferior local public services
such as schools and public transportation as a result of political ar-
rangements at a higher scale. Endogenous explanations for neighbor-
hood effects are related to the social composition of the area and focus
on processes whereby the social identity or behavior of one resident
has a direct effect on the social identity or behavior of every other resi-
dent. This includes processes of social isolation, negative socialization
and social disorganization. With respect to policy, these different me-
chanisms ask for different solutions. The question can thus be raised
whether the current area-based interventions of social mixing are the
most effective policy approach to address the potential negative conse-
quences of living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty. To answer
this question it is important to gain a better understanding of the pro-
cesses that lead to neighborhood effects.

In short, the issue of neighborhood effects is a highly complex one
that needs to be unraveled to determine whether or not current area-
based interventions can be effective in alleviating problems of social ex-
clusion and anti-social behavior in urban areas of concentrated poverty.
For example, the current policy programs in the UK, Germany, France,
Belgium and the Netherlands generally consider a limited number of
socially weak and relatively homogenous neighborhoods (for a more ex-
tensive discussion of Dutch social mix policies, see the chapter by Van
der Graaf and Veldboer in this volume). Does this mean there is a clear
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divide between the targeted neighborhoods and other neighborhoods
and if so, which neighborhood characteristics are relevant? Is there a
difference in terms of effects between these neighborhoods and other
neighborhoods and if so, how are they different? Do the targeted
neighborhoods differ in terms of role models, peer groups, social net-
works or reputation? In an attempt to shed some light on these ques-
tions, we will discuss recent research outcomes from both large-scale
quantitative longitudinal research projects and in-depth qualitative re-
search from the Swedish and the Dutch context. In view of the fact that
both countries are comprehensive welfare states in which neighbor-
hood effects might be the least likely to occur, the findings can also
contribute to the ongoing debate amongst European researchers re-
garding to what degree they are valid in European contexts due to the
differences in social welfare and housing systems that reduce differ-
ences between neighborhoods (Kesteloot et al. 2004). In the following
section we will first discuss the different research approaches. On the
basis of recent findings from longitudinal research we will then ad-
dress the question of what mix matters for whom. In the subsequent
section some essential qualitative insights in the mechanisms that op-
erate at the neighborhood level will be elaborated upon. In the final
sections of this chapter we will connect the findings to the key issues
of current neighborhood targeted policies in which these effects take
center stage.

Large-scale longitudinal research

Several recent research projects provide new insights into neighbor-
hood effects on social mobility in the European context. In a longitudi-
nal research project using Dutch individual and longitudinal data
based on income tax registrations (approx. two million cases) we inves-
tigated whether higher proportions of poor households in an indivi-
dual’s surroundings at a small scale (areas were constructed for 500
meters around the individual) had an impact on their social mobility
(Musterd et al. 2003). In a subsequent Swedish-Dutch collaboration,
we used the GeoSweden database as the empirical foundation. The
very rich dataset contained detailed yearly demographic, socioeco-
nomic, educational and geographical information on all people resid-
ing in Sweden and this allowed us to better test the ideas we built up
with our Dutch data experiences. For the period 1991-1999 the exis-
tence and magnitude of neighborhood effects on (un)employment ca-
reers was investigated (Musterd & Andersson 2006). Applying – once
more – calculated social environments of 500 by 500 meters around
the individual, for each individual across the entire country, we were
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able to investigate the relation between the percentage of unemployed
in the 500m x 500m neighborhoods and the risk of being unemployed
in 1991 as well as in 1995 and 1999. We were able to control for a
range of individual characteristics, such as the level of education, coun-
try of origin, household type, urban-rural difference, etc. In a follow-up
the Swedish dataset was used to investigate which neighborhood char-
acteristics in terms of social mix had the most effect on individual so-
cio-economic opportunities in terms of (average) annual income from
work (Andersson et al. 2007, Musterd et al. 2008) and whether resi-
dents were equally or differentially affected by their residential environ-
ment (Galster et al. 2008). Currently the same data are used to explore
the question of scale by studying the degree to which the social and
ethnic composition of the neighborhood, in a variety of neighborhood
scales (measured at time t) are statistically related to individual employ-
ment and earnings for adult metropolitan residents at time t+1, control-
ling for relevant personal and household characteristics. Preliminary
results point at larger impacts of environments at smaller scales.

What mix matters for whom and how much?

Most of the longitudinal studies show neighborhood effects on socio-
economic opportunities, although not for all residents and not in all
neighborhoods. The first Dutch study showed very small negative
neighborhood effects during the period of 1989-1994 for individuals
with a low income who at the start of the period were dependent on
unemployment benefits. Fairly strong and negative significant effects
could be found for those who were in a slightly stronger position, that
is for those individuals with a low income who had a job (but perhaps
an insecure job) at the start of the research period. One possible expla-
nation for the absence of neighborhood effects for the most disadvan-
taged in most of the Dutch cases might lie in the relatively strong inter-
vention by the state in various domains, including education, for those
in the weakest socio-economic position but not those who are active on
the labor market.

The first Swedish study also showed that the residential context in-
fluenced the risk of being unemployed. The negative neighborhood ef-
fects seemed to be rather linear and increasing for neighborhood un-
employment shares from two to about fifteen percent. For neighbor-
hoods with over fifteen percent unemployed, this linear relationship
disappears. In other words, there is a considerable difference in neigh-
borhood effects between neighborhoods with two percent and fifteen
percent unemployment, but not between neighborhoods with fifteen
percent or thirty percent unemployment. In fact, residents in neighbor-
hoods with high shares of unemployment (i.e. thirty percent) are
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slightly better off in terms of making the transition from welfare to
work than their counterparts in neighborhoods of fifteen percent un-
employment (but not compared to their counterparts in low unemploy-
ment neighborhoods). It is unclear how these findings should be inter-
preted. One possible explanation might be the selective state interven-
tion in the 1990s in the relatively small number of neighborhoods
with unemployment shares above that level, for example through tar-
geted employment, education and other assistance programs.

These first studies thus showed that a relationship exists between so-
cial mix and social opportunities. Both in theory and in practice the as-
sumption is that social compositions are strongly related to the hous-
ing compositions of neighborhoods and that a more mixed housing
stock will result in social mix which in turn will enhance social mobi-
lity opportunities. Using the Swedish data, Musterd and Andersson
(2005) investigated these assumptions and concluded that there is an
unclear association between housing mix and social mix. There is a re-
lationship between the two, as expected, but at the same time many
heterogeneous housing areas turned out to have a homogeneous social
profile. Detailed analysis revealed that both the physically most homo-
geneous as well as the physically most heterogeneous environments
are associated with lower social outcomes (in this case staying in em-
ployment over the 1991-1995-1999 period), for each type of social en-
vironment (socially highly mixed, mixed low, mixed high, and homoge-
neous high or homogeneous low); the physical environment did not
play a role at all when the social environment was homogeneously at a
high level.

Subsequently, Andersson et al. (2007) modeled the ‘what mix mat-
ters?’ question in a more elaborate way. This study explored the degree
to which a wide variety of 1995 neighborhood conditions in Sweden
were statistically related to earnings for adult metropolitan and non-
metropolitan men and women during the 1996-1999 period, control-
ling for a wide variety of personal characteristics. It was found that
neighborhood income characteristics, operationalized by the percen-
tages of adult males with earnings in the lowest 30th and the highest
30th percentiles, hold greater explanatory power for individual earnings
than domains of neighborhood mix related to education, ethnicity, or
housing tenure. Separating the effects of having substantial shares of
low and high-income neighbors, it appeared that it is the presence of
the share of low income earners that means most for metropolitan and
non-metropolitan men and women, with the largest negative effects for
metropolitan men.

In a separate study, Musterd et al. (2008) focused on the role of eth-
nic clusters in relation to immigrants’ income development. Differ-
ences in immigrant economic trajectories have been attributed to a
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wide variety of factors. One of these is the local spatial context where
immigrants reside. This spatial context assumes special salience in
light of expanding interest in ‘ethnic enclaves’ and ‘ethnic clustering’.
Since there is at least a tendency that immigrants settle in enclaves
after arrival, and perhaps a tendency that they are staying there for a
longer period of time, it makes sense to ask the question whether a
concentration of immigrants aids or retards their chances for improv-
ing their economic position? In the research literature, there has been
much debate on this issue. While some authors emphasize the benefits
of ethnic clustering for ethnic entrepreneurship and employment tra-
jectories from a perspective of social capital (i.e. Kloosterman & Rath
2003; Portes & Sensenbrenner 1993), others have shown that this
might also have detrimental effects, for example as a result of pro-
cesses of social isolation or stigmatization (i.e. Clark & Drinkwater
2002; Waldinger 1995) In the study at hand, multiple measures of the
spatial context in which immigrants reside were developed and their
contribution to average earnings of immigrant individuals in the three
large Swedish metropolitan areas were assessed, controlling for indivi-
dual and regional labor market characteristics. Longitudinal informa-
tion during the 1995-2002 period was used. There was no evidence
(with one exception) that own-group ethnic clusters in Sweden would
typically enhance the income prospects of its resident immigrants, un-
less individuals use the enclave for a short-term place from which to
launch themselves quickly into different milieus. A longer stay in an
ethnic neighborhood would have negative effects on their economic ca-
reer.

A final study by Galster et al. (2008) focused on the question of ef-
fects of various levels of income mix upon labor incomes for different
combinations of gender and employment positions. Unobserved time-
invariant individual characteristics were controlled for by estimating a
first difference equation of changes in average incomes between 1991-
1995 and 1996-1999 periods. Unobserved time-varying characteristics
were also controlled for through an additional analysis of non-movers.
This was an effort to cope with the self-selection problem. While the
magnitude of the neighborhood effect was substantially reduced by the
application of these methods, substantively significant neighborhood
effects persisted. Relationships turned out to be non-linear and to vary
by gender and employment position. Males who are not fully employed
appear most sensitive to neighborhood economic mix in all contexts.
Middle-income neighbors turned out to have a positive marginal im-
pact relative to low-income neighbors, but also relative to high-income
neighbors. This is a confirmation of the finding that the social distance
should not be too big to allow for the proper interaction effects.
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Interpreting the findings

The findings from these different studies support the hypothesis that
negative neighborhood effects on the socio-economic position of resi-
dents exist both in the Dutch and Swedish context, even though levels
of segregation, concentration and inequality are relatively moderate in
these comprehensive welfare states. Nevertheless, the residential con-
text does not impact everyone in the same way. The conclusion for the
analyses with Dutch data was that there seemed to be only very small
neighborhood effects on socio-economic mobility for those with the
weakest social position (those who are on social benefits), but clear ef-
fects for those with a slightly stronger position. In Sweden, relatively
strong neighborhood effects could be found, with the largest effects for
metropolitan men. It is not an easy task to explain the neighborhood
effects found in these longitudinal studies. Possibly, a negative stigma
of neighborhoods with a high proportion of poor inhabitants plays a
significant role and that may especially hurt ‘weaker’ households. At
the same time, the studies found that neighborhoods with relatively
high shares of poverty are in fact relatively mixed neighborhoods, since
there is still a substantial share of middle-class households living in
such neighborhoods. Nevertheless, social interaction in these mixed
neighborhoods is not self-evident. Indeed, some of the findings of our
research suggest that when the social distance between socially differ-
ent residents in a neighborhood is large, the effect of mix will be mini-
mal or not there at all because residents will not be inclined to support
each other in finding a way out. This is a contradictory view relative to
socialization theory, which tells us that mixed neighborhoods would
have positive effects because they provide a large number of good role
models.

Explaining neighborhood effects

Research into the causal pathways behind neighborhood effects on so-
cial mobility can help to understand the differential findings in the
large-scale longitudinal studies. One such study was recently conducted
in the Netherlands in a low-income neighborhood and socio-economic-
ally mixed neighborhood in The Hague (Pinkster 2009). The case
study addressed the question of how the socio-economic prospects of
residents are shaped by social processes that are related to the popula-
tion composition of low-income neighborhoods and might thus be in-
fluenced by area-base interventions aimed at social mixing. A proble-
matic issue in much neighborhood effect research is whether and how
unfavorable long-term socio-economic outcomes can be explained by
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concrete economic actions of residents in day-to-day life and, in turn,
how these actions are influenced by their socio-spatial surroundings.
This study therefore explored how work-related practices of residents,
in particular their job search strategies, and the attitudes that shape
these practices are influenced by the behavior, attitudes and social posi-
tion of other residents. Fieldwork was conducted in the low-income
neighborhood of Transvaal-Noord, which is one of the most margina-
lized areas of the city. This neighborhood was selected as a research
area based on the expectation that if neighborhood effects were to ap-
pear anywhere in the Netherlands, this would be a likely location. The
case of Transvaal is compared to the adjacent socio-economically mixed
neighborhood of Regentesse. A survey on social networks was carried
out in both neighborhoods followed by intensive qualitative fieldwork
in Transvaal-Noord to study job search strategies and work ethics of re-
sidents. The qualitative data consisted of interviews with neighborhood
experts about informal social structures and social problems in the area
and with disadvantaged residents about their residential and employ-
ment history and their social lives in the neighborhood. Additional re-
search material was provided by many chance conversations and atten-
dance of neighborhood meetings and events. The study showed how
residents’ job search strategies and work ethics can be negatively af-
fected by neighborhood-based processes of social isolation, socializa-
tion, social disorganization and by mechanisms relating to the formal
social infrastructure in disadvantaged neighborhoods.

Social networks and job search strategies

A first hypothesis in the research literature about the way that living in
a low-income neighborhood context negatively influences residents’ so-
cio-economic outcomes focuses on residents’ social networks. It is hy-
pothesized that the social networks of disadvantaged residents in low-
income neighborhoods do not provide the necessary resources and sup-
port to ‘get ahead’ in life and improve one’s social position. The argu-
ment is that disadvantaged residents tend to have a local orientation in
their social life and that, consequently, living in a neighborhood context
characterized by a disadvantaged population composition results in re-
source-poor social networks. With respect to work, it is assumed that
residents’ job search strategies are less effective because their social
networks lack relevant job-related information and support (Elliott
1999, Wilson 1987). This social isolation hypothesis was addressed by
studying the job search strategies of social housing residents in the
low-income neighborhood of Transvaal-Noord and the mixed neighbor-
hood of Regentesse and by comparing the locality of, and resources in,
their social networks.

UNRAVELING NEIGHBORHOOD EFFECTS 49



Social housing residents in the low-income neighborhood of Trans-
vaal more frequently use informal contacts to find work than residents
in the mixed neighborhood of Regentesse and these contacts more of-
ten live in the neighborhood. Informal job networks in Transvaal –
sometimes formalized in private job agencies – are essential when it
comes to linking residents to unskilled or low-skilled jobs throughout
the region: while employment opportunities themselves are not local,
the information about work and the social connections which help peo-
ple to find jobs are. The locality of, and the resources present in, resi-
dents’ social networks therefore become relevant. The results of the
survey on social networks indicate that local contacts make up a sub-
stantial proportion of the personal networks of social housing residents
in both neighborhoods. When comparing the two neighborhood
groups, local social contacts are more important in terms of social sup-
port than for residents in the low-income neighborhood than in the
mixed neighborhood. Nevertheless, residential context does not influ-
ence the overall availability of social support in people’s daily lives.
What differs is who residents turn to for help or information: social
housing residents in Transvaal more frequently turn to someone in the
neighborhood than social housing residents in Regentesse. This differ-
ence in neighborhood orientation is greatest in relation to work-related
support such as information and advice about finding a job.

A relevant question in this context is whether the support provided
by local social contacts is equally effective in both neighborhoods. One
indication of the ‘usefulness’ of available support is the socio-economic
status of support-givers in respondents’ personal networks. In terms of
access to socio-economic prestige the survey results indicate that the re-
spondents score much lower than the Dutch population (Völker et al.
2008). A comparison of the two neighborhood groups reveals that so-
cial housing residents in Regentesse have more diverse networks than
social housing residents in Transvaal, although the higher socio-eco-
nomic diversity of residents’ networks in the mixed neighborhood re-
lates mainly to having acquaintances, friends or family with a wider
variety of low status jobs rather than higher status jobs. This suggests
that social housing residents in the mixed neighborhood do not benefit
from the proximity of more affluent neighbors. Nonetheless, a more di-
verse network at the lower end of the job market provides more effec-
tive support when looking for a job: it makes it easier for residents in
Regentesse to maintain their labor market position. In short, social net-
works of residents in the low-income neighborhood restrict economic
opportunities, because they are more constricted in terms of socio-eco-
nomic prestige.

The fieldwork provides further insight into the largely neighbor-
hood-based social networks of residents in Transvaal. The majority of

50 SAKO MUSTERD AND FENNE M. PINKSTER



local contacts are existing family relations or relations based on shared
cultural, religious, ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds rather than
simply on living in the same apartment building or in the same street.
Some of these ties existed even before residents moved to the neighbor-
hood and helped to incorporate new residents into existing informal so-
cial structures of people with similar backgrounds. Proximity subse-
quently plays a role in creating new ties amongst residents with similar
(marginalized) social positions and strengthening existing social rela-
tions: people meet each other in the streets or in shared private spaces
in the neighborhood, such as religious institutions, coffee houses or
grocery stores. These ties also form an important reason to stay in the
area.

With respect to work, local social relations in Transvaal form an im-
portant source of job information and job opportunities through infor-
mal job networks. For many residents the (initial) use of informal con-
tacts to find work is a logical job search strategy. However, over time
such informal job search strategies can have unforeseen negative im-
plications because the informal job networks are limited in scope: they
only provide access to a limited segment of the labor market. As a re-
sult, residents tend to spend their entire life working in the same eco-
nomic sectors alongside their neighbors. They do not develop the lan-
guage, communication and work skills and social contacts outside their
‘own’ group which would allow them to become independent of these
job networks. Consequently, the dependence on informal neighbor-
hood contacts to find work leads to a constriction of personal social net-
works which, over time, narrows residents’ access to employment op-
portunities.

To summarize, localized social networks of social housing residents
in low-income neighborhoods influence individual employment oppor-
tunities in two contradictory ways: in the short term they provide
access to work, but job opportunities through informal contacts are
limited in scope and reinforce residents’ dependence on their own
constricted social networks. In the long run this limits their chance to
improve their employment situation. Processes of social isolation thus
occur, but not to the degree that it leads to exclusion from the labor
market altogether. This matches the finding in the quantitative longitu-
dinal studies of negative neighborhood effects for low income, em-
ployed individuals The paradox is that residents consciously choose the
short-term benefits of informal job networks without foreseeing the
long-term drawbacks of such actions.
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Negative socialization: employment and work ethics

A second hypothesis in the research literature about the way that living
in a low-income neighborhood context might negatively influence resi-
dents’ socio-economic outcomes places the emphasis on their work
ethics and expectations (Briggs 1997; Wilson 1996). The argument is
that people develop norms and values about what is ‘right’ or ‘appropri-
ate behavior’ through interaction with others. Specifically, disadvan-
taged residents in low-income neighborhoods characterized by numer-
ous social problems such as unemployment, teenage pregnancies, high
school drop-out rates and crime might adopt similar deviant behavior
because they have come to view such behaviors as normal through
their interaction with neighbors. With respect to work such negative
socialization might result in lower aspirations and expectations about
one’s career opportunities or deviant work ethics that have elsewhere
been described as cultures of poverty or cultures of unemployment
(Engbersen et al. 1993; Lewis 1968).

The case study uncovered various forms of socialization amongst re-
sidents in the low-income neighborhood of Transvaal-Noord. Some oc-
cur within residents’ personal social networks, while others are asso-
ciated with the public domain either through concrete interactions with
residents who are not acquaintances, friends or family and who are
viewed as strangers, or through indirect interaction whereby people see
certain behavior in the street and emulate it without actually knowing
the ‘other’. A first example of negative socialization within residents’
personal social networks might be described as classic examples of ‘cul-
tures of unemployment’. Some residents indicate that they prefer to
stay on unemployment benefits rather than “work for a few euros
more”. They explicitly exchange information with friends and acquain-
tances who live in the area on how to avoid current workfare programs.
It should be noted, however, that such ‘deviant’ work ethics are not al-
ways reproduced in the next generation. For example, amongst single
mothers of Surinamese-Hindustani origin welfare-dependency seems
to be the norm rather than the exception but this is strongly related to
their standards of good motherhood: staying at home enables them to
actively monitor their children to whom they apply very different stan-
dards: their children are expected to find the best possible job to im-
prove their social standing.

Such ‘classic’ examples of deviant work ethics are not very wide-
spread. Other forms of ‘indirect’ socialization are much more impor-
tant when it comes to limiting residents’ job search strategies and the
choices that they make with respect to work. This includes a wide
range of rules of conduct in people’s social networks and norms and
values about what constitutes ‘appropriate behavior’ that limit the
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range of choices that people consider with respect to work but are not
directly related to work. Such rules of conduct are reinforced by the fact
that individual behavior is very visible to relatives and friends who live
close by. For example, parents from a conservative Muslim background
might pressure their daughters to decline certain jobs or internships,
not because they disapprove of the work itself, but because they don’t
want their daughters to travel by themselves at night or to work with
non-Muslim men. Parents thus prioritize some forms of behavior over
others because their friends and family will disapprove. The unin-
tended outcome of these social practices is that the daughter takes a
job that keeps her close to home and provides her with much fewer ca-
reer prospects, or simply remains unemployed. Another example of
the way in which social practices amongst residents shape their em-
ployment situation and career prospects concerns the localized infor-
mal job networks mentioned in the previous paragraph. Shared norms
about reciprocity make it difficult for individuals to refuse when they
are ‘offered’ a job through a friend. For example, young adults are ex-
pected to take an unskilled summer job in a familiar context rather
than to step outside their network to find work that matches their edu-
cational background and skills. The end result of such indirect sociali-
zation processes can be described as a form of underemployment
rather than unemployment.

Second, socialization not only occurs amongst relatives, friends and
acquaintances, but also in the public domain (Lofland 1973) by seeing
how familiar strangers – that is, other residents that are not part of
one’s network but that one nevertheless recognizes by face – behave.
In the case of Transvaal the interviews revealed that a lot of parents are
concerned about the people and behavior that their children are ex-
posed to in public spaces. Parents express concerns that their children
will adopt attitudes and behavior that deviate from the norms and va-
lues that are upheld within their own social network through interac-
tion with ‘strangers’ in the streets. These strangers may be undisci-
plined peers, who are at best a nuisance to other residents and at worst
a danger to public order and whose friendships can cause their chil-
dren to drop out of school and/or become involved in anti-social beha-
vior and criminal activities. They may also be older role models. Ac-
cording to parents, such processes of negative socialization are facili-
tated by neighborhood disorder and a lack of social control in public
space.

To summarize, evidence was found for various processes of socializa-
tion amongst residents of Transvaal that might limit their prospects for
social mobility in the long run. Interestingly, within local social net-
works such mechanisms of negative and indirect socialization are rein-
forced by high levels of social control, while negative socialization in
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the public domain is reinforced by low levels of social control. In some
cases, processes of socialization are directly related to work and induce
residents to turn their backs on the labor market. In most cases, how-
ever, unemployment or underemployment might be the indirect result
of socialization within residents’ personal networks with respect to
other domains of life such as family life, gender roles and mutual sup-
port networks.

Social disorganization and neighborhood disorder

A third explanation in the research literature for neighborhood effects
focuses on neighborhood disorder and the lack of informal social con-
trol in public space (Sampson & Raudenbusch 1999). The social disor-
ganization hypothesis assumes that residents in disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods lack the willingness or capacity to develop and enforce shared
norms and values in the public domain. In the research literature this
is also referred to as a lack of collective efficacy, social cohesion or
structural social capital. The social disorganization hypothesis makes
no explicit link between processes of social disorganization and resi-
dents’ economic behavior and labor market prospects.

In the case of Transvaal a lot of residents explicitly refer to the lack
of mutual trust and willingness to intervene in or correct other people’s
and children’s behavior in public spaces for fear of conflict or retribu-
tion. For similar reasons, residents indicate that they are scared to
phone the police. Such a lack of willingness to intervene also applies to
less serious forms of deviant behavior such as children throwing trash
around or kicking a soccer ball against houses. The combination of so-
cial disorder and lack of collective monitoring causes a lot of parents to
worry about their children’s moral and social development. Yet their
own withdrawal from the public domain has an impact on the range of
behaviors that other residents and particularly children are exposed to.
This indirectly contributes to the previously described process of nega-
tive socialization amongst local youths.

The study in Transvaal suggests that there is an indirect relationship
between social disorganization and long-term socio-economic prospects
of individual residents. First, social disorganization is associated with
higher levels of neighborhood disorder, including crime and violence.
Many parents in Transvaal worry about the short-term effects of expo-
sure to violence and other dangers in public space on educational at-
tainment, for example as a result of stress or lack of sleep. Moreover,
as mentioned previously, parents in Transvaal link the phenomenon of
social disorganization to negative socialization of their children with re-
spect to educational and work ethics. Another finding is that neighbor-
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hood disorder brought about by low levels of collective efficacy also
contributes to residents’ tendency to retreat within their own networks.

Employment opportunities through formal social infrastructure

A final way in which living in a low-income neighborhood context can
influence residents’ socio-economic prospects relates to the formal so-
cial infrastructure. In the case of Transvaal-Noord the neighborhood is
characterized by a dense web of public institutions such as community
centers, welfare organizations and youth centers as well as private, sub-
sidized institutions such as cultural and religious centers. This is re-
lated to the long history of intervention in low-income neighborhoods
by the Dutch welfare state. The resulting formal social infrastructure
can be a resource for residents in terms of support, education and
training and they facilitate social interaction amongst residents. In ad-
dition, they form a familiar and accessible entrance to the labor market
through various (un)skilled jobs, volunteer jobs and internships. Para-
doxically, these jobs might have few long-term prospects and also func-
tion to keep residents within the neighborhood and their own social
networks. Thus, similarly to the previously described informal job net-
works, the formal social infrastructure provides employment opportu-
nities which might have unintended, negative consequences for resi-
dents’ social mobility in the long run.

It should be noted that neighborhood effects attributed to local insti-
tutional resources have generally been described in the research litera-
ture as ‘correlated’ neighborhood effects rather than endogenous neigh-
borhood effects, because these effects are thought to be generated by
processes outside the neighborhood and are thought to affect all resi-
dents equally. However, this line of reasoning does not quite apply to
the case of Transvaal. Although the local social infrastructure is subsi-
dized through policies of the municipal and national government,
many of these policies are place-specific and developed directly in re-
sponse to the local population composition. The formal social infra-
structure is also shaped by local power dynamics as some groups of re-
sidents are more effective than others in influencing the local policy
agendas and service provision of welfare institutions. In addition, some
public services target specific disadvantaged groups within the neigh-
borhood and not all residents are equally connected to formal social in-
stitutions.
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Differential neighborhood effects and selective mechanisms

The case study in Transvaal shows how neighborhood effects result
from layered and complex processes in the day-to-day lives of disadvan-
taged residents in low-income neighborhoods. These processes are se-
lective rather than generic, which explains the differential effects found
in the large-scale longitudinal studies. Several examples can illustrate
the selectivity of neighborhood effect mechanisms.

First, mechanisms of socialization and social isolation do not affect
all residents in the same way because they are part of different infor-
mal social structures based on social distinctions such as socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds, ethnicity, gender, religious differences and differ-
ences in geographical background. These informal social structures
operate on the basis of different sets of norms, values and rules of
conduct and contain different types of informal social resources. As a
result, residents are affected differently by previously described pro-
cesses: for some residents deviant social norms with respect to work
are helpful in understanding their employment situation (or lack there-
of), while other residents are hampered more by mechanisms of social
isolation when it comes to finding work.

Second, residents are also differentially affected by the resources, op-
portunities and restrictions associated with the formal social infrastruc-
ture. For example, local employment, volunteer and internship oppor-
tunities in welfare institutions seem to be more attractive to women
than men, specifically to first generation female residents of Hindusta-
ni-Surinamese descent and second generation female residents of Mor-
occan and Turkish descent. These jobs are attractive to the first group
because they want to work close to their children’s school and to the
second group because, as women, they are generally excluded from lo-
cal informal job networks, because they grew up in the area and these
institutions are familiar to them or because some of them have difficul-
ties finding alternatives outside the neighborhood. Thus, not all resi-
dents benefit to the same degree from the resources or employment
opportunities provided through local social institutions. This depends
on factors such as the length of residence, residents’ Dutch language
skills, the amount of alternative social support and opportunities pro-
vided by their own network and other background characteristics such
as ethnicity or gender.

Third, differential neighborhood effects can also be explained by the
fact that neighborhood does not simply imprint itself on residents. For
example, with respect to the effects of social disorganization in the
public domain, many parents in Transvaal develop a variety of strate-
gies to distance themselves and their children from what they consider
to be negative social influences at the neighborhood level (Pinkster &
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Droogleever Fortuijn 2009). However, there is considerable variation
in the type of strategy that parents might use and the degree to which
they are effective in shielding themselves and their children from other
‘undisciplined’ or ‘dangerous’ residents. For example, larger families
and single mothers find it more difficult to monitor their children than
couples with fewer children. As parents’ responses to the neighborhood
context vary depending on their perceptions of neighborhood risks,
their own time and resources and the support of others in monitoring
their children, some families moderate and others mediate the role that
neighborhood processes play in shaping individual opportunities.

In short, living in a low-income neighborhood such as Transvaal has
a very different meaning and therefore impacts low-income residents
differently depending on their social identity and family context. As il-
lustrated in a number of examples above, differentiation occurs along
multiple social dimensions. Depending on their social position, resi-
dents differ in the degree to which their lives are spatially bound to the
neighborhood (Fischer 1982) and the degree to which they are poten-
tially exposed to negative influences at the neighborhood level.

Area-based interventions: some comments

The findings of the studies discussed above raise important questions
about the potential benefits and drawbacks of area-based interventions
that are currently used in cities across Europe. These interventions of-
ten try to achieve a more mixed population composition in terms of so-
cio-economic and/or ethnic background through tenure diversification
(with an emphasis on home-ownership and high-end private rental
units), frequently combined with demolition programs and with lo-
cally-targeted social programs, in part in the hope of creating opportu-
nities for social mobility and countering negative neighborhood effects.
Our findings, however, suggest that creating more mix in socio-eco-
nomic or ethnic terms through tenure diversification is not automati-
cally and unconditionally the appropriate strategy. In fact, we should
start with the consideration that in countries like the Netherlands and
Sweden, neighborhoods with the highest percentage of poor people are
already very heterogeneous neighborhoods. For example, the longitudi-
nal Swedish data show that less than one percent of all inhabitants
who were unemployed in 1991 were living in neighborhoods with over
twenty percent unemployed, and actually the average percentage of
long-term unemployed (unemployed in 1991, 1995 and 1999) in these
neighborhoods was less than 30 percent. Van Gent et al. (2007) found
similar results for the Netherlands: the forty neighborhoods that have
been selected for the new neighborhood regeneration program of the
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national government are home to only a small proportion (less than
nine percent) of the entire ‘socially deprived’ population in the Nether-
lands. Indeed, one of these neighborhoods is Transvaal-Noord, where
30 percent of the households live below the poverty line but another
40 percent nevertheless falls into the category of middle-income house-
hold.

In short, the ‘worst’ neighborhoods in Sweden and the Netherlands
are in fact highly mixed. This also implies that a large number of ‘good
role models’ and ‘useful’ social contacts is in fact physically nearby in
these neighborhoods. Nevertheless, it seems that the presence of these
better positioned residents does not help disadvantaged residents much
to improve their position. Our studies show that neighborhood effects
do exist in these areas and that they result from neighborhood-based
social processes of socialization, social isolation and social disorganiza-
tion, and processes related to the formal social infrastructure. These
processes occur despite the fragmented social life in these neighbor-
hoods. Obviously, geographical vicinity is not enough to close the sub-
stantial social distance between neighbors of different socio-economic
backgrounds. This should not surprise us. After all, social network the-
ory states that people are most likely to interact with others from simi-
lar social backgrounds (Fischer 1977; Blokland 2002). This ‘like-me
hypothesis’ has clearly been demonstrated in the interaction patterns
of residents in the case study in Transvaal-Noord and the large-scale
Swedish studies suggest that low-income residents are more likely to
benefit from better positioned neighbors if the social distance between
them is small. Van der Graaf and Veldboer (in this volume) come to a
similar conclusion: only a small share of middle-class residents in ur-
ban renewal areas are tolerant towards and willing to interact with their
disadvantaged neighbors. The majority prefers to avoid them.

The question is thus whether the social mixing policies currently fa-
vored in European neighborhoods of poverty will be able to address
neighborhood effects and their underlying mechanisms. In fact, one
can hypothesize that such policies might be counterproductive. As the
case study in Transvaal-Noord shows, living in neighborhoods of con-
centrated poverty is experienced differently by residents of different so-
cial backgrounds. On the one hand, the long terms socio-economic pro-
spects of some residents might be harmed by neighborhood-based pro-
cesses. On the other hand, the informal and formal social
infrastructure also provides benefits by helping residents getting by
and by providing them access to the labor market. The risk is therefore
that area-based interventions of tenure diversification leave disadvan-
taged residents empty-handed: forced to move away from their social
support networks they lack the necessary contacts to find work and the
employment opportunities through local social institutions. It might
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thus be more effective to develop area-based interventions in these
areas that do not displace residents but address their employment op-
portunities instead, for example through educational programs and as-
sisting unemployed residents in getting a job, as well as directly ad-
dressing neighborhood disorder and crime.

A final cautionary note is that the most mixed neighborhoods tend
to be rather weak and fluid social environments, often very dynamic
and hard to sustain. Many residents who are able to improve their so-
cial position will search for another – ‘better’ – residential environment
that fits their newly attained social position. Indeed, an ‘iron law’ in
the housing market is that social difference will be expressed in spatial
difference. Policies aimed at creating more mix might thus be doomed
to fail, because they do not take into account such housing market me-
chanisms. The French sociologist Sebastian Roche concluded likewise
when he commented upon the French banlieue riots: ‘… one reason
for the failure is that urban policies have focused too much on ‘‘urban
regeneration’’ ’. It was not a matter of lack of policies, but of choosing
the wrong policies (Astiers 2005). Rather, it is important to recognize
that socio-spatial positions of individual households change over time
and that there is a need for differentiated neighborhoods through
which individual households may find their way. By helping residents
of disadvantaged neighborhoods improve their social position, they are
less likely to become ‘trapped’. Such a perspective, which focuses on in-
dividual households within a given neighborhood context, may require
much more attention in urban policy than hitherto has been the case.
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3 The Effects of State-Led Gentrification in the

Netherlands

Peter van der Graaf and Lex Veldboer

Introduction

In this chapter we present our most recent research on the effects of
the Dutch urban renewal programs based on two research projects.
The first project (Veldboer et al. 2008) searched for the ideal middle
class: which members of the middle class were most likely to be toler-
ant of and helpful to poor residents in urban renewal areas. The sec-
ond research project (Van der Graaf, 2009) explored the emotional ties
of residents in deprived neighborhoods in the Netherlands and the
changes these residents experienced in their attachment to the neigh-
borhood when urban renewal programs were operating in their area.

Although both projects explored quite different subjects, they both
comment on the dominant strategy of urban renewal in the Nether-
lands: a serious upgrading of the housing stock in deprived areas to in-
crease the share of the middleclass. This can be classified as a form of
state-led gentrification by which the Dutch government and local actors
attempt to improve not only the neighborhood but also the poor resi-
dents living in it, by providing them with more wealthy neighbors who
can lend them a hand and show them a way out of deprivation. These
arguments are familiar with the international found motives for social
mix (see Sarkissian 1976). This social mix strategy is heavily criticized
by scientists in and outside the Netherlands, who argue that state-led
gentrification is doing more harm than good for poor residents. To
shed more light on this debate, we researched both sides of the argu-
ment: the first project takes the proponents’ logic as a starting point
and asked which middleclass groups would be more helpful in sup-
porting their poor neighbors, while the second project starts with the
critics’ argument that gentrification causes displacement instead of
more opportunities for poor residents in their neighborhood. How is
the place attachment of these residents affected by urban renewal? 1 To-
gether, the two research projects present a fuller picture of the effects
of state-led gentrification in the Netherlands.

We will discuss the main findings, starting in paragraphs three to
five, with the potential lifting effects of urban renewal. We will argue
that a small tolerant and helpful middle class exists, which is opposed



by a larger middle class that is pre-occupied with its own position and
which is not very compassionate towards poor residents. Contrary to
what is commonly expected, this engagement is not found among so-
cial climbers from the same (ethnic) groups who already live in the
neighborhood, but is linked to new residents arriving in the neighbor-
hood with idealistic ideas. Yet, their numbers are small and therefore
the lifting effect of this middle class group is limited. Nevertheless, the
presence of new high-status groups in the area is valued by the resi-
dents in deprived areas.

This is followed in paragraphs six to eight with a discussion of the
findings from the second research project, arguing that losses and po-
tential for gains are greater when the emotional ties of residents in ur-
ban renewal areas are considered. Moving out of the neighborhood
causes feelings of displacement and not belonging, while staying and
starting over with the new neighbors in the regenerated neighborhood
does positively affect the attachment of residents in deprived areas. Be-
fore we discuss these findings in more detail, we will start with a brief
overview of the social mix policy to frame our findings in the present
academic and policy debate.

The Netherlands: state led-gentrification as urban policy

A central notion in the Dutch urban policy is to prevent selective mi-
gration of the urban middle class by offering these groups the opportu-
nity to make a housing career within the city, preferably within the
area where they live. To accommodate the middle class in the city, the
National Government and local authorities are investing large sums of
money in the conversion of the housing stock in deprived post-war
areas. Areas with high rates of unemployment, nuisance and social
problems are selected for extensive urban renewal programs which aim
to reduce social housing and expand the stock of private rental and
owner-occupied housing. These large-scaled conversion and construc-
tion programs are embedded in an array of social plans for the original
residents. Inhabitants confronted with regeneration projects have in
most cases the right to return to the neighborhood. Many of the poor
and middle-class residents use this ‘right’ to return to the renewed area
after the completion of the urban renewal programs (Slob, Bolt & Van
Kempen 2008).

Because of these compensating mechanisms, there are hardly any
examples of urban renewal in the Netherlands that fit the picture of a
‘hard’ sanitizing makeover that is so vigorously opposed by neo-Marxist
researchers in Anglo Saxon countries (Slater 2006). Moreover, pro-
blems of deprivation are less extreme in the Netherlands than in the
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United Kingdom and the United States; no-go areas do not exist and
the housing stock is still in demand in deprived areas. While in other
countries, such as the USA and France, the dominant social mix strat-
egy is to enable poor residents to move out of deprived areas to ‘oppor-
tunity-rich’ neighborhoods, in the Netherlands – and in the UK – the
aim is to mix deprived areas by attracting middle-class groups to less
affluent areas.

Social equality or social tectonics?

The policy of residential social mix in the Netherlands is based on
three motives (see also Ouwehand & Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2007):
1. Social equality: improving the wellbeing of disadvantaged groups in

the neighborhood;
2. Social efficiency: reducing social costs for society, such as crime,

nuisance and deviant behavior; and
3. Neighborhood improvement by upgrading the housing stock and

facilities in the neighborhood.

Most urban policy plans are formulated by authorities as inclusive stra-
tegies: disadvantaged residents have to profit from the arrival of middle
class groups in the neighborhood. Dutch policy makers believe that
there is something like ‘a middle-class burden’: a felt obligation among
the well-to-do to help their socially vulnerable neighbors. Policy makers
and housing professionals in the Netherlands are inspired by Wilson’s
(1987) thesis that poor residents cannot do without a surrounding mid-
dle class. It is their belief that residents in deprived areas do not only
have limited access to labor markets and educational opportunities, but
also miss access to the right kind of social capital. Living too close to
people with the same lack of opportunities is believed to reduce
chances for upward mobility. By knowing the right kind of people, resi-
dents should acquire access to much needed information and skills to
move up the societal ladder. Processes of selective migration of the
middle class are therefore seen as problematic (VROM-raad, 2006)
and should be reversed by urban renewal policies which focus on at-
tracting these residents back to less affluent inner city areas.

Many academics are wary of these programs. First of all, they ques-
tion the negative effects of segregated living. Compared to neo-liberal
Anglo-Saxon countries (Ellen & Turner 1997), isolation effects are seen
as rather light or missing in the Netherlands; illustrative is that inhabi-
tants of segregated areas fare no less in terms of school performances
or unemployment compared to similar residents in social mixed areas
(Musterd & Pinkster 2005). On the other hand: evidence is found of in-
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creased chances among ethnic groups to experience higher levels of
job insecurity, a greater risk of becoming a victim of crime, a greater
chance of downward socializing; a lower language ability; a reduced
knowledge of dominant cultural codes; and, a less ‘Western’ orientation
(see the chapter of Musterd and Pinkster in this book; see also Van der
Laan Bouma-Doff 2005; Gijsberts & Dagevos 2005). These effects are
indeed not very strong, but they give ground to speak of a rather am-
bivalent picture regarding Dutch isolation effects.

A further comment made by researchers is that the middle class re-
sidents living in deprived areas are hardly willing to connect with
poorer groups in their neighborhood. Blokland (2001) showed, for ex-
ample, that higher income groups do not develop more civil action in
neighborhoods than lower income residents. Kleinhans, Veldboer and
Duyvendak (2000) and Beckhoven and Van Kempen (2002) have de-
monstrated that in newly mixed neighborhoods social contacts between
different status groups were limited. ‘Meeting’ (the possibility of con-
tact) rarely leads to ‘mating’ (engaging into meaningful contact), be-
cause residents prefer to interact with people who are more like them-
selves. Instead of interacting with each other, different groups are
mainly living apart. Recent research confirms that, of all the groups liv-
ing in the renewed neighborhoods, the middle class has the least con-
tacts (Van Bergeijk a.o. 2008). In sum, the middle class in these re-
newed areas can hardly be labeled as the ‘cement of the neighborhood’.

These findings are hardly surprising; the neighborhood as a frame-
work for social integration and community has been in decline for a
number of decades. Almost all neighborhoods (regardless of composi-
tion) are nowadays characterized by relatively limited neighborhood
networks (Wellmann et al. 1988; Volker & Verhoeff 1999). In neighbor-
hood networks, higher income groups are structurally underrepre-
sented because they have more outward time-space patterns: they are
more mobile and less bound to their homes (SCP 2008). Moreover,
the differences in status between residents reduce the chances of
(neighborhood) contacts (see Pettigrew 1998). This is not to say that
contacts between neighbors are non-existent: contacts are maintained
more strategically, focusing on the importance of good neighbors next
door (which can provide practical aid and can be called upon in case of
an emergency). Contacts also are maintained at a more general level,
focusing on the neighborhood composition as a whole, as a way of ex-
pressing the status of the area and as a way to define ‘home’ (see be-
low).

If social mix does not stimulate a warm, mating and bridging com-
munity, however, then what is the social impact of social mix strategies
in urban renewal? Some researchers claim that mixing has mostly ne-
gative effects; it is regarded as sharpening divisions between groups of
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residents, feeding relative deprivation among the poor (Kleinhans et al
2007) and a ‘place struggle’ or ‘social tectonics’ between different inha-
bitants (see Butler 2008). Increasing the share of the middle class is
seen as bad news for the social bonds of people in a poor neighbor-
hood; making areas more (class) diverse can lower the trust in already
diverse areas with disadvantaged native born and ethnic groups (Lan-
cee & Dronkers 2008). This line of reasoning echoes the work of Put-
nam (2007), arguing that any diversity enlarges distrust and fosters
isolation and that only similarity stimulates compassion and cohesion
(Laumann 1966). Social mix is labeled by these critics as an empty or
even counterproductive ‘mantra’ (Bolt & Van Kempen 2008).

Another critique relates to neo-Marxist gentrification research in An-
glo-Saxon countries. This line of research argues that cities in their
competing quest for the middle class do not have the interests of their
disadvantaged inhabitants at heart; instead, disadvantaged residents in
urban renewal projects are subjected to a program of discipline and
eviction. Urban renewal is, in this view, strategically employed for man-
agerial purposes to control, civilize and disperse lower income groups,
for the benefit of a ‘revanchist’ middle class (Uitermark & Duyvendak
2005b). The new prosperous occupants are considered to have a predo-
minantly negative interest in their poorer neighbors; they prefer to
avoid any contact with ‘dangerous groups’ in their area (see Smith
2002; Slater 2006).

We argue that both claims, a ‘revanchist’ and ‘depriving’ middle
class, do not apply particularly well to the Dutch case. Claims in this
direction are mostly extrapolations of Anglo-Saxon research and do not
address very precisely the class effects of social mix in the Netherlands.
Lancee and Dronkers (2008), for instance, initially only researched
neighborhoods with growing ethnic diversity and did not look for class
diverse urban renewal sites2. Van Bergeijk et al. (2008) are quick to
link negative neighborhood perceptions to an increase in ethnic hetero-
geneity in renewed areas, but do not provide any evidence of a link be-
tween income diversity and reduced neighborhood satisfaction. There
is support for the assumption that low levels of trust can be explained
by a polarization between lower-class native Dutch and immigrant
groups (Burgers & Van der Waal 2006). However, there is hardly any
proof that residential mix is fostering an extra polarization between
well-to-do and disadvantaged groups. In theory, this could be the case
if race and class cleavages fall together, but the mere presence of an
ethnic middle class in most renewed areas does not fit this picture.
And although disciplining strategies towards outsider groups are in-
creasingly popular in the Netherlands, this is again merely related to
ethnic polarization and not to class polarization (see also Ouwehand &
Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2007).
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It is also questionable whether disadvantaged residents are truly un-
satisfied with the arrival (or enduring presence) of more affluent
groups. Contacts might be scarce but a larger middle class presence
can improve the status of the neighborhood, uplifting the social and fi-
nancial support for key facilities, and this can also be beneficial for de-
prived groups of residents. Most of all, it is hardly known whether the
middle-class in question has a truly negative view of disadvantaged re-
sidents. Clearly some middle class residents will try to distinguish
themselves, but does this necessarily mean that all middle-class groups
show a negative interest in less privileged neighbors?

In search of tolerance among the mixed middle class

Interestingly, not many members of the Dutch middle class oppose the
general aim of social mix, but few of them are actually willing to share
a neighborhood with disadvantaged residents. The crucial question is,
therefore, which middle-class groups are willing to live in a mixed area,
and are they also tolerant towards deprived groups of residents? This
question was central to our case-study research in two regeneration
areas of Amsterdam (Veldboer 2008).

In our research, we followed the distinctions made by politicians and
chose not to re-categorize them immediately into more academic cate-
gories of middle-class groups (based for example on economic or edu-
cational criteria) for the sake of evaluating the validity of their argu-
ment. Local policymakers in Amsterdam distinguished three different
middle-class groups who they thought were interested in living in
these areas and who should be able to make a difference: social clim-
bers, the creative class (working in the arts, the media, entertainment
and in commercial creative services) and social professionals (working
in education, health or safety).

Social climbers, and especially ethnic social climbers, are clearly a
popular group among policy makers in Amsterdam. A growing num-
ber of immigrants is prosperous (by accessing higher education or by
setting up their own business) and is looking to buy their own house.
For example, the renewed area of south-east Amsterdam was re-
designed with the Surinamese families originating from the area
(known as the Bijlmer) in mind to maintain this ethnic group for the
area. The so-called ‘western garden cities’ to the west of Amsterdam
followed the same strategy in order to offer their own ethnic climbers
(mostly Turkish and Moroccan residents) an alternative in the city to
the desirable terraced houses in the nearby commuter villages of Al-
mere, Purmerend, Zaanstad or Hoofddorp. Ethnic climbers are usually
keen to stay in the area: they are familiar with the area and can be per-
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suaded to stay to pursue a housing career in their neighborhood or bor-
ough with sufficient financial incentives. Policy makers are keen to be
of service, assuming that their familiarity with the area will motivate
them to share their social capital with less fortunate members of their
ethnic group living in the area.

Secondly, policy makers in Amsterdam have high hopes for the crea-
tive class. Almost every political bench, with the liberals in front, hopes
that the preference of the creative class for diversity is not limited to
their working and recreational life, but stretches out to their residential
life. Many policy makers assume, with Florida (2002), that creativity,
urban renaissance, tolerance and altruism go hand in hand. Although
it is acknowledged that most regeneration sites outside the city centre
lack quality of space and, therefore, are not on the top of the list of the
creative class, the assumption is that students and artists or creative en-
trepreneurs with small earnings might be interested in living in these
areas and are willing to extend a helping hand to disadvantaged resi-
dents.

Next to the creative class and the social climbers, Amsterdam is keen
to add more social professionals to its population in deprived areas, in
particular lower-middle-class residents in social professions, such as
teachers, nurses and police officers. Therefore, the city council priori-
tizes the housing needs of key members of the service class
(maatschappelijk noodzakelijke beroepsgroepen) and fast tracks them in
the distribution system to provide them with swift access to a home in
the city. This should prevent a shortage of practitioners in these profes-
sions for the city and they are expected to take some of their virtues
home. As social professionals, they are particularly good at establishing
contacts; they are experienced in addressing different groups of people
and are able to help them access a range of public and private agencies
otherwise unknown to these residents. As residents, it is assumed that
social professionals could potentially fulfill a similar role in their own
neighborhoods.

Dissimilar or similar tolerance in the middle classes?

To analyze the extent to which various middle-class groups are tolerant
of disadvantaged groups and willing to lend a hand to their less afflu-
ent neighbors, we conducted research in two renewal areas between
2005 and 2006; one in Amsterdam south east (F-buurt in the Bijlmer)
and one in Amsterdam’s new west (Geuzenbaan in Geuzenveld). Both
areas of the Dutch capital are part of an urban renewal operation that
is unprecedented in size in the Netherlands, with large-scale demoli-
tion of pre-war social housing to be replaced by new private rental and
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owner-occupied housing, combined with the private sale of rental hous-
ing in order to change the income composition of both neighborhoods
(Aalbers et al. 2003).

We conducted research in the two renewal areas in Amsterdam, ask-
ing residents about their tolerance towards, contacts with and support
for less fortunate neighbors. Tolerance was measured by using ques-
tions about feelings of commitment towards disadvantaged people in
general and to the residents in non-renovated parts of the area in parti-
cular. Residents were also asked whether they had any problem with
their children playing with children living in the non-renovated parts
of the neighborhood which were predominantly occupied by lower-
class groups. The surveys among the middle-class households showed
a response of slightly over thirty percent in both areas. A well-known
problem with this type of research is that people find it difficult or im-
pertinent to judge their neighbors. Therefore, more indirect questions
were used, such as the example mentioned above about children play-
ing together. In addition, the expert opinion of local professionals was
sought to triangulate the data. Interviews were conducted with local so-
cial workers on their experiences with the bridging of classes in their
area. A particularly interesting group in the survey were teachers; as
part of the service class of priority social professions (maatschappelijk
noodzakelijke beroepsgroepen) they were easy to trace and more likely to
talk openly, in their roles as resident and as professional, about their
mixing experiences.

In distinguishing different groups of the middle class, we followed
as far as possible the political categories that were applied by the muni-
cipality of Amsterdam. We categorized all ethnic social climbers into
one category, regardless of their occupation. Further analyses indicated
that the overlap with the other two groups, creative class and social pro-
fessionals, was minimal and that most middle-class immigrants ranked
at a middle position on the income ladder.

What we found in our analysis was that dissimilar groups, such as
the creative class and the service class, who were at greater social dis-
tance from disadvantaged groups in the area, showed relatively more
tolerance and willingness to help deprived groups than the more simi-
lar ethnic middle class who maintained more contacts with disadvan-
taged residents. Generally, the results for tolerance (highest score 25
percent), contact (40 percent) and support (20 percent) were very mod-
est in the survey, although resident-teachers scored considerably high-
er.

This is in line with the assumption that the service class is more
likely to demonstrate high levels of civil commitment (Van der Land
2004). Teachers in particular demonstrated a willingness to support
neighbors with social problems in their spare time. This characteristic
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usually ran in the family, with teaching being established as a family
tradition and as a consequence an almost genetic inclination to lend a
helping hand, both at school and in their neighborhood. Amsterdam
houses several of these social-democratic inspired teachers, but their
number in the middle class is small and, therefore, their support as a
whole is limited.

The results confirm, to our own surprise, Florida’s theory on the tol-
erant behavior of the creative class towards more marginalized groups
in the neighborhood. Florida argues at the macro level that the pre-
sence of the creative class contributes to a modern city and that at the
micro level they are attracted by diversity. A specific part of the creative
class – let us call them idealists – can indeed be found in mixed areas
and is not only relatively tolerant, but is also known to lend a helping
hand to less fortunate residents in the deprived neighborhood where
they choose to live. This finding is confirmed in both our surveys3 and
our qualitative research at mixed primary schools. These idealists are
an interesting but relatively unexplored group by social scientists. We
know relatively little about them: they are confident and not bound by
9-to-5 working days, which allows them to be flexible, but other charac-
teristics are unknown.

Another surprise in our research was the limited tolerance and sup-
port from ethnic climbers. Immigrants who improve their social-eco-
nomic status are rather ambiguous; they like the ethnic facilities and
the presence of friends but they are also keen on the presence of white,
high-status groups. Ethnic social climbers had by far the most contacts
with disadvantaged people in their areas; however, these mainly con-
sisted of family members. The ethnic climbers in our research were
hardly willing to lend a helping hand to ‘unknown’ and less successful
residents from their own ethnic group or to disadvantaged members of
other ethnic groups. They feared a ‘fall back’ in status if they associated
themselves too much with these groups and their time was taken up
by their own career development and support for their own family.

In short, middle-class residents who are willing to mix with poorer
residents and help them bridge their social and cultural capital deficit
are more likely to be found outside familiar groups of disadvantaged
residents. Apparently, some social distance fosters tolerance and en-
larges the willingness for bridging. Ergo, the weak ties of Grannovetter
(1973) – although their impact is less intense – appear to be more use-
ful for social mobility in deprived neighborhoods than the strong ties
promoted by Wilson (1987). At the same time, the number of these tol-
erant and helpful groups is limited and it would be unrealistic to bur-
den them solely with the social lifting of poor residents in Dutch cities.

However, it is important to note the existence of these small ‘bridg-
ing’ groups. Their presence questions the claim of critics that mixing
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class groups releases the same negative social tectonics as an involun-
tary ethnic mix between disadvantaged groups. Our research makes
clear that the negative diversity-effect that is still felt in deprived areas
is not necessarily enlarged by the enlarged presence of a middle class.
The middle class in renewed neighborhoods is not solely driven by dis-
tinction; there is also some compassion towards the less affluent neigh-
bors. However, this middle-class effect is too small to neutralize the
bigger ethnic diversity-effect between disadvantaged groups that is de-
monstrated by other researchers.

Our findings are in line with other case studies on mixed areas in
which deprived residents are asked what they think about the presence
of more affluent groups. Deprived residents often stated that interclass
contacts hardly increased; however, they felt that their neighborhood
was no longer stigmatized and, therefore, they sensed that the achieve-
ment of a better quality of life was possible (Veldboer et al. 2007; see
also Ouwehand & Davis 2004). In sum, the Dutch policy of state-led
gentrification is not creasing out all ethnic tensions between the lower
strata and does not bring clear cut social mobility for the poor, but it
does provide them with some new compassionate neighbors and an
improved area reputation that motivates them to look further ahead.

Social mix: social uprooting or emotional detachment?

The positive effects of social mix are modest, but does this prove the
critics of social mix right that the Dutch state-led gentrification is in
fact about the forced retreat of the poor, uprooting their social lives?
Again, a nuanced picture emerges from research on the effect of urban
renewal on the social networks of residents in deprived neighborhoods.
Recent research suggests that, contrary to the critics, the negative ef-
fects of social mix are equally modest.

Kleinhans (2005) demonstrated that, to some extent, networks were
indeed uprooted by social mix, but to a limited and relatively harmless
extent: residents that were forced to move out of their neighborhood re-
located in adjacent neighborhoods, thus in close proximity to their old
neighbors leaving these networks virtually intact. Contacts that were
lost were not usually mourned, because the neighborhood was only a
small node in their network (work, school, family and friends). In
sum, loss of social capital was limited both in extent and magnitude,
and seemed easily restored.

However, Kleinhans’ research points to a new direction, where losses
are greater and potential gains are higher. He demonstrates in his dis-
sertation (2005) that relocated residents did mourn the loss of attach-
ment to the place they lived in. The emotional ties they developed over
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time with the place where they lived provided an emotional source of
comfort and identity, which is cut by moving, thereby causing distress,
feelings of displacement and not belonging. It can evoke uncertainty
about the future: what are the options to return, what will happen to
the neighborhood in between? Feelings of home surface and become
challenged by the regeneration process: ‘Will I feel at home in the new
house or neighborhood?’, ‘Will I still feel at home in the same neigh-
borhood when people I know have left?’ Although feelings related to a
place are fluctual, even volatile, and can differ strongly between people,
clear-cut moments, such as restructuring, have an undoubtedly strong
impact.

These findings suggest that in specifying the effects of social-spatial
interventions more attention is needed to the social-emotional ties of
residents’ place attachment. Although much research is devoted to the
uprooting of and changes in the social networks of residents in urban
renewal, much less is known about the changes in the emotional ties
of people to the neighborhood. We argue that framing the social di-
mension of urban renewal cannot do without a reference towards the
emotional ties of residents to places. This will also open up the grid-
locked debate on combining physical and social interventions in urban
renewal, because it is in the emotional ties of residents to their neigh-
borhoods that the different paces of interventions of urban renewal
meet.

Emotional ties to the neighborhood in the Netherlands: does
urban renewal matter?

To amend for this gap in our knowledge, we studied the emotional ties
of Dutch residents in general and in particular in deprived areas. Do
residents in deprived areas feel less at home in their neighborhood or
are urban renewal programs able to make a difference? To answer
these questions, we used survey data from the Dutch Housing Needs
Survey (WBO 1993 to 2006), one of the largest random sample surveys
in the Netherlands developed by the Dutch Ministry of Spatial Plan-
ning, Housing and the Environment to inform their policy making on
the urban renewal of the Dutch big cities (Dutch Big Cities Policy).
The survey is repeated roughly every four years and contains data for
all major cities in the Netherlands on the compositions of households,
their housing situation, housing demands, and relocation. Next to
objective indicators on neighborhood composition (levels of education,
income, household compositions and tenure) residents were asked to
assess the physical and social quality of their neighborhood and to
express their wishes for future housing. Among these attitudinal indi-
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cators were questions on neighborhood ties, neighborhood perception
and sense of belonging.

To measure the emotional ties of Dutch residents, different variables
from the WBO have been used to construct several scales on attach-
ment to the neighborhood, replicating as closely as possible scales con-
structed in international research on place attachment (Riger & Lavra-
kas 1981; Cuba & Hummon 1993).

First of all, a distinction is made between physical and social attach-
ment to the neighborhood. Earlier research by Riger and Lavrakas
(1981) highlights two distinct dimensions of place attachment; one
called ‘rootedness’ that represents the extent to which a person is
settled or rooted in her/his neighborhood, while another factor repre-
sented the extent to which a person has formed social bonds with the
neighborhood. Rootedness is indicated by the number of years a resi-
dent has been living in the neighborhood, the likelihood of them mov-
ing out of the neighborhood and whether they own or rent their house.
The second scale, called ‘bonding’, is indicated by the amount of con-
tact residents maintain with direct and more distant neighbors and the
extent to which they feel involved with the neighborhood.

Rootedness is expected to be positively related to neighborhood satis-
faction, while bonding has positive correlations with social involvement
in the neighborhood (Hummon, 1993). Therefore, a further two scales
were developed for neighborhood satisfaction and social involvement.
The scale for neighborhood satisfaction used answers of residents to
statements on satisfaction with their house, the neighborhood and the
neighborhood population. To measure social involvement, a scale was
constructed that indicated whether residents felt they were living in a
socially active neighborhood. Residents were asked if they thought they
lived in a harmonious neighborhood where neighbors lived peacefully
and happily together.

To research the different connections between rootedness, bonding,
neighborhood satisfaction and social involvement, residents were clus-
tered in distinct groups depending on the neighborhood ties, satisfac-
tion and involvement. This resulted in four different patterns of place
attachment to the neighborhood: Community Rootedness, Alienation,
Relativity and Placelessness. The clusters replicate earlier research by
Hummon, (1992) who identified them in depth interviews with resi-
dents in Worcester, Massachusetts. Residents whose place attachment
is characterized as rooted, experience a strong, local sense of home and
are emotionally attached to their local area. On the opposite side are re-
sidents who are separated from valued locales and feel displaced. They
are unhappy with their neighborhood, they do not feel at home and
have no emotional and social ties to their community. They feel alien-
ated from the place where they live. Hummon associated their displace-
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ment with restrained mobility or from the transformation of a place. A
third group shows appreciation, but no particular emotional attach-
ment to a specific place. They have usually lived in a variety of neigh-
borhoods and identify only relatively with these places. This group indi-
cates that residents may cultivate a feeling of home in a neighborhood
without becoming strongly emotionally tied to that locale. A fourth and
final group of residents expressed no emotional attachment to any lo-
cale. These residents do not identify with their neighborhood. Their
neighborhood is simply a place to live with good and bad sides but they
feel basically footloose or placeless about their staying.

To compare place attachments and patterns of attachment between
neighborhoods, especially between deprived and non-deprived areas,
four-digit postcode data has been used to distinguish between five types
of neighborhoods:
1. priority neighborhoods in the four main cities (Amsterdam, Rotter-

dam, The Hague and Utrecht);
2. priority neighborhoods in the other 26 big cities (such as Gronin-

gen, Maastricht, Deventer);4

3. non-priority neighborhoods in the four main cities;
4. non-priority neighborhoods in the other 26 big cities; and, finally,
5. neighborhoods in smaller Dutch cities and the more rural area of

Holland.5

Priority areas are the focal point of the Dutch Big City Policy; they are
selected for addition urban renewal funding based on multiple indica-
tors of deprivation. Comparing between priority and non-priority areas
allows for an assessment of the Dutch Big Cities Policy. The priority
area funding is earmarked for the combined development of social and
spatial interventions in urban renewal programs. Do these combined
efforts make a difference for the emotional ties of residents in these
neighborhoods?

How, why and where do Dutch residents feel at home?

Analyzing data for 2002 from the Dutch Housing Needs Survey
showed that the most common combination in the Netherlands in
2002 is high social and physical attachment: a third of the Dutch resi-
dents felt at home in the place where they lived (rooted) and with the
people that lived there (bonding). A quarter of the Dutch felt exactly
the opposite and did not have any attachment to their neighborhood
and neighbors. Eighteen percent was only socially attached, while 21
percent experiences only physical attachment. Residents with low phy-
sical and social attachment were more often found in the priority areas
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of the 30 biggest cities, particularly in the four main cities of Amster-
dam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht.

Figure 3.1 Place attachment in the Netherlands by location, 2002
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More detail is added when patterns of attachment, which include
neighborhood satisfaction and social involvement, are considered. A
quarter of the Dutch residents can be characterized as community
rooted. They show the highest satisfaction with their neighborhood.
They are physically and socially attached to the neighborhood they live
in. They value their community for its social and material aspects: the
house they live in, the cleanliness of the neighborhood, the amenities
they can use and the social ties with their neighbors. Their community
rootedness is further illustrated by a relatively strong involvement in
the neighborhood and active social participation.

A roughly equal group of residents feel exactly the opposite; dis-
placed, alienated and unhappy with their neighborhood. Their main
concern is the house they live in and the cleanliness of its surround-
ings. They are less involved with their neighborhood and their social
participation is average. Neutral scores can be found among eighteen
percent of the Dutch residents. This group has no special affection (po-
sitive or negative) for their neighborhood. They are happy to live there
and are mainly concerned with the material aspects of their commu-
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nity (dwelling, cleanliness and amenities). They like to be involved but
are less keen on social participation and show less social attachment to
their neighborhood.

Finally, a similar sized group of Dutch residents shows affection for
their neighborhood in that they identify with it and appreciate the
neighborhood and its neighbors, but they are not especially attached to
it by social-emotional ties. They show, however, relatively high involve-
ment with their neighborhood, although their social participation is
less. This group is comparable to Hummon’s characterization of relativ-
ity. Residents in the priority areas of the 30 biggest cities experienced
alienation more often, while residents who lived in neighborhoods
where no urban renewal took place were more often rooted in their
community.

Figure 3.2 Attachment patterns in the Netherlands by location, 2002
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While large differences are visible between urban renewal areas and
more affluent urban areas, it is not clear what the impact of urban re-
newal programs are on the emotional ties of residents. Does urban re-
newal make matters worse by further reducing the small amount of
place attachments that residents in these areas possess, or are they able
to make a difference and increase the affection of residents for their
neighborhood through urban renewal programs? To answer this ques-
tion, Dutch neighborhoods were compared through time by combining
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different datasets (WBO’98’99’00’02 and WoOn2006) from the Dutch
Housing Needs Survey. The results are optimistic: in the last decade
both the attachment of Dutch residents to their neighborhood (rooted-
ness) and to their neighbors (bonding) increased. Interestingly, the
priority areas in the 30 largest cities showed the biggest improvement,
particularly in social attachment. Between 1999 and 2006 residents in
these areas improved their attachment to their neighbors (bonding)
more than anywhere else in the Netherlands. A similar trend was visi-
ble for physical attachment, although in a smaller time frame, with the
priority areas demonstrating the biggest growth in rootedness of all the
Dutch neighborhoods between 1999 and 2002.

Figure 3.3 Bonding to the neighborhood in the Netherlands by location, 1999-2006
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Changes are even more pronounced if we look towards groups with dif-
ferent forms of place attachments. Feelings of alienation are strongly
reduced for residents between 1999 and 2006 (20-30 percent), particu-
larly in the 30 largest cities, although this is less pronounced in the
priority areas of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht. Also,
feelings of placelessness (+4-16 percent), relativity (+7-13 percent) and
community rootedness (+3-8 percent) increased almost everywhere in
the Netherlands. Residents in the priority areas feel more neutral to-
wards their neighborhood (placelessness), while residents in the non-
priority areas are more relatively connected to their neighborhood. Re-
sidents in the more rural areas are the most stable in their attachment
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compared to the other areas and show the smallest amount of change
in patterns of attachment. For the other areas the changes are more
convulsive and change both in a positive and a negative direction be-
tween 1998 and 2006.

What is clear from the analyses is that the strategic urban renewal
areas in the Netherlands have made remarkable progress since 1999
in the strengthening of physical and social bonds of their residents.
The increased attachment does not mean that all is well in these neigh-
borhoods: emotional ties have improved but this does not imply more
satisfied tenants and actively involved residents. The direction of
change is towards less negative feelings for the neighborhood and a
more neutral stance towards the place where they live, in which the
neighborhood is no longer a (negative) framework for the emotional
well being and identity of its residents. For residents in the non-priority
areas of the big cities the direction of change is towards more positive
feelings for the neighborhood; they feel more at home, however, they
do not feel especially attached to the place where they live (relativity).

What causes more or less place attachment for Dutch residents be-
tween 2002 and 2006? To investigate this further, additional regres-
sion analyses (with first-order auto-correlated errors) were performed
on the changes in physical and social attachment of Dutch residents
between 2002 and 2006.6 The findings demonstrate that moving
house has the largest effect on place attachment and strongly reduces
the physical attachment of residents. This result is at first puzzling.
How to explain the increase of place attachment in the Dutch priority
area where substantial parts of the population are forced to (tempora-
rily) move house? The answer is that moving mainly affected the emo-
tional ties of residents with the neighborhood as a place and not so
much their ties with neighbors. The analyses also show that moving
house has no effect on the social attachment of residents and these ties
show the biggest increase in urban renewal areas. The reduction in
physical attachment, caused by relocation, is compensated by a larger
increase in social attachment.

This confirmed earlier research by Kleinhans (2005) who demon-
strated that social ties escape from urban renewal relatively unharmed.
Our research refined this outcome; urban renewal does not harm the
social-emotional ties of residents but their physical-emotional ties to
the neighborhood. The latter ties are already weak in deprived neigh-
borhoods, compared to the social bonds that exist in these areas, and
are further reduced by urban renewal programs.

So, the increase of place attachment is based on an increase in social
attachment. This underlines earlier research, stressing the importance
of social action and interaction in place attachment: the social relations
a place signifies are more important than the place qua place (Low
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1993; Lefebvre, 1991). Physical attachment on the other hand is a pre-
cious commodity in deprived areas, which urban professionals need to
be chary of. Projects which take into account the place attachments of
residents in urban renewal (and the effect of changing places) are
therefore of great value. The most contributing factors to the place at-
tachments of Dutch residents to their neighborhood are summed up in
the table below.

Figure 3.4 Most Contributing Factors to Place Attachments of Dutch Residents

(1998-2006)
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In sum, urban renewal has in general a positive effect on the emo-
tional ties of residents, although there is initially a strong negative ef-
fect caused by the relocation process on the emotional ties of residents,
reducing the physical attachment of residents. However, this initial ef-
fect is compensated by increased social emotional ties between resi-
dents, improved satisfaction with the house and more (perceived) social
mobility for residents. Nevertheless, in the short run, relocation
strongly affects residents’ attachment to the neighborhood, in spite of
generous rights to return and financial support. The emotional damage
is more likely to be even greater when residents are not able to return
or are unwilling to relocate and therefore urban renewal programs
could be geared more towards supporting relocated residents in coping
with the emotional stress of moving.

Summary and remarks

In the Netherlands, state-led gentrification is viewed by the national
government as a successful urban renewal strategy with winners on
both sides: higher-income groups acquire the housing they need, while
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lower-income groups can profit from the economic and social re-
sources that higher-income groups bring to the neighborhood. There-
fore, social mix is actively promoted by the state in urban renewal in
the Netherlands. Social scientists, however, fear that deprived groups
do not stand to gain much from this strategy and are rather in danger
of losing ‘their’ neighborhood and their social networks. They write off
social mix as an ineffective political mantra that only increases tensions
and deprivation in the neighborhood. Our research nuances both the
views of proponents and criticasters of social mix in the Netherlands.

Among middle-class residents in regenerated areas small groups of
idealistic helpers can be found that are tolerant towards their less afflu-
ent neighbors (including both native Dutch and immigrant groups)
and are willing to help alleviate their deprivation. However, they are
outnumbered by middle-class residents who tend to look the other way.
Contrary to what is commonly assumed by policy makers, the helping
hand for immigrant groups in deprived areas does not come from
members who belong to the same ethnic community, but from middle-
class residents at a larger social distance, such as the creative class and
social professionals, who are more often native Dutch and move into
the neighborhood out of idealistic motives.

Academic criticasters of social mix are dismissive of this small neu-
tralizing middle-class-effect and have eyes only for the ongoing ten-
sions between low-income native Dutch and immigrant groups and
portray the entire middle class as selfish and unwilling to mix. They
also fail to see that state-led gentrification has a neutralizing effect in
terms of place attachment. In priority areas of the Dutch Big Cities Pol-
icy, there is a clear improvement in feelings from residents towards
their neighborhood: feelings of alienation are replaced by a more neu-
tral stance towards the neighborhood. Although urban renewal initially
causes emotional distress for residents due to the relocation process, in
the longer term, urban renewal can improve the emotional ties of resi-
dents. This might be partly due to the change in neighborhood compo-
sition caused by urban renewal; less favorable neighbors might have
moved out and might be replaced by more valued (middle-class) resi-
dents.

In conclusion, the effects of state-led gentrification should be re-
garded as modest, both in terms of social mobility and place attach-
ment: the direction of change in Dutch urban renewal areas is towards
‘neutrality’. Urban renewal will not provide deprived neighborhoods
with a new sense of community, based on strong ties between neigh-
bors that readily support and aid each other across ethnic and class
boundaries. But this does not mean that urban renewal is irrelevant or
even counter productive. It can be beneficial for disadvantaged residents
in deprived areas by providing a neighborhood with an improved repu-
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tation, a handful of bridging groups and more place attachment. Social
mix is not ‘the’ answer to neighborhood deprivation but it brings – in
the longer term – some much needed relief. Our research shows that
state-led gentrification provides a small helping hand from the middle
class and results in less heartache for residents in deprived neighbor-
hoods. In order to combat neighborhood deprivation more effectively,
new strategies could be included which account for the emotional ties
of residents and enhance their attachment to the neighborhood.

Notes

1 While the debate on attracting middle classes to deprived areas is in the limelight of

urban research and policy, the subject of emotions in urban renewal has attracted lit-

tle attention from researchers and policy makers in urban renewal.

2 Follow-up research (Lancee & Dronkers 2009) shows that economic diversity in areas

reduces the experienced social distance between Dutch and immigrant groups.

3 See also the results of Van Eijk (2008) in a case study in Rotterdam. She concludes

that the creative class in mixed areas has more contacts with poor groups inside and

outside the area, compared to members of the creative class in a non-mixed area.

4 In later funding assessments, an additional 31st big city was identified and conse-

quently 26 big cities outside the four main cities received funding, changing the ter-

minology from G26 and G30 to G27 and G31.

5 Although the majority of Dutch residents live outside the 30 biggest cities (67.6% in

2002), sufficient respondents remain in the other groups of neighborhoods to allow

for reliable comparisons.

6 These analyses used various variables on place attachment, neighborhood satisfaction

and orientation, social participation and community involvement and various demo-

graphic (children in the household, education, income and age) and geographic char-

acteristics.
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4 Problematic Areas or Places of Fun?

Ethnic Place Marketing in the Multicultural City of

Rotterdam

Ilse van Liempt and Lex Veldboer

Introduction

Concentrations of ethnic businesses in deprived areas were until re-
cently mostly seen as isolated phenomena. Ignored by mainstream
consumers, and internally competing for local customers with the
same ethnic background, ethnic entrepreneurs had their own culturally
determined parallel economies. However, things have changed. The
rise of a symbolic economy (Zukin, 1995) has opened up break-out per-
spectives for multi-ethnic neighborhoods as sites of leisure and con-
sumption. In this context ethnic entrepreneurs have the opportunity to
move beyond small-scaled local demand and supply by actively making
use of the ‘exotic’ and ‘ethnic’ symbols available to them (Light & Ro-
senstein 1995). In Anglo-Saxon countries multi-ethnic neighborhoods
are already well known attractions for a broad scope of visitors, resi-
dents and tourists. Just think about the manifold Chinatowns in cities
all over the world (San Francisco, Boston, Toronto, Vancouver, Sydney,
Melbourne, Liverpool, and London), Little Italy in New York or the Bal-
ti Triangle in Birmingham: locations that are described in tourist
guides and appeal to a wide audience.

Since the rise of the symbolic economy, government policies have
also started to promote culture in a different way than in the past. Gov-
ernmental support of culture is seen as a way to boost the economy, to
improve the quality of life and as a way to improve the reputation of a
place and as a catalyzer for urban regeneration. The ethnic ‘fingerprint’
of a city (or a specific neighborhood) can be part of this cultural palette.
In Anglo-Saxon countries, vivid ethnic zones are increasingly promoted
by city governments as key components in urban revitalization and
place marketing strategies (Page & Hall 2003: 2). Ethnic local diversity
has also become an important part of bidding strategies for major con-
ferences and sporting events like the Olympic Games (Garcia 2001). In
Europe this commercial ‘commodification of the ethnic Other’ (Ander-
son 1990; Conforti 1996; Lin 1998) is so far a less well-known devel-
opment. Ethnic entrepreneurs are in general mostly type-casted as low-



skilled and low-earning. Ethnic city areas are often still considered as
not interesting enough for a broader audience (Bodaar & Rath 2006).

This chapter is based on a research project that deals with the ques-
tion whether and how Dutch multi-ethnic neighborhoods with high le-
vels of ‘exotic’ entrepreneurship can change into ‘open’ sites of leisure
and consumption that attract a wider audience. We are especially inter-
ested in how local circumstances and local actors stimulate or hamper
these developments. Local entrepreneurs are not completely free actors;
they are embedded in the political economy (Rath 2002). As such their
possibilities are facilitated and/or restricted by city governments (regu-
lating safety, accessibility and city marketing), residents or other com-
mercial parties with an interest in these areas. In order to find an an-
swer to our research question we looked at three different multi-ethnic
neighborhoods in three different Dutch cities with a potential to trans-
form into sites of leisure and consumption. In each city we investi-
gated the interplay between the different actors of the urban regime
(the elected city government, its institutions and the entrepreneurs in
the area) and studied the specific trajectories of ethnic entrepreneurial
zones into the wider economy.

In this chapter we will single out the case of the West Kruiskade in
Rotterdam (see map 4.1). Safeguarding and controlling deprived multi-
ethnic areas has been a central element of Rotterdam’s city politics in
previous years. As such this case study is a good opportunity to investi-
gate a more specific question related to our topic. Is Rotterdam’s zero
tolerance policy part of a development towards promoting (ethnic) tour-
ism (Body-Gendrot, 2003) or is it rather hindering the possible trans-
formation of a multi-ethnic neighborhood into a site of leisure and con-
sumption? A comparison with the other two neighborhoods under
study in the larger research project will help us to better understand
specific successes and failures of ethnic profiling of multi-ethnic neigh-
borhoods in the Netherlands.

Neighborhoods

Next to the West Kruiskade in Rotterdam and its continuation the Mid-
dellandstraat, we also looked at the Zeedijk area1 in Amsterdam (see
map 4.2) and the Wagenstraat and the Paul Krugerlaan in The Hague
(see map 3). Over 70 interviews were done at these local sites with the
most important stakeholders; entrepreneurs, residents, politicians, pol-
icy makers and tourist boards. Moreover, a visitor survey was conducted
in all three areas (Buijs, Smeekers & Verwey 2007).
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Map 4.1 Rotterdam

Map 4.2 Amsterdam
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At first sight, Amsterdam’s ‘Chinatown’ is the most clear-cut example
of an open, fun neighborhood with an ethnic ambiance. Although only
recognized as a ‘Chinatown light’ by the local government, the Zeedijk
area (the area where Amsterdam’s Chinatown is located) attracts many
visitors. For a long time it has been quite a dodgy area, home of sailors
and immigrants and bordering the notorious Red Light District of Am-
sterdam (see Map 4.1). Since the end of the 1980s the local govern-
ment has managed to get the area under control. Drugs nuisance dis-
appeared as a result of increased police control and a Buddhist temple
was opened that helped to coin the area further for tourists. The hous-
ing stock was also renovated drastically (the buildings in this part of
the city are monumental) and the area became an attractive living and
trendy visiting spot for young urban professionals working in the ex-
panding creative and leisure economy of the Dutch capital. In terms of
neighborhood identity, the Chinese element is the smallest of the three
neighborhood brands and the area is more well-known as a site of sex
and city heritage. The main concern for the local government is to reg-
ulate (not expand) this fun neighborhood of Amsterdam.

The city of The Hague is most well-known as the seat of the Dutch
parliament. It is also the city with many institutions for international
law. The centrally located Chinatown (around the Wagenstraat) and the
multi-ethnic shopping strip at the Paul Krugerlaan in the inner-city
area of Transvaal (see Map 4.3) are two of the clearest ethnic shopping
areas that have only recently been actively promoted by the city council
of The Hague. Between the two locations runs a thematized (‘City
Mondial’) walking route for visitors who like to enjoy the multicultural
atmosphere of the city.2 As a result of city interference, the ‘ethnic at-
mosphere’ in these areas strongly wears the signature of the tourist
board and the city government. For Chinatown this has led to a clear
boost in commercial activities, attracting new visitors from in and out-
side the city. For the multicultural shopping street, the Paul Kruger-
laan, the breakthrough plans are far from realized yet.

This ‘delay’ is also the case for the West-Kruiskade area in Rotter-
dam. Although the West Kruiskade is, like the Zeedijk in Amsterdam
and the Wagenstraat in The Hague, very central in its location and
although there is a clear ‘bottom up’ ethnic atmosphere, it has (with a
few exceptions) hardly reached out to new customers. In this chapter
we focus on this Rotterdam neighborhood. We will try to trace the spe-
cific local circumstances that have obstructed the development of a
multi-ethnic neighborhood into a site of leisure and consumption (see
also Veldboer & Van Liempt, forthcoming).
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Rotterdam

Rotterdam is a unique case study when it comes to economics and eth-
nicity for two specific reasons. First of all it is traditionally the most in-
dustrial of the four major Dutch cities, dominated by harbor industries
(Burgers & Van de Waal 2006). As a result of this it is the city where
the economic transformation has hit hardest in the Netherlands. With
the shift towards a post-Fordistic knowledge-based society most of the
heavy industry in Rotterdam has disappeared. This has led to high un-
employment figures among the mostly low-educated population. Many
people who were working in heavy industries lost their jobs and could
not reach ‘new’ jobs that demanded higher skills. This considerably
hampered the transformation into a service and leisure economy. Up
until now, Rotterdam only incorporated some elements of the symbolic
economy and has not been very successful in attracting ‘creative’ resi-
dents or an ongoing stream of tourists. Rotterdam is mostly branded
as a harbor city with an international skyline, the second city of the
country – rivaling Amsterdam, a city without a monumental heart as a
result of the bombings in World War II, a city that loves low culture
(mass events, football), a city of youngsters and minorities and last but
not least a city with big ‘problems’ (Fortuin & Van der Graaf 2006).

Map 4.3 The Hague
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Next to being the most working-class city of the Netherlands that
was hardest hit by the economic transformation, Rotterdam is also the
city most discussed in relation to the recent shift towards a more re-
strictive Dutch migration regime. The populist politician Pim Fortuyn
started his political career in the city of Rotterdam when in 2002 he
set the scene with his local party Leefbaar Rotterdam (Livable Rotter-
dam).3 Fortuyn promised a farewell to ‘permissive multicultural poli-
tics’ and a tough approach towards ‘problematic immigrant areas’. It is
important to point out that the shift towards tough measures aimed at
immigrants at the city level of Rotterdam does not stand entirely on its
own. Nationally a new discourse was introduced that stated that Dutch
politicians had to ‘face facts’ and break taboos about immigration that
had been covered up for a long time (Prins 2002). Although Dutch ci-
ties show relatively good socio-economic performances of immigrants,
the Dutch public opinion on integration became far more negative
than in most other European countries (COS, 2004). Rotterdam be-
came the city where these shifts in regime were most visible, often
communicated in very tough language. Fortuyn, for example, proposed
a ‘zero tolerance’ policy aimed at controlling areas with high figures of
nuisance, poverty, criminality and immigrants to make the city of Rot-
terdam safer. Again these sorts of measurements are not unique for
Rotterdam. In many other Western cities penal strategies have been
put forward to immigrant areas as a replacement for welfare-state
arrangements (see Wacquant 1999). But Rotterdam is one of the few
cities openly communicating and embracing this new approach.
Fortuyn’s ‘zero tolerance’ agenda was, for example, taken over by the
(appointed) mayor, Opstelten, who became proud of his nickname ‘the
Dutch Giuliani’. As said before, this specific context may have an im-
pact on the possible support for promoting multi-ethnic neighborhoods
into sites of leisure and consumption. Now let us first have a look at
the neighborhood under study.

Current look and feel at the West Kruiskade

If you arrive in Rotterdam by train and feel like having a stroll, you
may start your journey from Central Station and walk to the nearby
Kruisplein. There you can turn left and go along the conservatorium
and a conference center to the central shopping area. Most tourists take
this route and the walks promoted by the tourist board all go towards
that direction. Another option, however, is to go immediately right to
the West Kruiskade. This is a more adventurous tour. The first thing
that catches your eye if you enter the West Kruiskade is a big Chinese
restaurant at the corner called De Lange Muur (The Great Wall). Espe-
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cially on Tuesdays this first part of the street is packed with Chinese
because this is the day when restaurant holders from the south of the
Netherlands come and do their shopping at the West Kruiskade. Next
to Chinese supermarkets, Chinese video stores, bakeries, hairdressers
and nail studios are eye-catchers. If one walks further down the road
several Surinamese shops4 can be spotted with hair extensions in all
possible colors hanging at the doorstep and signs advertising Surina-
mese gold. Kentucky Fried Chicken is also visibly present in this part
of the Kruiskade and a favorite stop for Surinamese chicken lovers.
After Tiendplein, in the 1e Middellandstraat, the ethnic flavor is more
mixed. There are Moroccan, Turkish and Indo-Surinamese shops to be
found. Probably the most famous shop is the fish shop, Andaluse. This
shop is owned by Moroccans and is praised for its diverse supply in
fish. Immigrants from all over the world, as well as native Dutch come
to buy their fish there. Less successful and on the other side of the
street is the Kruisboog, in which a plan of the municipality for a bazaar
failed. Both at the Kruiskade and in the 1e Middellandstraat one can
also find phone shops, money transfer businesses and import and ex-
port companies with contacts all over the world.

In between all these ‘exotic’ flavors, some ‘native Dutch’ shops have
survived, like Richard Shoes, a pet shop called de Rimboe (the jungle),
the flower stand at Tiendplein and the famous butcher, Schell. These
shops, however, now cater to a very diverse audience. Schell is a family
business that has been located at the Kruiskade since 1932. On a Satur-
day afternoon native Dutch customers are queuing up together with
immigrants from all over the world. For Surinamese customers this is
the place to buy roasted pig and chicken stomachs to make their sam-
bal. Like Andaluse, butcher Schell has strategically adapted his assort-
ment to the variety of the population of the neighborhood and his em-
ployees even speak several different languages to serve the ethnically
mixed clientele.

Tourist appeal?

The area of the West Kruiskade has a lot of potential to attract tourists
who are searching for ‘authentic’ encounters with different cultural
groups. However, if one walks the streets of this area hardly any tour-
ists can be observed. This observation is confirmed by the visitor sur-
vey that was part of our research project (Buys, Smeekers & Verwey
2007). In the three neighborhoods under research – Rotterdam, The
Hague5 and Amsterdam – 270 visitors were surveyed. Every fifth per-
son walking by was approached in order to make the sample as repre-
sentative as possible. In Rotterdam, 92 visitors were surveyed: 40
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men and 52 women. Two-thirds of them lived in the city of Rotterdam
itself; one-third were inhabitants of the neighborhood under research.
Almost all visitors told the survey takers that they came frequently for
specific ethnic shops and more than two-thirds of the sample had an
ethnic background (Surinamese, Turkish, Moroccan, Chinese). In the
other two cities not more than fifty percent of the visitors had an
ethnic background. As a result, the atmosphere in The Hague and
Amsterdam was perceived as less ‘multicultural’ than in Rotterdam.
Rotterdam as such has a lot of potential. However, only one single
international tourist was questioned in the Rotterdam survey. Many
more tourists were part of the survey in Amsterdam (35 percent) and
The Hague (10 percent). Also, the figure of people just wandering
around was much higher in the other two cities than in Rotterdam.
In the end, the West Kruiskade area does not seem to be an area
where mainstream people or visitors just end up easily (Buijs, Smee-
kers & Verweij 2007). In terms of customers the street is somewhere
in between a ‘local ethnic’ and an ‘ethnic non-local’ area (Jones, et al.
2000: 50) serving migrant groups in and around Rotterdam. The ‘lo-
cal non-ethnic’ market space is relatively small, as is the group of
‘non-ethnic, non-local’ visitors.

Why does the West Kruiskade area – despite its good papers in terms
of location and a variety of ethnic shops – attract so few non-local and
non-ethnic visitors? First of all we must note that Rotterdam in general
attracts far fewer international tourists than Amsterdam and The Ha-
gue. Secondly, if we look at the West Kruiskade through the eyes of a
tourist it is remarkable that symbols are missing. Typical signs in the
public realm referring to Chinatown (or any other ethnic identity) are
not visible. There is, for example, no gate that marks the area as Chi-
nese, like the city council wants in The Hague, nor are there street
signs in Chinese like they already have in Amsterdam. The only big
symbol in the street that could be classified as Chinese is a big graffiti
of a Chinese dragon on a blind wall. The location of this piece of art is,
however, not very effective in terms of guidance for visitors. It is lo-
cated in the middle of the street, more or less where ‘Chinatown’ ends
if one comes from Central Station. But a third reason why the area
might not be very attractive for city visitors is indeed its unsafe feel. If
we compare the visitor surveys of the three Chinatowns, Rotterdam is
perceived as the most unsafe of all three (Buys, Smeekers & Verwey
2007). Outside the busy hours, the combination of a concentration of
cheap housing in small and dark side streets create a different atmo-
sphere at night. A journalist reported on the area after a week-long
stay:
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After dark the mostly pleasant atmosphere of the street changes.
Other people become in charge. If you look a little bit further you
see drug dealing going on in some of the doorways. Camera ob-
servation does not stop them. Most of the residents stay inside.
(Algemeen Dagblad, 23 October 2007; our translation).

If we look back in history the area has always had quite a dodgy feel to it.

The rise and fall of a neighborhood

The West Kruiskade has been an important connection between the
new western parts of the city and the city center in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Around 1900 the street was buzzing and offered leisure such as
bars and cinemas.6 After World War II the geographic position of the
street stimulated a further expansion. The West Kruiskade was situated
just outside the ‘burning line’ (de brandgrens), a crucial marking line
that refers to the point at which the city burnt down as a result of
bombings in May 1940. Economically, the area boomed because in the
city center many shops were destroyed. During the 1950s many bars,
restaurants, dancing and gambling houses were located at the West
Kruiskade and de Nieuwe Binnenweg7 (see Map 4.1) (Reijndorp et. al
1985: 127). Famous national and international artists (for instance soul
legend Jackie Wilson) performed in bars at the West Kruiskade. When
the first wave of immigrant contract workers from Spain, Italy, Argenti-
na and later Yugoslavia, Turkey and Morocco came to Rotterdam, tapas
bars, steakhouses and coffee houses also opened up in the area. The
West Kruiskade became a shopping and hang-out area for people with
different sorts of backgrounds. However, after the reopening of the
shops and leisure facilities in the rebuilt city center the golden years of
the West Kruiskade slowly faded away.

The economic transformations since the 1970s have had a clear im-
pact on the West Kruiskade and the surrounding neighborhoods. Un-
employment figures increased heavily because the former harbor work-
ers who resided in the area could not easily find new jobs. Also the
middle class and those who could afford it preferred living in the sub-
urbs and left the area. Immigrant groups entering the city took their
place, but they also faced difficulties in finding jobs. Entrepreneurship
was one of the options to avoid unemployment. Furthermore, the infor-
mal economy was flourishing at the time. Many Surinamese young
men used the West Kruiskade as their hang-out. This brought a speci-
fic ‘street corner culture’ to the area, particularly known for its ‘hus-
tling’. Those who were legal in the country often had an unemploy-
ment benefit and hustled on the side, others were totally dependent on
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illegal activities such as selling stolen goods, pimping and/or dealing
in heroin (Buiks 1983: 20).8 During that time, the West Kruiskade got
a really bad name, associated with drug dealing, hustling and prostitu-
tion. In popular speech the street was renamed ‘Kroeskade’, referring to
the frizzy hair of the Surinamese youngsters (in Dutch, frizzy hair can
be translated as kroeshaar).

Despite the bad reputation of the area, or maybe because of it, resi-
dents with all sorts of different classes and ethnic backgrounds started
to unite in community groups and organized actions to fight the decay
of the neighborhood. There was also action taken to stop plans to rede-
velop the area as a central business district (Van der Gaag et al. 1993:
18, 19; Reijndorp et al. 1985; Anderiessen and Reijndorp 1990). Up un-
til today the area is still ethnically very diverse and predominantly low-
er class. Native Dutch residents represent less than 30 percent of the
inhabitants. The ethnic flavor is brought in by large groups of Surina-
mese, Turkish, Moroccan and Cape Verde people. This mix of people
makes the area attractive for a handful of city dwellers who appreciate
these heavy contrasts:

The sweltering of Suriname, the straightforwardness of Rotter-
dam, the dynamics of China color the West Kruiskade. Run-
down bars next to exotic shops, a junkie in the midst of a shop-
ping audience (…) its chaos is one of its charming aspects, but it
makes it easy for young villains to seize their opportunity. Some
claim it is a dumping place of drugs, a place to avoid. Others act
the other way around and find it lovely, adventurous and edgy.
‘Just like a foreign holiday in your own country’, someone says.
(de Volkskrant, 24 February 2001; our translation).

Plans to promote the area more positively

Since the 1990s, different initiatives have been taken by Rotterdam city
council and local actors to upgrade the West Kruiskade area and to sti-
mulate shopkeepers to break out the local market and open up to a
wider audience. Initially, in most of these initiatives promoting ethnical
entrepreneurship was central. In the mid-1990s the Rotterdam city
council tried to get European funding to make the ethnic shopping
streets in Rotterdam West safer and cleaner under the new multicultur-
al slogan ‘Worldly Shopping in West’ (Werelds Winkelen in West). The
funding was, however, denied because the quality of the current entre-
preneurs was considered too low to develop the area into an attractive
area (Ministerie van Buitenlandse zaken en Koninkrijkszaken 1996).
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In 2000, the city council put the topic of multicultural shopping
back on the agenda and asked an organization involved in the econom-
ic and social development of neighborhoods, the Wijk Ontwikkelings
Maatschappij (WOM) (Neighborhood Development Organization),9 to
write advice for the city council on how to transform the West Kruis-
kade into a ‘recognizable, attractive and exotic shopping and catering
area’. The starting point of this assignment was that the street has a lot
of potential, but needs more safety, quality and visibility. ‘Junkies have
to be chased; otherwise it is too rough for visitors on the street. This
should be regarded as a collective and ongoing approach both of insti-
tutions and entrepreneurs’ (De Gruyter 2000: 20). The WOM report
concludes that all different ethnic atmospheres should be regarded as
equal to promote the street, yet it is recognized that a strong China-
town can be a good trigger to attract people: a gate, a lion, and all
that jazz that comes with a ‘real’ Chinatown would help to put the area
visibly on the map (De Gruyter 2000). The city of Rotterdam was,
however, reluctant to promote one group over the other and wanted to
emphasize the street’s diverse character. Opinions on this strategy were
divided; even among entrepreneurs. Some non-Chinese entrepreneurs
we spoke to thought that a ‘Chinatown’ would also attract many visitors
for their business. Others wanted to emphasize the multicultural diver-
sity as the strongest identity of the street. Most Chinese entrepreneurs
we spoke to were in favor of a Chinatown, but like other entrepreneurs
they also pleaded for more safety. In February 2001, Chinese entrepre-
neurs even united and went on the streets demanding more police sur-
veillance. They were fed up with the drug-related nuisance in the area
and the street robberies that kept away Chinese and other customers.
The demonstration that was held on the same day as the celebration of
the Chinese year of the snake got a lot of media attention and politi-
cians took the situation very serious (maybe reinforced by the fact that
the Chinese community had never demonstrated before).

Also in 2001, the first Chinese Cultural Festival was organized and
funded by Chinese entrepreneurs to brand the area as the Rotterdam
‘Chinatown’. Part of this festival was the presentation of the winning
design of a Chinese gate for the West Kruiskade. The design never got
(financial) support from the city government. The official explanation
was that the big gates would hamper the public transport system in
the street. The city council’s (and residents’) preference for a multicul-
tural identity over a monocultural identity for the street also played a
role, however. Moreover, there was some confusion on the city council’s
side towards what exactly ‘the Chinese plans’ were. Other Chinese en-
trepreneurs were involved in a plan to develop a Chinese trade and dis-
tribution center at another location, at Katendrecht (the area where Rot-
terdam’s ‘Chinatown’ was originally located). This center is foreseen to
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be accompanied by cultural and consumption amenities and for the
city of Rotterdam this project seems more interesting as it can make
huge contributions to the trade relations between the harbors of Shang-
hai and Rotterdam. The plans to create a ‘Chinatown’ at the West
Kruiskade suffered from this alleged competition.

Finally, an initiative to promote the diversity of the street was linked
to a cultural project of architects using the multicultural society and its
urban character as a source of inspiration. A booklet was produced
with attractive descriptions of all available shops and ‘ethnic adven-
tures’ to be experienced if one walks into this area. Ala Kondre, mean-
ing ‘All Colors’ in Sranantongo (Surinamese) was suggested as the new
ethnic brand. On paper it looked very ambitious, but the project did
not get much support and did not boost the number of visitors.

The fact that most of these plans did not work can be explained by
taking a closer look at the interplay between the different actors in the
urban regime. The internal divisions between entrepreneurs about
what ethnic brand to choose left the city council with an unclear an-
swer about what entrepreneurs (and residents) wanted for the area. An-
other obstacle was the rather poor and unattractive facades of the
shops. The WOM related this to the real-estate situation. Most entre-
preneurs rent their shops from landlords and as renters it is difficult
and less desirable to invest in the look and flavor of the shop and the
street as a whole. Plans to bring the real estate in one hand (a public-
private fund) never materialized. Furthermore, the attitude of the city
administration towards the development of ethnic entrepreneurial sites
is half-hearted. In Rotterdam South, a part of the city currently regener-
ated, these zones are seen as creators of upward mobility and entrepre-
neurs are seen as change agents, but such a discourse is lacking in the
more centrally located, deprived districts.

Last but not least, the plans did not work because of the real-time
‘brands’: ‘the problematic pictures people have in their heads about the
area’ (Stichting Air 2003). The fact that the area has an ongoing asso-
ciation as dodgy has made it very difficult to promote a positive story
about the West Kruiskade and attract visitors. ‘Negative news’ is run-
ning the front pages and inhabitants and entrepreneurs are frequently
confronted with this image. Illustrative for this is the fact that the
shopkeeper association of West Kruiskade changed its name into the
more neutral name ‘City Boulevard’ to detach themselves from the
safety stigma attached to the West Kruiskade. Moreover, these negative
branding images were strengthened by Rotterdam’s own ‘zero toler-
ance’ policies, making it very hard to promote the area as part of the
‘fun economy’.
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Unconventional city marketing: ‘a city in crisis, leading the wrong
lists’

In 2002, the Labour Party, traditionally the largest party in the city, lost
many of its voters to Pim Fortuyn’s Leefbaar Rotterdam. More strongly
than any politician previously, Fortuyn had linked the growing pre-
sence of immigrants and their ethnic concentration to feelings of inse-
curity in public space. He stated that the multicultural society was in
crisis, or in his own words: ‘in ruins’ (Fortuyn 2002). Leefbaar Rotter-
dam became the leading party in the city council and claimed that it
would turn back the influx of poor immigrants, end ‘naive’ multicultur-
al politics and make the city safer.10 Fortuyn’s huge electoral success,
mostly among Dutch lower-class and lower middle-class groups cannot
be understood without the knowledge that Rotterdam is a rather poor
and polarized city, not yet recovered from the huge economic transfor-
mations (Burgers & Van der Waal 2006). This has lead to tensions
between the Dutch and non-Dutch lower strata competing for jobs,
housing and the identity of areas. Among the Dutch there is clear dis-
content over the integration of immigrants. For example, where in gen-
eral 43 percent of European city-inhabitants state that immigrants are
well integrated, in Rotterdam this percentage is 29 percent. Only
Antwerp, Copenhagen and Stockholm show lower scores (COS, 2004).

Pim Fortuyn’s party was not against ethnic entrepreneurship as
such. On the contrary, it saw entrepreneurship as a fair way to make a
living and wanted to help those entrepreneurs that faced problems
with crime and nuisance. In 2005, Leefbaar Rotterdam’s representatives
in the city area even proposed placing some miniature Chinese gates
on the pavements of the West Kruiskade. What made it confusing was
that Leefbaar Rotterdam was against one of the traditional preconditions
of ethnic entrepreneurship, namely the ethnic neighborhood itself. Eth-
nic concentrations were seen as hampering the social integration of
immigrants, fueling deviant behavior and frightening off Dutch inhabi-
tants (see also Ouwehand & Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2007). This re-
sulted in the ‘Rotterdam Law’ (Rotterdam Wet) that tries to limit the en-
trance of new poor groups into ‘problematic’ areas.11

After a long process in 2006, the city selected six areas for the Rot-
terdam Law to be put into practice. Among the used indicators were
the percentage of immigrants, the percentage of cheap private rented
dwellings, the percentage of households on social security, and reports
on disturbance and violence. One of the selected ‘hot spots’ was the
West Kruiskade. The city of Rotterdam saw no harm in pointing out
problematic areas. On the contrary, the local authorities stated that Rot-
terdam is ‘leading the wrong lists’ with the ’worst’ neighborhoods and
with the highest social problems in order to gain national subsidies
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and support for unconventional approaches such as the Rotterdam
Law.

Ironically the Rotterdam Law seems to have had very few material ef-
fects so far and appears to be most of all impression management. In
a period of two years only a tiny number of unemployed households
was refused accommodation in a poor area (Tops 2007a: 155). But the
rhetorical effect is clear: the West Kruiskade and the other selected
areas have been labeled as being seriously ‘in trouble’. This picture is
reinforced by concrete and drastic measures for managerial control that
are taken to make the troubled streets cleaner and safer. In the West
Kruiskade drug addicts are actively chased (those with a record of nui-
sance have to take part in rehabilitation programs), interventions be-
hind the front door take place to search for ‘problematic’ households
(undocumented migrants, but also people who are behind with paying
bills, households which cause nuisance, etc.), cameras are placed at
dangerous spots and body searches looking for weapons are carried out
if considered necessary.12 These unconventional interventions are pre-
sented with warlike terminologies as ‘frontline innovations’ and moti-
vated as a combination of control and care, as a ‘stick and carrot’ ap-
proach. Critics have pointed out that privacy and civil rights regulations
are sometimes ignored and that the methods are very selective by en-
couraging racial profiling by police and other public officers (Van den
Berg 2008; see also Sorkin & Zukin 2002). Yet, the perceptions of vis-
ited households are not only negative; there is also satisfaction in case
of effective help (de Volkskrant, 3 March 2009).

These penal and disciplining programs – accompanied by the slo-
gan: ‘better to halt than to let go’ still continue and have generally led
to a reduction of social nuisance. Most inhabitants in Rotterdam stated
that the city had become safer, even towards an acceptable level (Ge-
meente Rotterdam 2007a). Yet, the developments at the West Kruis-
kade showed far less progress. While in the period 2001-2005 actual
crime rates and the feelings of safety in the city district Old West (het
Oude Westen) constantly showed a very bad score on the safety index,13

after 2006 the score moved up one category from ‘unsafe’ to ‘problem
area’. As a consequence of the new strict law enforcement, entrepre-
neurs profited and saw business going up a bit for a while. Yet, on the
other hand a lot of ethnic restaurants and cafes also became subject to
controls on illegal workers and the tidiness of kitchens. Some restau-
rants were shut down,14 which affected the reputation of many other
restaurants in the area as well. Despite all the efforts to bring down il-
legal activities, the West Kruiskade remains ‘hard to control’. In 2008,
newspapers reported on a new wave of drug dealers and a city council
member of Leefbaar Rotterdam demanded tough actions again. ‘This is
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unacceptable. When tourists take the wrong direction at Central Station
they end up in ‘‘Druggistan’’ ’ (De Telegraaf, 18 September 2008).

Analysis and comparison: city politics as a decisive factor?

In recent years in Rotterdam, safety policies have dominated the inter-
play between the elected city government, its institutions and the entre-
preneurs of the West Kruiskade. In theory it can be reasoned that a
strict safety policy towards ethnic areas might result in positive effects
for entrepreneurs that are looking for new markets. After all, safety is a
necessary pre-condition for success in the field of place marketing as
most shoppers, tourists and visitors will stay away if they don’t feel safe
enough (see also Harvey 1989; Zukin 1995). Control and surveillance
have as such come to play an integral part in the development of tour-
ism (Body-Gendrot 2003; Judd 2003). The Rotterdam case, however,
shows that safety politics without an economic development plan will
not open up chances for ethnic leisure zones. In Harlem, New York,
for example, ‘zero tolerance’ was nothing more and nothing less than a
supporting act for the Upper Manhattan Empowerment Zone (EZ) that
made Harlem appear to be an attractive place for investors and created
a climate that was open to visitors (Maurasse 2006; Hoffman 2003;
Novy 2008). These sorts of empowering policies with a clear eye for
the possibilities of the ‘ethnic footprint’ of an area are missing in the
West Kruiskade area. One could even state that in terms of reputation
the safety measurements have been counter-effective for entrepreneurs.
The city administration seems to overlook that a pessimistic view at
problematic zones has its own drawback as it reinforces stigmas. As
Varady (1986) has shown, negative marketing pins down neighbor-
hoods in the lowest position in the local hierarchy.15

The case of the Zeedijk in Amsterdam resembles much more the re-
naissance of Harlem, New York. The local government’s program for
the Zeedijk area that was designed around 1990 also had a broad
scope; its central elements were safety,16 the control of the real estate,
and promotion of the area to investors and tourists. This combined ef-
fort has led to a major upgrading, although problems did not disappear
completely. Today, worries about ‘the dark side’ of the sex industry
(mainly referring to trafficking in human beings) make the local gov-
ernment heavily involved in the regulation of the area. Also, finding a
balance between the interests of residents who fear a 24/7 economy
has become a key element in the area politics, leaving limited space for
a further development of a Chinatown.

Although in Amsterdam and The Hague there is also public support
for the tough new realistic discourse towards immigrants, this is not as
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massive as in Rotterdam and it has not resulted in a negative stance in
city politics towards ‘ethnic’ leisure and tourism. Especially in The Ha-
gue, the local government has an extremely positive discourse on
branding the non-Western culture in ethnic neighborhoods as an eco-
nomic product in the tourist industry. Plans for a ‘multicultural leisure
centre’ near the Paul Krugerlaan illustrate a completely different dis-
course to forms of ethnic concentration than in Rotterdam.

How can these differences be explained? First of all, compared to
Rotterdam the shift towards a service and leisure economy has gone
swifter in The Hague (as well as in Amsterdam). This is reflected in a
calmer political climate. Next to that The Hague already has a long ex-
perience of segregation between rich and poor groups (going back to
the nineteenth century). It is accepted in the public and political mind
that the city functions as a ‘sorting machine’, and resembles a mosaic.
Even the relatively recent cleavages between poor ethnic areas such as
Transvaal and the Schilderswijk and poor areas with native-born groups
are more or less accepted as facts of life. The idea that this develop-
ment needs to be turned back is missing in The Hague. Thirdly, differ-
ently to Rotterdam, the local government of The Hague is not con-
vinced that segregated areas have negative effects for residents or pro-
duce high social costs for society. As long as these ‘externalities’ cannot
be related to residential isolation, the municipality has no problem
with areas hosting several ethnic communities (Veldboer, forthcoming).
Rotterdam on the other hand, is convinced of this relation and consid-
ers a feel-good discourse for immigrant areas ‘naı̈ve’.

In a policy report on the future of Rotterdam, Stadsvisie 2030 (City
Vision 2030), it is stated that the new city council’s17 future vision for
the West Kruiskade is aimed at attracting a (creative) middle class that
is interested in city life, arts initiatives and ‘high-quality’ intercultural
dynamics. The ‘low quality’ label of multiculturalism – with only lim-
ited response among students looking for cheap places to eat – needs
to be replaced by a label of ‘international’ and ‘cosmopolitan’ (Ge-
meente Rotterdam 2007b). In new plans for the West Kruiskade there
is ambiguity towards the profile of the street and how exactly it should
be branded.18 This shift in thinking towards cosmopolitanism in com-
bination with the renewal of the Central Station area can give a boost
to ethnic entrepreneurs at the West Kruiskade. However entrepreneurs
with low human capital (lack of schooling and education) and only ser-
ving their own community are already warned that they don’t fit the
picture if they do not find their way up. As Hackworth and Rekers
(2005) have shown in the case of Toronto, the entrance of a fashionable
middle class can indeed further stimulate ethnic markets, especially
restaurants. Yet, on the other hand, these middle-class consumers are
not day-to-day customers and entrepreneurs can rely less on consu-
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mers of their own community since their numbers drop due to the up-
grading of the area.

Concluding remarks

In this chapter we looked at the opportunities of Dutch multicultural
neighborhoods with a large concentration of ‘exotic’ shops to become
part of the city leisure economy. We highlighted the West Kruiskade in
Rotterdam, focusing on the role of the urban regime (the interplay be-
tween the elected city government and its institutions and the entrepre-
neurs) and singling out the question of whether Rotterdam’s ‘tough’
safety measures have facilitated or restricted the entrance of the area to
the symbolic economy. We argue that in Rotterdam it is merely a mat-
ter of restriction. In Rotterdam the highly referenced New York ap-
proach of stick and carrot (zero tolerance and the economic empower-
ment of the area) is in fact only copied for the first part. These tough
politics on immigrant areas have enforced a negative kind of neighbor-
hood marketing that hardly leaves space for a positive commodification
of ‘the ethnic other’.

More precisely, Rotterdam’s ‘zero tolerance’ policy has ambiguous ef-
fects for ethnic entrepreneurs working in the West Kruiskade area. On
the one hand it gives support to those whose business is endangered
due to safety problems and who ask for penal measures. There are far
more police patrols in the area now and drug-related nuisance has di-
minished, at least during the day time. The street also rose a little bit
on Rotterdam’s safety-index. Yet, on the other hand, the appointment
of the West Kruiskade as a dangerous and deprived area that is ‘leading
the wrong lists’ and can only be saved by ‘zero tolerance’ strongly con-
firms the bad reputation the street already has and stigmatizes not only
residents, but also enterprises. Several control actions in the area have
led to negative publicity, especially for restaurants. Attempts to pro-
mote this multi-ethnic area as a ‘fun site’ of leisure and consumption
are thus not only obstructed by internal obstacles, but also by the city’s
marketing strategies that constantly point out the negative aspects of
the area. Therefore entrepreneurs at the West Kruiskade are still
merely serving their own groups and do not find further appreciation
among city dwellers looking for an ‘authentic’ experience, even though
the area is located around the corner of the more well-known leisure
sites of Rotterdam. In sum: the safety politics under Leefbaar Rotterdam
were merely part of managerial policies and attempts for desegregation
rather than an attempt to integrate ethnic shopping areas in the broad-
er symbolic economy.
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This lack of development is very different from what happens in
other Dutch cities. A completely opposite and optimistic ‘feel good’ per-
spective towards concentrations of ethnic businesses is promoted in
The Hague. The city government of The Hague actively promotes the
city as a place of diversity and frames ethnic entrepreneurs as change
agents for neighborhoods. Certainly for the Paul Krugerlaan the idea of
a transformation from a problematic area to a fun neighborhood is, so
far, merely government rhetoric. Yet The Hague Chinatown has already
expanded quickly and the city claims that ‘ethnic’ tourism has risen
strongly during recent years. In Amsterdam a more neutral stance is
developed towards ethnic leisure zones. These areas are not immedi-
ately regarded as a ‘must-see’ for a broader public, yet it is recognized
that they can play some role as parts of the neighborhood identity and
as interesting sites for an off-mainstream public. Both Amsterdam and
The Hague find themselves in a luxurious position; the political cli-
mate is more stable and the leisure economy and the tourist appeal are
already at a relatively high level. Compared to these competitors, Rot-
terdam is losing ground in attracting visitors who come for leisure des-
tinations beyond the mainstream. Partly because of its difficult starting
point in the leisure industry, but indirectly also because of its own ne-
gative city and neighborhood marketing. In Rotterdam’s discourse mul-
ticultural areas are strongly associated with ‘drama’ and not with fun.

Notes

1 Annemarie Bodaar conducted the case study of Amsterdam. We are grateful for her

insights, which helped us to understand the similarities and particularities of the

case study of Rotterdam.

2 ‘City Mondial’ is partly funded by the European Commission.

3 As a party Leefbaar Rotterdam did not stand completely on its own. Leefbaar Nederland
was a national party that was already founded in 1999 after the success of two other

local Leefbaar parties (Leefbaar Utrecht and Leefbaar Hilversum).

4 The Surinamese are the largest group of newcomers in the West Kruiskade area. The

majority of them came to the Netherlands in the 1970s when their instable country

(a former colony of the Netherlands in the northern part of South America) became

independent in 1975.

5 In The Hague only the Wagenstraat was surveyed not the Paul Krugerlaan.

6 The polish immigrant Tuschinski opened his first movie house in 1914, the Thalia,

in the West Kruiskade. This was the start of a chain of thirteen cinemas, including

Amsterdam’s famous Tuschinski theater.

7 The Nieuwe Binnenweg is a street that runs parallel to the West Kruiskade and also

connects the west of the city with the center.

8 The heroin business in Rotterdam was originally in the hands of Chinese and con-

centrated itself in and around Chinese restaurants. When in the 1970s many Chinese

moved from Rotterdam’s first Chinatown, the peninsula Katendrecht, to the West

Kruiskade the heroin business moved from the private to the public sphere, into the
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streets, meaning right into the hands of the Surinamese boys who were hanging out

there.

9 The WOM was part of the municipality and tried to manage the real estate in this de-

prived area. By developing plans to buy ‘crucial’ real estate and by interfering in de-

fining future buyers they hoped to improve the area.

10 In May 2002, Pim Fortuyn, who with his own list also ran for national elections, was

assassinated. His orphaned national party quickly fell apart after his death. In the city

of Rotterdam, however, the party stayed in power for four years after his death.

11 The most telling example of these ‘new politics’ in the city of Rotterdam was the re-

port that came out in 2004 called ‘Rotterdam presses on’. The message spread by

this report is that the city has reached its ‘absorption capacity’ when it comes to im-

migrants (Gemeente Rotterdam 2004: 6). The report states that ‘there is an imbal-

ance between the problems on the one hand, and what the city can cope with, on the

other’ (Gemeente Rotterdam 2004: 8). It was claimed that if nothing happened, na-

tive Dutch citizens would become a minority in an increasingly poor city.

12 In Rotterdam the police have the right to body search in the whole Centrum area.

13 All 62 neighborhoods of Rotterdam get a grade on the scale 1 to 10. If an area gets

less than a 4 it is considered unsafe, between 4 and 5 a problem area, between 5 and

6 a threatened area, between 6 and 7 an area that needs attention and above 7 more

or less safe (Gemeente Rotterdam 2007a).

14 The ‘eye-catching’ Chinese restaurant at the corner of the West Kruiskade called De
Lange Muur (the Great Wall) was, for example, closed in 2006 because of unhygienic

circumstances in the kitchen and alleged exploitation of undocumented workers.

15 Rotterdam housing associations reasoned in the same way. They were afraid that

‘their’ vulnerable neighborhoods or streets were branded as ‘heavy’ problem areas.

They feared that the selected areas would lose popularity among housing seekers.

Therefore they tried to influence the order of the neighborhoods on the list to avoid

negative effects for ‘their’ neighborhoods (Ouwehand & Van der Laan Bouma-Doff

2007).

16 This was almost completely aimed at removing drug addicts from the area. Local

households or entrepreneurs were absolutely not ‘targets’.

17 In 2006 the social democrats got back in power, beating Leefbaar Rotterdam with

some distance. They softened some of the measures, but did not abandon them com-

pletely. Important for this victory was the turn-out among ethnic minorities (who

constitute 35 percent of the electorate in Rotterdam). According to estimates of the

Rotterdam’s Center for Research and Statistics (COS, 2006), the Labor Party owes

ten of the gained eighteen seats to votes from ethnic minorities.

18 Early in 2009 the local government announced new research into the identity of the

street.
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Part II

Urban Citizenship and Civic Life





5 Local and Transnational Aspects of Citizenship:

Political Practices and Identifications of Middle-

class Migrants in Rotterdam

Marianne van Bochove, Katja Rušinović and
Godfried Engbersen

Introduction

On 5 January 2009, Ahmed Aboutaleb was installed as mayor of Rot-
terdam – the first mayor of the Netherlands with dual Dutch-Moroccan
nationality, and also the first Muslim mayor of a large West-European
city. His appointment was controversial. Rotterdam is not only the city
that has the largest proportion of immigrants of any Dutch city; it is
also the place where Pim Fortuyn gained firm support for his populist
right-wing party, Livable Rotterdam (cf. Burke 2009). At present, seven
years after Fortuyn was murdered, Livable Rotterdam is the second lar-
gest party in the city council. When Aboutaleb was appointed as a
mayor, the leader of Livable Rotterdam said this was unacceptable for
his party. Aboutaleb’s two passports were seen as a sign of dual loyalty.
After Aboutaleb’s installation, Livable Rotterdam therefore gave the
new mayor a stamped envelope addressed to the king of Morocco, so
he could send his Moroccan passport back to where it belonged.

The turmoil about Aboutaleb’s dual nationality is not an isolated
case. In the Netherlands, multiple nationalities are increasingly consid-
ered to be an obstacle for immigrants’ full integration into Dutch so-
ciety (De Hart 2005). This full integration is not measured in terms of
socioeconomic performance of immigrants – many immigrants with
dual nationality have, as Aboutaleb has, obtained middle-class status or
higher – but in terms of immigrants’ feelings of belonging to the Neth-
erlands. Moroccans and Turks with dual nationality are perceived as
disloyal to their country of settlement and thus not fully integrated.
Their transnational ties – with their homeland passport as the most ex-
plicit one – are viewed as an impediment for the formation of national
and local identifications, and therefore as a danger for their function-
ing as active citizens in the Netherlands.

While the dangers of transnational political ties are predominantly
discussed by politicians, this discourse can be found in Dutch social



science literature on migration and citizenship as well.1 Some scholars
have argued that transnationalization should be seen as an opportunity
instead of as a threat (cf. Duyvendak et al. 2008), while others main-
tain homeland ties impair local and national feelings of belonging (cf.
Van den Brink 2006: 292; Scheffer 2007: 285). Both views, however,
are often based on conviction rather than empirical evidence. Research
has shown that dual nationality and transnational involvement do not
form an obstacle to socioeconomic integration (cf. Dagevos 2008; Snel
et al. 2006). There has been no systematic research conducted in the
Netherlands on the potential tensions between local and transnational
forms of active citizenship – here understood as the total of political
practices and processes of identification. In this chapter, we attempt to
do so. To that end we have conducted research among immigrants in
the city of Rotterdam who belong to the middle class. While these im-
migrants are considered to be socio-economically ‘well-integrated’,
there is not much known about their local and transnational citizen-
ship practices and feelings of belonging.2 If transnational political ties
are as prevalent as is sometimes suggested, we would certainly expect
to find them among these middle-class immigrants. From the – largely
American – literature, it is known that particularly highly educated mi-
grants have at their disposal the financial, social and cultural capital
that is needed to be active transnationally (Guarnizo et al. 2003).

Building on the ideas of Bosniak (2006), in the next section, we will
specify our approach to local and transnational citizenship. Then we
will present the most important results of our research among middle-
class immigrants in Rotterdam, distinguishing between different di-
mensions and locations of citizenship. In the closing section we will
examine the implications of our research for the discussion about the
importance of, and the relation between, active local and transnational
citizenship.

Dimensions and locations of citizenship

The concept of citizenship is applied to ever more aspects of social
life.3 Consequently, as Linda Bosniak (2006: 1) states, citizenship has
become ‘an overworked term, and its ubiquity inevitably leads to confu-
sion’. To clear up this confusion, Bosniak proposes a multidimensional
characterization of citizenship, which can be useful for our analysis of
the local and transnational forms of citizenship of middle-class immi-
grants in Rotterdam. According to Bosniak (2006: 13) ‘citizenship
questions can be divided into three (inevitably overlapping) categories:
those that concern the substance of citizenship (what citizenship is),
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those that concern its domain or location (where citizenship takes
place), and those that concern citizenship’s subjects (who is a citizen).’

In answering the question of what citizenship is, Bosniak makes a
distinction between (1) citizenship as a legal status; (2) citizenship as
having certain political, social and cultural rights; (3) citizenship in the
form of participation in the political community and active engagement
in civil society, and (4) citizenship as a process of identification or the
feelings of solidarity ‘with others in the wider world’ (Bosniak 2006:
20, cf. Bauböck 2006; Bloemraad et al. 2008). The first two dimen-
sions that Bosniak identifies focus on a ‘passive’ or ‘formal’ sense of ci-
tizenship; they involve the question of whether someone has the for-
mal status of a citizen and the rights that go with it. The third and
fourth dimension, on the other hand, involve an ‘active’ or ‘moral’
sense of citizenship (cf. Schinkel 2007). It is salient that there is a fa-
mily resemblance between policy theories and the current academic lit-
erature on citizenship. Both are characterized by greater attention for
active citizenship. There is a tendency to see citizenship as a continuous
process of participation and feelings of belonging,4 instead of as a sta-
tus that loses its ‘distinguishing qualities (…) once it has been acquired
by almost everyone’ (Van Gunsteren 1998: 14). In this chapter, the fo-
cus will be mainly on the active dimensions of citizenship. Since the
middle-class immigrants in our research almost all have Dutch nation-
ality and the accompanying rights, we take the passive dimensions of
Dutch citizenship largely as a given and instead concentrate on what
middle-class immigrants do with their political rights (cf. Fennema
and Tillie 2001: 27). On the transnational level, however, the situation
is more complicated. Because the sending countries’ legislation on
(dual) citizenship differs considerably, we will pay more attention to
this issue later in this chapter.

According to Bosniak, the question of what citizenship is draws
more attention than the question of where it takes place. She argues
that many scholars still regard citizenship as something that is self-evi-
dently connected to the nation-state (Bosniak 2006: 23). Since the mid-
nineties, however, a number of scholars have written about the grow-
ing importance of the supranational level (e.g. Soysal 1994; Bauböck
1994), the subnational level (e.g. Holston 1999; Isin 2000) or a combi-
nation of both (e.g. Martiniello 1995: 4). Although the granting of for-
mal citizenship status is still a national affair (cf. Bauböck 2006; Koop-
mans et al. 2006), the rights of citizenship, and particularly political
participation and identification are no longer exclusively connected to
the nation-state. Bosniak herself points to the emergence of transna-
tional political participation of immigrants and cross-border activism of
social movements (cf. Tarrow 2005), and to the significance of transna-
tional feelings of belonging, which are still less restrained by national
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borders (cf. Castles and Davidson 2000: 155; Nederveen-Pieterse 2007:
185). According to many, however, the ‘transnationalisation of immi-
grant politics and citizenship rights is still in its early stages’ (Itzigsohn
2000: 1148, cf. Koopmans et al. 2005: 126; Fox 2005: 194).

In reaction to the growing body of literature on the transnationaliza-
tion of citizenship, Holston and Appadurai (1999) argue that there is
often a dichotomy assumed between the national and the transna-
tional, in which cities are mistakenly ignored. In their view, cities are
‘the place where the business of modern society gets done, including
that of transnationalisation’ (Holston and Appadurai 1999: 3). Because
of their ‘super-diverse’ population (cf. Vertovec 2007), cities are consid-
ered to be a strategic place for the study of active citizenship. The city
is seen as the most palpable arena where different groups are making
political claims on public space and where people experiment with
their identities (Sassen 1999: 189; Isin 2000: 15; Stevenson 2003: 59).

In this chapter, we investigate how middle-class immigrants in the
city of Rotterdam combine local and transnational dimensions of active
citizenship. Although a connection is often presumed between local ci-
tizenship and the existence of transnational political practices and pro-
cesses of identification, empirical research concerning both levels is
still scarce. Most studies, as Holston and Appadurai rightly argue, fo-
cus on the relation between the national and the transnational level.
These studies – mostly conducted in the United States – have yielded
ambiguous results. Some scholars have concluded that immigrants of-
ten combine national and transnational citizenship practices, while
others showed that immigrants in many cases direct their claims to
either the one level or the other.

According to DeSipio et al. (2003), who conducted research among
Latin American immigrants in the US, participation in homeland poli-
tical organizations is accompanied by voting in elections in the US and
membership in American civic organizations (cf. Smith and Bakker
2008: 204). Additionally, Guarnizo et al. (2003) suggest that transna-
tional participation in politics and civil society is to be found particu-
larly among well-educated migrants who have resided in the US for a
longer period.5 The explanation that the authors give for this is that mi-
grants with a strong citizenship status in the country of settlement
more often have the necessary financial resources at their disposal, and
participate in social networks that are of importance for undertaking
transnational activities. Here active transnational citizenship is thus
viewed as an indicator of successful, rather than of inadequate integra-
tion in the country of settlement.

Jones-Correa (2005: 3), however, argues that national and transna-
tional ‘modes of organisation exist in largely discrete universes – they
rarely overlap’. While first generation immigrants from Mexico are pri-
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marily engaged in organizations that are directed to the homeland, the
second generation is often organized in ethnic organizations that focus
on political issues in the US.6 Koopmans et al. (2005) also see national
and transnational political practices largely as substitutes for one an-
other. Based on their research on the political claims7 of immigrants in
various European countries, the authors conclude that it is precisely in
countries where immigrants have a weak citizenship status, such as
Switzerland, that transnational political claims are most prevalent
(Koopmans et al. 2005: 127-128). In countries like the Netherlands,
where established migrant groups have a strong position, political
claims are mainly directed to the national level. According to Koop-
mans et al., transnational political participation by immigrants is thus
closely related to the political opportunity structure in the country of
settlement (cf. Martiniello 2006: 104).

On the basis of the studies discussed no clear answer can be given
to the question of whether forms of transnational citizenship are an ob-
stacle for forms of local citizenship. The relation between national and
local citizenship on the one hand and transnational citizenship on the
other not only depends on the political opportunity structure of both
the sending and the receiving country, but will also differ among and
within different ethnic groups (cf. Morawska 2003: 162). In the re-
maining of this chapter, we will investigate what combinations of local
and transnational citizenship occur among different groups of middle-
class immigrants in Rotterdam. We will answer the following research
questions, devoting attention to both citizenship practices and pro-
cesses of identification (cf. Engbersen et al. 2003; Snel et al. 2006).

1. To what degree are the middle-class immigrants involved in politi-
cal practices directed to the city and to their country of origin? And
what is the relation between their local and transnational practices?

2. To what degree do the middle-class immigrants identify themselves
with the city and with their country of origin? And what is the rela-
tion between their local and transnational identification?

After answering these first two questions, we will be able to answer the
main question.

3. How does the local citizenship of the middle-class immigrants re-
late to their transnational citizenship?
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Research method and operationalizations

We will answer the above questions on the basis of research conducted
among middle-class immigrants in Rotterdam. We focus on the three
largest migrant groups in this city: Surinamese, Turks and Moroccans.
Surinam, a small country in northern South America, was a colony of
the Netherlands until 1975. After the country gained its independence,
many Surinamese chose Dutch citizenship and came to the Nether-
lands (Nell 2007: 233). In the following decades, these flows of postco-
lonial immigrants continued. The presence of Turks and Moroccans in
the Netherlands reflects the period in the 1960s when the Dutch gov-
ernment actively recruited guest workers from the Mediterranean (En-
gbersen et al. 2007: 392). In the 1970s, many Turkish and Moroccan
women and children came to the Netherlands on the basis of family re-
union. The government slowly began to realize that these ‘guests’ were
here to stay. Mainly because of the fact that many Turks and Moroc-
cans in the Netherlands look for a partner in their country of origin,
the migration flows from these countries still continue today.

Rotterdam has about 583,000 residents. At 8.9 percent, Surinamese
form the largest migrant group in the city, followed by Turks (7.8 per-
cent) and Moroccans (6.4 percent) (COS 2008). A growing proportion
of these ‘ethnic minorities’ works at or above an occupational level re-
quiring intermediate vocational education and can therefore be ac-
counted as middle class (Dagevos et al. 2006). On the basis of national
figures, 32 percent of the Surinamese belong to the middle-class (Dage-
vos et al. 2006: 121). Although the share among Turkish and Moroccan
migrants is considerably lower (17 and 14 percent, respectively), the
size of the middle class is growing among these groups as well.8 In
the period 1991-2005 the middle class among Turks and Moroccans
doubled in size (Dagevos et al. 2006: 123).

The respondents in our research meet the following criteria: (1) they
are of Surinamese, Turkish or Moroccan origin; (2) they work as civil
servants or in business at or above an occupational level requiring in-
termediate vocational education, or work as independent entrepreneurs
in business services;9 (3) they reside in Rotterdam. In total we inter-
viewed 225 members of the immigrant middle class in Rotterdam: 75
from each of the three ethnic groups.10

When recruiting respondents, we made use of various strategies.
Through businesses, governmental institutions, community organiza-
tions, the interviewers’ own social networks and the snowball method
(respondents being asked if they knew any other potential respondents)
we strove to obtain a varied group of respondents. Nevertheless, there
is no guarantee that the results are representative for the whole immi-
grant middle class in Rotterdam. Probably, there is some overrepresen-
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tation of locally active citizens, given that a portion of the respondents
were recruited through community organizations. Compared to na-
tional figures on participation in civil society, particularly our Moroccan
respondents appear to be more active than highly educated Moroccans
in general (cf. Dekker 2008: 85). However, this overrepresentation does
not have to be problematic for answering our research questions, since
our main objective is to investigate the relationship between local and
transnational dimensions of citizenship.

We interviewed the respondents on the basis of a questionnaire
made up of a combination of closed and open questions. In these face-
to-face interviews – which took about 1.5 hours – various forms of local
and transnational political participation and identification were dis-
cussed. We will elucidate these concepts briefly.

Political participation. We understand political participation to be the
participation in politics and in civil society. According to Bosniak
(2006: 22) there is little evidence of a strict distinction between the po-
litical domain and civil society. We therefore take into account both ac-
tivities within and outside the traditional political framework (cf. Guar-
nizo et al. 2003; Martiniello 2006; Beck 1997). We use the following
variables: (1) voting in the most recent local/homeland elections (2)
performing voluntary work for local/homeland political or social orga-
nizations; (3) participation in political or social actions directed to the
city/homeland: (a) contacting media or (b) politicians in order to ex-
press a particular point of view, or (c) participating in a demonstration.
Local and transnational political participation is discussed in the next
section.

Identification. In addition to these activities, we also study processes of
identification. Our particular focus is on the respondents’ identification
with citizens of Rotterdam and with people in their country of origin,
and the relation between these identifications. In the questionnaire, we
used ‘circle scores’ to measure identification (cf. Engbersen et al. 2003;
Snel et al. 2006). We will explain this instrument in more detail in the
section below on local and transnational identification.

Local and transnational citizenship practices

Table 5.1 shows to what degree Surinamese, Turkish and Moroccan re-
spondents are involved in different kinds of political activities, either
directed to the local or transnational level. We have made a distinction
between voting, performing voluntary work and participating in various
political or social actions. Looking at these figures, it is clear that local
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citizenship practices are much more common among these middle-
class immigrants than citizenship practices that have a transnational
scope. In Ostergaard-Nielsen’s terms (2001: 762), ‘immigrant politics’,
aimed at improving the situation in the country of settlement, are
found much more frequently than ‘homeland politics’. Although many
scholars, such as Bosniak (2006), argue that transnational politics are
gaining importance, immigrant cross-border claims still appear rather
exceptional (cf. Guarnizo et al. 2003; Koopmans et al. 2005). To ac-
quire more understanding of this unbalanced distribution of local and
transnational practices, we discuss the respondents’ activities in more
detail below.

Table 5.1 Overview of local and transnational participation in politics and civil society

(in percentages)

Surinamese
(N = 75)

Turks
(N = 75)

Moroccans
(N = 75)

Total
(N = 225)

Voting
Local Voted in the most recent

Rotterdam city council
elections

72 83 87 80

Transnational Voted in the most recent
elections in their country
of origin

0 7 0 3

Voluntary work
Local Presently performing

voluntary work in a
political or social
organization oriented
to Rotterdam

43 36 53 44

Transnational Presently performing
voluntary work in a
political or social
organization oriented
to their country of origin

11 0 7 6

Political and social actions
Local Have performed a

minimum of one local
political or social action
in the past year

17 28 28 24

Transnational Have performed a
minimum of one
transnationalpolitical or
social action in the past
year

0 10 3 4
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As Koopmans et al. (2005) claim, a country’s political opportunity
structure to a large extent determines if migrants participate in certain
political activities (cf. Nell 2009). An important part of this opportunity
structure is the right to vote in the elections. As we have stated before,
almost all respondents have Dutch nationality and, with this, the right
to vote in both local and national elections in the Netherlands.11 When
we look at the respondents’ right to vote in their homeland elections, a
more differentiated picture emerges. Since Surinamese law does not
permit having multiple nationalities, only those Surinamese respon-
dents who do not hold a Dutch passport have the right to vote in Suri-
namese elections. This involves only 3 of the 75 Surinamese respon-
dents (see Table A1 in the Appendix). Although, officially, Dutch law
also demands that its new citizens abandon their homeland nationality,
in practice many exceptions to this rule are made (De Hart 2005). This
can explain why a large majority of Turkish and Moroccan respondents
do have dual nationality. In the case of Moroccan respondents, this is
not as much a personal choice as it is an obligation imposed by the
Moroccan state: Moroccan emigrants cannot give up their homeland ci-
tizenship, even if they want to. When we asked the Turkish respon-
dents why they have maintained their Turkish passport, they often
mentioned the dream to go back to their (parents’) country of birth
someday and the fact that a dual nationality reflects the tie they have
with both the Netherlands and Turkey. Retaining political rights in the
country of origin was only mentioned by very few respondents.

Both Turkish and Moroccan respondents often do not know if they
have the right to vote in their home country. Only a small number of
the Turkish respondents have voted in the most recent homeland elec-
tions. They have done this during their holidays in Turkey at a polling
station at the airport or at customs. Moroccan respondents seem even
less bothered by the question of whether or not they have the right to
vote. Many of them said they have little trust in political parties in their
homeland, since actually power resides with the king.12 While voting
in homeland elections is not found among the Moroccan and Surina-
mese respondents, several respondents from these groups do report
that they are members of a civil society organization which, among
other countries, focuses on their country of origin. For instance, one
Moroccan woman is involved as a volunteer with the Karam Founda-
tion, an organization that is dedicated to helping underprivileged chil-
dren in Morocco and other countries. For the improvement of the eco-
nomic situation in their country of origin many respondents have more
confidence in projects run by NGOs than in governmental measures.13

On the local level, many respondents combine what Guarnizo et al.
(2003) call ‘electoral’ and ‘non-electoral’ activities. Many of the respon-
dents’ local practices are directed to issues that particularly concern the
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position of the immigrant population in Rotterdam. As mentioned in
the introduction, the city is known both for its large percentage of im-
migrants and the firm support for the right-wing political party Livable
Rotterdam. The high turnout rates in the most recent city council elec-
tions, in 2006, can, at least partly, be explained by the head-to-head
contest between on the one hand the Labour Party, which recruited a
large proportion of the immigrant votes, and on the other hand Livable
Rotterdam, which is mainly popular among the native Dutch electorate
(cf. Tillie 2006). Especially striking was the high percentage of Moroc-
cans in Rotterdam that voted in 2006: turnout rates among Moroccans
increased from 39 percent in 2002 to 58 percent in 2006 (Tillie 2006:
22). Although among our respondents politically and socially active im-
migrants are probably overrepresented, considering their middle-class
status, it is not surprising that their percentage of turnout lies well
above the municipal average of 58 percent (Tillie 2006: 22).

The proportion of respondents presently performing voluntary work
is also relatively high, although this percentage for the different groups
does not differ much from the Rotterdam average of 31 percent (De
Graaf 2008: 21).14 A majority of these respondents perform voluntary
work in an immigrant organization – i.e. an organization founded by
and directed toward immigrants. These organizations are mainly
aimed at improving the social position of a particular ethnic group, for
instance by providing homework help for children or organizing activ-
ities for senior citizens. Next to these activities in immigrant organiza-
tions, many respondents are at the same time also active in their chil-
dren’s school or in a sports club that is not specifically oriented to im-
migrants.

Next to voting and performing voluntary work, there are other ways
in which citizens can demonstrate their engagement with various poli-
tical and social issues (cf. Koopmans et al. 2005; Martiniello 2006). In
our research we therefore also asked about participation in various ac-
tions that were directed toward achieving particular political or social
goals. These activities were contacting politicians, contacting media
and participating in a demonstration. We call these activities ‘local’ if
they take place in or are directed to local issues and ‘transnational’ if
they take place in or are directed to the country of origin (cf. Oster-
gaard-Nielsen 2003).

Compared to more traditional activities such as voting and voluntary
work, these kinds of what could be called ‘subpolitics’ (Beck 1997) are
less common on a local level. However, still almost a quarter of the re-
spondents have participated in at least one of the three local activities
in the past year. Many of the contacts with local politicians and local
media again involve questions relating to the multicultural society, but
in addition there were also many involving more general issues, such
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as neighborhood playgrounds and sports fields. The local demonstra-
tions that were mentioned were mainly directed to issues that con-
cerned work or the neighborhood.

Some respondents, mainly Turks, also participated in one of these
activities on a transnational level. In some cases, Turkish-Kurdish and
Turkish respondents have participated in a demonstration in Turkey,
either in favor of or against the PKK – the Kurdistan Workers Party
Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan (cf. Van den Bos and Nell 2006: 209).
Furthermore, some Turkish respondents have contacted Dutch national
media to react to the news coverage on the Armenian Genocide.15

The fact that it is sometimes difficult to make a distinction between
local or national and transnational issues,16 is illustrated by the follow-
ing example. One Moroccan man, who is active in an immigrant orga-
nization in Rotterdam, contacted a TV station in Morocco, in order to
reach his Moroccan target group in Rotterdam. Because many Moroc-
can immigrants have a satellite dish and watch Moroccan TV, accord-
ing to him, contacting Moroccan media was more effective than con-
tacting Dutch or Rotterdam media.

Although some respondents thus combine local and transnational
political practices, a large majority of them are only active on the local
level. Whereas less than twenty percent of the respondents are active
in one or more citizenship practices (i.e. voting, voluntary work and po-
litical and social actions) on both the local and transnational level,
about two-thirds are only active locally. There was only one respondent
who did participate in a political activity in his homeland but did not
do any of the local activities. The remaining respondents were not ac-
tive on either the local or the transnational level.

Local and transnational identifications

Next to immigrants’ political practices, there is another dimension of
transnational citizenship that attracts much attention in both the scien-
tific and public debate: immigrants’ feelings of belonging. In public de-
bate, multiple nationalities and transnational practices are often re-
garded as signs of immigrants’ dual loyalty (Smith and Bakker 2008).
However, various scholars have demonstrated that identification with
different places or groups often coincide (cf. Ehrkamp 2005; Groene-
wold 2008). In this section, we investigate to what extent middle-class
immigrants in Rotterdam combine local and transnational feelings of
belonging.

Whereas Turkish respondents, as we have mentioned before, indeed
often see their dual nationality as a symbol for their dual identification,
many respondents, regardless of their ethnic background, argue that
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feelings of belonging are to a large degree independent of the passports
they hold. Although some respondents indicate that the Dutch nation-
ality means a lot to them, many see their Dutch passport mainly as a
traveling document. The homeland nationality is also often considered
as a formality. A female Moroccan respondent expressed this as fol-
lows:

The Moroccan nationality cannot be abandoned, but if it was
possible I would do it. I feel more connected to the Netherlands.
I am not that patriotic towards the Moroccan state. Moreover,
one can be a Moroccan without having a Moroccan passport. It’s
more about what you eat, what music you listen to and the way
you dress.

In order to examine local and transnational identification, we used a
non-verbal method for establishing identifications (cf. Engbersen et al.
2003; Snel et al. 2006). We placed before the respondents seven draw-
ings, each consisting of two circles, which in the first drawing were en-
tirely separate from each other, and in the successive drawings increas-
ingly overlapped (see Figure 5.1). With these drawings we asked the
question, ‘Which drawing best represents your connection with each of
the following groups?’ These groups were: (1) compatriots in the Neth-
erlands, (2) Rotterdam citizens, (3) native Dutch people, (4) compa-
triots in their country of origin, and (5) compatriots in third countries
(the ‘diaspora’).

Table 5.2 reports the mean scores of the respondents on a scale of 1 to
7. From these figures it appears that the primary sense of connection
that the middle-class immigrants have is with their own group in the
Netherlands. This is in accordance with the previous finding that their
local political participation is to an important degree focused on their
own ethnic group. In addition, the respondents also feel a strong con-
nection with the residents of Rotterdam. This sense of local connection
is stronger than their connection with the native Dutch. As previous
studies showed, for many immigrants an urban identity seems more
accessible than a Dutch identity (see also Entzinger and Dourleijn

Figure 5.1 Circle scores
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2008; Groenewold 2008). As a male Surinamese respondent remarked
during the interview:

I want to feel like I am a real Dutchman, but because others
don’t see me that way, I can’t either.

According to many respondents, people do not see them as ‘Dutch’, be-
cause they do not look Dutch. However, they have the feeling that no
one can deny them their urban identity. Ehrkamp (2005: 361), who stu-
died Turkish immigrants in Marxloh, a neighborhood in the German
city of Duisberg, explains the attractiveness of a local identity as fol-
lows: ‘As Turkish immigrants transform the neighborhood into Turkish
space, they take ownership and feel more comfortable being Turkish in
the local place.’ According to Ehrkamp, these local feelings of belong-
ing are complementary to transnational identifications.

Looking at Table 5.2, we see that the average identification with Rot-
terdam citizens among our respondents is stronger than identification
with people in the home country. During the interviews particularly
second generation immigrants indicated they were often regarded as
tourists in their parents’ country of origin, and frequently felt that way
too. However, the feelings of connection to compatriots in the country
of origin are considerably stronger than those with the ‘diaspora’ (see
also Snel et al. 2006). The expectation of Lucassen (2006) and others,
that among the second generation ‘pan-ethnic’ identification would be
stronger than that with the homeland is therefore not supported by
our results.

From Table 5.2, we cannot directly conclude if local and homeland
identifications often go together. In order to examine this relation, we
conducted a regression analysis, based on the circle scores. As the re-
sults of Table 5.3 show, second-generation immigrants indeed feel less
connected to compatriots in the home country than the first genera-
tion. Ethnicity and sex have no influence on the extent of transnational
identification. In model II, local identification is added to these back-
ground variables. We can see that there is a positive relation between

Table 5.2 Feelings of connection with various groups

Surinamese
(N = 75)

Turks
(N = 75)

Moroccans
(N = 75)

Total
(N = 225)

Feelings of connection with
Compatriots in the Netherlands 4.5 4.4 4.6 4.5
Rotterdam citizens 3.9 4.0 4.3 4.0
Native Dutch people 3.7 3.5 3.9 3.7
Compatriots in their country of origin 3.7 3.7 3.4 3.5
Compatriots in third countries 2.8 2.5 3.0 2.8
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transnational and local identification: respondents who feel closely con-
nected to Rotterdam citizens on average identify themselves more
strongly with compatriots in their home country than respondents for
whom local identification is less strong. These results confirm that peo-
ple have multiple identities, which do not have to contradict (Groene-
wold 2009: 111).

Conclusion

The ‘transnational turn’ in migration research has produced a rich har-
vest of studies since the mid-nineties (Levitt and Sorensen 2004).
There is a growing body of literature on the nature of transnational ac-
tivities, as well as on the way transnational networks function and
transnational identities are formed. In addition, interest in the transna-
tionalization of citizenship has increased. However, much research has
been done into those who are known to be transnationally active. This
selection on the basis of the dependent variable takes the focus away
from immigrants who are not or who are much less transnationally ac-
tive (Portes 2003; Guarnizo et al. 2003). Another gap in the literature
on transnational citizenship is that little research has been done into
the relationship between local and transnational citizenship. Most stu-
dies focus on the relation between the national and the transnational
level. In this chapter we have argued that the city of Rotterdam offers
what Robert Merton called a ‘strategic research site’ to study the rela-
tion between local and transnational citizenship. Rotterdam is the city
with the highest share of immigrants in the Netherlands and with an

Table 5.3 Determinants of transnational identification

Model I Model II

Ethnicity (compared with Turks)
Surinamese 0.01 0.01
Moroccans -0.13 -0.03
Sex (male) 0.03 0.02
Second generation -0.21** -0.21**
Age (compared with 21-30-yearolds)
31-40 0.02 -0.02
41-50 0.01 -0.05
50 plus 0.20** 0.16
Local identification 0.23*

Explained variantion R2 0.12 0.17

** 0.05, *0.01
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emerging migrant middle class. It is also a city in which issues of local
and transnational citizenship are highly politicized due to the presence
of the new right-wing party Livable Rotterdam, founded by the late
Pim Fortuyn.

Our research among middle-class immigrant groups from Suriname,
Turkey and Morocco explains that it is important not to overemphasize
the transnationalization of active forms of citizenship (cf. Nell 2009).
Notwithstanding the fact that many of our respondents have the finan-
cial resources to be transnationally active, their primary focus is on the
local level. This level offers the primary site for active citizenship and
processes of social identification. In Rotterdam we found an active mi-
grant middle class that has developed a strong urban identity based on
feelings of belonging with compatriots in the Netherlands and with
their fellow Rotterdam citizens. This empirical finding demonstrates
that ethnic identification is still a powerful source of identity building.

In our research project we have used a strict definition of active citi-
zenship – this is the total of actual political practices and social identifi-
cations. According to this definition, transnational forms of active citi-
zenship are scarce among our respondents. It would lead to an infla-
tionary notion of citizenship if all transnational socio-cultural and
economic activities were included under the heading of transnational
citizenship. However, our results do not imply that transnationalism in
a broader sense is irrelevant. Transnational activities constitute a trans-
national field that is important for patterns of ethnic identification and
broader forms of political involvement. It is also a field that can provide
the institutional background for future forms of transnational citizen-
ship that may arise in reaction to specific political developments in the
home country.

Notes

1 Smith and Bakker (2008: 9) make the same observation for the US. They state: ‘This

discourse on the impact of globalizing trends on national identity formation also

permeates the literature on transnational migration and its effects. Key texts in this

literature have posited a world in which the transnational or postnational identities

assumed by migrants to advanced postindustrial societies are diminishing the capa-

city of the latter to assimilate the former, both culturally and politically. This claim

has too often been deployed at a theoretical, if not polemical, level, detached from

empirical research into the political practices of transnational migrants and their ex-

periences with dual citizenship.’

2 With regard to the growth of the immigrant middle class in the Netherlands see Da-

gevos et al. (2006).

3 Scholars write about ecological, cultural, minority, cosmopolitan, mobility, postna-

tional, sexual, multi-layered and consumer citizenship, just to name a few (see also

Urry 2000: 64).
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4 Isin (2000: 5) sees this as ‘the sociological definition of citizenship in that the em-

phasis is less on legal rules and more on norms, practices, meanings and identities’.

See also Van Gunsteren (1998: 153) and Holston and Appadurai (1999: 14).

5 The authors distinguish between ‘electoral’ and ‘non-electoral’ activities. This distinc-

tion is largely congruent with what we regard as the difference between politics and

civil society (Guarnizo et al. 2003: 1223).

6 See also Ostergaard-Nielsen (2003), who distinguishes between ‘homeland politics’

and ‘immigrant politics’.

7 The authors use ‘political claims’ as a designation for activities in the public sphere

which are directed toward expressing political demands or mobilizing others to un-

dertake action. Various actors – such as migrant groups – seek to advance their inter-

ests by such claims (Koopmans et al. 2005: 24).

8 Among the native Dutch, 47 percent can be accounted as middle class (Dagevos et al.

2006: 121).

9 The SCP employs different indicators for measuring the size of the immigrant mid-

dle class. In addition to immigrants with a job requiring at least intermediate voca-

tional education, a proportion of the immigrants with their own businesses can be

counted in the middle class (Dagevos et al. 2006). We have therefore also involved

several independent entrepreneurs in the research sample. We have only interviewed

entrepreneurs who are active in business services, since well-educated migrants espe-

cially are active in this sector (Rušinović 2006).

10 See the Appendix for an overview of several important background characteristics of

the group of respondents.

11 Immigrants without Dutch nationality can also obtain the right to vote on the local

level, after five years of legal residence in the Netherlands. On the national level, only

Dutch citizens have the right to vote.

12 To illustrate the difference between Turks and Moroccans with regard to their interest

in homeland politics: whereas almost ninety percent of the Turkish respondents

could name a homeland political party, among Moroccan respondents this was less

than 30 percent. According to Nell (2009), such differences can be explained by the

more active involvement of the Turkish state in the lives of its (former) citizens.

13 During the interview we asked the respondents how much confidence they have in

political parties and NGOs in their home country. The results show that all ethnic

groups have more faith in NGOs compared to political parties. The Turkish respon-

dents have most faith in political parties in their home country, in comparison to the

Surinamese and Moroccans.

14 The percentage that De Graaf gives is not however entirely comparable with ours,

since we only looked at volunteer work that takes place in local organizations.

15 The Armenian Genocide refers to the massacres conducted by the Ottoman Empire.

The Armenian question became an actuality in the Netherlands during the elections

in 2006. Three Turkish candidate Members of Parliament refused to accept the for-

mal party position, which acknowledges the genocide. As a result, the three candi-

dates were eliminated from the candidate lists.

16 See for this point Ostergaard-Nielsen (2003: 22); Tarrow (2005); Ehrkamp (2005);

Modood (2007: 137); Nederveen-Pieterse (2007: 187).
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Appendix

Table A1 Background variables (in percentages)

Surinamese Turks Moroccans Total

Sex
- Male 51 52 52 52
- Female 49 48 48 48
Age
- to 25 5 12 5 8
- 25 to 35 40 49 52 47
- 35 to 45 21 27 33 27
- 45 to 55 23 12 8 14
- 55 and older 11 0 1 4
Education*
- Secondary vocational 17 9 17 15
- Secondary professional 51 49 55 52
- University 19 28 20 22
- Other 13 13 8 12
Type of job
- Salaried 75 81 88 81
- Self-employed 19 12 3 11
- Both 7 7 9 8
Entry degree for occupation**
- Secondary vocational 16 21 23 21
- Secondary professional 62 61 64 63
- University 16 17 11 15
- Other 5 2 1 3
Generation***
- 1st generation 32 28 39 33
- 2nd generation 68 72 61 67
Nationality
- Dutch only 96 5 0 34
- Double nationality**** 1 94 97 64
- Only country of origin 3 1 3 2
Total 100 (N=75) 100 (N=75) 100 (N=75) 100 (N=225)

* This represents the highest degree obtained.
** This involves only the respondents with salaried positions.
*** We include as second generation those who were born in the Netherlands and those

who arrived in the Netherlands before their twelfth birthday.
**** One Surinamese respondent holds both a Dutch and an American passport.
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6 A Little Less Conversation, a Little More Action:

Real-life Expressions of Vital Citizenship in

City Neighborhoods

Ted van de Wijdeven and Frank Hendriks

“A little less conversation, a little more action…”
(Elvis Presley, 1968; Junkie XL, 2002)

Introduction

In recent years, ‘citizenship’ has become a much-discussed topic in
Dutch politics and media (Hurenkamp & Tonkens 2008, pp. 15-16). In
public debate – in the Netherlands as well as in other Western coun-
tries – discussions often focus on the supposed lack of citizenship (Van
den Brink et al. 2004; Van der Lans 2005, Van den Brink & Petter
2005; Hurenkamp & Tonkens 2008). In this chapter,1 however, we will
home in on expressions of what we call ‘vital citizenship ’ in the con-
text of Dutch city neighborhoods. We will look at present-day expres-
sions of viable and productive citizenship: initiatives of citizens (inter-)
actively and (co-)productively trying to make their neighborhood a bet-
ter place to live.

The central question we will answer in this chapter is ‘How can pre-
sent-day vital citizenship in city neighborhoods be understood?’ On the
basis of research we conducted over the past three years, we will pre-
sent a typology of vital citizenship in city neighborhoods that offers a
framework for identifying and interpreting the diverse and in practice
often entangled expressions and practices of citizenship in Dutch
neighborhoods.2 We go into the empirically dominant expressions of
vital citizenship in the neighborhood, and the characteristics, drivers
and implications of these various forms of present-day citizenship.

We mirror the Danish ‘everyday maker’ as typified by Bang and
Sørensen (2001) to observations of vital citizenship in a Dutch context.
Bang and Sørensen’s everyday makers are active on a local (neighbor-
hood) level, they are able to self-organize and seem to ‘get things done’
in the neighborhood. They do it themselves, they do it locally, concre-
tely, and they only cooperate with the system if need be (Bang and
Sørensen, 2001). In the Dutch context, however, two specific variants



on the everyday maker appear to come to the fore in a particular way:
the ‘everyday fixer’ (Hendriks & Tops 2002; 2005) and the ‘project con-
ductor’. In this chapter, we will look at both. In addition to these two
types, two other types of vital citizenship appear to manifest them-
selves. At a further remove from Bang and Sørensen’s ideal type of the
self-organizing, non-conventional everyday maker, we distinguish the
‘neighborhood expert’ and the ‘case expert’. We will introduce the four
types of vital citizenship in this chapter, but we won’t elaborate exten-
sively on the neighborhood expert and the case expert; within the con-
fines of this chapter, choices have to be made. It is our intention, here,
to contribute to the current debate on and academic knowledge about
developments in citizenship in the local (urban) context (see also: Bang
& Sørensen 1999; Van Gunsteren 1998; Verhoeven 2004; Norris
1999; Stoker 2006; Winsemius et al. 2004; Boogers 2007).

After introducing the notion of vital citizenship in the context of
Dutch neighborhoods and paying attention to relevant shifts in Dutch
civil society and citizenship, we will follow the lead of Bang and Søren-
sen’s (2001) everyday maker. We will then present our own typology
and focus on the two above-mentioned forms of vital citizenship: the
everyday fixer and the project conductor – what makes them special,
what makes them tick, and how do they get things done?

On vital citizenship

Inspired by Van Gunsteren (1998), we conceptualize citizenship first of
all as an activity. Citizenship is formed and shaped through the actions
of citizens making an effort for the common good or the public inter-
est. For instance: citizens that together patch up a playground, offer the
city council a petition, attend a town meeting, or assist in organizing
language lessons. Our main focus is on concrete citizen participation
and citizen initiatives in neighborhoods. We don’t focus on passive citi-
zenship (as in citizens’ rights and duties), nor on citizenship as identity
(for instance: am I a Dutch citizen or an Amsterdam urbanite?).

We deliberately seek our starting point in forms of citizenship in the
(neo-)republican tradition, in which citizenship is created and recreated
in the public sphere by citizens in action (Van Gunsteren 1998). We
certainly do not rule out possible liberal and communitarian ap-
proaches to citizenship, but our starting point is primarily (neo-)repub-
lican.3 In all cases we studied, citizens tried – in their own particular
ways – to make a difference for their neighborhood. We look at citizen-
ship as ‘politics as lived experience’ (Marsh et al. 2007). This is not of-
ficial politics with a ‘big P’ – the politics of government – but politics
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with a ‘small p’ – the politics of civil society that take place in neighbor-
hood communities and associations of citizens (Stoker, 2006).

We don’t make a sharp distinction between social and political citi-
zenship, or between civil and political citizenship (Denters 2004), be-
cause making a clear-cut distinction between state and civil society is
often problematic. Imrat Verhoeven, for instance, sees many expres-
sions of citizenship arise, exhibiting a mixture of political and social
citizenship. This concerns practices of citizenship that touch the
domains of both state and civil society: citizens are trying to tackle a
public issue, a problem in the public domain, and in doing that they
get in touch with government officials (Verhoeven 2006). In these
mixed forms it is often difficult to tell where social citizenship ends
and where political citizenship starts. For these forms of citizenship
Verhoeven introduces the term ‘everyday political citizenship’ (Verhoe-
ven 2006).4 Boyte’s ‘everyday politics’ (2004) and Bang & Sørensen’s
everyday makers (1999; 2001) can be understood in that sense as well.
These authors also observe a trend of citizens trying – as ‘political ama-
teurs’ – to tackle public problems (Bang & Sørensen in the Danish con-
text and Boyte in the American context). Citizens are increasingly be-
coming ‘political do-it-yourselfers’, or ‘bricoleurs’ that react to and
tackle issues in their vicinity (Dekker et al. 2004; Verhoeven 2006).
With our typology we try to offer a framework that structures the var-
ious different forms and expressions of citizenship that can be seen in
neighborhoods.

Our focus on practices and expressions of vital citizenship partly re-
lates to empirical debates and partly to normative ones. We are aware
that the term ‘vital’ has a normative connotation; it is associated with
healthy, lively, crucial, or essential (see also: Cornelissen et al. 2007;
Hendriks & Tops 2005). The standard dictionary for the Dutch lan-
guage5 gives the following meanings: (1) essential for life and (2)
powerful, ‘energizing’. In our use of the concept we are inspired by
both meanings of the word. As we mentioned earlier in this section,
we consider vital citizenship to be active citizenship, but there is a dif-
ference between the two: vital citizenship is active citizenship and
something extra. That is to say, we regard active citizenship as vital citi-
zenship to the extent that it is also (1) viable and (2) productive. Vital
citizenship is about initiatives that find fertile soil in terms of timing
and circumstance and succeed to manifest themselves in the public do-
main of the neighborhood. It is also about initiatives that visibly ema-
nate the energy and power needed to get things done (it is important
that the outcome is recognized and appreciated by the neighborhood).
Using these criteria, we will try to determine from an empirical per-
spective what forms of vital citizenship can be detected in city neigh-
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borhoods, and what characteristics, drivers and pitfalls are connected to
these forms.

Trends in policy and society

In recent years, there has (again) been much policy attention for neigh-
borhood issues and for ‘the neighborhood’ as a governance level (see
also: De Boer & Duyvendak 1998; WRR 2005). A focus on the neigh-
borhood can be detected at the national level, in urban renewal poli-
cies, and in policies on neighborhood development.6 On the local level,
many municipalities are trying to bridge the gap between government
and society, using the neighborhood as a stepping stone (see also: Boo-
gers et al. 2002a; 2002b). Many local governments are organizing their
neighborhood development policy in a way that allows citizens to parti-
cipate. Many arrangements are being developed to stimulate political
citizenship. These arrangements often go beyond traditional participa-
tion in the policy process; various forms of ‘interactive decision mak-
ing’ and ‘coproduction’ are now being experimented with (Pröpper &
Steenbeek 2001; Tops et al. 1996; De Graaf 2007). Various cities are
working with neighborhood budgets. Citizens can decide about the al-
location of these budgets and can use the money to start projects in
their neighborhood. Some Dutch cities, such as Deventer and Breda,
have been using this approach for several years now (Oude Vrielink &
Van de Wijdeven 2008a; Weterings & Tops 2002; Zouridis et al.
2003).

Besides stimulating political participation, many local governments
are trying to encourage social participation as well (see also: Duyvendak
& Veldboer 2001). This is not new, and has been tried over the years in
various national and local policy programs. The late 1980s and the
early 1990s witnessed ‘social renewal policy’,7 and the city of Rotter-
dam experimented with ‘Opzoomeren’ (Van der Graaf 2001; Uitermark
& Duyvendak 2006; Kensen 1999): citizens together launched initia-
tives to improve the livability of their residential areas. In urban policy8

too (on a national level, from the 1990s onwards) a strong emphasis
on stimulating social participation and on helping and activating ‘weak
groups’ and ‘new nationalities’ can be seen. In the past few years, so-
cial participation in the context of the Wet Maatschappelijke Ondersteun-
ing (Social Support Act) has been a focus of attention.

However, in several Dutch regeneration neighborhoods, citizen parti-
cipation is not a matter of course. In most renewal areas, the make-up
of the resident population has changed strongly over a relatively short
period. Many new residents – of a variety of nationalities – have moved
in. Most houses in these neighborhoods are low-rent houses and most
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residents have little education and modest incomes (Kullberg et al.
2006). These neighborhoods – with so many nationalities and so many
people moving in and out – aren’t places where much deeply rooted so-
cial capital can be found (see also: Putnam 2007). Initiatives to stimu-
late multi-ethnic participation are not easy to effectuate (Hendriks
2004); the Dutch meeting-room culture is still strongly biased towards
white, highly educated, and male participants (Denters et al. 2004;
Hurenkamp et al. 2006). At the same time – at least in the discourse
on this policy field – local residents are expected to be an important
and active party to Dutch neighborhood development (WRR 2005). But
there still seems to be a serious tension between what is preached and
what is practiced – or between ambitions and reality – and in many ur-
ban problem areas citizens remain largely uninvolved in the regenera-
tion process (Engbersen 2007; Tops 2007b).

Cities and citizens are affected by such social trends as individualiza-
tion, informalization, intensification, informatization, and internationa-
lization (Dekker et al. 2004). The latter we have already alluded to:
neighborhoods are becoming increasingly pluriform in terms of na-
tionality and ethnicity. Individualization implies that traditional volun-
tary associations and traditional social communities are eroding. Peo-
ple, most notably young people, nowadays like to make individual
choices, which is not always compatible with being active in voluntary
organizations rooted in a tradition and era which did not put the indivi-
dual first but the organization or group (Dekker et al. 2004). Though
individualization is a social trend, this does not inevitably lead to a to-
tally individualized society. In the Netherlands, civil society is still rela-
tively strong (De Hart 2005; Van den Broek et al. 2007; Van den Berg
& De Hart 2008). And some researchers see new, contemporary forms
of communality and loosely organized communities arise in Dutch so-
ciety, in which individuals voluntarily opt for groups and group beha-
vior (Duyvendak & Hurenkamp 2004).

Many older types of relationship, which are rather formal and often
vertical, are becoming increasingly informal and often horizontal. This
informalization of civil society is accompanied by the intensification of
experience. Nowadays, participation in civil society is a dynamic pro-
cess in which citizens are constantly switching identities and roles
(WRR 1992). Citizens are involved in a do-it-yourself kind of way in
multiple places: in business, in politics, in everyday life and in volun-
tary associations (Galesloot 2002). Participation is less planned, calcu-
lated and corporately embedded, and more ad hoc, on issues in the
neighborhood or social environment (Dekker et al. 2004).

The intensification of experience is also connected to informatiza-
tion: the growing importance and wide-spread use of information and
communication technologies such as the Internet, email and mobile
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phones (and various mixed forms). On the one hand, this may lead to
a decline of social capital because of the decrease in face-to-face contact
(Putnam 2000), but on the other hand it could present new possibili-
ties and chances for sociability (Dekker et al. 2004).

Looking at the political domain, Inglehart (1997) sees two trends in
Western societies that are mostly in line with the three above-men-
tioned processes: the erosion of institutional authority on the one hand,
and the rise of citizen intervention in politics on the other.9 In the long
run, all industrialized societies must cope with long-term changes that
are making their public ‘less amenable to doing as they are told, and
more adept at telling their governments what to do,’ writes Inglehart
(1997, p. 323). This is where, among others, the everyday maker comes
in.

Enter: the everyday maker

In the late 1990s, the Danish political scientists Bang and Sørensen in-
troduced the contours of a new political identity – the ‘everyday maker’
– they had found in their study ‘Democracy from Below’ at Inner-Nør-
rebro in Copenhagen, a traditional stronghold of democratic civic en-
gagement (Bang & Sørensen 1998). Everyday makership, they suggest,
can be seen as a form of vital citizenship in the Danish context. Every-
day makers are engaged in politics, but political engagement is directed
more towards solving concrete problems in everyday life than to gov-
ernment performance. Everyday makers combine individuality and
commonality and appear in such social places where Putnam sees
nothing but individuals ‘bowling alone’ (Putnam 2000; Bang & Søren-
sen 1998).

Bang and Sørensen presented the new Inner-Noerrebro everyday ma-
ker as a reaction to the ‘expert activist’. These expert activists partici-
pated in various issue-networks, policy communities, ad hoc policy pro-
jects, and user boards; they tried to gain access to the bargaining pro-
cesses between public authorities and experts from private and
voluntary organizations. As a result, civic engagement in Inner Nørre-
bro had slowly become politicized to the extent ‘where the dividing line
is no longer between voluntary networks and the coercive state. In-
stead, it has turned into that between expert networks and lay-actor net-
works’ (Bang & Sørensen 2001, p. 152).

Usually these lay actors were from a younger generation than the ex-
pert activists. Far from being less engaged, lay actors were engaged in
ways that older generations sometimes considered unconventional.
Bang & Sørensen called this new type of part-time activism ‘everyday
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making’. The more generalized, ideal-typical everyday maker acts in
line with the following maxims (Bang & Sørensen 2001):
– Do it yourself – don’t wait for the government to act, but think what

you can actually do yourself.
– Do it where you are – be active in your own neighborhood.
– Do it for fun, but also because you find it necessary – ‘everyday

making’ is not driven by a sense of duty alone, it is a mix of the
more pleasurable and personal with the more serious and societal.

– Do it ad hoc or part-time – don’t institutionalize the participation in
a standing organization with formal rules and regulations. Don’t
make yourself heavily dependent on government budget.

– Do it concretely instead of ideologically – solve concrete problems
in the neighborhood in a practical way; don’t be too ideologically
driven.

– Do it self-confidently and rely on yourself – don’t be a victim but get
yourself involved and take responsibility for the fate of your neigh-
borhood.

– Do it with the system if need be – cooperate when it is functional
to do so; when you can’t solve problems on your own, draw in bu-
reaucratic or other expertise.

Both the expert activist and the everyday maker try to make things bet-
ter in the neighborhood and both try to get things done, but their ap-
proach and methods differ. ‘The expert activist is mostly focused on
the bargaining process with institutional actors. These institutional ac-
tors – such as the municipal bureaucracy – act in terms of general
rules, routines and universal starting points that are subsequently
adapted to concrete situations. The institutional logic defines what is
proper and how things ought to be done, and it has its own language,
pace and dynamics. This is the logic the expert activist focuses on. The
everyday maker, on the other hand, takes the concrete and tangible rea-
lity as a starting point of action. This situational logic also has rules –
some things are acceptable, while others are not the thing to do – but
these rules are often unwritten. Key concepts of the situational argu-
ment include commitment, productivity, action, and result orientation
(Hendriks & Tops 2005; Tops & Hendriks 2007). And the everyday ma-
ker likes to operate on an ad hoc or part-time basis, while the expert ac-
tivist participates more structurally over a relatively long period of
time.
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Vital citizenship in four types

We used Bang and Sørensen’s everyday maker as a sensitizing concept
to examine the characteristics and tactics of their (presumed) Dutch
equivalents. To do this, we conducted two case studies, one of a neigh-
borhood development corporation in the Dutch city of The Hague, and
one of a resident’s initiative in the city of Rotterdam (Van de Wijdeven
et al., 2006). The Hague case study was a sequel to one done earlier by
Hendriks and Tops (2002; 2005). It turned out that one main differ-
ence with Danish everyday makers is that their Dutch counterparts are
more structurally involved (Van de Wijdeven & Hendriks 2006; Van de
Wijdeven & Cornelissen 2007).

We also concluded that there are actually two forms of vital citizen-
ship that – like the everyday maker – are focused on the situational lo-
gic of the neighborhood and its concrete problems and situations. Ro-
tating the structural/ad hoc involvement axis of Figure 6.1 gives two
axes, which in combination produce four (ideal-)types of vital citizen-
ship in city neighborhoods.

Figure 6.1 Differences between expert activists and everyday makers

Situational 
logic

Institutional 

 expert activists everyday makers 

Structural 
involvement 

Ad hoc 
involvement 

logic

The empirical research we did over the past three years makes a strong
case for distinguishing the four types of vital citizenship as presented
in Figure 6.2: the everyday fixer, the project conductor, the neighbor-
hood expert, and the case expert. The data for the research were gath-
ered through literature study and case studies. Where possible, we built
on earlier research to create a solid body of knowledge (see also: Hen-
driks & Tops 2002; idem, 2005; Weterings & Tops 2002; Zouridis et
al. 2003). Case studies for this research were done in the cities of Bre-
da, Rotterdam, The Hague, Groningen, Hoogeveen, Deventer, Maas-
tricht, Venray, Emmen, and Arnhem.10 Within the confines of this
chapter, however, we cannot present examples from all cities.

The everyday fixer – this term was introduced by Hendriks & Tops
(2005) – combines a focus on the situational logic, on the tangible and
concrete problems in the neighborhood, with structural involvement
over the years (sometimes in a standing organization). The project con-
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ductor is also oriented on the situational logic, in the neighborhood,
but operates on an ad hoc, project-confined basis. Project conductors
typically work on a concrete project together with, for instance, other
neighbors, and when the project is finished they move on. Both the
everyday fixer and the project conductor can be seen as a variation on
(or as Dutch versions of) the Danish everyday maker. All these have a
do-it-yourself mentality, and focus on the situational logic, on concrete
activities in the neighborhood. Project conductors may even come close
to being a Dutch ‘copy’ of the Danish everyday maker: both share the
tendency to be involved on an ad hoc, project-based basis. Everyday fix-
ers in that sense differ from the everyday maker: they seem to stay in-
volved over a longer period of time. And – as we will see later on –
everyday fixers are also more strongly attached institutionally than the
everyday maker: they interact more often than everyday makers do with
local authorities and other institutional actors.

The two ideal types on the left side of the figure, the neighborhood
expert and the case expert are less oriented on the situational logic (on
doing it themselves and doing it concretely). They are more directed to-
wards the institutional logic, to the processes and routines of neighbor-
hood development and municipal bureaucracy. Neighborhood experts
combine this focus on institutional rules and routines with structural
involvement over the years. They operate effectively in the bargaining
process with institutional actors and are typically quite good at bring-

Figure 6.2 Typology of vital citizenship in Dutch neighborhoods
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ing the neighborhood’s interest to the attention of the authorities. The
neighborhood expert, for instance, deliberates periodically with local
government officials or officials from the housing corporation about
the state of affairs in the neighborhood. Over the years, the neighbor-
hood expert has gathered a great deal of knowledge about the neighbor-
hood and it’s development, and is often better acquainted with political
and bureaucratic procedures and routines than the civil servants.

Case experts combine orientation on the institutional logic with ad
hoc engagement. They focus on a particular case or problem in the
neighborhood. This can be a ‘not in my backyard’ case of the case ex-
pert (together with some other neighbors) opposing local authorities.
But we also see examples of citizens teaming up with professionals
and civil servants and creating a plan for (re-)developing an area or
building in their neighborhood (Verhoeven 2006; Van de Wijdeven &
Geurtz 2008). Case experts don’t necessarily know much about the
neighborhood, they are primarily interested in engaging in a single
case or single topic that appeals to (or annoys) them.

These citizens form the vanguard of participatory democracy on the
local, neighborhood level. They are willing to invest above average
amounts of time and energy in projects and activities, and to take
(shared) responsibility in neighborhood projects as initiators and driv-
ing forces (see also: Galesloot 2002; Uitermark & Duyvendak 2006).

Everyday fixers and project conductors

In this section we will elaborate on two of the four ideal-types: the
everyday fixer and the project conductor. We illustrate these two ideal-
types with some examples, real types, as we met them in our research:
Bien, Tamara and Leo. The everyday fixer and the project conductor
have much in common. Both focus on the situational logic rather than
the institutional logic. The everyday fixer and the project conductor
both focus on the concrete, on the action, on ‘putting your back into
it’. Everyday fixing and project conducting is not about debating, vot-
ing, or participating in prolonged deliberative processes, but about get-
ting things done in a concrete way. What are neighborhood issues or
problems, and how can they be dealt with in a concrete do-it-yourself
kind of way? In that sense, the everyday fixer and the project conductor
are rather entrepreneurial in spirit than bourgeois. ‘A little less conver-
sation, a little more action’ seems to be their adage when it comes to
solving neighborhood problems.

Both the everyday fixer and the project conductor know that actions
sometimes speak louder than words and that showing can be more
convincing and powerful than telling. They also do it because it’s fun.
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Most of the time, they don’t wait for government action, but act them-
selves; the everyday fixer and the project conductor are convinced that
a better neighborhood starts with residential action and initiative. But
they do involve – many – others. Usually the first ideas and initiatives
come from everyday fixers or project conductors, but the implementa-
tion is the work of many. A group of dedicated volunteers, however
small, is crucial. And just as Bang and Sørensen’s everyday maker, both
the everyday fixer and the project conductor cooperate with profes-
sionals (e.g., community workers, police) or bureaucrats, but only
when it’s functional and serves their purpose of getting things done.

To get things done, everyday fixers and project conductors need
room to maneuver (see also: Hendriks & Tops 2005; Van de Wijdeven
et al. 2006). They are at their best in action, and need space to act, for
instance, to spot and seize chances of matching policy agendas with
things going on in the neighborhood. Support from professionals or
politicians is welcome (and even crucial at times), but the professionals
and authorities mustn’t take over or come too close for comfort.

Everyday fixers

Everyday fixers mostly combine their volunteer activities with regular
day jobs or with other activities. But although their involvement is part-
time, it is not ad hoc or on a project basis. Sometimes the part-time in-
volvement resembles a life’s work (Hendriks & Tops 2002). This partly
relates to the personal motivations of everyday fixers to become or stay
involved, such as the thrill of seeing things work out the way you
planned, the chance to be with people whose company you enjoy, and
the respect or appreciation from other residents. Influencing collective
outcomes, or government policy is sometimes a motive for getting in-
volved, but always as a means to an end.

Everyday fixing in the city of Rotterdam (1)
Bien has lived in the Pendrecht neighborhood in Rotterdam for
almost 30 years. She has raised two children (now in their thir-
ties) there (she herself is now in her fifties). Bien used to work
for the local home-care service, but she resigned and took a part-
time job – three days per week – with the Residents Organisa-
tion Pendrecht (subsidized by the city). In her spare time she is
the driving force behind ‘Vital Pendrecht’ and ‘Pendrecht Uni-
versity’. She tries to mobilize people to organize and join neigh-
borhood initiatives that – as Bien says – ‘are fun, but where peo-
ple can also learn something’. The image of Pendrecht neighbor-
hood as a problem area developed over a number of years, and
bit by bit Bien is trying to create a more positive vibe in this rela-
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tively poor regeneration neighborhood. She tries to make people
see and feel that Pendrecht is a neighborhood to be proud of, by
creating more interaction and understanding between different
ethnic cultures, and by activating and empowering people to par-
ticipate in various initiatives. As a part of the Vital Pendrecht in-
itiative, many activities were organized by and in cooperation
with local associations (schools, sports clubs, migrant organiza-
tions), such as a visit to the European Parliament with thirty
neighborhood children, a Pendrecht cycle race, a toboggan run
for children during the winter holidays, and a yearly Christmas
event. Within the framework of Pendrecht University, evenings
are organized to share and exchange ideas about improving the
neighborhood. The residents are the ‘professors’, the profes-
sionals the ‘students’.11

Another reason why everyday fixers are often involved on a more struc-
tural basis is that it simply takes a while to get things done in the
Dutch context. The neighborhood problems are often complex and in
modern governance, certainly in the setting of consensus democracy
(Hendriks 2006b), no single actor has the knowledge and resources to
tackle problems unilaterally (see also: Stoker 1998; Stone 1989; Van
Heffen et al. 2000). And just as governments lack the means necessary
to manage and control their surroundings (Van Gunsteren & Van Ruy-
ven 1995), so do everyday fixers. Everyday fixers must stay focused on
the process and on the parties involved. Building a solid network over
the years is crucial for everyday fixing, and frequently fixers have to de-
pend on or interact with local authorities or other institutional actors to
obtain information, permits, budget and the like to carry out their
plans.

Everyday fixing in the city of Rotterdam (2)
For almost six years now, Bien has been the undisputed driving
force behind Vital Pendrecht (even if she always organizes the
activities together with others – residents, neighborhood associa-
tions, and professionals, such as the local social worker in Pen-
drecht). In getting things done for Vital Pendrecht, she com-
bines perseverance with spontaneity, and her free-and-easy way
of doing things has proved useful. She is aware that involvement
of local government and politicians is good for publicity, budget
and network. Bien often invites local politicians to Vital Pen-
drecht activities, and when they come she makes sure that they
are visible and have a proper place in the program. But, and this
is very important to Bien, theirs mustn’t be too dominant a role:
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activities are always about and for Pendrecht residents, not the
politicians.

A certain pressure from below is crucial to start an initiative and to
keep it going. There has to be a real sense of urgency that things must
change, for example, a shared feeling that the neighborhood is rapidly
deteriorating. To make the collaborators involved really feel the urgency
of the situation, this pressure needs to be articulated by someone
(sometimes the everyday fixer, but it can be someone else too). In Pen-
drecht, due to the drastic population changes and its negative public
image, politicians, professionals and residents all felt the pressure to
do something. This pressure from below helps to maintain a high pace
of action. To motivate and activate people in the long run it also helps
to have a shared vision; a story that explains why the residents are
doing the things they do. A positive image or vision can be more
powerful than talking about how bad things are in the neighborhood.

Everyday fixers often need to be supported and protected by people
in local government (administration or politics) with a powerful posi-
tion. The protection doesn’t go out to the everyday fixers themselves,
but to the initiative they stand for (Hendriks & Tops 2002; Weterings
& Tops 2002). Everyday fixers and their initiatives can best be devel-
oped in what governance literature refers to as ‘the shadow of hierar-
chy’ (Scharpf 1997). People with positional power – like aldermen,
council members, members of the local administration – maintain an
appropriate distance from the everyday fixer and the initiative, but en-
sure the development of the process. For example, in the case of the
neighborhood development organisation BOMReVa, as described by
Hendriks & Tops (2002; 2005), the support of alderman Noordanus
was crucial to the effectiveness of the BOMReVa. And in the case of Vi-
tal Pendrecht, alderman Schrijer was personally involved. Later, other
aldermen became involved and guaranteed a continuous back-up for
Vital Pendrecht.

Everyday fixers can gradually become the new democratic elites in
their neighborhoods (see also: Verba et al. 1995; Fiorina 1999). Over
time, local government institutions will get to know the everyday fixers
and may ask them to sit on ad hoc advisory boards dealing with neigh-
borhood policy matters. In this way, everyday fixers can slowly become
neighborhood experts. Although most everyday fixers retain a critical
view of local government and don’t aspire to board duty, they are more
frequently in contact with the democratic institutions than most other
neighborhood residents. The pull of institutional processes and rou-
tines is relatively strong in Dutch regeneration neighborhoods, and the
status of neighborhood expert is easily achieved.
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What is important for everyday fixers to get and keep things moving
is that their helpers maintain an overall positive feeling about the activ-
ities or the initiative. In this, movement, action and visibility are cru-
cial: a long period of no action and no show feels like a decline. The
feeling that something is happening, a feeling of movement is crucial
in keeping the initiative vital over the years. Though it’s not only a mat-
ter of feeling, it is also a matter of concrete results. And of course
things don’t always work out for the everyday fixer. Sometimes activ-
ities or projects aren’t as successful as was hoped, but that’s part of the
game: nothing ventured, nothing gained. In trying to make a differ-
ence in the neighborhood you can’t win ‘em all, but in the end the wins
have to outnumber the losses (see also: Hendriks and Tops 2002;
idem, 2005; Van de Wijdeven & Cornelissen 2007).

Project conductors

We will now look at the project conductors. These are active on an ad
hoc basis. They have that in common with the Danish everyday maker.
As Gina, an expert activist in the Danish research, said about the new
generation of Danish everyday makers: ‘It’s often a matter of getting
involved in a concrete project, and then engaging oneself 100 percent
in it for a short period, and then stop’ (Bang & Sørensen 2001, p. 152).
And that’s exactly what the Dutch project conductors seem to do: parti-
cipate for a short time and then do something else (which is mostly
not another community project). Where everyday fixers focus on more
than one topic or have the neighborhood as their scope, project conduc-
tors focus on just one topic or just one location (e.g., a street or a
block). Project conducting is about getting a quick and concrete result
by organizing a lay-actor project team: gather a small group of neigh-
bors who share the same idea or are enthusiastic to help for one reason
or another and then try to make it happen. In practice, it’s not always
that easy, but in essence that’s what it’s about.

Project conductors in the cities of Venray and Breda
Tamara lives in the Brukske neighborhood in Venray, a regular
working- to middle-class neighborhood. She is a young mother
of three little children, and was annoyed about the dirty and un-
safe state of the local playground. Together with two other wo-
men in the neighborhood, Tamara organized a meeting with the
area manager (working for the city of Venray) about what to do.
Some adjustments were effected by the city: a new item of play-
ing equipment for young children and a fence were placed (the
fence was to keep cyclists out). In addition, the three women or-
ganized a group of fourteen neighbors and did up the play-
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ground. Together with city workers, they replaced the old
benches. Some neighborhood children went from door to door
to collect leftover paint and repainted the benches and some
other surfaces in bright colors. The green patches in and around
the playground were trimmed, the children collected garbage
and together with their parents cleaned up the place.

In the summer vacation, Leo (1957) and some of his neighbors
organized a day for the children in their neighborhood, a work-
ing-class quarter in the city of Breda where many parents cannot
afford an expensive vacation for their children. Leo and his small
group of volunteers organized a funfair on the big market
square in front of the neighborhood church. It was a one-day
event with an inflatable play-area, a merry-go-round, football
games, grease paint, and cotton candy. Leo managed to get a
large part of the budget paid by shopkeepers in the neighbor-
hood.12

Just like everyday fixers, the project conductors mostly cannot manage
their projects on their own; they need others to cooperate, especially
when they are new to such projects. The cooperation is not only func-
tional, though. Generally, neighbors agree to participate just (or also)
because it’s simply fun to do so. It’s about gathering a group of people
that briefly but enthusiastically dedicate their time and energy to a pro-
ject. They all have to believe in the same idea or modest vision; an im-
age of what they are going to create and why it matters can motivate
people to put their shoulder to the wheel. Most projects are relatively
small, so it’s not about grand visions, but unpretentious hopes and
concrete ideas do help the project conductor to inspire a small group
of people to join the project.

Some additional support from professionals can be very valuable as
well (Oude Vrielink & Van de Wijdeven 2007). These are not only
authorities (for instance, granting the required permits), but also
street-level professionals like social workers or community workers.
They know the logic of small projects (quite often, they themselves
have done numerous projects) and can help inexperienced project con-
ductors to get started, or help out when a project gets stuck.

Compared with the initiatives of everyday fixers, the initiatives of
project conductors are often smaller-scaled projects. Project conductors
don’t do major or long-term projects. That would simply take too much
time. Everyday fixing often is (or becomes) a part of the initiator’s iden-
tity, and that’s mostly not the case with project conducting. Project con-
ducting is a temporary activity and more so than everyday fixing driven
by getting quick, concrete results. The projects of project conductors
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are often more closely connected to their immediate environment than
the initiatives of everyday fixers are: project conductors are focused on,
for instance, their own street, their kids’ playground, or their school.
Project conducting can lead to everyday fixing. Having started a project
which proves successful, the initiator might acquire a taste for it. And
when neighbors and/or neighborhood professionals (e.g., the commu-
nity worker) see a project conductor managing a project well, they may
ask him or her again when something else has to be done.

Pitfalls

Both the everyday fixer and the project conductor have some pitfalls to
be aware of. First of all, everyday fixing and project conducting is about
people who are willing to devote time and effort to a project, idea, or
movement. Commitment is a fuel that may lead to good results, but
the initiatives are quite vulnerable too. The devotion and motivation of
initiators is part of the strength of an initiative, but it is also its Achilles
heel. When the initiator stops, there’s every chance that this will signal
the end of the initiative or project.

Secondly, the modus operandi of both the everyday fixer and the pro-
ject conductor is not always compatible with representative democracy
and/or bureaucratic procedure. Getting things done in neighborhoods
mostly doesn’t include democratic processes like voting or careful delib-
eration (not outside the group of people involved that is). Democratic
values such as inclusion and equality aren’t always central to these pro-
jects. That’s problematic when the outcomes of the initiatives do con-
cern or influence others in the neighborhood. So it’s the art of finding
a balance between the situational action logic and the institutional de-
mocratic logic. There are ways of combining the two, for instance, by
consulting neighbors before starting a street project. In practice, local
authorities are mindful of this aspect and sometimes operate as a criti-
cal friend to keep the everyday fixer or project conductor focused on
trying to include as many people as possible (Van de Wijdeven et al.
2006; idem, 2008).

Everyday fixers may sometimes experience their involvement as a
life’s work; in neighborhoods where much has to be done, the job is
never finished. It’s hard to stop, especially when questions and re-
quests from people in the neighborhood keep coming in. Sometimes
everyday fixers carry on too long and don’t clear the way for new faces
and new energy. An initiative or organization can become static and in-
stitutionalized and may even (though not deliberately) exclude new
people or parties, or restrain new people from joining. Also, overdepen-
dence on government grants may be risky when the political or admin-
istrative wind changes; small fights with bureaucracy can be vitalizing
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(Hendriks & Tops 2002) – victory is invigorating – but when govern-
ment budgets are reduced, a great deal of energy will drain away
through deliberating and bargaining with bureaucracy (see the BOM-
ReVa case: Van de Wijdeven et al. 2006), or the initiative will simply
come to an end.

Project conductors should beware of professionals taking over their
projects. In the Dutch context, many professionals (such as community
workers, social workers, or area managers) are active on the local/
neighborhood level. And since this is a popular policy level for both the
national and the local government, there is political and media atten-
tion, budget and an opportunity to score. Another thing is that citizens
are often doing a project for the first time, whereas professionals have
done many. For professionals it’s sometimes hard not to take over the
project (or parts of it): the professional has the expertise, and can do
the same project in half the time a citizen can – or so it is sometimes
believed.

Table 6.1 Similarities and differences between everyday fixers and project conductors

Similarities between the everyday fixer and the project conductor:

Eye-catchers · Focus on the situational logic rather than the institutional logic
· Tendency to be ‘entrepreneurs’ rather than ‘citoyens’

Assets · Doing it themselves, but cooperating with professionals or bureaucrats
when functional;

· Recognition that ‘showing’ sometimes can be more powerful than ‘telling’

Necessities/
conditions

· Room to maneuver
· Collaborators in implementation

Pitfalls · Success and durability/sustainability depend heavily on a few individuals
· Modus operandi not always compatible with representative democracy
and/or bureaucratic procedures

Differences between the everyday fixer and the project conductor:

Everyday fixer Project conductor

Eye-catchers · Structural engagement
· Scope: the entire neighborhood/
many themes

· Ad hoc engagement
· Scope: one location/ one theme

Assets · Building a solid network · Organizing a project team
· Tenacity, the long haul · Swiftness, the quick result

Necessities/
conditions

· Pressure from below
· Shadow of hierarchy (political or
administrative back-up)

· A shared idea
· Ad hoc support from professionals

Pitfalls · It’s difficult to stop, to hand over · Don’t do big or long-term projects
· Beware of becoming an institution · Beware of professionals taking over
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Closing remarks

The empirical research we did over the past three years makes a strong
case for distinguishing four types of vital citizenship: the everyday fixer,
the project conductor, the neighborhood expert, and the case expert. In
this chapter, we focused mainly on the everyday fixer and the project
conductor. The everyday fixer – this term was introduced by Hendriks
and Tops (2005) – combines a focus on the situational logic, on the
tangible and concrete problems in the neighborhood, with a structural
involvement over the years (sometimes in a standing organization).
The project conductor is also oriented on the situational logic in the
neighborhood, but operates on a more ad hoc, project-confined basis.
Project conductors work on a concrete project together with, for in-
stance, some other neighbors, and when the project is finished they
move on.

We consider active citizenship to be vital to the extent that it is (1) vi-
able and (2) productive – two elements that are connected. When try-
ing to solve neighborhood problems or make the area a more livable
place, citizens’ actions need to be – at least to some extent – productive.
This is what involved citizens need to make their efforts worthwhile,
and likely to be sustained and transmitted. Citizenship that yields very
little is not very viable in the long run. Likewise, citizenship that is too
demanding – requires more than citizens are currently willing and able
to give – is not likely to be sustained and transmitted. Making a differ-
ence in the public domain is taken seriously by the active citizens we
came across, but even for them being an active citizen is not their sole
purpose and responsibility in life.

It should be noted that vital citizenship, as found in our research
and presented in this chapter, appears to be subject to some of the
same trends as seen in society at large by The Netherlands Institute for
Social Research (Dekker et al. 2004), especially those of informaliza-
tion and individualization. Informalization is clearly evident in the
everyday fixer and the project conductor, who deliberately distance
themselves from the institutional logic that other and older patterns of
citizenship focused on. They also exhibit a fair deal of individualization
– do it yourself citizenship, individualized ‘bricolage’ rather than group
manifestation – albeit combined with a focus on the wider community.
In this sense, the (neo-)republican vision of citizenship as action gets
infused with elements of both individualism and communitarianism in
the types of citizenship that we have discussed here.

The people we found to be everyday fixers and project conductors
clearly don’t match the clichéd image of the active citizen being an el-
derly, highly-educated male. Our cases show a wide variation of people:
we see men and women, we see young mothers, we see ‘working-class
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heroes’. They’re all there. It is not a diplomacy democracy (Bovens
2006) that we see, in which the educated elite rules. We see a ‘do de-
mocracy’, in which not deliberation but action is the modus operandi.
What we see partly depends on our focus; and in this chapter we chose
not to focus on the two other types – the neighborhood expert and the
case expert. These two types are more politically involved, and their
profiles may differ from that of the everyday fixers and project conduc-
tors. But we deliberately put the spotlight on these citizen initiatives
that are less prominent from the perspective of representative and/or
deliberative democracy, but become clearly visible from the citizens’
perspective of making the neighborhood a better place.

Vital citizenship as expressed by the everyday fixers and project con-
ductors in our cases can be understood and interpreted as achievable
and practical co-creation in and through (inter-)action. Their vital citi-
zenship is focused on getting somewhere together, not so much on ob-
struction. It’s not that there is no obstructive behavior at all: there are
elements of negative campaigning, but these are not the dominant ele-
ments we found. Our case-study research shows that cooperation and
interaction with other citizens, as well as institutional actors, is not
only practical but also often inevitable.

Civil society is created and kept dynamic first and foremost by citi-
zens: the government can’t enforce a flourishing civil society, only citi-
zens can (see also: Van Gunsteren 1998). Although vital citizenship is
not a phenomenon that can be created by the government, it is possi-
ble, and sometimes even crucial, that the government stimulates bot-
tom-up citizen participation and citizen initiative. In doing that, it
should try not to take over the initiative, but to be there for citizens
when they need support or when their initiative seems to get stuck.
The government should keep a proper distance – genuinely interested,
but on the sideline. It should also try to strike a balance between help-
ing/supporting and letting go. A stumbling, but potentially vital initia-
tive should be supported, but a ‘dead’ or nearly ‘dead’ initiative should
not be resuscitated if there is no bottom-up movement anymore, if
there’s no energy, no inspiration, and the return of the initiative dwin-
dles. Citizen initiatives come and go, and once in a while it’s time to
revitalize and to ‘re-source’, to create space for fresh ideas and new
faces, and to make way for new forms of vital citizenship.
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zenship, see Van Gunsteren’s A Theory of Citizenship (1998).

4 Translated from Dutch: alledaags politiek burgerschap.
5 The Van Dale dictionary.
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7 In Dutch: socialevernieuwingsbeleid.
8 In Dutch: grotestedenbeleid.
9 In countries with a long-enduring security, and due to that a public which sees less

need for discipline and self-denial demanded by strong governments, the way is

paved for a postmaterialist emphasis on self-expression and self-realization. Other

factors that matter are, according to Inglehart, the rise in educational level and in

(mass) political skills.

10 The case studies are published in Dutch: Van de Wijdeven et al. 2006; 2008; Van de

Wijdeven & Cornelissen 2007; Oude Vrielink & Van de Wijdeven 2007; idem,

2008b; Van de Wijdeven & Geurtz 2008; Van de Wijdeven & Ostaaijen 2007; Van de
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2007.
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approach in the Netherlands (Oude Vrielink & Van de Wijdeven 2007).

140 TED VAN DE WIJDEVEN AND FRANK HENDRIKS



7 Organize Liberal, Think Conservative:

Citizenship in Light Communities

Menno Hurenkamp

Analyzing civic engagement is often a nostalgic affair. Prominent
points of reference are either the 1950s and its robust communities of
dutiful citizens or the 1960s and the contentious action of rights-aware
citizens. In the following, I try to construct a nostalgic-free take on ci-
vic engagement in the Netherlands in the early 21st century. Using a
dataset of very loosely organized Dutch citizen groups, I demonstrate
that the well-behaved practice of the dutiful citizen and the critical
practice of the emancipated citizen are both alive and well, and often
in the same person or the same community. I argue that civic engage-
ment can be understood as a layered practice with sediments of both
an obedient and a critical vocabulary. Modern citizenship is traditional
in content and new in organization. ‘Less weight, more embedding’ ap-
pears to be the strategy by which a rather modest, social citizenship re-
news itself in light communities.

Variations of nostalgia

The picture of citizens disengaging from civic engagement and the
subsequent social disastrous effects has a strong appeal to theorists of
civil society and empirical researchers alike (Putnam 2000, 2004,
2007; Habermas 1992; Lane 2000; Walzer 1998). Citizens increas-
ingly part from their capacities or their goodwill to create and maintain
meaningful collectives. These meaningful collectives can be ‘civic asso-
ciations’ in the ‘neo tocquevillian’ vocabulary, the clubs and organiza-
tions in which citizens meet on a regular basis to work on public af-
fairs (Putnam 2000; Skocpol 2003; Bellah et al. 1996 [1985]). Or they
can be the more abstract ‘community’ or ‘communities’ in the moral
language of the culture critics, where a shared sense of ‘we’ is main-
tained (Etzioni 1996; Bauman 2000; Scheffer 2007). Where these
meaningful collectives lack, so the reasoning goes, society’s health is at
stake, because it is in these robust communities that citizens learn and
perform the duties that keep society alive.

Predominantly American as all these examples may be, they express
the fears, feelings and perceptions of Dutch politics alike when the



need to reinstate ‘values and norms’ or to reinvent ‘a new we’ are de-
bated. Or, as Amsterdam mayor Cohen would have it in a speech at
Leyden University: ‘We are more and more a society of individuals liv-
ing separate lives. It occurs to me that a society of separated indivi-
duals, who are ‘strangers’ to one another, has to exert itself to truly live
together again. Why? Because where there is no ‘we’ there can be no
‘I’, or put differently: an individual can only be a true individual within
a surrounding community. And where this community lacks, it has to
be recreated’ (Cohen 2002).

In the following, I engage with this pessimistic perception. When
this interpretation holds true, we witness a historical unique rupture in
participation patterns. To overcome this rupture would demand doing
away with the implicit determinism in the analysis. If institutional
powers and / or culturally prescribed desires keep the citizen at home
instead of on the agora, bringing him back into public life would re-
quire force rather than persuasion. How would a citizen without a
sense of duty voluntary bow to social demands? Diminishing of civic
liberties appears to be the only conceivable way to (re)construct com-
munity from the pessimistic point of view.

The more optimistic argument is first of all that the decline of the
organizational degree of citizens is contented (Paxton 1999; Rotolo
1999; Dekker en van den Broek 2005; De Beer 2007). More in general,
the argument is that our understanding of good citizenship changes
with time, as laws, technology, education and culture in the broadest
sense at the same time enhance our repertoire as citizens and change
the environment in which we practice it (Schudson 1998; Sampson et
al 2005; Duyvendak and Hurenkamp 2005; Dekker en De Hart 2004).

However, nostalgia is apparently hard to overcome. The critique of
the pessimistic interpretation of civic engagement is well known: it
longs for a time in which engagement was better, most often identified
as the 1950s. More or less on the rebound, the alternative view tends
implicitly to argue in favor of an evolutionary trend upwards: engage-
ment becomes better. Modern citizens might refrain from lifelong
commitments but they commit on a larger scale of activities. Scarcely
hiding their appreciation of the 1960s, the prominent analysts claim
that current citizenship taps participatory norms that are broader and
more democratic than those of previous days, with modern citizens
considered more likely to participate beyond traditional, norm-confirm-
ing practices such as bowling and voting, and turning to towards con-
sumer boycotts, phone-ins, protest manifestations or writing letters to
politicians (Dalton 2007; Schudson 1999; Inglehart and Wetzel 2005).
Both perceptions are normative to a degree, valuing the temporary and
informal aspects of citizenship as in itself either good or bad.
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Below I make an effort to overcome this. I look at light communities
(or small, informal citizen groups) as the result of good citizenship.
This will help in understanding the practice of engagement without
nostalgia.

Explanations of the practice of citizenship

As ideal types, I make a distinction between the ‘dutiful citizen’, who is
a product of devoted participation and loyalty to society and ‘the expres-
sive citizen’ who is the product of all the potentials society offers him.

The dutiful citizen, the good citizen from the perspective of citizen-
ship in decay, has a job and a family. He votes every time an election
comes up and has one or two clubs or associations he devotes a sub-
stantial amount of his free time to. He might very well enjoy his active
citizenship, because he likes to do what society considers necessary in
his eyes.

The expressive citizen is the good citizen from the perspective of citi-
zenship in progress. He might have a job and vote as well, but more
important is that he has a keen eye for his environment and the way
he can contribute to make things better. He is not willing to sit on a
board of an association in his free time, but is often willing to offer
some of his expertise for free. This good citizen has many more capaci-
ties than visiting the voting booth. The crucial question is to what de-
gree he is willing and able to express and develop his ideas about soli-
darity or tolerance.

For brevity, I understand ‘dutiful citizenship’ here as product of a vi-
cious cycle: participation in robust communities is what brings it about
and what it brings about is again participation in robust communities.
For reasons explained above, I do not look further into this explanation.
Of ‘expressive citizenship’ I suggest two explanations, again presented
as ideal types rather than as matter-of-fact-descriptions of the highly
various normative and empirical treatments of the subject. ‘Citizenship
as experience’ puts the crucial weight on citizens willing and able to
participate. ‘Citizenship as possibility’ considers as crucial for participa-
tion the presence of local institutions and civil society organizations.
Figure 7.1 schematizes the three different understandings of the prac-
tices of citizenship

I take the work of Michael Schudson and Ronald Inglehart to be il-
lustrative for the first type of expressive citizenship (Schudson 1998,
1999, 2006, 2007; Inglehart 1999; Inglehart and Wetzel 2005; Ingle-
hart and Oyserman 2003; Inglehart and Cattenberg 2002). It is the
deep cultural shift towards the appreciation of choice, emancipation
and self-expression, institutionalized in civil liberties, that directs our
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practice of citizenship. Success or failure of citizenship is dependent
on the degree to which citizens themselves can handle these resources.
What matters is if they master the political language, know how to gain
entrance into city hall or a local court, have the ear of decision-makers
or media and, very importantly, have a developed sense of ‘fair’ and
‘unfair’. This summary is rude and these authors do not only praise
the development in that direction. But in the end, a firm liberal predi-
lection informs the narrative of the ‘engaged’ or ‘monitorial’ citizen. In
this view, the crucial constitutive characteristic of modern citizenship is
choice.

In terms of causes and consequences this means that for citizens to
become active, first of all capable and well-informed citizens need to be
present, and subsequently the institutions, laws, parties and civil so-
ciety organizations which they know how to use effectively. What ac-
counts for the differences with previous periods of engagement, is the
combination of the rising level of education and the growing possibili-
ties to engage with politics or society at large, via media such as mail
and phone, via collective strategies such as a public protest or via juri-
dical action. Where there is no or little engagement, the blame is firstly
on the reproduction of conformist attitudes and secondly on institu-
tional dysfunction, but not on civic laziness or neglect of duties. ‘Not a
more compliant but a more emancipative posture is what most publics
need to become more democratic’ (Inglehart and Weltzel 2005, p. 7).

This explanation raises at least two sets of empirical questions or
hesitations. DeJaegere and Hooghe demonstrate that on the one hand
this ‘monitorial citizen’ is generally better-educated and on the other
hand slightly less politically active than the average citizen (DeJaegere
and Hooghe 2007). Does education become more crucial than it al-
ready was as a predictor for engagement? Wuthnow found that ‘loose
connections’ were more or less forced upon citizens, that the average
citizen would rather have steady communities but lacks time due to

Figure 7.1
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changes in family life, organizational life and professional life (Wuth-
now 1998). Would citizens rather participate in other, more stable
ways? Are their informal connections nothing more than second best
options?

The alternative explanation of ‘expressive citizenship’ is that it comes
about as a consequence of institutional abundance. A once clear-cut ci-
vil society dissolves in organizations and activities of mixed character,
operating in a business-like and civic manner at the same time (Dekker
2002). Hence community service centers, libraries, churches and
schools are at the heart of modern citizenship nowadays (Sampson et
al. 2005; Fung 2004; Oliver 2001; Dalton 2007). Where in the indivi-
dualist explanation of expressive citizenship choice is stressed, here the
temporal nature of engagement is the key characteristic. ‘Events’ rather
than ‘membership’ account for a vibrant citizenry, and it is during the
community breakfasts or barbecues, the sporting tournaments, the
meetings around the reconstruction of a neighborhood that modern ci-
tizens practice their engagement.

Protest, gatherings or meetings of the mind will never last. But they
do need the possibility to arise for democracy to stay healthy. In terms
of causation, here participation in a certain neighborhood is a conse-
quence of the processes in community-based organizational structures,
especially non-profit organizations. These produce the ‘blended events’
(Sampson et. al. 2005) to which all types of organizations and citizens
every now and then contribute. They carry the citizenship that is not or
is poorly measured when you understand citizenship as a task per-
formed in autonomous, clear cut civil society organizations. This ‘em-
powered participation’ (Fung 2004) has little to do with spontaneous
action or individual ambitions, but everything to do with conscious
planning of dialogue with and between citizens by professionals. In-
stead of the individual capacity, ‘civic capacity’ is stressed, the degree to
which citizens are connected to the public domain in the broadest
sense (Oliver 2001).

This focus on blended action also has its setbacks. When more or
less any activity counts as a practice of citizenship, the consequence is
that citizenship will not develop a distinct character. It might be predo-
minantly a government agenda that is being carried out (Marinetto
2003). Mixing the practices of activism and traditional citizenship will
somehow produce a rather middle-of-the-road type of engagement.
(Sampson et al. 2005), Citizens who feel that government or ‘the sys-
tem’ is completely against them will not consider participation a possi-
bility but rather a surrender, or at least an unattractive option.
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Operationalizing expressive citizenship

These two explanations allow the development of two hypotheses. Hy-
pothesis one would be that individual capacities in the end are crucial
to exercise modern citizenship. Where modern or recent practices
arise, civically savvy citizens make for the tipping point of civic engage-
ment. As a consequence, their practices will be informal, temporal and
critical of the existing order on the one hand and homogenous rather
than mixed, consisting of higher-educated rather than lower-educated
citizens on the other hand. I will refer to this hypothesis as the ‘experi-
ence hypothesis’, as it is individual experience that gets engagement
going, both in terms of civic know-how and in terms of encounters
with situations judged as unjust.

Hypothesis two would be that institutional abundance is crucial for
expressive citizenship to arise. The modus operandi of an increasingly
porous civil society will be decisive for future civic engagement. As a
consequence, this engagement is temporal in form. Due to the high
degree of cooperation with professionals, this form of citizenship is
predominantly compliant in content and participation is at least partly
dependent on the quality of the dialogic and civic processes. I will refer
to this hypothesis as the ‘possibilities hypothesis’, as engagement rests
in the institutional processes that offer clues to citizens.

As a unit of analysis I take informal citizen groups, often known as
‘citizen initiatives’. This is a clear choice against the social expressions
in which the temporal aspect is stronger, such as so-called ‘flash mobs’
or the more traditional street protests, or against social expressions in
which the individualistic character is stronger, such as writing letters
or making phone calls to politicians as an alternative to taking malcon-
tent to the streets. Hence a certain degree of engagement is already
produced by my selection. It will not allow me to be compelling on the
actual source of citizenship, as the choice to engage in one way or an-
other has already been made. But it will give more than enough leeway
to look into the practice of citizenship.

Subjects are thus the committees fighting for or against speed
bumps in their street, the groups that collect clothes or shoes for a vil-
lage somewhere else in the world, the acquaintances who every now
and then come together to help local asylum-seekers, the friends who
run a website with tips for squatting, a few artists who want to enliven
their local environment with wall paintings, the neighbors that walk
the street at night against burglary and other unrest, an elderly woman
and her helpers who operate a telephone line answering calls from
lonely people, a group of the visually handicapped that creates an exhi-
bition to experience blindness.
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These are groups that could tell us something about the conditions
of modern citizenship, because they are small rather than big, informal
rather than deeply structured, temporal rather than long lived, and, as
such, the clear-cut opposite to the more traditional, enduring forms of
engagement. If the too superfluous ambitions of modern citizenship
would have to be discovered anywhere it would be among this species
of light communities. Neither among the citizens who choose to stay
at home nor among the citizens who dutifully pay their respects to the
more institutionalized parts of civil society.

Around these, ‘citizen initiatives’ a dataset was gathered in the first
half of 2006 (Hurenkamp, Tonkens and Duyvendak 2006). To contact
respondents, we used three different databases compiled of initiatives
that at a certain point in time had sought contact with one of the larger
civil society organizations in the Netherlands, a set of addresses from
Utrecht and two large sets of national addresses. As much as possible
we left out the large clubs on sight, i.e. those that had somehow indi-
cated having more than twenty members or volunteers. We also left
out those that had visible formal links to existing social policy institu-
tions. We proceeded by asking members of the initiatives about their
goals, their motives, their contacts, their grievances, their ideas on citi-
zenship, their other connections to civil society, the amount of time in-
vested and whether or not they considered quitting their group. We did
this by phone via a predominantly pre-structured list of half-open ques-
tions. All in all we managed to interview 386 representatives over a per-
iod of six weeks in the beginning of 2006. Next to that, we visited and
interviewed twenty members and spoke for one to two hours about the
ambitions and frustrations of their informal association.

Based on the 70 small informal initiatives we found after extensive
snowballing in what is considered to be an average Dutch countryside
village – Smilde (Drente) – one could make a rough estimation of the
total number of this phenomenon in the Netherlands that would land
us somewhere between 200,000 and 300,000 informal communities
of this kind. This is already an indication that too nervous fretting
about the state of ‘the social’ is not justified. The Netherlands has al-
ways been a fruitful breeding ground for this type of small-scale citizen
action (cf. Chanan 1992).

However, full representivity is not guaranteed. Where in the village
of Smilde we did touch upon the most free-flowing of initiatives, the
used databases led us to those clubs with at least a minimal ambition
to engage the outside world, otherwise they would not have taken the
time to present themselves on a website or one of the other platforms.
But as will become clear, the variance of behavior among the initiatives
and their members is substantial and yet there are some constant pat-
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terns. Hence we think we can make a robust claim regarding the trend
towards the conditions and consequences of looser citizenship.

As indicators for the different forms of expressive citizenship, I use
the educational level of the respondent, the nature of the goal of the
light community, the character of the motives that rest at the heart of
its existence, the direction of longing for change of its own function-
ing, the degree to which trouble is experienced with finding coopera-
tive co-citizens, the degree to which respondents consider ceasing their
civic activities, the degree of contact among members and with other
organizations or associations.

For the ‘experience hypothesis’ to be meaningful, the educational le-
vel should be high to very high, the goals and motives should be under-
standable as substantially contributing to individual deployment and
growth on the one hand and fairly critical of existing social relations
on the other hand.

For the ‘possibilities hypothesis’ to stand the test, one would expect
that the light communities thrive in densely serviced areas, but also
that they are rather short lived and result oriented, and that they are
harmoniously if not compliantly relating to government. Education
would still be important, but as the light communities are in this view
seen as ‘events’ made possible by civil society, it can reasonably be ex-
pected that at least some institutional measures directed towards un-
derrepresented minorities will correct for too strong distortions and
that hence education will be less prominent as a predictor. Figure 7.2
collects the hypotheses and their consequences.

Figurre 7.2
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Traditional in content

With 25 percent of the respondents having finished university and 35
percent having finished higher vocational education, the initiatives are
predominantly the affair of the higher educated. These are the people
that usually master civic practices, whether it is negotiating with co-citi-
zens or officials, thinking in terms of strategy, gathering some money
or organizing public attention. This overrepresentation is on the one
hand a result of the dataset, but it also confirms existing research on
the subject of civic engagement (cf. Verba et al. 1995, p. 305-307)
Hence, the members of these light communities might indeed seek to
evade strong commitment – not because they fear it, but because they
have learned how to live without it.

However, the goals the initiatives claim prevent instantly jumping to
the experience-centered interpretation of citizenship. According to that
explanation these types of modern engagement would, negatively put,
predominantly consist of citizens disguising individual aspirations as
collective action (Putnam 2000, p. 152; Wuthnow 1998). More posi-
tively put, they would consist of people that are activist in the way they
consume, that are concerned less with social order than with autono-
my, that are skeptical of government and authority in general ((Zukin
et al. 2007, p 77; Dalton 2008, p. 162; Inglehart and Welzel 2005,
p. 118).

But when sorted according to the goals they set themselves, ‘helping
out others’ makes for just under half of the goals these initiatives set
themselves, with ‘livability’ a clear second and only as a third goal the
more or less selfish goals collected under ‘having fun’. ‘Helping out
others’ is here a container for primarily non-place centered activities;
collecting clothes for the needy, organizing dance evenings for the han-
dicapped, looking for ways to minimize violence on television, breaking
cultural or sexual taboos among ethnic minorities, offering comfort to
mothers of drug-using children. The initiatives often operate on a local
or regional scale, but there is also a distinct group of people who, after
having traveled abroad, decide to help a certain village or group of peo-
ple in another (poor) country. Apparently really ‘good’ in their ambi-
tions, all of the contributors have a certain personal plan as well – vary-
ing from killing time to developing new skills.

‘Livability’ captures the clubs that want to change things in the
neighborhood. Think of the informal neighborhood councils that en-
gage with local councils or housing corporations to reduce or enlarge
the number of parking spots, that walk the streets at night in unsafe
neighborhoods, the (sometimes mobile) cafés serving coffee and lem-
onade spontaneously as a way for people to get to know one another.
In the initiatives under the heading of ‘having fun’, were motives that
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were often of an artistic or sporting kind. These are more clearly selfish
rather than outright civic, focused on things like skating tournaments
for kids or offering people the chance to be part of a movie. Getting to
know other people appears to be the ambition here rather than really
changing things.

When asked whether they’d start their undertaking because of an ‘ex-
perience in their own life’, ‘in their direct environment’ or ‘in the med-
ia’, two thirds of the respondents indicated that it was not their own ex-
perience but something else that got them going, something they
learnt from the media or an experience of someone they know. Hence,
the idea that citizens under informal and temporary conditions work
on matters that predominantly occupy them personally is not easy to
substantiate.

Finally, the ‘temporal’ aspect of this engagement should not be exag-
gerated. Finding new participants or new volunteers to share in the
work of their association is in 72 percent of the initiatives no issue or
just a small problem, according to the respondents. And quitting what
they are doing is not on the minds of the larger part of the respon-
dents, with 60 percent reporting ‘not thinking about quitting’ and 20
percent reporting quitting ‘maybe in a few years’. These citizens report
no extensive trouble regarding their continuity. As lightly as they may
be organized, these communities cannot be understood as the carriers
or products of ‘events’ alone: their existence is more or less a goal in it-
self.

So a first conclusion would be that from both hypotheses mentioned
in Figure 7.2, elements are found. These very informal associations are
not vessels to achieve personal gain, but rather communities in which
(generally higher-educated) citizens set out to enlighten the life of
others. In terms of shape they are ‘informal’ rather than ‘temporal’ and
their content is about ‘celebrating community’ rather than ‘contending
elites’. Their civic mind is set by an appreciation of freedom in the way
they organize themselves, without that freedom leading to a constant
or existence-threatening reshuffling of memberships.

But what matters as least as much is that there is relatively little ex-
pressed aversion of government and of elites to be found. This is not a
Dutch phenomenon. ‘Protest and collective civic engagement events
tend to be overwhelmingly mundane, local, initiated by relatively ad-
vantaged segments of society, and devoid of major conflict’ (Sampson
et al 2005, p. 675). These light communities legitimize government by
gently ignoring it or by more or less happily cooperating with it. This
type of engagement is rather traditional in its ambitions. It is focused
more on helping than on fighting, more on gathering than on self-ex-
pression. In this sense the dutiful character of good citizenship as por-
trayed by the interpretations of civic participation in the wake of Robert
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Putnam is less an ideal than a fact. These active citizens understand
their engagement as a very social affair rather than a political one. No
matter how much they care for their individual liberty, when they set
out to (re)construct society they soothe, feed, dance and play rather
than march, write or talk. As a counterpoint, there also is an explicit
‘not in my backyard’ character to a part of the livability initiatives, in
which a lot of discontent about the local state of affairs is concentrated.
But in numbers they are outdone substantially.

This makes it attractive to explore what the organizing characteristics
of this ‘celebrating community’ are exactly. Below I tap into the one-on-
one interviews to shed some light on this (cf. Hurenkamp, Tonkens
and Duyvendak 2006; Hurenkamp and Rooduijn 2009).

New in organization

What really got respondents going was the degree of cooperative beha-
vior from adjoining institutions and communities. That appeared to
have a more important function for active citizens’ confidence and sa-
tisfaction than the highly mediatized villains ‘individualism’ or ‘ego-
ism’. As Mathilde, in her fifties, explains:

I started out organizing illegal work for asylum seekers when I
worked as a translator in the center where they live. At that time
these centers still used to have a library, sports-facilities and
other things we consider normal daily life amenities. But more
and more these were held to be too fancy for asylum-seekers.
These people got bored, lived in small rooms with many people
and this caused great stress among them. Some of them asked
for work and I realized there were small things to be done in
my house. From there on, it was rather simple to maintain a
small network of people I know from the church to provide odd
jobs around houses from people in the neighborhood, distribut-
ing errands and the like.

There is relatively little effort in Mathilde’s job and there is some clear
efficient if not selfish thinking to distinguish. The people that make
use of the offered ‘service’ by outsourcing their daily shopping for just
a few euros get a nice bargain. Yet it would be out of touch to under-
stand the informal group this woman formed in Utrecht as just a pro-
duct of a rights regarding or ‘monitorial’ engagement vis à vis a consid-
ered malevolent government (cf. Schudson 1998). It is not that they
are entirely happy with how society runs, on the contrary. But they do
something they think is feasible, only to discover that local govern-
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ment, being of another political color than national government, is si-
lently happy with their activity and stimulates them in several ways,
even rewarding them with a local prize. The five or six active members
know each other from the church they visit, but yet they will not go to
this church every week. They might only phone one another every now
and then to maintain their small community. But they are not really
considering changing this strategy.

In Velsen, Tina and Jan run the exhibition ‘Seen in the Dark’. The
goal is to give able-sighted visitors an experience of what it means to
be blind, by walking a completely dark course with just a stick and
their sense of hearing. Both visually handicapped themselves, their
eight-year-old initiative could again easily be portrayed as a mere self-
interested action, as it is not so much oriented towards civil society as
towards the seeing society, and as only the visually handicapped can be
active in it. ‘Seen in the Dark’ makes no effort to influence local poli-
tics, nor does it bang the drum about the visually handicapped commu-
nity’s lack of rights in general.

‘It is about educating people in a way that was not available before
we made it up. But we also use the exhibition for things like team-
building processes,’ explains Jan. He and his wife are more or less en-
gaged full-time with their endeavor. Besides, there are always around
twelve (visually handicapped) volunteers, active as guides, to assist with
huge numbers of visitors. But these volunteers will often disappear
quickly again, as they might be young and too curious to stay on the
same spot for a long time, or as they have to travel a great distance and
find this too challenging. Jan and Tina regularly have difficulties filling
the vacancies. And without the support every now and then of local
government, their idea would not have found a house, literally.

All the ingredients are there to understand the informal community
around the exhibition as thwarted, with rather loose if not selfish con-
nections dominant and continuity not guaranteed. But the whole pro-
cess of creating the exhibition, with all the dialogues and negotiating
involved, made them confident about the future of their small center.
Addressing these forms of citizenship as the result of emancipated
individuals striving for ties as loosely as possible would overlook the
ambitions these citizens have to enlarge their initiative. It is not neces-
sarily by more meetings with their own participants, more manifesta-
tions or more palpable results, but by more connections with their
direct environment. More direct entry into local politics to organize
more financial support, better entry in local welfare organizations to
get help with finding volunteers or to overcome complex regulation.
Improvement of their civic engagement is about knowing phone num-
bers and faces – or in this case, voices. It is not about having somebody
prescribe to them what to do, or about getting more people engaged
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with setting the agenda of the small community. Their quest is to
maintain liberty while gaining continuity.

On close inspection, ‘less weight, more embedding’ is the way in
which rather traditional notions of citizenship live on. Rather than
grow big or raise cash, the primary goal of these communities is to get
more or better contact with their surroundings: they can be ‘light’ com-
munities because there are professionals, buildings, laws, schools or
churches to carry a part of the organizational burden. To underline this
qualitative finding quantitatively, I took into account the amount of
contact the initiatives had among one another and the amount of con-
tact they had with other organizations or the outside world. To measure
contact among members I equally valued contact by meeting one an-
other, contact by phone and contact by email. To measure the degree of
contact with the outside world, I looked at participation in other civic
organizations, cooperation with other civic organizations and contact
with local government. This allows making a fourfold distinction of in-
itiatives.

There is a group of initiatives with little contact among the members
and little contact with the outside world – feather light groups. These are
the people who in various degrees struggle to pursue a personal brain-
child. The groups might consist of not much more than an advisory
website and two people who sporadically maintain it, or two or three
people who submit a phone number in local newspapers to offer lonely
people a chance to talk. Their educational level is a bit lower than aver-
age. There is little money involved and most often also not very much
time spent.

Then there are groups that have little contact among themselves, but
relatively a lot with the outside world – networked groups. Higher edu-
cated than the average of the respondents, these are the groups that of-
ten concentrate on livability and similar measurable topics on which
they have a concrete take. Active citizens in these groups do not care
too much about socializing among one another. What matters most for
these communities is the result, such as less traffic in the neighbor-
hood.

The third group has a lot of contact among themselves, but relatively
little with the outside world – cooperative groups. These are often place-
centered, around returning festivities in a neighborhood or around a
certain group (of elderly, migrants) in a certain neighborhood. The edu-
cational level is again a bit lower than average. Here, socializing among
members rather than results play a larger role.

These three groups account more or less for just under half of the
total, i.e. the feather light make up for twelve, the networked for nine-
teen and the cooperative groups for twenty percent. Then there is the
group in which initiatives have both substantial contact among them-
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selves and with the outside world – nested groups. The nested groups
make for just over the majority of the set, surely partly as a result of
the dataset. These groups again are dominated by the higher educated.
The range of goals and motives is wide. They often have managed to
establish a small tradition of their own, with regular meetings, clearly
distinguished functions, identifiable connections with local govern-
ment or with a company, a welfare organization or community centre
or a church or a mosque. This makes continuity easy.

When related to the different ambitions the informal communities
represent, a pattern becomes visible. The feather light initiatives are
not overtly happy with their loose connections. On the question of
what (if anything) they’d like to ask from government, the answer
more often than not has to do with listening better or more, or having
the chance to have a dialogue, getting more information. Whereas the
answers meaning ‘do nothing’ were more or less constant among the
initiatives, there is a rise in longing for some sort of contact among the
lighter initiatives. Direct interviews underscored the rather modest
claims, directed towards acknowledgement of the particular idea or
ideas living in the feather light groups. Given that the degree of educa-
tion in these feather light communities is lower than average, a lack of
skills and lack of opportunities to actually fulfill these modest demands
are more reasonable explanations than a lack of good will or time. They
are not familiar with local politics or do not know how to make their
community attractive to other citizens. The very light initiatives strive
more or less in vain for more contact or more embedding, which is in-
deed predicted in the pessimistic interpretations of individualization or
atomization (Beck 2002; Bauman 2001). But what is obstructing them
is not so much a demanding personal agenda or an abundance of
choice in their individual lives, but a very focused inability to find like-
minded citizens or to connect to public servants or social professionals.
It is not so much the egoism of others that bothers the feather light
communities. Rather it is a lack of self-efficacy or a lack of entry into
formal institutions.

To underscore this, it is instructive to make an explicit comparison
between city and countryside. Predictably, the initiatives in the city are
more oriented towards livability and those on the countryside towards
more all-purpose social activities, such as sports. In the village, both
the very light and the nested initiatives are relatively prominent, and
both the networking and the cooperative types are relatively less repre-
sented (Hurenkamp and Rooduijn 2009). In the city the distribution is
more even-handed when compared to the national distribution, with a
slight overrepresentation of both the networking and the cooperative
initiatives. Face-to-face interviews suggested that, in the village, feather
light communities seldom were the result of choice, but rather of the
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failure to enter the larger local civil society. As Gert, in his sixties ex-
plains:

I organize these badminton tournaments for the kids. Basically,
because you have to keep them off the streets a little bit. But it
is difficult to find people to help me. My wife now does the fi-
nancial administration. I don’t know why it is difficult, maybe
because I’m not from this village, maybe because there are not
that many people living around here, and they live at quite large
distances from each other. The people here will help you imme-
diately when there is a problem with your house or something
like that, the obligations as a neighbor are felt strong. But as for
my badminton club, it just won’t work out.

In the city there are more institutions, local services and co-citizens to
connect to, to tap knowledge or aid from, to float on, so to speak. As a
consequence, feather light communities are more often the explicit
choice of their members and what is more important, more often
translate into one of the socially richer structured initiatives.

This pattern can be summarized as a pyramid of needs.

It is more or less a citizen-based reflection of the ‘possibility hypoth-
esis’, of the appreciation of citizenship as at least partly a product of in-
stitutional abundance. These light communities or their members turn
for their needs to the professionalized parts of civil society. They hardly
try to function autonomously as regular or traditional civic associations
would, but make ample use of office space, telephones, sport fields,

Figure 7.3
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meeting rooms and email lists of the churches, companies, local wel-
fare institutions and schools in their neighborhood.

When the social density of the different communities rises, the long-
ings are formulated more in the direction of acknowledgement of ex-
perience. The wish is no longer about being recognized as an active
citizen, but about being taken seriously. These are regularly the higher-
educated people who have gathered expertise on a certain topic, with
bookshelves full of information. They not only want to be heard, they
want to be taken into account. It is only among the nested initiatives
that more money becomes a clear desire. Among these, there exists al-
ready a substantial amount of internal and external contact, and it is
predominantly by creating more financial latitude that these active citi-
zens see the quality of their civic work rise. They have outlets for their
ideas, they know that these will land somewhere at least every now and
then, and when it comes to thinking about enhancing their commu-
nity, a newer computer or fees for traveling become attractive.

Conclusion

If I were a king and these citizens my subjects, they would make me
by turns happy and sad. But they would not make me nostalgic, as they
display substantial creativity in adapting to new circumstances. ‘Orga-
nize liberal, think conservative’ is a tempting summary of the practice
described above: a comment on both the optimistic account of citizens
becoming more emancipated and hence better democratic citizens and
on the pessimistic account of citizens becoming more individualistic
and hence less socially engaged. There is no demeaning connotation to
be read in either the label ‘conservative’ or ‘liberal’: the light commu-
nities described here have a more or less liberal dislike of internal pre-
scriptions and a more or less conservative approach to society in the
sense that they are predominantly a- or anti-revolutionary in their am-
bitions.

At least in this particular kind of ‘new’ citizen action, there is less
free roaming, high-spirited, critical, autonomous or other ‘sixties’ emu-
lating anti-elite activity than is often suggested in the ‘new engage-
ment’ literature. The experience of citizenship has become more an ex-
pression of individual rights than a mere follow-up of social duties, but
the consequences in terms of the direction of their engagement are
less rigorous than predicted. ‘Rising self expression values have not
brought a decline in all civic activities, ‘ Inlgehart and Welzel conclude,
‘The bureaucratic organizations that once controlled the masses, such
as political machines, labor unions and churches, are losing their grip,
but more spontaneous, expressive, and issue oriented forms of partici-
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pation, are becoming widespread. The rise of self-expression values is
linked with higher levels of political action, focused on making elites
more responsive to popular demands’ (Inglehart and Welzel 2005, p.
294). Although this trend is unmistakably visible during elections and
on the internet, I have shown here a far less ambitious side to expres-
sive or informal citizenship, focused on acquiescent caring and protect-
ing the neighborhood, eager to cooperate every now and then with local
government.

There is nothing really new to it, accept for the fact that people orga-
nize their ambitions to share some of their time, safeguard parts of
their surroundings or change elements of their neighborhood in a less
strict matter. Partly because they want to. Partly because they can, be-
cause this mode of citizenship is made possible. It is not only a pres-
sure of work and family that keeps people from participating in ‘real’
associations, i.e. bowling leagues. The more or less unhappily main-
tained ‘loose connections’ Robert Wuthnow is describing, are only an
element of the story on modern engagement (Wuthnow 1998). The in-
formal associations citizens can maintain because they are civically sav-
vy and at times institutionally supported are just as real to them as the
ones with regular meetings and membership cards.

It is in that sense not too surprising that these loosely organized citi-
zens produce various kinds of social cohesion, more than one would
suspect on the basis of the often gloomy ‘social capital’ literature.
‘There is something to be said for the neo-conservative argument that
in the modern world we need to recapture the density of associational
life and relearn the activities and understandings that go with it,’ Mi-
chael Walzer writes (1998, p. 142). Given the number of these light
communities and their ambitions one can only wonder what point he
is trying to make exactly. Citizens do associate. But they do this on
their own terms. These terms are space to maneuver and tinker with
their civic identity on the one hand and on the other hand an inclina-
tion to keep actual fighting or debating restricted to matters that touch
upon their own lives.

This still leaves enough to worry about. But it is not so much their
short-lived character or the coming and going of members these light
communities report trouble with, as is implicated in studies of ‘indivi-
dualization’, for instance when Beck describes the movement people
make from ‘communities of necessities’ to ‘elective affinities’ (Beck
2002). Rather, it is the degree to which they are embedded in a larger
civil society that predicts their (assessment of their own) functioning.
Hence, alternating between trusting or distrusting individuals’ capaci-
ties and willingness to participate in society is an unattractive analytical
position to look at the effects of growing choice in participation.
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If anything can kick-start contemporary, resilient citizenship prac-
tices, it is a structure of institutional and cultural possibilities. When
looking for ways to reconstruct community (‘a new we’) under these
circumstances, think of local services providing small budgets and or-
ganizational advice to (potential) active citizens without asking larger
administrative acts in return. Think of training ‘new’ active citizens in-
stead of complaining about the vested active citizens and their well-
known repertoire. Think of the administrative institutions and vested
civil society organizations professionalizing in the art of dealing with
citizens – not just ‘listening’ but also ‘talking back’, not just receiving a
letter or organizing a hearing, but actually relating to its content and
outcomes.
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8 ‘Control over the Remote Control’, or How to

Handle the ‘Normal’ World?

The Policy and Practice of Community Care for

People with Psychiatric or Intellectual Disabilities

Loes Verplanke and Jan Willem Duyvendak

Introduction

The past 25 years have witnessed a policy of deinstitutionalization for
psychiatric patients and people with intellectual disabilities, both in the
Netherlands and abroad. No longer banished to institutions in the
countryside, the policy posits that it would be better for these people to
once again be a part of society, to live in ordinary neighborhoods in
towns and villages. While there would be additional support for these
individuals, the idea was that they would live in their own houses (in-
stead of institutions) as independently and autonomously as possible.
Since the late 1990s, this policy has broadly been referred to as com-
munity care (Means & Smith 1998).

This chapter draws on the research project ‘Living in the Commu-
nity? Community Care for Psychiatric Patients and People with Intel-
lectual disabilities’.1 This project examines the effects of the policy of
community care in urban renewal areas where many psychiatric pa-
tients and people with intellectual disabilities end up living (social
housing, which these groups often depend on, is available in these
neighborhoods). The focus lies in how psychiatric patients and people
with intellectual disabilities living independently in these neighbor-
hoods experience their new ‘homes’. Next to archival and literature re-
search, we conducted extended interviews with around 100 people with
different psychiatric or intellectual disabilities.2 The research took place
in neighborhoods in three cities: Zwolle, Hilversum and Amsterdam –
a mixture of smaller and larger towns in more metropolitan and rural
surroundings.

After reviewing the criticisms of institutionalization, this chapter ex-
amines whether, and to what extent, the policy of deinstitutionalization
has led to a sense of belonging in the neighborhood among psychiatric
patients and people with intellectual disabilities. Why do we focus on



‘belonging’? What does ‘belonging’ have to do with the quality of life of
people with psychiatric problems or intellectual disabilities in poor, de-
teriorated neighborhoods? Quite a lot, as it turns out. In the Nether-
lands in the 1970s, the main criticism of housing these individuals in
institutions focused on their alienation and exclusion from society. As
a result, living outside institutions became the dominant aim. Deinsti-
tutionalization in the Netherlands was seen primarily as an alternative
means of housing these people – as a matter of accommodation. If
housing conditions were improved, it was thought, other aspects of in-
tegration would follow automatically (Duyvendak 1999; Tonkens
1999). It was further assumed that having one’s own house would
mean being part of a local community. Whereas the institution had
been criticized for separating and alienating people with handicaps
from others, having one’s own place in a regular neighborhood implied
integration and ‘feeling at home’ while living together with others. If
psychiatric patients or people with intellectual disabilities were to be in-
cluded in society, they needed to ‘come home’ to an ordinary residential
neighborhood.

But did this really happen? Our respondents’ experiences show how
difficult it is to feel at home in ‘normal’ neighborhoods.

Institutionalization criticized

Prior to the 1970s, psychiatric patients and people with intellectual dis-
abilities were viewed as patients in need of continuous nursing and
tucked away in countryside institutions. At the time, the therapeutic
ideal prescribed that the best place to care for them was in large insti-
tutions far from their former daily environment. Patients could be
cared for and supervised 24 hours a day; they would find peace and
quiet, ample space and a well-regulated life.

In the 1970s, patient organizations as well as professionals and aca-
demics began to criticize this ‘medical regime’, asserting that remote
institutions only served to isolate people from ‘normal’ communities.
These institutions were not only deemed discriminatory; they failed to
make people less ill or disturbed. Asylums: Essays on the social situation
of mental patients and other inmates (1961), the iconic work by the Amer-
ican sociologist Erving Goffman, was a source of inspiration for the
critics of institutionalization. Goffman compared psychiatric hospitals
to other ‘total institutions’ such as prisons, barracks, convents and even
concentration camps. Their ‘total’ nature was embodied in barriers
such as locked doors, high walls, electric fences, water and woodland
that precluded contact with the outside world. For Goffman, another
feature of the total institution was that work, sleep and leisure were
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group events – in the same location, regulated by a strict schedule, and
under the same bureaucratic regime. The worst feature of the asylum
was that the inmate’s ‘self is systematically, if often unintentionally,
mortified’ (Goffman 1961: 15). Goffman and other influential critics,
including the psychiatrists Laing and Szasz, stated that it was not so
much institutionalized inmates who were ill or mad, as society itself.
Society made people ill. Society had to be made healthy again, and psy-
chiatric patients and people with intellectual disabilities could play a
role here. Their presence in society would confront ‘normal’ people
with the vulnerable aspects of their own existence and make society
more friendly and humane. Society could heal these mental and psy-
chiatric patients if society itself was prepared to be healed by them
(Tonkens 1999).

The work of the Swedish social scientist Nirjé was prominent in the
field of caring for people with intellectual disabilities. Nirjé was one of
the first to argue that people with intellectual disabilities should lead a
‘normal life’: ‘The normalization principle means making available to
all mentally retarded people patterns of life and conditions of everyday
living which are as close as possible to the regular circumstances and
ways of life of society’ (Nirjé 1982). Nirjé emphasized the importance of
making living conditions for people with intellectual disabilities as nor-
mal as possible; he didn’t mean that they had to behave as normally as
possible. In his eyes, integration – participating in education, housing,
work and having social contacts in society – was the road to normaliza-
tion. In the Netherlands these concepts were expressed in the policy of
Nieuw Dennendal, an institution for people with intellectual disabilities.
In the 1970s this institution was famous for its progressive approach to-
wards caring for its clients. The central concept in this approach was
the spontaneous development of the self: everyone – including clients –
was free to discover and unfold their own talents and possibilities. So-
ciety merely had the task of supporting this (Tonkens 1999). The late
1970s postulated a new ideal that not only tolerated deviant behavior,
but even stated it was a healthy reaction to a sick society (Duyvendak
1999). It was therefore also in the interests of society that psychiatric
patients or people with intellectual disabilities were part of it.

The era of deinstitutionalization

The reaction of policy-makers to this criticism was surprisingly respon-
sive: they introduced a policy of deinstitutionalization, offering extra-
mural support and treatment for patients who needed long-term care
but who no longer lived in residential institutions (Kwekkeboom
2004). Several Western countries (the USA, the UK, Italy and the
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Scandinavian countries) closed down many psychiatric hospitals and
institutions for people with intellectual disabilities, replacing them with
small facilities in ordinary communities providing local extramural
care. Norway and Sweden introduced legislation that entitled anyone
with any kind of disability to live in a house in an ordinary neighbor-
hood; in fact patients had no choice as these countries no longer main-
tained residential institutions. In the Netherlands, policy-makers inter-
preted the criticism of institutions mainly as one of scale and type of
housing: the size and impersonal nature of the institutions became a
thing of the past as ‘small’ became the maxim of the 1980s and 1990s.
Small-scale sheltered living units were established, first in the grounds
of institutions, and later, beyond the institutions’ confines in residential
neighborhoods in towns and villages (Welshman 2006; Means &
Smith 1998; Overkamp 2000).

The 1984 ‘New Memorandum on the Mental Health Service’ expli-
citly stated that the closed, large-scale approach to institutional mental
healthcare was to be replaced by a care system ‘in which the client can
be helped close to his home, maintaining his social contacts as far as
possible’ (Parliamentary Papers 1983/1984: 53). The number of beds in
psychiatric institutions was to be reduced; some of the released funds
were to be spent on extramural care for these patients in the form of
ambulatory care and sheltered living schemes. While these policy
changes were a response to criticism, they were also prompted by the
need to restrain mental healthcare expenditure.

Other Dutch policy documents in the 1990s expanded on the theme
of deinstitutionalization. The maxim of the memorandum ‘In the
Community: Mental Health and Mental Healthcare in a Social Perspec-
tive’ was ‘mental healthcare (back) in the community where possible’
(Parliamentary Papers 1992/1993: 76). A ‘community based concept of
care’ was central to this approach (p.20), to be achieved by mental
healthcare services cooperating at the local level with social services,
homeless centers, legal services, and employment and social rehabilita-
tion projects.

In the Netherlands, care policies for people with intellectual disabil-
ities evolved in a similar fashion. The new policy was captured in the
memorandum ‘Beyond Limitations: Multi-year Program Intersectorial
Policy on Care for the Handicapped 1995-1998’ (Ministerie van VWS
1995) which stated: ‘First and foremost, the disabled must be given
more freedom to make their own choices about how they lead their
lives’ (p.16). ‘Living in an ordinary house in an ordinary neighborhood’
(p.43) became the guiding principle. Once again – as was the case with
the mental health service – the need to curb expenditure was an addi-
tional argument in favor of deinstitutionalization.
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However, policy documents from the late 1990s (Parliamentary Pa-
pers 1996/1997, 1998/1999) indicate that the switch to community
care did not develop according to plan. Although supporting and nor-
malizing the position of psychiatric patients and people with intellec-
tual disabilities remained the aim, there were, for the first time, indica-
tions that the process of deinstitutionalization was not fulfilling its
goals. According to the Minister of Public Health, Welfare and Sport,
there were signs that community care was negatively influencing the
quality of life of those handicapped people who had begun living on
their own. The minister also observed that care institutions were still
not investing enough in extramural help and support, and that coop-
eration with local partners was unsatisfactory. Reducing levels of insti-
tutional care could only be justified if it was replaced by social support
functions in the community. ‘Experience in other countries has demon-
strated that without this support, the move to mental healthcare in the
community can lead to the exclusion, decline and increasing isolation
of patients’ (Parliamentary Papers 1996/1997: 10).

Although politicians maintained certain reservations about the ef-
fects of community care, they only strengthened their policy that peo-
ple with handicaps should not rely on services and amenities for their
specific disabilities, but should – where possible – use those available
to the general public. In 2007 this policy was explicitly formulated in a
new law on social support (Wet op de maatschappelijke ondersteuning or
Wmo), the central concept of which was ‘participation’. Everyone was
supposed to participate in society; those who for whatever reason were
unable to participate on their own were entitled to the support of their
social networks, neighbors, volunteers, and in the last resort, profes-
sionals. The new law applied to psychiatric patients and people with in-
tellectual disabilities as well. However, being a part of the ‘normal’
community for these groups entailed a great deal of special help and
support. The question thus became even more poignant: are all neigh-
bors and neighborhoods willing and able to provide this help?

Having your own place

As already mentioned, we interviewed about 100 people with psychia-
tric or intellectual disabilities living on their own in ‘normal’ neighbor-
hoods. Most of the interviewed psychiatric patients had spent consider-
able periods of their lives in psychiatric hospitals. Of the respondents
with intellectual disabilities, half had previously lived in institutions
run by professionals; the others had lived with their parents. Respon-
dents all stated that they had chosen to live on their own. None felt ob-
liged or forced by relatives or professionals to choose this option. Most
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received a house in the town where they had grown up. About half had
a lease contract in their own name; others leased via the care organiza-
tion that supported them. Respondents had no explicit expectations
about how it would be to live in their own place, nor any definite ex-
pectations about the atmosphere of their new neighborhoods, e.g.
whether they would feel welcome or if their neighbors would help
them settle in.

The urban renewal neighborhoods in this research project were: Hol-
tenbroek in Zwolle; Noord and Liebergen in Hilversum; and De Banne
and Vogelbuurt/IJplein in Amsterdam Noord. These neighborhoods
were all built in the decades after World War II. In those years, the
need for housing was very urgent. Due to the war, there wasn’t much
money, which resulted in rather cheap uniform social housing. The
first residents were native-born families. In the 1980s, little by little
most of them moved to suburban housing because of the bad quality
of their apartments. Less prosperous immigrant families took their
places. In the 1990s, many of these post-war urban neighborhoods de-
clined: vacancy, pollution, burglary and vandalism flourished. As a re-
sponse, policy makers decided to demolish and reconstruct the blocks
of flats. This nowadays happens in all post-war urban neighborhoods
with social housing projects in the Netherlands (Duyvendak 2002).

What do we know about the ‘landing’ of these groups in urban re-
newal neighborhoods? First of all, and to our surprise, most respon-
dents were unaware that they lived in an urban renewal area. It was
clearly not an issue for them (later we will see why). Second, respon-
dents unanimously appreciated having their own houses where they
could do what they wanted. They mentioned advantages such as not
being constantly disturbed by others, being in control of what and
when they eat, their bedtimes, pets in the house, having more autono-
my, etc.: ‘Finally I am in control over the remote control’. No one
wanted to return to their former living situation.

Once you are free in your own house, that’s really terrific. It’s
just positive. Even when the weather is bad, it still seems as if
the sun is shining. That’s my feeling here (man with intellectual
disabilities, 30, Hilversum Liebergen).

I decided that it was enough with all those non-stop intakes in
hospital. I really wanted to have a life in a place of my own. And
here I am now: I am really calmer now that I am not continu-
ously in and out of the institution and don’t have to live in a
group anymore. I have the tendency to adjust myself always to
other people around me and I’m happy now that it’s not neces-
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sary anymore (woman, 45, psychiatric patient, Zwolle Holten-
broek).

I’m happy with this place. Above all I appreciate it to have a toi-
let for myself. I have many troubles with diarrhea and here I
can sit as long as I want on the toilet. There’s no one knocking
at the door that I have to hurry up (woman, 41, psychiatric pa-
tient, Amsterdam Noord).

For many years I lived in institutions with a lot of people con-
stantly around me. But it is no good for me to be with so many
people all the time, because my head becomes too busy then.
Maybe I get mad one day. That’s why I have asked for a home of
my own. And finally that worked out fine, because now I live
here on my own and I like that very much (man with intellec-
tual disabilities, 33, Hilversum Noord).

I want to have a normal life, I don’t want to be constantly in a
group with non-stop supervision. Now I have a place of my own
with a lease contract with my name on it. And I have two par-
rots here! (man, 48, psychiatric patient, Amsterdam Noord).

Other research (e.g. Kwekkeboom 2006 and 2008; Overkamp 2000)
has also concluded that most individuals with psychiatric problems or
intellectual disabilities prefer to have their own accommodation, due to
the privacy and autonomy this allows. In this respect, the quality of
their lives has substantially improved.

Social contact

In general, the interviewees have very little, if any, contact with neigh-
bors or other locals in their new neighborhoods. Most did not intro-
duce themselves to their neighbors after they moved in; nor did sup-
porting professionals suggest they do so. Only one respondent, a 60-
year-old man with psychiatric problems in Zwolle, explicitly told us
about his attempt to make contact with his neighbors:

Shortly after I moved in I called on the neighbors around ten in
the evening. I said I’d just wanted to pop in for a drink, but they
said: ‘Sorry, it’s far too late, not now’. Next day those neighbors
complained to the care institution that I was a nuisance. So my
contact with the neighbors was not much of a success.
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Contact with neighbors was usually limited to saying hello, and, at
best, to brief chats on the street. There was very little contact, such as
occasionally drinking a cup of coffee together or helping each other
with small tasks. Some interviewees mentioned unpleasant experiences
with neighbors. A 31-year-old woman with intellectual disabilities, liv-
ing in Hilversum Noord, told us that not long after her move she
found bits of food on her doormat that had been stuffed through the
letterbox. This happened at least five times. She was quite sure that it
was one of her surrounding, mostly elderly neighbors who did this.

Interviewees’ indoor visitors are mainly relatives and personal care-
takers, who are particularly crucial for people with few family contacts.
Respondents looked forward to their daily or weekly visits when they
could talk about what was going on in their lives and what was bother-
ing them. In these cases the caretaker was often called ‘the most im-
portant person in my life’.

Respondents’ outdoor contact was generally limited to people in the
same position as themselves. They met each other at work (most often
for people with handicaps), in the activity center (most often for people
with the same handicap) or at the meeting place of the care organiza-
tion. For many interviewees the latter functioned as a living room, a
place to easily chat with others.

Few respondents had friendly contacts with ‘normal’ people. It is our
impression that most felt more comfortable in the company of their
peers. Several interviewees mentioned feelings like shyness, uncer-
tainty and even fear when asked about friendly contacts with ‘normal’
people:

I feel more secure when I am with people like myself. Every-
where else I don’t feel at ease. People look at you as if they
think: What is he doing here? (man with intellectual disabilities,
30, Hilversum Liebergen).

Most normal people think you’re not right in the head, so they
don’t want to have anything to do with you. I suppose that is dis-
crimination. Or maybe not discrimination, but prejudice. Or
even fear, maybe they’re just scared (woman, 48, psychiatric pa-
tient, Zwolle Holtenbroek).

Look here, I’m someone with slight intellectual disabilities. I
can stand up for myself, but you’re never sure if normal people
make a fool of you (woman with intellectual disabilities, 39, Am-
sterdam Noord).
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The same fears of not being able to keep up with ‘normal’ people, and
of being nagged or stigmatized, means most interviewees don’t visit
the community center or make use of other public activities in their
neighborhoods.

Two or three times I visited the community center here, but I
didn’t feel happy there. There’s more distance and coolness than
in the DAC (activity center for people with psychiatric pro-
blems). Everyone comes there, maybe even your neighbors, you
never know. That’s a real threshold for me. That’s why I prefer
to go to the DAC. There I feel at home and there I’m not the
only one who is seen as mad, because there are others who have
also experienced a psychosis (woman, 52, psychiatric patient,
Hilversum Liebergen).

Although respondents’ social networks were generally small, this did
not necessarily mean that they were dissatisfied with them. About 65
percent of interviewees thought their networks were large enough. This
applied mainly to those who still lived in the neighborhood or part of
town where they grew up, with nearby relatives frequently dropping in
to help with small tasks. Some respondents even mentioned incidental
contacts with one or more former classmates. The subgroup of respon-
dents satisfied with their social networks also included individuals who
hardly see anyone, mainly people with psychiatric problems. This 44-
year-old woman from Hilversum Noord was typical:

I live here quietly; the heath is nearby. I like it here, the trees
too. Because of my psychiatric problems I’m not allowed to
work. My days have a simple structure: in the morning I take
out my dog, make some coffee and after that I watch TV with a
cigarette. Well, at those moments I sit really princely in my
chair. In the afternoon I take a nap and after that I take the dog
out again. And in the evening I go with the dog for the third
time. I don’t cook anymore, I don’t like it. I just eat bread every
day.
My family is far away; only my mother lives nearby. She is al-
ready 90 years old. Every Saturday evening we visit each other;
one week I go to her place, the other week she comes to me.
Once in two weeks someone from the care organization comes
along.
I barely go outdoors, only for the shopping and with the dog.
When I take the dog out I often see a man with another dog.
We have a short chat now and then. Apart from my mother, the
caretaker and the man with the dog, I don’t see other people.
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I’m a bit like a hermit, but that’s what I want. Sometimes I feel
lonely, then I listen to a nice CD and that helps a bit.
I’m just not someone who gets really involved in things. A few
years ago I tried fitness and I also had a buddy, but I can’t com-
mit myself. After a while I just want to be at home: in my chair,
with my dog and a cigarette. Then I’m fine.

Most respondents belonging to the 35 percent who were dissatisfied
with their social networks lived in environments that were relatively
new to them, without family or former acquaintances in the neighbor-
hood. They long for more contacts but are simply unable to make or
maintain them. For these people, personal caretakers are crucial. The
story of a 46-year-old man with intellectual disabilities living in Hilver-
sum is illustrative; he told us he never had visitors apart from his care-
taker and mother. This was why he was willing to be interviewed – he
would have a visitor! He often felt lonely; each time he did he would
count to ten and back several times, which helped him calm down.
Though he is pleased with his own home and independence, he misses
a ‘friendly, sociable atmosphere’ in his neighborhood. When asked if
he had ever initiated a conversation with anyone, he replied that he
would be unlikely to do so again because his immediate neighbors –
mainly older people – gossip about him.

Next to these differences in personal experiences, differences in re-
spondents’ problems play a role. People with intellectual disabilities
tend more often than people with psychiatric disorders to have struc-
tured daily routines they are happy with: four or five days a week they
go to the sheltered employment service or to other day-care centers in
the neighborhood, where they can meet with their peers. Psychiatric
patients generally find it more difficult to stick to a structured daily or
weekly routine. The very nature of their disorder means they tend to
be more emotionally unstable; they may suffer mood swings or feel in-
active due to medication, making it difficult to maintain social contacts.
One respondent expressed the condition convincingly. When asked if
she would like to get to know more people in the neighborhood, she
replied:

No, not at the moment. It’s my head – having to cope with lots
of different people is very, very tiring. It’s not that I don’t like it,
it’s just that I find things really difficult. My head makes me feel
like a stranger in my own body, so I don’t really feel at ease any-
where. Not even in my own home. I can’t get to the real me, can
you understand that? Things wouldn’t be okay for me even if I
lived in heaven, simply because it’s a feeling I have inside me
(woman with psychiatric problems, 37, Amsterdam Noord).
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Feeling at home

We asked all respondents where and to what extent they felt at home,
and whether they felt a sense of belonging to their new neighborhoods.
Many immediately began to point around them, indicating they felt at
home within their own houses. An important reason for this strong
feeling of homeliness in one’s house has to do with the fact that most
rediscovered a place for themselves, free of disturbances, after having
lived in groups for many years in different types of institutions.

As for the neighborhood, most interviewees did not mention definite
feelings of attachment. For the reasons outlined above, the neighbor-
hood for most of them has no meaning whatsoever. They do not know
their neighbors and do not participate in the life of the neighborhood.
Only in cases where they were born and raised in this (part of) the city
do respondents mention an attachment to their environment that re-
sembles a sense of belonging. Especially in Amsterdam Noord, sepa-
rated from the rest of the city by the river IJ, there exist rather strong
feelings of being a ‘Noorderling’. Several respondents from Noord said
they didn’t care very much in which neighborhood they lived, so long
as it was in Noord:

For me Amsterdam Noord is anyhow the best place to be. Every-
thing is nearby, I like that. And there’s silence and the housing.
I can do my shopping here, take a walk, sit on a bench some-
where. I hope that I can stay here the rest of my life. But you
never know of course; suddenly they can say that you have to go
elsewhere (woman with psychiatric problems, 48, Amsterdam
Noord).

Sociological research has shown that people attach a wide range of
meanings to what it is to feel at home somewhere (Cuba & Hummon
1993; Low & Altman 1992). Some people mainly associate the feeling
with safety, security, comfort, domesticity and intimacy; others with
autonomy, freedom, independence and the ability to be oneself. Some
see it as being ‘among the same kind of people’, while yet others see it
as familiarity with people and things, with routine and predictability
(Easthope 2004; Mallett 2004; Manzo 2003; Morley 2001). Whereas
policy-makers tend to privilege the second interpretation – freedom
and autonomy – many psychiatric patients or people with intellectual
disabilities mostly experience a feeling of belonging when they feel safe
and secure, when they are with people like themselves, and when they
are in familiar surroundings. It is this last aspect they have difficulty
achieving, as they do not manage to establish meaningful contacts with
neighbors and other locals.
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Conclusion

The majority of the psychiatric patients and people with intellectual
disabilities we interviewed tend to live as solitary individuals in their
communities (or on little islands in the case of clustered accommoda-
tion). They are happy with their autonomy. They feel at home in their
houses. However, where these houses are located has limited relevance
because there is almost no contact with other locals. This, then, ex-
plains the riddle of people with disabilities not being aware of urban
renewal projects: as they don’t participate in the lives of their neighbor-
hoods, they don’t know what is happening in them. To put it bluntly,
their neighbors don’t care for them and they don’t care for the neigh-
borhood. The outside world penetrates their houses almost exclusively
via television, for here they can control the remote control – the outside
world at a distance. What these vulnerable individuals are lacking are
the tools to handle their social proximity.

In retrospect it is rather surprising that in the planning of deinstitu-
tionalization so little attention was given to the social context these peo-
ple would end up living in. In the 1970s, the idealistic critics of total
institutions naively assumed that society as a whole would benefit from
the arrival in local communities of psychiatric patients and people with
intellectual disabilities. Policy-makers in the 1980s and 1990s rated
highly the benefits of living in a normal house in a normal area, but
failed to develop concrete ideas about what this would actually mean in
the everyday lives of those involved. They failed to question whether so-
ciety as a whole, and more specifically local neighborhoods, would
show sufficient tolerance and solidarity for vulnerable people. Living
an independent life in the community had become an indisputable
principle, in part because this ideal for people with psychiatric and
learning problems was, and is, derived from an ideal applicable to all
citizens: living as independently and autonomously as possible. It is
only recently that professionals and policy-makers begin to realize that
a social network in the immediate neighborhood is important for indi-
viduals with a limited radius of action, like psychiatric patients or peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities.

In the past few years, researchers in the Netherlands have examined
how local communities feel about psychiatric patients or people with
intellectual disabilities coming to live amongst them (Kwekkeboom
1999, 2001; Overkamp 2000). These studies have shown that the initi-
al reaction to the arrival of more vulnerable people is fairly positive.
However, when questioned further, people tend to be less open-
minded. They think that there should always be a caretaker on hand
‘just in case’, and are rather reluctant to allow these people into their
private lives. This reluctance to truly include psychiatric patients or
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people with intellectual disabilities in local communities was found
among all social strata. All these rather gloomy notions don’t imply
there is no room for improvement in the current state of affairs. Local
authorities could pay closer attention to the physical environment and
amenities that would contribute to a sense of public familiarity (Blok-
land 2008); care institutions could do much more to prepare commu-
nities for the arrival of people with disorders. We often see that local re-
sidents and welfare organizations remain uninvolved in plans to house
psychiatric patients and people with intellectual disabilities in their
communities; fear of the dreaded NIMBY (not in my backyard) effect
plays a role in this. Involving the community beforehand in plans for
independent accommodation would improve the chances of support
coming from well-intentioned locals as well as local care organizations
and institutions. Alongside the predictable protestors, there are always
community members willing to be more involved if asked. This would
most certainly be the case if accompanied by better communication
with care supervisors and institutions, should problems arise.

Professional caregivers need to focus more on their clients’ social en-
vironments once they have settled in particular areas. Caregivers are
currently too often focused on supporting the clients themselves (‘how
to handle the remote control?’), whereas it is the professionals who
could really make a difference in building bridges to their clients’ po-
tential social networks in their immediate proximity (‘how to handle
your neighbors?’).

Should all this happen, the question still remains whether some peo-
ple with psychiatric problems or intellectual disabilities would not feel
more at home in a pleasant room in a small-scale institution sur-
rounded by people like themselves. It is important for policy-makers,
caregivers and scholars to raise this question, precisely because well-in-
tentioned people helped to develop the policy of deinstitutionalization
without carefully researching the conditions in which it could succeed.

Notes

1 ‘Living in the Community? Community Care for Psychiatric Patients and People with

Intellectual Disabilities’ is a three-year research program led by Jan Willem Duyven-

dak and conducted by researchers at the University of Amsterdam and the research

and consultancy organization DSP-groep.

2 This chapter focuses on the deinstitutionalization of psychiatric patients and people

with intellectual disabilities. In addition to these two groups, we also interviewed the

frail elderly (who were also formerly institutionalized but who today stay for as long

as possible in their own homes) and people with physical handicaps.
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9 Changing Urban Networks and Gossip:

Moroccan Migrant Women’s Networks in the

Dutch Welfare State

Marguerite van den Berg

Introduction

Moroccan migrant women in the Netherlands are the objects of heated
debate. Their emancipation and social mobility has been the concern
of politicians and policy makers for years now and their lives and prac-
tices the object of many policy interventions. The social networks of
Moroccan migrant women (first generation, that is to say, women that
themselves migrated to the Netherlands) often appear in discussions
on their social position. On the one hand, many worry that Moroccan
women are isolated, on the other, the ties of Moroccan migrants are
supposedly many but bonding and restraining. The precarious position
of Moroccan women is often perceived as a problem, but the social mo-
bility of Moroccan second-generation women is often praised. Policy in-
terventions are legitimized because of the perceived lack of autonomy
of Moroccan women, but when ‘youth at risk’ are to be disciplined, pol-
icy makers look at Moroccan mothers to set their sons straight (see
Van den Berg, 2007).

Although these are obviously very contradictory images, there is
some truth (or potential) in all of them. Moroccan migrant women do
generally have relatively precarious social positions. Many women who
migrated to the Netherlands from Morocco to either follow their hus-
band (who already migrated for employment) in the 1970s or marry a
Moroccan Dutch man in the decades thereafter (De Mas, 2001), have
received little education, relatively often are dependent on income sup-
port, due to gender inequality in many families are very dependent on
their husband and their husband’s family, and live in the cities’ and
smaller municipalities’ poorer areas (see Pels & De Gruyter 2004;
NGR 2005; SCP 2006).

In this chapter, 1 I argue that because of these positions, poor Moroc-
can migrant women are very dependent on support networks for survi-
val and the produced gossip in these networks. Looking through the



prism of gossip allows for a better understanding of the social net-
works of migrants that traveled not only between countries, but also
from rural to urban areas. By focusing on gossip, this article is em-
bedded in the tradition of urban sociology and urban anthropology in
which ‘talk’ and the social rules on which ‘talk’ is based, and which de-
rive from it, are the central objects of study in order to uncover social
networks, conflict and norms (see Elias & Scotson 1965; Bergmann
1993).

This chapter is based on the qualitative fieldwork study that I con-
ducted in 2005/2006, in which it became clear that the behavior of
these women was very much influenced by their fear of gossip. How-
ever, the form and effect of gossip for these women changes in the ur-
ban context of Rotterdam with the Dutch Welfare State providing social
support. I will argue that precisely this context possibly makes for a dif-
ferent effect of gossip as it no longer produces social integration, but
disintegration, because women can increasingly opt out of networks.
Dependence on welfare provision of social support can therefore be a
necessary step towards independence and social mobility.

Gossip as prism

Everybody gossips. People across genders, ethnicities and classes like
gossiping (Levin & Arluke 1985; Tebbutt 1995; Bergmann 1993; Wittek
& Wielers 1998; Gluckman 1963). In the social scientific literature on
gossip, the functions of this phenomenon take center stage (Bergmann
1993; Gluckman 1963; Elias & Scotson 1965). Roughly three social
functions of gossip can be distinguished in the many books and chap-
ters that have appeared on this subject: 1) gossip as a mechanism
through which information is shared, 2) gossip as a mechanism of in-
tegrating social groups, and 3) gossip as a means of social control (cf.
Bergmann 1993; Gluckman 1963; Elias & Scotson 1965).

In this chapter, I interpret gossip as an interaction of two or more
people talking about a person who is known to them, but is not pre-
sent (cf. Gluckman 1963; Guendouzi 2001; Itserson & Clegg 2008;
Houmanfar & Johnson 2003). It is important, though, to note that
what makes talking about an absent person ‘gossip’ is not the content
of the information that is exchanged, but the form of the interaction
and the social field and social relations in which it takes place (see Yer-
kovic 1977; see also De Vries 1987; 1993). Gossip is, in other words,
about sharing an interpretation of social behavior which takes place
‘backstage’ in order to set ‘frontstage’ norms (Goffman 1959; see also:
Guendouzi 2001).
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Social support networks run more smoothly with gossip. Gossip sti-
mulates a homogeneity and integration of social networks that enables
bonding social capital, that is to say: people are more likely to be help-
ful to people who are like them and who attain to the same set of
norms. On the basis of gossip that sets these norms, moreover, it is ea-
sier to exclude the ‘deviant’, ‘odd’, ‘uncivil’ or ‘bad’ of social support
(Bergman 1993; Gluckman 1963; De Vries 1987 and 1993; Elias &
Scotson 1965).

In networks that are highly integrated, such as small (parts of) pro-
fessional organizations (see Iterson & Clegg 2008; Houmanfar & John-
son 2003; Kurland & Pelled 2000 and Wittek & Wielers 1988 for good
examples of literature on organizations and gossip), gossip often plays
a big role and vice versa: networks in which many participants gossip,
often are relatively close nit (Elias & Scotson 1965). Gossip can be a
crucial activity in maintaining social capital and social relations (Claw-
son 2005). This relation between social structure and gossip makes the
phenomenon of gossip a good prism for studying social relations and
also – as is the case here – the social integration of networks of mi-
grant women.

The case: Moroccan women in Rotterdam

Most Moroccan migrants migrated to the Netherlands following the
migration of guestworkers in the 1960s and 70s who migrated for jobs
in Western Europe (France, Belgium). Moroccan first-generation wo-
men mostly came to the Netherlands because of marriage. Some were
married to Moroccan men in Morocco who later went to Europe as
guestworkers and after the 1973 economic crisis brought their wives
and children to stay because of the risk that going back to Morocco in
these economic insecure times entailed (De Mas 2001). But most Mor-
occan women came to the Netherlands because they married a pre-
viously migrated Moroccan young man or a second-generation Moroc-
can-Dutch. Most Moroccan migrants to the Netherlands (and Belgium)
come from small villages in the rural northern highlands: the ‘Rif
mountains’. Many, especially women migrants from Morocco, were
poorly educated and often also illiterate. Marriages were often arranged
by family or local networks (De Mas 2001).

The women in this chapter share a similar migration history. All re-
spondents in this research define themselves as Moroccan immigrants.
They are between twenty-five and forty-five years of age, born in Moroc-
co, and migrated to the Netherlands because they married a Moroccan
immigrant. All women are still married and all have children (two to
five in the ages between 0 and 30). Most women in this study are from

CHANGING URBAN NETWORKS AND GOSSIP 175



the North of Morocco, from places like Berkane, Al Hoceima, Nador
and Oujda. Some were from the large metropolitan areas: Agadir, Ra-
bat and Fes. Most women speak a Berber language (Tamazight) and
(often an elementary form of) Dutch; some speak primarily Arabic. All
respondents spoke sufficient Dutch to do the interviews and discus-
sions in Dutch. The socio-economic position of the women (and of a
large portion of the Moroccan population in the Netherlands, see
above) is precarious. Many of them depend on welfare benefits and live
off an income close to the ‘poverty line’. The women refer to them-
selves as ‘poor’ and are thus categorized in social policy.

This analysis of gossip and urban networks is based on data that I
collected during 2005 and 2006 in a qualitative fieldwork study in an
urban neighborhood in Rotterdam (Delfshaven), the second largest city
in the Netherlands of almost 600,000 inhabitants. Delfshaven is a
neighborhood in which thirteen percent of the population is first- or
second-generation Moroccan, 72 percent is first- or second-generation
migrant and 28 percent is ‘indigenous2 Dutch’ (‘autochtoon’ in Dutch).3

The study was set up to research the social capital and social mobility
of Moroccan migrant women in an intersectional approach focusing
on gender, ethnicity and class (see Van den Berg 2007 for more infor-
mation on this research). I participated in citizenship courses (inburger-
ing), volunteering projects, taught Moroccan women Dutch in their
homes for two years, participated in community-development projects
and documented my observations, as well as formal and informal con-
versations. In total, approximately fifty women were involved in the re-
search, which most often meant that I would talk with them during
these activities, or they would be part of a group discussion. I inter-
viewed 10 of these 50 women one-on-one in depth.

Because I don’t speak any Arabic or Berber Language, and was not
part of the groups in which I participated long enough, I was not part
of the networks and exchange of gossip that I studied. From my rela-
tive ‘outsider’ position, studying gossip is necessarily limited to describ-
ing the meaning that Moroccan migrant women ascribe to gossip.
What can be analyzed is the fear they felt when we talked about gossip
and how they narrated about how gossip influenced their lives. In
other words: some effects of gossip are studied here. But most impor-
tantly, I intend to go beyond the mere question of gossip in this chap-
ter into the question of social networks and their integration or disinte-
gration in the Dutch urban context.
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Narratives of gossip: ‘The tongue has no bone’

‘Do you know her?’
‘What do you think of them, you know that family that just
moved here?’

The women in my research asked me these types of questions regu-
larly. It is often the beginning of a gossipy narrative. Before the women
could fully count me in on their conversations, they needed to make
an inventory of who I did and did not know and what details I could
add to the gossiping.

If I had answered such questions and through the activity of gossip-
ing had become part of these women’s networks, other women that I
wanted to include in my research would have stopped talking to me.
Some discretion on my part was necessary for the successful conduct
of my research. Exactly how quick my role as a researcher entered the
networks and gossip of Moroccan women in Rotterdam became clear
to me very early on as I was confronted by one respondent with gossip
that concerned myself. The first time that I visited the Moroccan orga-
nization in Delfshaven, I had participated in an Arabic writing class.
Later that week, I went to visit one of the respondents who had been
part of my network a bit longer. As soon as we sat down for tea, she
told me that some of her family members participated in an Arabic
writing class and that they saw a Dutch woman there this week! She
could not understand this incident: what would a Dutch woman want
from Arabic classes? How strange! This can’t be right! As I told her
that the woman in question was me and how I went there to do re-
search for my book I had been telling her about, she grew quieter, as
now of course, this conversation was no longer a form of gossip (as the
person that she gossiped about suddenly came to be present!) but
rather became an awkward interrogation.

‘Blame’, ‘In-group news’ and ‘Praise’

The boundaries of smaller, family-oriented networks are being set and
negotiated through gossip in the case of Moroccan women, not those
of a whole ethnic community as seems to be the case with Turkish im-
migrants (see De Vries 1988). One can hardly speak of a Moroccan
community as such in Dutch cities like Rotterdam (see for an elabora-
tion, Van den Berg, 2007), which for example becomes clear in the fact
that only in Delfshaven 21 migrant organizations exist for Moroccans
alone: every subgroup has its own association.

‘Don’t write that down… I don’t want people talking about it…’4
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The women in my research often shared with me their concerns about
gossip and how what they told me should remain private. Many wo-
men were in fact very anxious about rumors and gossip about their be-
havior. Some of the time they denied being part of gossip activities, but
mostly, at least in private conversations, they admitted to their own gos-
siping. ‘The tongue has no bone’, as one respondent explained to me,
is a well-known Arabic saying (phonetic Arabic: Lcen mafieh le’dam’,
compare: in English: ‘Loose tongue’). She was admitting, in other
words, how she could not help herself.

Elias and Scotson distinguish three kinds of gossip in their re-
nowned study of neighborhood relationships (1965): ‘Blame gossip’,
‘in-group news gossip’ and ‘praise gossip’. The first is what is meant by
‘gossip’ through the popular use of the word: it is negative gossiping.
‘In-group news gossip’ concerns the exchange of more or less neutral
information about members of the network. ‘Praise gossip’ is positive
gossip. It is very much connected to ‘blame gossip’ since gossip work
(setting norms, integrating the network) can be done by either blaming
the deviant or praising the conformists. This became very clear in the
language courses in which I was participating in my fieldwork, in
which one of the participants, Sanae,5 was talked about, but only in the
most positive possible sense. When she was present, she had a position
of authority in the group and was very much accepted as such by the
other women in the group. While she was absent from the class quite
often, she was almost always present as a representation in narratives.
The women present would stress their closeness to Sanae:

Respondent (R) : Sanae is my next door neighbor. She has been
for eight years now.
Me: Oh really, that long?
R: Yes, her door has always been open…
R2: She’s really such a nice, good woman, Sanae
R: When I had my baby, she came to help me for ten days you
know.
Me: Really?
R: Yes, really. And she loves her andmy children. Sanae helped me
a lot actually. Every day until I was strong again. Then: finished.
R3: She’s really a good woman, everybody thinks that!

Sanae is praised in this conversation for her efforts in the support sys-
tem they share, her hospitality and her love and attention for children.
In other such conversations about her, her family was praised: her
daughters are doing well and she has a nice husband. Her pious beha-
vior was praised as well as this gave her a lot of status. Rather clear, un-
ambiguous norms as to what a ‘good woman’ is are set here. All mem-
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bers of this network get this clear message about the expected and ap-
proved behavior; a good woman is pious, has successful children, and
is dedicated to her children, husband and other close contacts.

The gender dimension in these norms is very salient. As gossip of-
ten has to do with ‘civil’ and ‘uncivil’, ‘pure’ and ‘dangerous’ behavior,
gender norms are often the object of concern. This in part explains
why the women in this study were reluctant to have contact with or
even briefly talk to men. This came to the fore in the following discus-
sion:

R: I’m scared. If I talk to a man on the street, he may talk about
this to other people, or other people might talk about it.
Me: If he does talk about it, what would he say to other people?
R: Njem, I don’t know really…
Me: What would he say? Would he say: ‘Samira says hello to
me’ and then what…?
R: Maybe he would say: ‘Today she says Salaam’ tomorrow he
will go a little bit further with me, you understand? He will say
that I’m a bad woman…
Me: What does that mean, that you are a bad woman?
R: Just, that I talk to men and so on, I don’t know what he
might say…!

The fear of the women was primarily of ‘blame gossip’, where their
(moral) behavior would be discussed in a disapproving manner. How-
ever, it should be noted that many of the women enjoyed (as do most
people) talking to each other about other people. In fact, this was one
of the reasons why some women enjoyed coming to the language
courses three times a week.

The management of reputations and social capital

However rational and legitimate the discussions may be, the fear of
gossip limits the social capital and the potential of social networks to
resources of other women and men in their own families. Women have
to maneuver to make sure they stay out of positions in which they are
the subject of gossip. Contact with others that are part of your network
is especially important for the management of reputations. Therefore,
contact with a Dutch native man (for instance my partner), is not really
considered a problem. Contact with him was considered much more
benign because the chances of him talking about it to people in the
networks of the women were slim. I, as a researcher was considered
rather ‘safe’ for the same reason: it can be much easier to tell your se-
crets to a stranger than to someone you know very well. Some women
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limited their intimate contact to one or two friends or family members.
Rachma’s situation is a good example here. Rachma refrained from
talking to her husband’s family members out of fear of gossip. She has
managed to have one real friend (female) in whom she confided. She
considered other contacts with Moroccan migrant women far too dan-
gerous.

You know, I can really trust her [ friend, MB], I can tell her any-
thing. But some people, you know, they always tell other people
what you’ve said to them. I trust my friend and she is quite en-
ough for me. I don’t want any other people bugging in.

In this example, the management of Rachma’s reputation very much
limited her access to other social networks and resources. This kind of
reaction was very widespread among the women in my research. The
freedom of movement and actions of many of the women was quite
heavily limited by gossip and strong social control. Exclusion of net-
works can be an extreme result. One of the women, for example, felt
forced to pull herself back from her family because they talked about
her divorce.

My family ‘bla bla bla’ [makes hand gesture]. That’s why. That’s
not good. I don’t have any contact with them anymore.

In most cases, the women I interviewed were very cautious not to give
any reason to be the object of gossip. Many – like Rachma – decided to
do this not by living by the moral codes of others, but instead by opting
out of networks or seriously limiting the amount of contacts they main-
tained – accepting the consequences this had for their claim on the re-
sources in networks: on social capital. This can be something of a
catch-22 situation for them because isolating yourself from the net-
works that you used to be a member of, can very well give rise to gos-
sip itself. In other words: staying in or opting out can both lead to
harmful gossip. Of course, many of the women did stay in the net-
works and negotiated their reputations by conforming to the norms ex-
changed in them. It is not possible to generalize the reactions of the
women to gossip in their networks with this study alone, because of its
ethnographic character. However, studying the choices of the women
that opt out of networks allows for an innovative view on the networks
of Moroccan migrant women in the Netherlands.
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Opting out: the welfare state and urban anonymity

The women that opted out of networks or were thinking about the pos-
sibility of this, did so because of their fear and dislike of gossip. Opting
out of networks took different forms: sometimes, the women took their
distance from family-based networks physically (by moving to a differ-
ent neighborhood), sometimes they refrained from going to family
gatherings or parties and sometimes they abstained from contact with
anyone of Moroccan descent altogether. Loubna indeed went as far as
stating that she was not interested in contact with any people of Moroc-
can descent:

Oh no! Moroccans? I don’t have many contacts with them. Only
my brothers and mother. Oh no: Moroccans talk far too much. I
am not at all interested.

Note how Loubna ascribes gossiping to the whole ethnic group of Mor-
occans. This opting out can have very serious consequences for the ac-
cess to resources in social networks. A telling example is that of one of
the women I visited regularly in her home – I will call her Selma –
who lives in relative isolation. Many members of her own family stayed
behind in Morocco when she married her Moroccan Dutch husband.
She does not have many friends in the Netherlands and she would like
to keep her husband’s family at even more distance – although she
only sees them very occasionally. She told me how she had many bad
experiences with her husband’s family and with Moroccan friends. Sel-
ma was relatively free to do whatever she wanted: she went to school,
picked her children up from their school, and went to the city centre
quite often. Her ‘choice’ for isolation therefore cannot be said to be im-
posed by her husband. She claimed gossip to be her first and foremost
concern:

You know, people criticize me. They say my house is not good, or
not clean, that my children are not good… I don’t want these peo-
ple in my home. Moroccan women talk too much. I’d rather stay
at home. I’m better off alone with my husband and my children.

This narrative confronts us with the question of why the integrating ef-
fect of gossip is turned on its head in such cases. The preliminary an-
swer that can be given on the basis of an analysis of material in this re-
search is twofold:
1. The Dutch welfare state provides social support;
2. The urban context provides space, anonymity and chances for social

mobility.
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Both changes enable women to become more independent of their
networks and therefore the gossip within these networks. The reactions
of the women to gossip thus point to changes in urban social net-
works.

Many Moroccan migrants come from – as explained above – rural
areas in the highlands of the North of Morocco. Therefore, they not
only traveled across borders, but also from very rural areas, (with very
few schools, transportation and jobs) to urban or urbanized areas in
Western Europe. The communities of which they were members in
Morocco were very close knit. In many of their home villages, every-
body knew each other, married within the community and many social
ties were based on blood. This high level of integration was the effect
of several factors (not least the geographical boundaries of the moun-
tains), but also of gossip, as well as gossip being the effect of this high
level of integration (cf. Elias & Scotson 1965).

The urban condition

In the Dutch context, networks become far more fragmented. Women
have many more ‘exit’ options and alternative choices in the urban con-
text of the Dutch city than they used to have in their hometowns. In
the urban areas of Rotterdam, women can find social support through
their bridging networks of neighbors, mothers of their children’s
friends and women they meet in community projects. The story of
Aisha (a woman who migrated to the Netherlands at the age of four-
teen to marry a far older man) is very illustrative. She lived with her
husband and four children in Delfshaven, but maintained a very close
relationship with a woman from a smaller town near Rotterdam (Ca-
pelle aan den IJssel). Their friendship was very important to Aisha and
one of the things most important to her was the fact that her friend
knew very few of Aisha’s family and lived relatively far away. The story
of the friendship reads almost like a love story:

I met her at a party for women in the community center. We
both danced and liked each other so much! We talked and
danced and talked some more. Then we both went home and I
thought: why didn’t I ask for her phone number? We later met
again at a party to celebrate someone’s baby being born. I was
so happy! Ever since then we’ve been best friends. We’ve been
like this for four years now. We see each other a couple times a
week. Mostly, we meet in the city center, or she drives here with
her car. Then we go shopping and eating and talking.
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The urban condition made this friendship of Aisha possible, since her
friend is not part of her family (and therefore is not so interested in
judging her behavior on behalf of her family or network), does not
know many members of her family, is not part of the same networks
but does share a similar background that gives the basis for their close
relationship. Also, the urban context provides them with a community
center, in which dancing parties are organized, with easily accessible
transportation and the possibilities to go out on the town (shopping or
eating) without being too scared of being judged by others.

The welfare state

Possibly even more important for the changes in urban networks is the
provision of services by the Dutch welfare state. This provides a peace
of mind and a possible independence of social network that migrants
often did not experience before. Institutionalized care networks, such
as childcare, maternity care and local physicians are important alterna-
tives providing social support that is not provided (or at least quantita-
tively much less) in the rural areas of Morocco. Furthermore, income
support, public housing and public health insurance provides the wo-
men with a minimum standard far more comfortable than what they
were used to.

When in need of advice, practical support, or important information,
many Moroccan women in Rotterdam are used to going to their physi-
cian, local bureaucrats or professionals such as social workers. In the
villages in which they grew up, in order to attain these services, one
would have to put their social network to work. In Rotterdam, some
women preferred the formal services:

When I have any questions about my children [toddlers], I don’t
have to ask my family, you know? Here [in the Netherlands], I
can just go and ask the people at the child health clinic [‘consul-
tatiebureau’].

The anonymity and quality of social support by agents of the welfare
state as compared to the possibilities of information being used in gos-
sip in social networks makes many women prefer the first option. In
other words: the welfare state provides opportunities for women to dis-
tance themselves from close-knit networks and the gossip in these net-
works. This is not to say that the women are always very satisfied with
the way they are supported by bureaucrats or professionals, nor that
they go to the formal services for every problem they have (in fact, in
some cases, asking family for advice was very much preferred). How-
ever, the opportunity to use the formal and anonymous channels of the
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welfare state provided a sense of real independence. In fact, oftentimes,
this route to independence gives incentives to other forms of emanci-
pation, such as education. This is the case, for example, as women
want to learn more of the Dutch language in order to be able to make
use of the public services more efficiently. Selma explains:

It is important to speak Dutch, you know. My sister-in-law
speaks Dutch really well and she can go to the Welfare Agency
[‘Sociale Dienst’] by herself and never has any problems with
them. Her husband does not need to help like my husband has
to help me. The people at the agency always help her right away.

For Selma, this is one of the most important reasons to learn how to
speak Dutch: the ability to take care of your own problems with the ser-
vices provided by the state and not needing your husband with you all
the time.

Emancipation: from family or state?

This observation brings me to the final point of this chapter: depen-
dence on the welfare state can be a necessary step of social mobility
and emancipation of migrant women. That is to say, by becoming
more dependent on social services, they can become more independent
from their husbands and families. Paradoxically, dependency on social
services can in this way be interpreted as a form of emancipation and
social mobility. In fact, when asked about their experiences with ‘mov-
ing up’ in the Netherlands (see Van den Berg 2007), many women ex-
plicitly referred to their contact with agents of the welfare state, as is
the case in this example:

When I came here [the Netherlands], I knew nothing! I was real
stupid, honestly. But now: I go to the doctor myself, I talk to the
neighbors, I go shopping on my own. This is much better!

The ability to ask the local doctor for advice is interpreted by this wo-
man as an important aspect of ‘getting ahead’. Other such aspects that
were mentioned very often were a sense of agency at the desk of the
Welfare Agency (Sociale Dienst) and the attainment of an apartment of
a public housing association (wooncorporatie). Very important in this
respect were the language courses in which many of the women were
(as was I) participating. These – often mandatory – courses (provided
by private entrepreneurs that are financed by the state) gave the wo-
men some tools to get around in Rotterdam and some perspectives on
futures beyond the privacy of their homes (for an elaboration on these
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classes – including the downsides – see Van den Berg 2007). Khadija
talks about her ideas on her future in five years and the negotiations
on this topic with her husband:

In five years, I will have continued going to school. I would
really like to work, you know, a real job, not just voluntary work.
I would like to work at the [primary] school in which I am al-
ready volunteering. I don’t know if it would be possible to be-
come a real teacher. I don’t know if my husband would allow it.
But I think he would allow me to have a job there, like an assis-
tant or something. I want to continue going to school. I think
my daughters will continue working when they have children. I
want them to, at least.

While the women in this study appear in statistics as one of the most
immobile groups of the Netherlands in terms of formal educational at-
tainment and job status classifications (see for example SCP, 2006 for
a report on these processes), I thus found various alternative ways of
‘moving up’ that were often facilitated by the state: attaining more
agency, informal education and better housing conditions. Also, narra-
tives such as Khadija’s show the everyday negotiations about ‘getting
ahead’ and the limitations of the regular view on emancipation and so-
cial mobility.

In perspectives and policies in which the emancipation of these mi-
grant women is central, one would therefore expect an emphasis on
these steps towards independence. However, migrants’ dependency on
the welfare state is very often framed as a ‘burden’ on society as a
whole (cf. Ghorashi 2005). This research shows how dependency on
the welfare state might just be a very necessary step in moving up and
(individual) emancipation. This warrants a reconsidering of the domi-
nant conceptualization of emancipation and social mobility in Dutch
policies and much social scientific research, where labor participation
(in formal, paid employment) and full financial independence has tra-
ditionally been the most important objective/operationalization of
emancipation (however ambiguous Dutch practices may be). This re-
search shows how financial dependence from the state can give way to
forms of emancipation and social mobility such as the attainment of
(informal) education and independence from direct relatives, and is
thus not necessarily a form of inactivity and backwardness.
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Discussion

Gossip as a prism on social networks in the urban context helps us to
see changes in the structure of networks and the level of integration of
these networks. Also, it allows us to view the opting out of networks
that some women prefer (and their disintegration as a possible conse-
quence), as a stepping stone towards social mobility and thus to go be-
yond dominant conceptions of mobility and emancipation.

However painful the loss of community or close-knit family net-
works (and a sense of belonging) is for individuals, the context of the
welfare state and the urban condition of living in the city of Rotterdam
provide for exit options and alternative choices much appreciated by
many of the women in this research, because it gives them the oppor-
tunity to ‘move up’ the social ladder.

While many large-scale studies show the immobility of such groups
as Moroccan first-generation migrant women, small steps towards bet-
ter living conditions, more (informal) education and independence are
taken. These steps are very often provided for by the welfare state or at
least can be taken with the peace of mind that the welfare state pro-
vides. Welfare dependency can in this sense be a necessary step in the
process of emancipation from the bonding social capital of kin net-
works.

The process of emancipation of Moroccan migrant women takes
place against the backdrop of discussions about the burden migrants
are on the welfare state, waning solidarity and the retrenchment of wel-
fare provisions (see WRR 2006; Zijderveld 1999). Their dependence
on welfare and oftentimes problematized ‘inactivity’ lead to rather as-
sertive or even aggressive policies to ‘activate’ Moroccan women as citi-
zens, but especially in their role as mothers of ‘Moroccan youth’ (see
Van der Zwaard 2008; Van den Berg 2007). The dominant conception
of social mobility as the attainment of formal education and job sta-
tuses obscures alternative ways of ‘moving up’ and ‘emancipating’ that
are in fact very salient in the lives of the women in this study.

The use that the women in this study make of the welfare state is of-
ten directed towards forms of emancipation, as has been and remains
one of the most important functions of the welfare state. They negoti-
ate network norms, but also have the freedom to move away from
strong ties and the gossip that keeps these networks together. When fo-
cusing on formal educational attainment and labor participation, it is
easy to overlook the many ways in which these women become more
emancipated with help from the state and how they pass their new-
found independence on to the next generations.
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Notes

1 The author would like to thank the members of the ‘urban studies’ seminar of the so-

ciology department of the Erasmus University Rotterdam, Bram Peper and Claartje

ter Hoeven for very useful suggestions and comments on earlier versions of this

chapter.

2 The term ‘indigenous’ is often used in migration/integration research to refer to peo-

ple who have lived in the country/area for several generations. The indigenous Dutch

in Rotterdam are often descendents from domestic migrants that migrated to the city

in the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century.

3 www.cos.nl (Statistics Bureau, Rotterdam), data retrieved February 2007.

4 Author’s translations.

5 The names used in this chapter are not the actual names of the respondents in order

to protect their privacy.
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Part III

Urban Governance and Professional Politics





10 The Relationship Between Policy Governance

and Front-line Governance

Pieter Tops and Casper Hartman

Introduction

This chapter is a reflection on the studies that we have conducted in re-
cent years concerning the relationship between policy governance and
front-line governance.1 Attention to front-line governance is consistent
with the re-evaluation of the operational side of public governance that
began in the Netherlands and other Western countries in 2000 (Tops
2003; Hill and Hupe 2002). This process of re-evaluation did not come
out of the blue; it was a reaction to a crisis in which public administra-
tion had landed. In the Netherlands, the name of Pim Fortuyn is asso-
ciated with this crisis (Cuperus 2003; Pels 2004; Couwenberg 2004;
Wansink 2005). His criticism of the incumbent political elite was ap-
pealing to many. According to Fortuyn’s line of reasoning, these elites
had squandered the quality of public administration by neglecting the
position and interests of operational professionals (e.g. officers,
teachers, nurses). Fortuyn’s star rose quickly on the political scene in
the Netherlands. His chances for a national breakthrough were excel-
lent, but he was assassinated on 6 May 2002, shortly before the na-
tional elections. Nonetheless, his party experienced a landslide victory
in the elections.

Fortuyn’s rise reflected a loss of legitimacy and credibility on the part
of the administrative practices that were dominant at that time. It
caused an astounded political and administrative elite to take stock of
their functioning and to re-discover the meaning of policy implementa-
tion. Politics and administration had dug themselves into abstract
policies and large-scale plans, losing sight of the concrete realities of
citizens in the process, according to one widely shared analysis.
Implementation was back on the political agenda.

Front-line governance is primarily another way of looking at imple-
mentation. It is an approach that can be placed within an important
and well-known stream in the public administration implementation
literature. This stream, which is sometimes known as the bottom-up
approach (see Sabatier 1986), was founded by Lipsky, whose famous



study of street-level bureaucrats (1980) led to a relatively somber and
critical approach to the autonomy and discretionary space of front-line
workers. These workers inevitably set their own objectives instead of
simply following the official political objectives, thus undermining the
democratic decision-making process. Our study is set within a contrast-
ing context, in which the quality and efforts of front-line workers are
seen as a condition for reinforcing or ‘re-claiming’ political legitimacy.

Front-line governance and policy governance

The debate about the relationship between front-line governance and
policy governance involves the relationship between policy and imple-
mentation, which is one of the core issues of public administration
(Pressman and Wildavsky 1973; Lipsky 1980; Sabatier 1986; Hill and
Hupe 2002; Meyers and Vorsanger 2003).

Policy governance is based on political and policy-oriented objectives
and the associated instruments. In this form of governance, thinking
and action proceed from the perspective of government. In policy
governance, operational processes are viewed from within policy. One
central feature is a design logic that is oriented towards externally for-
mulated objectives and instruments (Hogwood and Gun 1984). In this
regard, implementation constitutes a phase in the policy process that is
hierarchically subordinate to earlier phases of policy development.

Front-line governance on the other hand primarily means proceed-
ing from the work itself. The primary process in the relationship be-
tween citizens and the state is a central feature; thought, action, organi-
zation and administration all proceed from this process. This is related
to the operational quality of municipal administration through concrete
action in situations in which it actually matters. An action logic direc-
ted at effective interventions is a central component (Barret and Fudge
1981). The capacity to understand the logic of concrete situations and
to act effectively within them is essential (Sparrow 2002). Many opera-
tions are therefore a process of direct co-production between front-line
workers and involved citizens.

At its core, policy governance is an abstract activity, leading from
general assumptions, by way of political decision-making, to concretiza-
tion and ultimately to implementation. In contrast, front-line govern-
ance is concrete at its core; it is grounded in situations that arise and
based on the investigation of which actions would be productive and
which types of support are needed. Policy governance is characterized
by design logic, front-line governance by action logic.

It is impossible to say which of these logics is better. Each has its
own qualities, and they are both necessary. Front-line governance is ne-
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cessary for developing a capacity for precise action and situational intel-
ligence. Policy governance is indispensable for placing front-line activ-
ities within a broader framework and for making democratic govern-
ance and accountability possible. Although the two approaches are
complementary, they are not necessarily easy to combine. In the wide
middle ground between concrete action and democratic governance lie
many routines and interests that can impede their smooth combina-
tion. Such difficulties are due not only to collisions between principles;
they can also involve collisions between people. The temperaments,
psyches, worldviews and skills of front-line workers often differ from
those of people in policy positions. These differences can also be diffi-
cult to reconcile. In our studies, we sought to identify patterns that
could be observed.

The aim of this chapter is twofold. One is to describe and analyze the
patterns for making the tension between policy and front-line govern-
ance manageable. The second is to analyze the specific characteristics of
front-line governance. This question is divided into three sub-questions:
first, what are the characteristics of front-line activities? Second, what
are the characteristics of a front-line-oriented organization? Third,
which conditions must be met in order to establish front-line govern-
ance and have it function well?

Three patterns

This section addresses possibilities for realizing the relationship be-
tween policy and front-line governance. Based on our observations,
grounded in three extended case-studies, we have identified three dif-
ferent patterns. In the first, primacy is given to policy frameworks,
thereby burying the attention to the unique aspects of front-line situa-
tions. In a second pattern, the tension between front-line governance
and policy governance is recognized in some way, thereby creating the
possibility of open exchange of ideas. The third pattern focuses on a
search for ways to anchor front-line governance within the organiza-
tion. The following sub-sections provide further details about each of
these three patterns.

The primacy of policy governance

One characteristic that is typical of policymakers is that they often tend
to think and act according to policy-oriented logic. This forms the core
of their capacity for organization, and it determines the activities that
they undertake. Although the goals to be achieved are ultimately at the
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neighborhood or community level, solutions are typically formulated
through a policy-focused logic.

In the first pattern, policy governance is so dominant that many ac-
tivities that call for front-line governance become lost in the process.
Considerable energy goes into the development of policy frameworks
and their translation into instruments and protocols for practice. The
primacy of policy is understood, and it is based on a sort of implicit
‘parameter chart’: without policy, we cannot act.

From within the municipal organization, reality is often perceived in
a particular way. Public services and other organizational components
are strong in ‘organizing matters towards themselves’. Agencies actu-
ally strive to achieve exclusivity for their products or services, enabled
by policy that is established with a budget and financial resources for
this purpose Such agencies have a relatively fixed, legitimized starting
point with its own professional base of support, which is often strongly
organized. Examples include the police, social services or the mental
health care system. In such cases, agencies have their own budgets or
‘targets’ to be achieved, and they are held accountable for the achieve-
ment of these goals. These matters eventually take a central role, push-
ing aside matters that would contribute to an effective approach to mu-
nicipal problems.

This type of task or policy organization is inherently inadequate for
fulfilling operational functions ‘on the front lines’ (Simon 1990). Such
organizations are unable to make the transformation into the more
flexible type of organization demanded by front-line governance. For
task-focused organizations, making capacity available to this type of
front-line organization is a foreign concept, due to the fear of losing
control of events or their own exclusivity. In many cases, formal re-
sponsibilities are also arranged hierarchically. Conversely, those that
are a part of such front-line organizations constantly feel the exclusive
task organizations from which they have emerged ‘breathing down
their necks’. The most important tensions can be described as follows
(Tops and Hartman 2003):
– People continue to think primarily in terms of structures instead of

concrete collaboration.
– ‘Domain thinking’ is dominant.
– Vertical accountability requirements interfere with horizontal pat-

terns of cooperation.
– Instead of citizens/clients, the interests of the organizations in-

volved play a central role.
– The information that is available is difficult to make suitable for ex-

change.
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Acknowledging the inherent tension

A second type of situation that we have confronted can be described as
a situation in which the relationship between front-line and policy gov-
ernance is viewed by civil service and political management as delicate
and ambiguous. We see elements of both, and they are also in opposi-
tion to each other. Nonetheless, space is available for exploring these
tensions without one of the two administrative mechanisms claiming
dominance from the outset. An open conversation in which mutual
learning can take place remains possible. In this case neither policy
governance is dominant nor frontline governance; the two are coexist-
ing.

We now present an example, in which we use the analysis of a social
work and integration organization (SEW) (see Hartman and Tops
2006). This social work organization uses a variety of means to ‘acti-
vate’ women (largely of immigrant background) who are ‘unable to
function in our society’, as phrased in policy-focused jargon.

One interesting aspect of SEW is that not even one of the assump-
tions about how people can reasonably function in our society has
proved to hold. Many of the capacities that we take for granted (e.g. the
capacity to think beyond the here and now, having an awareness of
space and time or the notion of being an individual person with an in-
dividual will) are simply not present. In this context, SEW workers,
who are truly dedicated to what they do, nonetheless try to help women
a bit further on their way in our society. A repertoire of activities was
developed for this purpose, and experience has shown that they can
gradually help the women involved to realize some progress. One im-
portant insight is that each person calls for a unique approach: strict,
encouraging, rewarding, punishing – and then in ever shifting combi-
nations. The smallest possible unit of action – the direct interaction be-
tween professional and citizen – is the starting point.

Against this backdrop, the municipality sends case managers from
the Department of Social Services to determine whether the common
funds made available to SEW are being spent well. Has SEW achieved
any results with regard to the desired social activation? The criteria
used to answer this question do not appear exaggerated or idiotic at
first, although they strike the people of SEW as harsh. Do course parti-
cipants come on time? Do they come at all? Do they begin and end the
classes at the appointed times? Is it even possible to determine
whether the course participants have learned anything at all? These are
reasonable demands that are nonetheless not directly relevant for SEW.
They could be used in ‘normal’ learning processes, but if there is one
thing that does not occur at SEW, it is a normal learning process.
Learning and activation take place in another manner, in which most

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POLICY GOVERNANCE AND FRONT-LINE GOVERNANCE 195



of our methods and approaches must be constantly re-invented
through trial and error.

The situation described above creates a collision between the front-
line experiences of SEW and the self-evident policy criteria of the muni-
cipality. This collision, however, does not lead to accidents. One of the
strengths of SEW is that its employees do not engage the municipality
in conflict or confrontation. They refrain from adopting the attitude
that ‘the municipality just doesn’t understand’ – choosing instead to
take the municipality’s questions as a reason to re-examine their ex-
periences and to explain them further. This is a two-way process, how-
ever, and the municipality has also allowed SEW the space necessary
for such an approach. The municipality explicitly asked SEW to react
to the conclusions drawn by the case managers, in part because the di-
rectors of the Department of Social Services suspected that they might
have been using an overly rational lens. This unique action on the part
of the municipality clearly shows the presence of space for genuine dia-
logue. People are prepared to hold possible idiosyncrasies in their own
perceptions and judgments up for discussion. The willingness to learn
and be convinced is expressed.

In this way, the colliding practices and principles of front-line gov-
ernance and policy governance can lead a fruitful existence side by
side. Each party is willing to be examined in light of the other party’s
logic without being obliged to subscribe to that logic. Each party is also
prepared to acknowledge the circumstances of the other party. There is
a willingness to achieve a mutual dialogue, albeit through a sense of
mutual dependency. While the municipality is obviously capable of
‘pulling the plug’, it must nonetheless do something about the women
in question. Just as obviously, SEW can look for other sources of finan-
cing, although doing so would be neither logical nor simple. A crucial
point is that, in both organizations, the parties with ultimate responsi-
bility are willing and able both to carry and to defend such a mutual
search process. The dialogue proceeding from this situation is produc-
tive (albeit not free of conflict), and it equips both the municipality and
SEW to continue their activities.

Anchoring front-line governance

The third pattern that we discovered is oriented towards anchoring
front-line governance. Acting on the public work floor is an entirely dif-
ferent affair than is involved in making plans at the level of policy. The
public work floor is the world of encounter, concrete action and perfor-
mance. These are the fundamental events in this context, in which ‘im-
plementation’ is rooted and which involves a dynamic that is entirely
different from that found in the institutional world.
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In Hartman & Tops (2005), we presented several reports about in-
home visitations performed by such entities as the intervention teams
in Rotterdam. We showed what happens and which qualities are neces-
sary to make such visitations proceed according to the trinity of en-
counter, empathy and intercession. The following example shows the
dynamic on the public work floor, as well as the way in which it can be
dealt with.

The youth leader
We attended a residents’ evening in a community building in
what is known as a disadvantaged community. The evening’s
program was slated to begin with a theatrical performance by
eight neighborhood children of foreign background. The chil-
dren had a reputation for being ‘difficult’ and ‘busy’, and the
neighborhood was known to be ‘rough’. A youth worker had met
with the children for months in the community building to work
on the script and the upcoming performance. The production
was to be a piece ‘by the children themselves’ – in the language
of the streets – in which the central themes would relate to their
experiences with each other on the streets, including bicycle
theft and the resulting cat-and-mouse game with the police.
As the residents and invited guests (about sixty in all) entered to
take their places in the auditorium, we observed the eight-year-
old lead actor sitting on the floor crying, with the youth worker
bending over him. There was great commotion. What was the
matter? As it turns out, the boy’s own father was not there, while
he had seen the fathers of some of the other players, and so he
did not want to perform. The youth worker asked, ‘Why is your
father not here?’ Through his tears, the boy answered, ‘I didn’t
invite him, because I didn’t think anybody would come’. The
youth worker asked further, ‘Where is your father now?’ ‘Home’.
‘How long would it take him to get here?’ ‘Five minutes. It’s just
around the corner’. ‘You go get him right away’. The boy ran
away, returning shortly thereafter with a man who later turned
out to be a neighbor. It had been a real trial to get back into the
auditorium, as a group of troublemakers who were not allowed
in had blocked off the building. The residents sat waiting to see
what would happen next, not knowing anything of the small dra-
ma that was taking place elsewhere in the building.
In the room above, the youth worker let out a sigh of relief as
the lead player came running in and the performance was able
to start after all.
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This story provides an excellent illustration of the operational qualities
that the youth worker needed in a situation that could only be de-
scribed as a crisis at that moment. Operational work is a social trade
that must be learned. The youth worker had rehearsed for a long time,
only to lose her lead player at the last minute. At that moment, she
had the nerve and was able to take a decision that revealed an appropri-
ate assessment of the situation. The keyword in this example is preci-
sion in action. Throughout the year, she had apparently become famil-
iar with the children and their home situations, which allowed her to
‘read the situation’. She did not become angry, did not lash out at the
children, and she maintained control. She knew her little hotheads
well, and apparently suspected that her lead player would not leave her
out in the cold. She knew what she needed to do and how she should
do it.

Even later, we learned that she had taken her decision despite advice
to the contrary that she had received from several of her colleagues
from her organization, who were also present. During the turmoil and
haste, they had urged her not to let the boy leave the building.

What factors are at play in such situations? What does precision
mean in this context upon entering an encounter? The first aspect in-
volves the ‘ability to read the situation’. This involves applying such
qualities as a broad view, insight, a sense of the material, especially a
sense of proportion, and knowledge of what you can and cannot do.
This will allow you to ‘time’ your actions well. Being able to read the si-
tuation in order to realize precision requires yet another quality: ‘en-
gagement’, doing your work with heart and soul, putting inspiration in
your work.

A second meaning of precision involves ‘being able to operate on the
job’. This has to do with the capacity to take advantage of situations
and allow appropriate ways of acting to emerge on the spot – doing jus-
tice to the situation. If you want to turn things around in front-line si-
tuations, it is better to choose ‘operating on the job’ over making exces-
sive plans and resolutions. This was one of our conclusions from the
reports in our second publication. We referred to this as ‘improvising
organizing’ – allowing organization to emerge gradually.

Finally, it is important to take real action on the spot – to be able to
take immediate action from within the encounter. As described above,
this is the third key quality in front-line contexts.

We also formulated a deeper description of what constitutes the pro-
fessionalism that is needed on the front lines. This description proved
helpful in discussions. The roles and functions of ‘front-line people’
are often interpreted in terms of ‘eyes and ears’ functions. These work-
ers act as a sort of sentry within existing services and agencies. They
are skilled in looking and listening, and use these skills to report back
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to the directors or the agencies. In our opinion, these skills are ob-
viously indispensable, but front-line work demands other competencies
as well. In addition to ‘eyes and ears’, front-liners must have ‘hands
and feet’ as well. Good front-line work assumes that the operational
professionals are capable of acting on their own, that they have the ca-
pacity to engage people in conversation and subsequently to take the
appropriate action or set it in motion. Although they do not always do
this alone, they are the ones who guide the action and know how to
provide direction. In matters that exceed their own competencies, they
are able to engage appropriate people who do have the necessary com-
petencies. In this way, they retain control and avoid being set at a dis-
tance from the matter. We suggested the metaphor of a ‘family doctor’,
as these workers are good and broadly equipped professionals, who can
do more than simply make a diagnosis. They are also able to take ac-
tion. In difficult cases, they can fall back on specialized second-line ser-
vices while remaining involved in the follow-up.

Front-line governance proceeds from the most realistic possible view
of what is happening on the front, on the public work floor. Acting and
organizing are based on this view; they thus occur according to the
state of situations – according to the demands of specific situations that
arise. There is no set organization or discipline in which reality is
etched; organization takes place ‘from the ground up’. This ensures the
construction of an ‘alert’ organization, an organization that is prepared
with knowledge and skills for whatever may occur on the public work
floor in order to shift into swift and precise action, particularly in crisis
situations. This is what we call a front-line organization.

Characteristics of front-line governance

Based on our analysis, we can now answer our questions on the char-
acteristics of front-line governance, as formulated earlier. First, what
are the characteristics of front-line activities? Second, what are the char-
acteristics of a front-line-oriented organization? Third, which condi-
tions must be met in order to establish front-line governance and have
it function well? In this concluding section, we briefly address each of
these questions in sequence.

Characteristics of front-line activities

Front-line activities involve the direct interaction between citizens and
professionals in operational practice. Professionals (e.g. police officers,
community workers, residential consultants, youth workers, contact of-
ficials or social counselors) enter into the essential life worlds of citi-
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zens. In many cases, the interaction is accompanied by some level of
tension, which can have a serious impact on the ‘front of the organiza-
tion’. Many issues are loaded and have ‘multiple heads’. Front-line work
is tailor-made work. Reality is variable and unpredictable at times. Each
situation is different and unique. Front-line work requires actually
‘doing’ something, reacting swiftly and alertly, thereby making it neces-
sary to find a balance between inviting and establishing boundaries.
Front-line activities involve interventions that attempt to cause a shift
in the reality on the public work floor. To be effective, they need a valu-
able quality whereby the legitimacy to act is earned in each specific
case.

Our case-studies reveal the amount of effort that is needed to be able
to recognize the dynamics of implementation and draw successful con-
nections with reality. Front-line work is work that is usually performed
with dedication and a heart for the matter, and in which financial re-
wards have taken a back seat over the years.

Characteristics of a front-line-oriented organization

How do organizations deal with front-line activities if they are consider-
ing organizing them according to the profile above? What do they do
when such activities emerge spontaneously or develop gradually on the
front lines?

A front-line orientation requires a willingness to admit the dynamics
of the outside world by wanting to organize according to concrete rea-
lity. The outside dynamics have to be translated into inside organiza-
tional dynamics. This orientation requires adopting a strategy of impro-
visation. It requires organizing ‘on the job’ instead of holding on to pre-
viously defined moments in a planning cycle, with the associated
departmental plans – and interests.

An additional requirement is the need to take the commitment of
front-liners as the starting point of organization instead of the ending
point. A front-line orientation requires personally finishing matters to
which one is bound as a front-liner. Someone should be able to say,
‘That’s what I do’. This has a contagious effect within the team and
among colleagues in departments that one must engage. As we have
seen, the real work begins in the organization of the follow-up.

We contrast ‘real’ front-line teams with pseudo-front-line teams. In
the latter case, team members are more or less the sentries of existing
departments and services, whereby the accent is placed on coordination
and internal consultation (the ‘eyes and ears’ model). ‘Real’ front-line
teams take on responsibility as an operational team, and this includes
responsibility for follow-up. The existing departments and services
merge into this construction, often acting as suppliers of the necessary
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capacity and specialized occupational knowledge (the ‘family doctor’
model).

Considerable attention is paid to the ‘casting’ of these cross-func-
tional teams. The composition is of critical importance. People are in-
cluded who wish to take the lead together, whose capacities comple-
ment each other and who ‘click’ with each other. It is far more than
simply bringing together disciplines, as in the eyes-and-ears model.

Conditions for establishing front-line governance and allowing it to function
well

Which conditions are necessary to set front-line governance in motion?
What needs to be done to make this possible?

Front-line governance requires the existence of external pressure. It
demands such feelings as ‘We cannot go on this way’ or ‘Something
has to be done’ with regard to livability, public safety in a community
or neighborhood or similar issues.

Front-line governance requires access to front-liners: people, every-
day fixers, who are rooted in the capillaries of a community or neigh-
borhood. In addition, it is necessary to have at least one pacesetter
above the operational level who is able to take resolute action, often in
a driven, unorthodox manner.

An additional requirement involves the ability to organize an effec-
tive follow-up or resolution, in which the back office is willing to make it-
self available to the front office. The existence of political backing is a
necessary condition for front-line governance. There must be persons
at the center of the governance who allow space for forms and practices
in which to manifest initiatives and apply their entire weight to the
pursuit of operational results.

Note

1 From 2004 to 2008, we were intensively involved with this theme in connection with

the Urban Innovation Research Program (STIP) (Hartman and Tops 2005, 2006,

2007).
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11 Between Ideals and Pragmatism:

Practitioners Working with Immigrant Youth in

Amsterdam and Berlin

Floris Vermeulen and Tim Plaggenborg

Introduction

National commotion ensued in February 2008 about the ‘handshaking
incident’, which occurred in the Amsterdam city district of Slotervaart.
While on a working visit, an assistant of an Amsterdam alderman is
warned that a Muslim ‘street coach’ would not be willing to shake her
hand. This warning is heard by a journalist from a large national news-
paper and appears in an article about the working visit the next day
(Plaggenborg 2008). There is widespread indignation: how can it be
that a ‘street coach’ employed by the local authority does not share a
commonly held norm like handshaking as a form of greeting, and that
the city authorities accept that employees stick to their ‘own’ norms
and values? The mayor, Job Cohen, responds negatively to all the com-
motion. During a meeting with the city council he states that: ‘It’s not
necessarily a drawback if an employee visiting people in their homes
refuses to shake hands with a woman. As long as they do their job. We
all know it’s about Moroccan youths. Not shaking hands may serve a
purpose’.1 His reaction only leads to more indignation: apparently the
mayor does not find it problematic that public service employees have
deviant cultural norms and values and express these in public.

This incident contains an important aspect which in our view is cru-
cial to understanding current local social policy and its delivery in a
complex and diverse society like Amsterdam. This aspect is closely
linked to the question of to what extent the government can go along
in accepting the ‘deviant’ values and norms of the target group when it
comes to reaching and supporting that group. Clearly, Mayor Cohen
has a pragmatic approach; when the target group is reached better and
served better by a public employee who is close to their worldview, the
local government should go along with that. The mayor’s goal is effec-
tive implementation of policy, and practitioners do not have to be mod-
el citizens but are allowed to decide themselves which strategy pays



off. In fact, practitioners are selected to do particular work with difficult
target groups on the basis of their similarities with the target group.
The mayor’s opponents take a more principled stand. Once the govern-
ment accepts that groups live by and promote different cultural norms,
and even stimulates them to do so, then the differences and problems
in our society will keep growing. Therefore the government should in
no way accept or facilitate cultural differences, and in policy and its im-
plementation no account ought to be taken of the specific cultural
background of the target constituency.

The opponents’ line of reasoning as mentioned above can be re-
garded as the predominant critique of multiculturalism and the multi-
cultural policy operated by Amsterdam from 1983 to 1999 (Vermeulen
2008). Policies targeted at particular ethnic groups are said to do noth-
ing but increase diversity and consolidate problems. The ‘handshaking
incident’ causes so much confusion because it does not fit the image
of a local integration policy in which multicultural elements have be-
come something of the past. Apparently, group-based policies have not
disappeared at all. In practice, there turn out to be numerous examples
on a local level that seem much more suited for the old multicultural
policy than for the new general and non-particularist integration policy.
Some researchers even go so far as to speak of a general rule: the clo-
ser one gets to the actual delivery of services in practice, the more one
sees the ethnic and religious diversity of the population reflected in the
categories employed in policies and the organization of government ac-
tivities (De Zwart & Poppelaars 2007).

In this chapter we try to demonstrate that the reason why ethnic ca-
tegories and target groups continue to play a role in the practical im-
plementation of policies is often very pragmatic. We show how in prac-
tice a discussion on principal grounds is not very functional. Such a
principled discussion focuses on the question to what extent the ethnic
background of the target group should be taken into account when for-
mulating and executing social policy. In practice, however, policy practi-
tioners are well aware of the potential downsides of specific policies
and will therefore only take the ethnic background of the target group
into account when they believe it improves the implementation or is of
more help to that group.

A crucial element in this discussion, however, is the question to what
extent the problems of the target group are related to its ethnic back-
ground? The mayor, in the example given in the introduction, is not
entirely clear in this respect. Does his statement that ‘We all know it’s
about Moroccan youths. Not shaking hands may serve a purpose’ mean
that the youths who cause trouble in Slotervaart are all of Moroccan
descent and that reaching them requires unorthodox measures? Or
does he mean, as is often said nowadays, that the problems caused by
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Moroccan youths can be explained by their Moroccan background?
Probably Cohen intends the first meaning. It is, however, an important
and complex issue, because the mayor does refer specifically to the eth-
nic background of the youths; in so doing he at least indicates that that
background is relevant to finding solutions to the problem.

We attempt to develop these aspects by looking at the extent to
which policy practitioners feel that ethnicity ought to play a major role
in local social policy and its execution. We focus on the practitioners
because we find that they are essential for understanding the complex
way in which ethnicity influences social policy. Till now, Dutch re-
searchers have mainly pointed at the gap between formulating policy
and implementing it in the area of local integration policies (Duyven-
dak & Uitermark 2006; De Zwart & Poppelaars 2007; Poppelaars &
Scholten 2008). We want to further explore this gap, how it can be ex-
plained, why policy practitioners in some cases have developed their
‘own’ way of taking into account the ethnic background of the target
group, and what factors affect such personal strategies.

We look in this chapter at various institutions which are in some
way or other concerned with migrant youths: a general government
agency (Youth Desks in Amsterdam), a non-profit organization (SAOA
in Amsterdam) and an immigrant organization that organizes projects
for unemployed immigrant youth (MOVE in Berlin). We focus on cities
in two countries because we want to assess the influence of integration
policies and debates on the actions of policy practitioners. As Amster-
dam and Berlin have a completely different tradition when it comes to
local integration policy and the public debate related to it, this gives us
a good opportunity to further explore these factors. The agencies we
have included in our research have been selected on the basis of the
target group they serve. These are all organizations which to a large ex-
tent work with youths of different ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, we
have tried to speak with practitioners working at a general agency (and
who therefore also work with native-born youths) as well as with practi-
tioners working for a specific organization targeting a specific ethnic
group. Of course it is impossible to regard these three organizations as
representative cases as in both cities there are dozens of organizations
that deal with immigrant youth. However, these organizations can be
seen as illustrative examples of different organizational strategies to
target unemployment among immigrant youth, because they are
among the more important and visible projects, in terms of partici-
pants and budget, and because they have received substantial state sub-
sidies to set up these projects. In addition, we build on extensive re-
search on immigrant organizations in Amsterdam and Berlin (Vermeu-
len 2006; Vermeulen & Berger 2008), in which we described and
analyzed the complete population of immigrant organizations in both
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cities, thus enabling us to identify the most important cases. Finally,
we will analyze the examples in this chapter within the context of the
local integration policies. This allows for better comparisons between
the cities, even though the organizations themselves are quite different,
which makes comparisons difficult. By seeing the organizations as ex-
emplary of local integration policies, and how local authorities deal
with increasing diversity, we feel it is possible to draw on these case
studies to make statements about the cities on a more general level.

Local integration policies in Amsterdam

Local integration policy in Amsterdam has been characterized as multi-
cultural (Vermeulen 2006; 2008). Since the beginning, in the early
eighties, the Amsterdam authorities officially classified the main immi-
grant groups as ‘minority target groups’ whose socio-economic position
in Dutch society was in need of improvement. The minority policy had
two principal objectives: first, the social and economic conditions of
immigrant groups in Dutch society were to be improved. And secondly,
the Netherlands was to become a tolerant, multicultural society where
every immigrant culture would be accepted, respected and valued. To il-
lustrate, the multicultural policy meant that different minority target
groups became eligible for direct subsidies to establish and develop
their own ethnic organizations. During the nineties, Amsterdam politi-
cians felt increasing discontent regarding the multicultural ideals and
the results of the policy (Vermeulen 2006; 2008). By 1999, local
authorities officially changed their intentions towards immigrants from
a multicultural policy to a diversity policy. Within this diversity policy
framework, focus fell on social problems across the entire Amsterdam
population, not just those of the target groups. The central aim of this
diversity policy would be for all residents to feel ‘at home’ in their city
and to ensure that everyone had equal opportunity to participate in so-
ciety (Kraal 2001: 23-24). The new diversity policy was intended to bet-
ter serve the diverse Amsterdam population by focusing on differences
between individuals instead of between groups. Within this framework,
all citizens are encouraged to be more open to change and to increase
their participation in society (Maussen 2006). Policymakers’ starting
point should not be a population’s problems, but the ‘strength of the
people’. The following quote provides a good illustration of the basic
policy ideas of the diversity policy. It explicitly reacts to a more multi-
cultural targeted policy (City of Amsterdam 1999: 10):

The target group policy comes with a number of major down-
sides, however. The advantage of making visible the relative dis-
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advantage of groups of Amsterdam residents, and putting it on
the agenda, has gradually received a negative connotation.
Groups were highly stigmatized by the target group policy. Wo-
men, homosexuals, the foreign-born and their children, the han-
dicapped and the elderly were seen as people who could not
make it without government support. The traditional target
groups approach often turned out to be paternalistic and patron-
izing in nature, despite all good intentions. Things like one’s
own initiative, one’s own strength and one’s own responsibility
were denied and pushed aside by both the government and the
target groups. Rather, an attitude of passive dependency was
brought about. In addition, the target group policy employed too
general categories and did not pay enough attention to the so-
cio-economic and cultural diversity within the target group cate-
gories that were employed.

This made the diversity policy largely an anti-target group policy. In
practice this meant an attempt to take ethnicity into account as little as
possible when formulating and executing local social policy. Policy
should be general in character and specific cultural identities should
be stimulated as little as possible. Since 1999, however, significant
changes have occurred in the Netherlands with regard to integration
policy and the debate surrounding it (Sleegers 2007). We cannot go
into developments at the national level in detail here. One major devel-
opment, however, should not be left unmentioned. The Dutch debate
has undergone a marked ‘culturalization’. All kinds of ‘cultural’ expla-
nations of the integration problems of particular groups have become
popular, not just in right-wing and conservative circles, but also more
and more among left-wingers. This development has also affected poli-
tics in Amsterdam, although there has been no official revision of the
diversity policy.

Local integration policy in Berlin

Local integration policy in Berlin has been very ambiguous from the
beginning, largely because it is a mixed bag of both conservative and
multicultural elements. On the one hand, Berlin is known throughout
Germany for its uniquely progressive stance on immigrants and its
consistently inclusive attitude towards immigrant organizations. On
the other hand, local politicians have used very restrictive measures to
control the growth and integration of the immigrant population in
their city. As Germany was not officially considered to be a ‘country of
immigration’ it was not possible to formulate any official integration
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policy. However, as the number of immigrants increased rapidly
(mainly Turkish immigrants and asylum seekers from all over the
world) it is fair to say that immigration has been a highly politicized to-
pic in Berlin, especially during the 1980s (Vermeulen 2006). These po-
litical discussions were not transformed into policies, as the national le-
vel prevented this. The paradigm shift in Germany in 2000, when new
immigration laws were formulated on the national level, changed all
this. After 2000, city authorities followed the national level’s footsteps
to formulate a new integration framework. This resulted in the Berlin
Senate’s first official integration policy and appointment of the first Se-
nator for Integration Affairs. The policy itself is characterized by the
Berlin Senate’s Commissioner for Integration and Migration (2005: 8)
as follows:

Integration requires participation. Hence, the integration policy
in Berlin is primarily targeted both at the migrants and the ma-
jority society. The integration of minorities is promoted by many
specific measures, which aim at facilitating their full legal and
social equality; and simultaneously, integration also requires the
majority society to open up its institutions and procedures to in-
tercultural plurality. New forms of direct participation, like the
State Advisory Board for Integration and Migration Issues, incor-
porate representatives from the immigrant population into the
advisory bodies. Integration is a bilateral process, in which mi-
grant organizations perform the hinge function between the
minorities and the majority society.

This newly assigned role for immigrant organizations in Berlin is
meant to allow deprived groups opportunities for participating in the
policymaking process. The ultimate goal of Berlin’s integration policy,
however, is not to outfit immigrants with their own ethnic-specific in-
stitutions that enable participation. As described by the Commissioner
of Integration Affairs (2005: 9):

Successful integration policy leads to a new customer orienta-
tion in Berlin’s administration and social services. Long-term in-
tegration also signifies that those immigrants residing in Berlin
should be sufficiently covered by the social welfare and support
systems, which enable them to gain equal chances of develop-
ment. Primarily, this should be achieved by an opening of public
services and institutions. They need to be accessible to all citi-
zens in the same way. This entails improvement in their custo-
mer orientation and attainment of courteousness towards citi-
zens. Specifically, this applies to migrant-specific administra-
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tions (e.g. Foreigners’ Office), the common healthcare system,
offers for elderly citizens, as well as social and labor matters.
Only in complex cases, where the standard services do not suf-
fice in terms of time and resources, should exceptional services
for immigrants be carried out.

However, if we compare the new integration policy of Berlin with the
diversity policy in Amsterdam we see that the Berlin authorities have
included more multicultural elements in their official integration re-
ports than in Amsterdam. Furthermore, immigrant organizations seem
to get a more favorable position the Berlin reports than in Amsterdam,
where immigrant organizations are mainly seen as representatives of
the ethnic target groups from which the diversity policy is anxious to
get away (Vermeulen 2008).

In the next section we present the results of the research we con-
ducted in the various organizations that we visited in Amsterdam and
Berlin. We start with SAOA in Amsterdam, then we discuss the Youth
Desks in the same city, and we conclude with the MOVE project in Ber-
lin. In all these organizations we interviewed policy practitioners and
asked them to what extent they felt specific measures were required for
immigrant youth and to what extent they felt that the immigrant back-
ground of these youths should be explicitly addressed in the policies
they implemented.

The Amsterdam project SAOA

The Stichting Aanpak Overlast Amsterdam (SAOA, a foundation for tack-
ling disturbance in Amsterdam) was established in November 2006
with the aim of curbing disturbances caused by young people and to
improve the quality of living in Amsterdam. The project is funded by
Amsterdam’s municipal authorities and was introduced as a pilot pro-
ject in the district of Slotervaart. In 2008, SAOA received a 6,800,000
Euro grant, paid by the central city authority and the relevant city dis-
tricts of Amsterdam. The main goal of SAOA is to address the disturb-
ing behavior of members of youth groups causing problems in public
space and to assist these youths and their parents to abide by agree-
ments intended to reduce disturbances in the public domain. SAOA
employs two strategies to achieve these goals, namely the use of ‘street
coaches’ and the use of staff who make house calls to families (known
literally as ‘family visitors’). The so-called ‘street coaches’ are hired
from a private security company and are present in public spaces in
the districts involved. The street coach ‘goes around the neighborhood
by bike, knows the area, is self-confident and talks with youths in their
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urban language. They signal, warn and report’ (Plaggenborg 2008).
The protagonist of the ‘handshaking incident’ described in the intro-
duction is a staff member of this foundation (not a ‘street coach’ but a
‘family visitor’).

The employees known as ‘family visitors’ take action based on the
observations of the street coaches. A young person can expect a ‘family
visitor’ to visit his home, usually within a day after a street coach has
observed troublesome behavior. The parents are informed and held ac-
countable for the behavior of their children in the public domain.
SAOA’s aim is to have the present number of 119 problematic groups
of youths reduced by fifty percent by 2010. In the context of the pre-
sent chapter it is interesting to investigate the policy and tactics of the
family visitors. These employees are selected by SAOA to fit in with
the members of a specific target group. Because Moroccan youth form
an important target group for SAOA, there are many family visitors of
Moroccan ethnicity.

The work of SAOA starts with a shortlist provided by the Amsterdam
police with the names of members of problematic groups of youths
who have come into contact with the police. These are youths who
cause trouble on a structural basis in the city districts involved. On the
wall at SAOA’s office are the pictures of the members of several groups
of youths mentioned on the list provided by the police. Street coaches
memorize these pictures to get an overview of the groups. The next
step is for the street coaches to find out the identity of the members of
the youth groups who are not mentioned on the shortlist, to get a com-
plete overview of all problematic youths. The next action is to make an
unannounced visit to the parents of the young person causing pro-
blems. This is the task of the family visitors. In practice it appears that
most of the parents are not aware of the daily routines of their chil-
dren. Thus information about absence at school does not always reach
parents. One possible reason for this is that post is dealt with and ‘fil-
tered’ by another child of the family, due to parents’ difficulties with
the Dutch language. The family visitor makes an agreement with the
parents. A child younger than seventeen years returns to school, older
youths are obliged to register with a job center. If a street coach spots
the child in a public space again, the parents are responsible for bring-
ing their son back home. The unannounced house call by a member of
SAOA is the most intensive part of their specific target-group policy.
As part of the preparations for the house call, SAOA tries to collect as
much information as possible about the youth’s background and their
family.

According to SAOA, the specific focus on the background of the tar-
get group is the main reason for their success. Their success was no-
ticed by the municipal authorities in Amsterdam after they observed a
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marked decline in problems in the public spaces of the city districts in
early 2008. The selection of the family visitor who is to make a sur-
prise house call to a family takes place in a few stages. The first selec-
tion is based on ethnicity, the second on gender, followed by language
and religion. Other factors play a role as well. A concrete example of
this will give an impression of this process. A Moroccan boy with
orthodox Muslim parents will have an orthodox Muslim family visitor
at their door. A Dutch girl will receive a female family visitor, and to a
Moroccan boy with a single mother, a Moroccan family visitor with
moderate Muslim beliefs will be assigned. SAOA says that most of the
house calls are made to Moroccan and Turkish families. However,
SAOA has no Turkish family visitor on its payroll. Due to the busy
schedule of Moroccan family visitors, many Turkish families are at pre-
sent visited by Dutch family visitors, a practice not in line with SAOA’s
ideal. It results in practical problems, because Dutch family visitors
have to find an interpreter to deal with the language barrier. SAOA has
published job vacancies for family visitors of Turkish ethnicity. A tailor-
made selection of family visitors appropriate to the target group is, in
SAOA’s opinion, very important on many levels. A SAOA manager elu-
cidates:

We found out that a specific part of the target group has an aver-
sion to Dutch social workers who tell them how to raise their
child. In the Moroccan community there is a negative atmo-
sphere towards the government and politics. Those families feel
more confident when a Moroccan family visitor, who knows
their cultural customs, knocks on their door. A Dutch social
worker for instance could run into the house with his shoes on
and might give the woman of the house three kisses on the
cheek. This may be an acceptable welcome in Dutch households,
but is rare and probably offensive in Islamic families. And that’s
just the first impression. The following conversation will also
start more easily without, for instance, a language barrier. A
Moroccan family visitor speaks Arabic or Berber, a language
most families are more familiar with than Dutch. Also the con-
versation develops more easily when a family visitor can talk
about religion or other cultural customs.

These aspects are vital for gaining access to the target group. The man-
ager continues:

It also helps to understand the families. A Moroccan family visi-
tor can draw conclusions from a house which is a complete
mess. Or knows what it means within the family hierarchy
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when a child speaks up loudly against his father. These small
things are important. The problem can be analyzed and made
objective in an agreement with the parents. We also help, for in-
stance, Moroccan people in issues concerning their own cultural
habits, because most of the families think that ethnicity is a
cause of the problems. They feel segregated or have experienced
discrimination. When we confirm that, they feel understood.

Amsterdam’s municipal authorities and the district of Slotervaart speak
unequivocally about the success of SAOA’s policies. They communicate
this in press releases and on websites. SAOA states that its specific tar-
get-group-oriented policy is the most important reason for its success,
and ethnicity and cultural elements play an important role in their
strategy. This entails a specific policy that relies on selection on the ba-
sis of ethnicity, gender, language and religion. Practitioners receive
considerable discretion from politicians and policymakers in deciding
when and why ethnicity can play an important role in delivering policy.
In part this is a pragmatic strategy; people feel that access to a particu-
lar group can only be brought about by public employees who are close
to the target group. In part there is also the idea that there is a link be-
tween the target group’s ethnicity and the specific problems the group
faces. In any case, such a link is not denied and is regarded as a poten-
tial target of intervention.

Youth Desks in Amsterdam

Amsterdam’s current policy towards unemployed immigrant youth was
instated around 2000, just after the new diversity policy was imple-
mented. Two factors were important in creating the policy. First, there
was a high rate of youth unemployment during the late 1990s, despite
the fact that Amsterdam’s economy was doing very well at the time.
There was no specific policy for immigrant youth and the city’s social
security agency underwent a crisis, experiencing a period in which Am-
sterdam’s entire labor market policy was heavily criticized (Vermeulen
2008). Second, politicians found the high percentage of unemployed
immigrant youth worrisome, believing that the situation was causing
more and more problems in the city. Moroccan youth, in particular,
were seen as the root of future social conflict. The riots of 1998 in Am-
sterdam-West that took place between the police and young Moroccans
had put the status of immigrant youth high on the political agenda.
Youth unemployment and high school-dropout rates were seen as two
of the main sources for problems within this group.
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Politicians and policymakers decided to change their approach to-
wards immigrant youth around 2000. Specific policies for ethnic
groups were no longer possible, as multicultural policy had just been
officially rejected by the local government. Policies for unemployed im-
migrant youths were therefore more in synch with the new diversity
policy’s basic assumptions. Amsterdam tried to tackle its youth unem-
ployment problem with what the city characterized as a stringent yet
humane, personal approach. This involved keeping track of unem-
ployed youngsters via youth offices, and assigning them personal coa-
ches through their administration. These coaches would have several
intensive consultations with the youngsters, allowing them to evaluate
their goals, skills, and challenges. With the main problem being attrib-
uted to their lack of education, the policy’s main goal was to get young-
sters back to school to improve their employable skills and thus enable
them to find decent work.

If no work is available for a youngster, he or she must be engaged in
a full-time trainee program, in which work and social skills are im-
proved to ensure better job market prospects. As such, Amsterdam
opts for an integrated approach that allows different institutions and
agencies to cooperate. The basic principle of this policy approach is ful-
filling a right to work, rather than a right to benefits. In practice, this
means that unemployed youth should actively participate in work pro-
jects in addition to receiving benefits (at a level comparable to regular
social security). If they refuse to participate in any of the prescribed
projects, however, they may experience cutbacks to their benefits – or
no benefits at all.

Despite, or perhaps because of, these drastic policy measures, it can
be extremely difficult to reach out to unemployed youth, not least be-
cause many have severe social problems and show little interest in edu-
cational and employment programs. Many unemployed youth suffer
from personal issues such as psychiatric and drug-related problems
(Zandvliet 2005). Moreover, their immigrant background is frequently
implicated as the source of language barriers, a different cultural atti-
tude towards work and education or labor market discrimination.

Amsterdam authorities have deliberately chosen to follow a general
policy free of ethnic categories and specific target groups. This strict-
structured yet integrative approach is extended to all unemployed
youths in Amsterdam and is believed to be more effective than targeted
policies. What has proven remarkably helpful for immigrant youth is
the policy’s provision of intensive personal guidance. This observation
is made in a handbook administered to youth office personal coaches.
The book describes the specific problems of the target group as follows
(Zandvliet 2005: 8):
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The demands of the Western culture in terms of self-knowledge,
formation of opinions and negotiating skills, are often at odds
with the norms and values of the families in which they grew
up. In these traditional families there is no room for negotiat-
ing. Individual departure from collective family rules will not be
accepted. [...] There is a strong discrepancy between the Western
I-culture and the we-culture of their [unemployed immigrant
youths’] origin.

Staff members at the Youth Desks make a direct link between the ‘cul-
ture’ of the youths, who often come from an immigrant family, and
their problems on the labor market. A youth adviser gives her opinion
on the nature of the problems with youth unemployment in Amster-
dam:

Already with the first generation things went wrong. The gov-
ernment assumed those people would go back and promotes
everything in their own language and culture. As a result people
are not at all integrated now. With my clients the lack of integra-
tion manifests itself in social skills, manners, active participation
in the labor market. My clients often say ‘I have a diploma so I
deserve a job’. Whereas I think, such a diploma is only the start.
They think from a we-culture, which is all very nice. But on the
labor market an I-culture prevails. The labor market is I-focused.
Sometimes they act too much like victims.

The intensive personal approach applied in the work projects and the
educational methods administered by the youth office courses are all
focused on trying to resolve the specific problem of unemployment.
The consensus is that this can be accomplished through the social en-
richment of immigrant youth. As demonstrated in the fragment above,
insufficient social skills are viewed as a kind of culturally defined dis-
cretion. Concepts that may sound abstract at the policymaking level,
such as ‘personal approach’ and ‘lack of social skills’, are concretized
upon implementation in culturally ‘hands-on’ contexts. It remains im-
portant, however, to stress that something like ‘lack of social skills’ is
of course not directly related to the ethnic background of youths. Job-
less low-educated youths of Dutch descent probably have the same
shortcoming. What’s more, the importance of such a specification is
overtly recognized by coaches. Coaches often distinguish work skills
from social skills, suggesting that most unemployed youth possess
good prospects for employability, but lack appropriate social skills. Am-
sterdam’s main policy objective is for youths themselves to realize how
crucial finding a good job is for the sake of their future. While policy
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projects and programs provide some levels of support, the youths must
invest in their own futures. Enhancing, if not altogether instilling, such
awareness means teaching youths how to conduct themselves on the
labor market and in the workforce. The individual-based personal
coaching style of Amsterdam’s policy promotes making contact with
this group of youth and communicating with them in ways conducive
to increasing their capabilities and heightening their awareness. In the
fragment below, one of the coaches explains how this method is part of
a general policy that has no targeted ethnic groups, though neverthe-
less manages to respond to the specific needs of unemployed immi-
grant youth:

I am not an advocate of specific policies that focus on specific
ethnicities and cultures. However, I do think that you [as a
coach] should be able to put yourself in the position of the
youngster. On the other hand, you should also be able to de-
mand something from them: that they be willing to take all
kinds of jobs [no matter the status], that they do everything to
improve their language skills. But you [as a coach] should also
be prepared to assist the youngsters if they experience specific
obstacles.

Being a practitioner of the policy himself, the coach recommends an
accommodative implementation strategy while, at the same time con-
textualizing this strategy within the greater scheme of the program. In-
corporating an accommodative practice within general demands is thus
viewed as part of an effective way of working. In practice, this means
that the cultural background of a client may indeed play a role in se-
lecting the best tactic for acquiring additional social skills. A coach con-
tends that a personal coach’s approach is partly determined by the cli-
ent’s ethnic background:

Yes, it might be the case that our approach is influenced by the
client’s ethnic background. For instance, I have said that we
should visit mosques [to reach out to Islamic youths who are un-
employed] and that we should establish specific programs for
them. You need to train them [young Muslim immigrants] to be
more proactive, because they often say ‘yes’ out of politeness, be-
cause it is expected from them culturally. […] For these things
[culturally specific customs] you need to set up specific pro-
grams.

Moreover several staff members at the Youth Desks indicate that there
are effective differences between different groups, which influence the
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approach and method used by the Desks. Thus in certain cases young
Moroccans encounter different obstacles on the labor market compared
to young Antilleans for example (e.g. more discrimination in finding a
job or work placement). So in some cases this has to be specifically ta-
ken into account in special projects. Young Moroccans might also miss
certain skills, as an employee of the Youth Desk explains:

The approach [of the jongerenloket, social service agency for
young people] differs. […] In the South-East district there are
many Surinamese and Antilleans, they have a completely differ-
ent network from, for example, Turkish and Moroccan youths
and their parents. The concrete implication for my approach is
that I treat everyone the same, everyone is an individual to me.
But the figures [numbers of unemployed youths from a particu-
lar ethnic group] indicate where one’s focus should be. If I have
a caseload with lots of young mothers, then I have to respond to
that. If I have many Moroccan youths on my caseload, […], then
I try to get in touch and say: ‘How is this possible?’

Again, front-line staff at the Youth Desks enjoy considerable discretion
in deciding when and why ethnicity should play a central role. Again
several employees directly relate the ethnic background of the target
group, its problems, and the best way to work towards a solution. Actu-
ally, staff at the Youth Desks are even clearer than those at SAOA in
their view that the problems of the youths with whom they work can
be partly explained by deviant cultural behavior. However, it remains
unclear to what extent this actually is the case. After all, native-born
jobless youths receive the same intensive individual approach as the
migrant youths. Besides, many native-born unemployed young people
will to some degree display the same deviant behavior as those of mi-
grant origin, so these problems must be caused by factors other than
ethnicity. But in this chapter we are not looking for the exact cause of
these issues, but for the way in which policy practitioners define and
approach them. The principal difference with the strategy at SAOA is
that the people at the Youth Desks do not think it is necessary for a
practitioner to be close to the target group in order to gain access to
that group.

MOVE project in Berlin

In 2005, the Türkischer Bund in Berlin-Brandenburg (TBB) began un-
dertaking a project primarily targeted at unemployed Turkish young-
sters with low educational skills. Known as MOVE – Motivieren und
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Vermitteln (‘motivate and mediate’), this project oversees 50 young
people at a time who follow Jobcenter-assigned courses that are in-
tended to improve their abilities. MOVE is the only official immigrant-
organization-founded youth project that is supported by the Jobcenters
and Berlin’s Senate. Each MOVE project lasts for a period of six
months, during which youngsters get help with improving their social
skills and must enroll themselves in an educational course, a work pro-
ject, an internship at a business or a shop or, in some instances, a reg-
ular job. The manager of the program explains MOVE’s method during
the interview, as follows:

In this phase [the program’s introduction period] we examine
what the young people can do. What are their strong and weak
points, what do they actually want to do? After that, we teach
them the following topics: German, math, general knowledge,
basic computer skills, job orientation, writing a letter of applica-
tion and extended job orientation. They need to do one or two
internships to really test whether it [the job to which they aspire]
is what they imagined it to.

During the internships, the youths are supervised by MOVE teachers
who are also mainly of Turkish descent. Parents of enrollees also get
involved in the program via MOVE’s habit of making house calls and
holding information meetings. TBB sees such practices as an effective
way to encourage participation and motivate young people to succeed.
According to MOVE’s manager, a main advantage the program has
over Jobcenter-assigned projects is that MOVE speaks the language of
the youths. In the words of MOVE’s manager:

Our strength is the language. We can, and do, speak with the
youths in two languages. It’s also of prime importance that the
parents can speak with us. […] It’s an advantage if there’s some-
one in front of you who knows what it’s like [to encounter diffi-
culties in society], but who nonetheless tells you that it can be
done. I try to make it very clear to the youths that they can’t say:
‘School’s shit and everyone’s bad, I don’t speak the language.’
That may be all true, but you are here now, you have to do
something about it, otherwise you won’t be able to change some-
thing about the situation in the end.

Kenan Kolat, a former TBB board member and the current president
of the Türkische Gemeinde Deutschland (TGD) explains to what extent
MOVE assists unemployed Turkish youngsters better than some of Ber-
lin’s administrative bodies can. In a newspaper interview he states that
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the people of MOVE speak the language of youths. He compares the
practitioners of MOVE to young people’s teammates, who understand
them better than the average German civil servant but can also be un-
yielding and strict if needed.2 Ultimately, however, the TBB does not
seem to endorse the assignment of all projects for unemployed immi-
grant youths to immigrant organizations. In fact, the MOVE program
highlights the fact that these youths sometimes need even more inten-
sive assistance than immigrant organizations can provide. As such,
one TBB board member we interviewed suggested that it is not always
a requirement, nor even an advantage, for the MOVE practitioners to
speak Turkish:

It can be [an advantage that MOVE’s teachers also speak Turk-
ish] but not always. Most [Turkish] youngsters have grown up
here [in Berlin] and speak German pretty well. Many have more
difficulty with the Turkish language. It can be an advantage for
many youngsters that most teachers have a Turkish background,
but not for everyone, it depends on the person.

The same board member also suggested that youngsters are intimi-
dated by the high authority threshold they experience when talking to
German authorities:

I don’t believe that the authorities do their job. But we try here
to better prepare the youngsters for the labor market by job
training programs. It can be that some youngsters have more
trust in a teacher with a Turkish background, but that does not
have to be the case.

To solve the issue, staff at MOVE strongly emphasize the importance
of the youths becoming self-conscious of their shortcomings, just like
staff at the Youth Desks in Amsterdam do. A teacher at MOVE explains
how hard this can be at times:

What I find important is that many young people indicate their
shortcomings and problems [during the lesson]. On the other
hand it also occurs that young people have an arrogant attitude
or overestimate themselves. They pretend they know what
they’ve got to say, but it’s more an expression of refusal, of pro-
test. When you ask them then what they are doing here [with
MOVE], they admit that they are here only because they are
forced to. Nevertheless we try to mediate the best we can. We
don’t give up and see it as a challenge [to help them neverthe-
less].
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This consciousness-raising process is also of great importance at the
Youth Desks in Amsterdam. A difference with the approach of the Am-
sterdam Youth Desks is that MOVE less explicitly emphasizes cultural
differences and lack of social skills. Moreover, staff at MOVE place
more stress on the structural problems of the Berlin educational sys-
tem and the local job market, which seems obvious given the severity
of those issues. Implicitly, however, it is indicated that Turkish youths
should adjust their orientations to ‘German society’ and that part of
the problem is caused by the lack of support from the side of their par-
ents, who, compared to native-born German parents, have a very differ-
ent view of matters such as education and the labor market. Speaking
of the questions that staff at MOVE ask the youths during the intensive
lessons they have to attend, MOVE’s project manager puts it this way:

What do you want to do? Where do you want to go? And how
can we help you to get there? Our [Turkish] children do not get
the right support in school. One could argue that German chil-
dren do not get that support in school either. That’s true, but
they have parents who know the educational system. Who have
no problems with that system, who have been through that sys-
tem themselves and who may be highly educated themselves.
They [the German children] have role models everywhere any-
how. The role models of our children in Kreuzberg work in the
chip shop or in grocery stores. But when they go to the town
hall or city district office, they see no people from a migrant
background there. That’s why career orientation and life-course
planning are so important for them.

Despite these structural obstacles, the main of goal of the MOVE pro-
ject remains to offer Turkish youths a different attitude with regard to
education and work. In an interview with a Berlin newspaper, MOVE’s
new project manager says that the project is not primarily intended to
provide young people with employment, there are simply too few jobs
for these youths. Therefore the MOVE project is much more concerned
with changing the youths’ orientation towards their future. MOVE
practitioners define success in a very different way. They try to show
that it is not just about finding a job or work placement. Young Turkish
people need to change the unrealistic image they have of themselves,
their wishes and their skills. Moreover they need more information
about the regular job market. The only way for this is by placing these
youngsters on intensive programs where they get a lot of personal at-
tention to change their attitude, which is partly related to their ethnic
background and causes problems in getting access to the labor market.
However, policy practitioners at MOVE place notably less emphasis on
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cultural aspects. They rather emphasize the specific, difficult position
of migrant youths in the host society. According to practitioners at
MOVE, the youths’ problems should rather be sought in their social
position and less in their deviant behavior. Thus ethnicity and culture
play a less important role in defining the problem, but can play a role
in executing policy. Here, too, practitioners have much freedom to de-
cide whether and when they use ethnic or cultural elements when
doing their job. In the case of some youths it may be relevant to ad-
dress them in Turkish and to have a Turkish practitioner to gain access
to the group, but for other youths this is less of an issue.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have looked at how practitioners take the ethnic and
cultural background of their target constituency into account as part of
the implementation of social policy. Strikingly, almost all practitioners
in both cities indicated that ethnicity ought to play a part in the deliv-
ery of social policy, while the local integration policy of Amsterdam
and Berlin do not favor ethnic policy categories. Practitioners seem to
want to have the freedom to decide themselves when and why the
target group’s ethnicity matters. The reasons to do this are mainly
pragmatic and much less so ideological or multicultural. Practitioners
feel that at times it can help to use a targeted approach to increase the
effectiveness of their policy programs. For instance, it might be impor-
tant for practitioners to match the ethnicity and the religion of the
target group to gain access to the group. Without access, any kind of
implementation of policy is of course impossible; therefore the possible
side effects of this targeted approach are neglected in favor of more
pragmatic reasons.

In other instances we found that practitioners feel that the problems
of immigrant youths are to a certain extent related to their immigrant
background. For instance, because certain ‘cultural’ norms and values
are not compatible with Dutch or German society and therefore lead to
exclusion and a disadvantaged social position. It is interesting to note
in this regard that both at the Youth Desks in Amsterdam (a public
agency for all youngsters in that city) and at the MOVE project in Ber-
lin (a specific project for Turkish youths organized by an immigrant or-
ganization) great importance is attached to a consciousness-raising pro-
cess among immigrant youth. This consciousness-raising process is
meant to offer immigrant youths a different attitude with regard to
education and work, but also to the host society in general, to provide
them with the adequate mindset to participate in Dutch and German
society. The specific ‘cultural’ or religious background of the youth is
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often included in the programs as it can be seen to some extent as an
obstacle for participation; however it’s not always clear if this really is
related to the ethnic background of the youths. To a certain extent we
can encounter the same attitude to education and work among native
Dutch youths with a low level of education. An important difference
between the Amsterdam and Berlin cases, however, appears to be that
the practitioners at MOVE make a less direct link between the issues
of Turkish youths and the culture in which they have grown up.
Whereas practitioners in Amsterdam more often pay detailed attention
to the “deviant” values and norms of unemployed young migrants
which mean that they have less access to the labor market, the practi-
tioners at MOVE focus much more on the social circumstances of
young Turkish people in Germany.

However, it also seems that the integration policy, especially in Am-
sterdam, has taken what might be called a ‘cultural turn’. In general,
debates about integration in the Netherlands have undergone a marked
‘culturalization’. All kinds of ‘cultural’ explanations of the integration
problems of particular groups have become popular, not just in right-
wing and conservative circles, but also more and more among left-win-
gers. A problem definition that is largely based on cultural explanations
(it is the Moroccans who cause trouble because of their deviant Moroc-
can culture which is incompatible with Dutch culture) and the political
pressure of the hardened integration debate in the Netherlands to
quickly find intensive and tough measures that lead to a quick and visi-
ble result seem to be a direct consequence of this shift in the debate.
The organization SAOA seems to be to some extent part of this cultur-
al turn. They take the ethnicity of its target group into account most.
They always try to have practitioners whose ethnicity is identical with
that of the particular target group. Other characteristics of the target
group matter too (sex, religion), but ethnicity prevails.

The danger in this ‘cultural turn’ is that the pragmatic and nuanced
approach of many practitioners may get lost in the changing debate
and that practitioners are forced to base themselves primarily on the
specific ethnic and cultural background of the target constituency. The
practitioners quoted in this chapter demonstrate that reality is far more
complex and nuanced. A direct link between culture and social status
cannot be made in such a simplistic way, but that need not mean that
one should in no way take the cultural background of the youths into
account. Out of pragmatic considerations, this can sometimes be a
good approach to improve local social policy and its delivery in a com-
plex and diverse society like Amsterdam.
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Notes

1 Metro, 14 February, 2008, ‘Cohen: vrouw hand schudden hoeft niet’.

2 Berliner Zeitung, 30 December, 2006, ‘Wir brauchen Vorbilder’.
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12 Explaining the Role of Civic Organizations in

Neighborhood Co-production

Karien Dekker, René Torenvlied,
Beate Völker and Herman Lelieveldt

Introduction

The active involvement of neighborhood residents in their neighbor-
hood, and their participation in neighborhood improvement programs
are important issues for policy-makers and scholars. If we understand
the conditions under which neighborhood residents can be motivated
to become actively involved in their neighborhood, this may help to cre-
ate public order at the local level (Sampson 2005). Policymakers invite
individual residents to ventilate their ideas on how to improve the qual-
ity of the neighborhood, and indeed have funding available for these
activities. For example, a recent inventory of ideas from residents in
Hoograven (Utrecht) resulted in thirteen small and easy to implement
improvements of the neighborhood (such as flag poles at the shopping
centre, better surveillance of parking in public green, periodical re-
moval of litter from the park).

The focus of much of the current research into ‘participatory action’
is on conditions at the individual, citizen level. Most research aims to
explain the involvement of individual citizens in their neighborhoods,
and the participation of individual citizens in local policy processes
(such as citizen initiatives, neighborhood councils, and local referenda).
For example, the social capital and neighborhood attachment of citi-
zens affects their involvement in formal programs for neighborhood
improvement (Dekker 2007) or urban restructuring (Van Marissing
2008). By contrast, other research – in particular the governance litera-
ture – focuses on conditions at the neighborhood level. These studies
describe networks of co-operation within neighborhoods between the lo-
cal government, housing corporations, and other organizations. For ex-
ample, Keil (2006) shows in Dortmundt-Nordstadt (Germany) how
long-established, dense networks between organizations involved in ur-
ban development is important for successful cooperation.

Between the levels of the individual citizen and neighborhood gov-
ernance a broad set of civic organizations is active. These civic organi-
zations are the focus of the present chapter. Civic organizations are



here defined as non-profit or non-public organizations, such as: foot-
ball clubs, residents’ organizations, tenants’ organizations, primary
schools, social work organizations, or housing corporations. Surpris-
ingly, we do not have much knowledge about these organizations, their
composition, their activities, and their mutual cooperation.1 Although
the levels of the individual citizen and the neighborhood-level govern-
ance networks are often linked through the activities of these civic or-
ganizations, we know little about their coproduction with (quasi)gov-
ernmental organizations in the neighborhood. We define coproduction
policy as a specific policy which aims to stimulate the cooperation of
public and private organizations, as well as individual citizens, to im-
prove the quality of deprived urban neighborhoods.2

The present chapter aims to shed more light on the involvement of
civic organizations in co-production processes in Dutch neighborhoods,
and discusses conditions for the participation of non-public and non-
private organizations in co-production processes in neighborhoods.
More specifically, we aim to find out to what extent: (a) characteristics
of the organization, (b) their position in the policy-making network, (c)
political attention, and (d) neighborhood age, affect the involvement of
civic organizations in co-production processes.

The degree of involvement of civic organizations in co-production in
neighborhoods is measured by adapting Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of ci-
tizen participation to fit analysis at the organizational level. Arnstein’s
participation ladder ranges from being informed (authorities primarily
make policy decisions, and inform citizens and their organizations) to
co-decision making (authorities delegate decision-making to citizens
and their organizations, while the administration has an advisory
role).3 We adapted the ladder, and distinguish between three ‘steps’: (1)
no knowledge about the project, (2) being informed, and (3) being ac-
tively involved in co-production, that is: give advice, co-decide, or other-
wise co-produce. Our adaptation of the ladder makes the level of parti-
cipation comparable across different types of civic organizations. For
example, a residents group involved in a co-decision about the design
of a new playground will score higher on the participation ladder than
a local theater group which was only informed about the redesign of
their accommodation.

The involvement of civic organizations in co-production processes is
highly relevant for at least two reasons. In the first place, it lies at the
heart of the current reorientation of Dutch government towards stimu-
lating citizen and organizational participation in policy-making. Dutch
national government stresses that the active involvement of citizens
and organizations must be increased in urban neighborhood policy-
making. Policies like Our Neighborhood’s Turn (2001-2004) [Onze
Buurt Aan Zet (Obaz)] and the Social Support Act (from 2007 on-
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wards) [Wet Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning, (Wmo)] formally require
the involvement of a wide range of citizens and organizations in the
policy-making. This requirement is aptly illustrated by the following
quote from the website of the Ministry of Population Health, Welfare
and Sports:

Before the local administration makes this plan [within the fra-
mework of the Social Security Act], it listens to the desires of its
residents. This takes place, for example, during information eve-
nings and through neighborhood panels. The local administra-
tion also must ask this from the organizations and associations
that are affected by the Wmo. Thus, a council for disabled peo-
ple, or an elderly association is permitted to ventilate their opi-
nion. (www.minvws.nl) [translation by authors]

Recently, the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) inventor-
ied the extent to which civic organizations are involved in the design of
local policies for the Wmo (Van Houten et al. 2008). Policymakers re-
port that up to 90 percent of all decisions are made in close interaction
with non-profit and non-public organizations (Rijkschroeff and Duy-
vendak 2004). Welfare organizations are reported to be involved most
often, and migrant organizations and patient organizations are in-
volved less often. Thus, it remains highly relevant to tease out under
which conditions civic organizations become involved.

In the second place, the involvement of civic organizations in co-pro-
duction raises serious questions about the democratic representation of
residents by civic organizations (Rhodes 1997). Is there a representa-
tion deficit? Varieties of ethnicity, income, and lifestyle often lead to
different stakes and desires of residents in neighborhood improve-
ment. Traditional organizations are not likely to be capable of repre-
senting such a broad spectrum of residents. Still, we have little knowl-
edge about the representation of civic organizations. Do civic organiza-
tions involved in co-production represent many residents or only a
few? Do these organizations represent specific (ethnic) groups, or a
broader segment of neighborhood residents?

We held a survey among 409 representatives of civic organizations
in eight neighborhoods in two Dutch cities (Utrecht and Dordrecht).
The two cities are both middle-sized cities, but have a different ap-
proach to neighborhood policy. Utrecht aims to enhance residents’ par-
ticipation and searches for new ways to organize residents, for example
in neighborhood councils and participatory events. Dordrecht, on the
other hand, has no participation policy that focuses on the neighbor-
hood level. The survey aimed to collect information about the charac-
teristics of the organization, network relations, and the involvement in
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projects for co-production that aim to improve the quality of the neigh-
borhood. In a first stage, we compiled a comprehensive list of all civic
organizations involved in each neighborhood – which resulted in a list
of 942 organizations. This was an arduous task, involving both intense
desk research and interviews with many key informants for each neigh-
borhood. Subsequently, all the organizations on the list received a ques-
tionnaire by post. Out of all organizations, 409 returned a filled-out
questionnaire, which is a response rate of 43 percent.

In this chapter, we first discuss different approaches to co-production
to provide a proper background for interpreting later results. Then we
describe current explanations of involvement in co-production pro-
cesses that focus on characteristics of the organization and neighbor-
hood. In the sections to follow, we discuss the design of the study and
provide a description of empirical relations found in the field. Finally,
we present an analysis of the relative importance of different explana-
tions for the participation of the civic organizations in co-production
processes. The main results are discussed in the final section.

Neighborhood co-production

What is neighborhood co-production? Policymakers and scientists alike
tend to use synonyms: co-production (Geul 2005), open planning pro-
cesses (VROM 2007), interactive policy development (Edelenbos et al.
2006), vital coalitions (Tops and Hendriks 2003), and governance
(Teisman et al. 2009). They refer to new forms of policy-making in
which the influence of private companies, citizens, civic organizations,
local administration and politics is redefined (Teisman et al. 2004).
Many differentiations of (related) concepts have developed. For example,
Teisman and colleagues (2004) distinguish co-production between pub-
lic and private organizations from co-production between citizens (orga-
nizations) and public organizations. Kooiman (2002) distinguishes
between hierarchical governance, self-governance and co-governance. In
essence, all definitions refer to cooperation, to acting together between
different kinds of stakeholders like the national and local government,
housing corporations, private property developers, residents and resi-
dents’ organizations (Lupi 2008).

Neighborhood co-production is a specific subcategory of ‘regular’ co-
production by its focus on the administrative unit of the neighborhood
(rather than the city, region, or country). In the Netherlands, the local
government is responsible for neighborhood development, although
the accountability for policies often is transferred to the national gov-
ernment. The framework for urban policies is formulated at the na-
tional level, and these framework policies require a large degree of spe-
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cification. Local government has a legislative body (city council), which
is elected for a four-year term on the basis of proportional representa-
tion. City council has a multiparty setting with local representations of
national parties, as well as parties with a local constituency. The local
administration is run by a body of mayor and alderman, who develop
most initiatives for neighborhood development in cooperation with
other actors. Key players are civic organizations, especially housing cor-
porations.

Determinants of involvement in co-production: existing knowledge

We defined neighborhood co-production as the working together be-
tween different kinds of stakeholders, like city administration, housing
corporations, private property developers, and voluntary organizations.
The focus is on the factors that explain the degree of involvement of
non-profit, and non-public organizations, and can either stimulate or
limit involvement. First, neighborhood characteristics. We take into ac-
count the age of the neighborhood. We also take into consideration the
degree of policy attention for the neighborhood. Subsequently, we fo-
cus on the impact of organizational characteristics: share of residents
from the neighborhood, the professional support for the organization,
the networks of the organization, and the share of ethnic minorities
that are a member of the organization. The variables that are expected
to affect involvement in co-production are described in Figure 12.1.

Figure 12.1

 Organizational characteristics 
• Share of residents in neighborhood 
• Professional support 
• Networks 
• Ethnic composition 

Degree of involvement in 
coproduction 

 Neighborhood characteristics 
• Age of neighborhood 
• Political attention 

 

Other research has shown that organizations with many resources are
more involved in co-production (Maloney et al. 2008; Lelieveldt et al.
2009), and that the characteristics of the neighborhood can positively
influence the involvement in co-production. Especially in neighbor-
hoods with a lot of policy attention we can expect that the level of invol-
vement of civic organizations will be higher. The more policy attention
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for a neighborhood, the more policymakers will positively value the in-
volvement of civic organizations because this will have a positive spin-
off in local politics. We will have a closer look at the relationships be-
low. We start with the impact of neighborhood characteristics, and then
turn to the impact of organizational characteristics.

Neighborhood characteristics

The age of the neighborhood is probably related to the degree of in-
volvement of organizations, so we will dilute existing research on the
existence of a civic society in young communities. A mere three dec-
ades ago, Gans (1967) showed that a handful of individuals can play
a crucial role in the activation of other residents in new neighbor-
hoods. At that time but probably also today, the majority of residents
in new neighborhoods are rather passively than actively involved.
More recently, the Department for Communities and Local Govern-
ment in the UK has shown that in new neighborhoods, organizations
are relatively young (DCLG, 2006). Research in Amsterdam’s IJburg
(Lupi, 2008) shows that new neighborhoods are characterized by high
shares of membership of Housing Block Communities, especially
among home-owners. In addition, about a third of the residents is a
member of the neighborhood organization, and joins the activities.
We consequently expect organizations have small networks, fragmen-
ted ideas, and limited resources that may impede their involvement
in co-production. On the other hand, it may be the case that the ‘pio-
neer mindset’ of these residents creates all kinds of opportunities for
new initiatives. Also, the fact that public space still needs to be de-
signed opens opportunities for individual or organized participation.
From research in The Hague’s restructuring neighborhood, Bouwlust,
we know that small-scale projects with respect to public spaces are ex-
cellent foci for participation (Fung and Wright 2001; Berry 2005).
Thus, we explore whether organizations in relatively new neighbor-
hoods are more or less involved than those in relatively old neighbor-
hoods.

The interaction between politicians and organizations seems to be of
great importance to explain the degree of involvement of different
kinds of organizations. Existing research shows that some neighbor-
hoods are more salient to politicians than other neighborhoods. Gov-
ernment regulation can stimulate organizations to become active in a
neighborhood, it can influence civic engagement, and it can facilitate
participation in public policy-making (Lelieveldt et al. 2009). Also, re-
sources and a high degree of policy attention are expected to be helpful
in stimulating the involvement of a civic organization in co-production
(Rijkschroeff and Duyvendak 2004) – but only if the political opportu-
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nity structure is supportive of civic involvement. In the Netherlands,
politicians and administrators frequently tend to contact civic organiza-
tions, including ethnic minority organizations in order to enhance the
representation of citizens and improve the quality of the policy deci-
sions. Thus, we explore whether the involvement of civic organizations
in policy-making is different for neighborhoods with a high level of po-
litical attention than for neighborhoods with a low level of political at-
tention.

Organizational characteristics

On the basis of current knowledge, we expect that involvement is re-
lated to four organizational characteristics: the share of residents from
the neighborhood, the professional support for the organization, the
networks of the organization, and the share of ethnic minorities that
are a member of the organization.

From earlier research we know that the share of residents influences
the number of issues that are of interest to the organization, which
subsequently influences the participation of organizations in (neighbor-
hood) governance. The interest of an organization in an issue explains
to a large extent the willingness and need to become involved in the so-
lution (Knoke 1990). There will be organizations that simply happen
to be located in the neighborhood, but never feel the urge to engage in
any project or activity for neighborhood improvement. However, if an
organization has the neighborhood as an explicit focus of its activities,
like a residents’ organization, it will most likely notice irregularities in
the area and be willing to react upon this. Organizations that observe
many problems in the neighborhood are supposedly more involved in
neighborhood governance. Thus, we explore whether organizations
with a membership composed of mainly residents from the neighbor-
hood are more involved in its co-production than organizations with
few members from the neighborhood.

The resources of the organization are of primary importance in ex-
plaining involvement in co-production. Resources refer to capabilities
and knowledge of the people who shape the organization, such as vo-
lunteers and professionals, who help an organization to draw upon ex-
pertise, and who have enough time to foster organizational goals (Mal-
oney et al. 2008). Thus, we explore whether organizations with more
professionals are more likely to be actively involved in co-production
than organizations with few professionals.

Contacts with other organizations are essential for all kinds of orga-
nizations. Networks between organizations explain the influence of cor-
porate actors on decision-making (Putnam 2007), they provide trust
between actors, enable control, and reduce dependency on administra-
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tion (Verba et al. 1995; Marschall 2001). Organizations that can easily
reach out to others gain more knowledge and information, and more
easily connect and cooperate4 with other organizations. Networks be-
tween civic organizations and administration connect and hence create
opportunities for involvement for the otherwise isolated parts of the
network. Especially the actors that have many contacts, or are men-
tioned by many others, have very powerful positions. Thus, we explore
whether organizations with many other organizations in their networks
are more often directly involved in co-production than organizations
with less organizations in their network.

The situation may be different for ethnic organizations. Research in
the United States points out that ethnic minorities have lower partici-
pation rates (1999). The rationale behind this is that ethnic minorities
often do not have the capacity needed to participate in the highly insti-
tutionalized and formalized bureaucratic policy-making structures in
the United States and Northwestern Europe.

In the Netherlands the situation might be different with respect to
participation of ethnic minority organizations. Fennema and Tillie
(1999) state that, in general, ethnic organizations are more involved if
the ethnic community is more cohesive, with denser networks. Conse-
quently, the ethnic community is better organized and more involved
in political participation. Uitermark and colleagues (2005) show that
ethnic organizations involved in policy-making present themselves as
reliable and professional to the predominantly white Dutch administra-
tors. Dutch administration is generally willing to include ethnic com-
munity organizations in decision-making to enhance the representa-
tion of ethnic minorities (Lupi 2008). Thus, we explore the extent to
which organizations with a high share of ethnic minority members are
more involved in co-production than organizations with lower shares
of ethnic minority members.

Case study areas, data collection and analytical strategy

In each of the two cities we selected four neighborhoods according to
three criteria:
1. There is an issue present that alerts the civic organizations. Exam-

ples of issues can be as variable as ‘refurbishment of a shopping
center’, ‘a hostel for homeless in the neighborhood’, ‘youngsters
hanging around’.

2. We selected relatively young and relatively old neighborhoods. In
this way we are able to explore the impact of the age of the neigh-
borhood on the involvement of civic organizations in co-production.
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3. We selected neighborhoods with many and with little administrative
and political attention to enable us to explore the impact of political
attention on the involvement of civic organizations in co-produc-
tion.

We held approximately fifteen interviews with policymakers, and com-
bined their information with desk research of policy documents and
statistics. Each neighborhood was coded as old or new, and much or lit-
tle political attention. We reported our judgments back to the policy-
makers and corrected them when necessary. Table 12.1 presents some
basic information for each neighborhood.

We distinguish between four types of neighborhoods in our two ci-
ties (but the same four types are also to be found in other Dutch cities).
(See Figure 12.2 and Figure 12.3 for maps of the cities and the location
of the neighborhoods). First, the old neighborhood with much political
attention: neighborhood Staart in the city of Dordrecht and neighbor-
hood Lombok in the city of Utrecht (West). The problems in this type
of neighborhood are usually more complicated and of a physical, social

Figure 12.2 The research neighborhoods in the city of Utrecht

Utrecht
1 Parkwijk Zuid

2 Voordorp
3 Lunetten
4 Lombok
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and economic nature. Newspapers and television pay much attention
to old neighborhoods with complex problems. In the city of Dordrecht,
the Staart neighborhood was built after World War II. It is character-
ized by single family homes in the owner-occupied sector. The share of
households with children is relatively low, although not as low as in
Lombok. In Utrecht, Lombok was built before World War II, and is
characterized by a mix of private and social rented dwellings, as well as
owner-occupied single family housing. The population consists of a
mix of low- and high-educated, relatively high shares of ethnic minori-
ties and few households with children. Lombok is often mentioned as
an example of a successful multicultural neighborhood. Lombok is lo-
cated directly behind the Central Station adjacent to the city center.

The second type of neighborhood was recently built, and politicians
and administrators have an interest to justify their policy choices. For
example, if the political choice was made to create a socially mixed po-
pulation (both ethnically and in terms of income groups), politicians
pay heed to make this experiment successful. These are the neighbor-
hood Buurt Stadspolders in the city of Dordrecht and neighborhood

Figure 12.3 The research neighborhoods in the city of Dordrecht

Dordrecht
1 Buurt Stadspolders

2 Noordflank
3 Staart
4 Oudelandshoek
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Parkwijk in the city of Utrecht (Leidsche Rijn). The problems in these
neighborhoods are relatively young. Buurt Stadspolders is the most re-
cently built neighborhood in Dordrecht, and is characterized by a mix
of social rented dwellings and owner-occupied housing. The population
is well educated. Parkwijk in Utrecht is younger, but similar in terms
of the social mix that has been deliberately created. The population in
both neighborhoods is young, with many children. Many of the social
rented dwellings in Parkwijk are inhabited by former residents of ur-
ban restructuring neighborhoods in Utrecht (Hoograven, Kanalenei-
land, Overvecht). Parkwijk is part of the larger greenfield development
‘Leidsche Rijn’, a newly-built residential development outside the city
of Utrecht.

The third type of neighborhood is the older neighborhood with some
problems (loitering youth, ageing physical state of public space), but
with relatively little attention from politicians and administrators for
these neighborhoods. The neighborhoods are Noordflank in the city of
Dordrecht and Lunetten in the city of Utrecht (South). Noordflank was
partially built before World War II, and partially in the last two decades
of the twentieth century. About half of the housing is in the social
rented sector, with relatively high shares of ethnic minorities when
compared to the rest of Dordrecht. Lunetten, Utrecht, was built ap-
proximately 30 years ago and shows signs of deprivation in the public
space. It is the neighborhood with the highest shares of social rented
housing, nearly two thirds of the neighborhood is in this sector,
although the rents are generally not the lowest in the city. Conse-
quently, the share of ethnic minorities is relatively low when compared
to the other Utrecht neighborhoods. Lunetten is located as an isolated
village outside the city of Utrecht, surrounded by motorways and rail-
roads. It is often described as a village within a city.

Finally, we have the relatively new neighborhood with simple pro-
blems (playgrounds, dog poop) and very little attention from politicians
and administrators: Oudelandshoek in Dordrecht and Voordorp in
Utrecht (North East). Oudelandshoek was very recently built and is
characterized by high levels of owner-occupied housing, few house-
holds with low education, few ethnic minorities, many households
with children, and very few households on social benefits. Voordorp in
Utrecht is very similar to Oudelandshoek in terms of building types
and population composition. Voordorp is a high-quality neighborhood
with many green areas. Like Lunetten, it is located at the border of the
city, and it is surrounded by motorways and railroads.
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Table 12.2 Variables in the analyses

Variable Categories

Dependent variable
Coproduction 1. not acquainted with the project

2. we were informed
3. we gave advice, co-decided, or co-produced.

Independent variables

Organizational level
Organizational budget 1. 0-5000 euro

2. 5000-25000 euro
3. > 25000 euro

Share of non-natives 1. no members
2. 1-25 %
3. 26-50%
4. > 50%

Members from neighborhood 1. no members
2. 1-25%
3. 26-75%
4. 76-99%
5. all members

Professionals in organization 1. no professionals
2. 0,1-10 full time professionals
3. > 10 full time professionals

Network of organization
(in- and outdegree)

1. less than monthly contact or cooperation
2. at least monthly contact or cooperation

Neighborhood level
Age of the neighborhood 1. young

2. old

Degree of political attention 1. little
2. much

Control variables
Number of organizations
Average number of problems experienced by organizations
Number of coproduction projects
Years respondent has been involved in organization
Education of respondent 1. medium professional education or lower

2. higher professional education or higher
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Data collection

The empirical analysis for this paper draws upon a survey among civic
organizations that was conducted in 2007.5 Involvement in co-produc-
tion in neighborhoods – the dependent variable – is based on a specific
question in the survey: ‘The local council of Utrecht/Dordrecht occa-
sionally cooperates with residents and organizations with the aim to
improve the quality of the neighborhood. Please indicate if your organi-
zation is acquainted with the projects listed below, and if yes, in what
way your organization has been involved.’ The projects were listed on
the basis of being mentioned by one of the key experts that were inter-
viewed in the first phase of the project.

The characteristics of the members of the organization are measured
in two different ways. The share of non-natives is measured as the per-
centage of the members of the organization with an ethnic minority
background. The share of members from the same neighborhood is
measured as the percentage of the members of the organization that
live in the same neighborhood as the organization resides in. To mea-
sure the professional capacity within the organization, the number of
paid employees is measured as full-time equivalents.

To measure the network of each organization we asked with which
organization or institute the respondents’ organization has been in
contact or has cooperated in the last month. The question was asked
twice: first an open question, and then a list of civic organizations was
presented. Subsequently, we computed the network activity of each or-
ganization (how many other organizations a civic organization men-
tions, and how many other organizations mention the civic organiza-
tion. The variables are summarized in Table 12.2.

Description of involvement in co-production

Overall, most organizations have not heard about any project (37 per-
cent) or they were only informed (36 percent). Still, about 27 percent
has been actively involved. The involvement of civic organizations dif-
fers significantly between the eight neighborhoods. In some neighbor-
hoods, the majority of the organizations remain unacquainted with any
of the projects (Oudelandshoek, Staart, Lunetten, Voordorp), whereas
in others the majority has been informed (Parkwijk, Lombok, Noord-
flank). In none of the neighborhoods is there a majority of organiza-
tions that has been actively involved in governance. However, we
should not jump to conclusions too rapidly: civic organizations are in-
volved in neighborhood co-production. For example, in Lunetten, 25 or-
ganizations (34 percent) and in Noordflank 20 (26 percent) were in-
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volved in co-production. Below, we describe some important differ-
ences between the organizations.

Figures 12.4 and 12.5 show the degree of involvement of civic organi-
zations in the different neighborhoods. In Utrecht, more organizations
were informed and more organizations were actively involved in pro-
jects. In Dordrecht, the proportion of organizations not acquainted
with any project is higher. If we take a closer look at the graphs, we ob-
serve that our expectation that organizations in old neighborhoods par-
ticipate more, does not hold true. The age of a neighborhood is not a
significant predictor of involvement. In the new neighborhood – Park-
wijk, for example, the proportion of organizations that were informed
about the projects is relatively large, and in a new neighborhood, Buurt
Stadspolders, the proportion of organizations that was involved in
neighborhood co-production is largest of all. So, it is not true that as a
rule organizations in new neighborhoods are less involved than in old
neighborhoods. As the chair of the residents’ organization states:

Figure 12.4 Involvement of civic organizations in coproduction in Utrecht

New

Old

Much policy attention Little policy attention

Parkwijk
N = 45

Voordorp
N = 23

Lombok
N = 65

Lunetten
N = 85

Informedadvice, co-decide, co-operate Project unknown
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I think that, certainly in the first few years, so many things were
missing, you know, a supermarket, a playground and so on…
We just really had to call the administration to do something
about it, it was like living in the desert. (Chair residents’ organi-
zation, Parkwijk)

In general, residents’ organizations are very active in the early phases
of neighborhood development. The local administrative manager
states:

They come here with huge expectations about how wonderful
living here will be. When the youngsters cause trouble, they
come to US to say we should solve the problem.

The involvement of organizations in new neighborhoods is high, which
is in line with other studies (Koopmans and Statham 2000). Figures
12.4 and 12.5 also reveal that more policy attention for a neighborhood

Figure 12.5 Involvement of civic organizations in coproduction in Dordrecht

Much policy attention Little policy attention

New

Old

Noordflank
N = 77

Staart
N = 17

Buurt Stadspolder
N = 17

Oudelandshoek
N =  35

Informedadvice, co-decide, co-operate Project unknown
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is associated with better information among civic organizations about
projects. All civic organizations and residents are kept informed about
projects in the neighborhoods through door-to-door free newspapers
and the like. It is striking, however, that organizations are not more in-
volved in co-production in neighborhoods with a lot of political atten-
tion. This contradicts other findings (Rhodes 1997; Kooiman 2002;
Koppenjan and Klijn 2004; Teisman et al. 2004). Political attention
induces civic organizations to remain informed about neighborhood
projects, but is not a condition for the active involvement of these orga-
nizations. One administrator explained the difference by a lack of moti-
vation of civic organizations:

There is a difference, of course, between passive and active in-
volvement, but I think that everyone was informed and was able
to decide to join in or to add to the process if they wanted to.

More striking even is the observation that in neighborhoods with more
policy attention fewer civic organizations are involved. A plausible ex-
planation for this lack of involvement is that the local government cen-
tralizes decision-making for neighborhoods that are under a lot of poli-
tical attention.

Table 12.3 Characteristics of the organizations and their involvement in coproduc-

tion (percentages)

Project
unknown

Were informed Coproduction Total N
(=100%)

Share of ethnic minorities member of organizations
No ethnic minorities 51.1 31.9 17.0 47
1-25% 33.9 41.3 24.8 109
26-50% 15.8 26.3 57.9 19
> 50% 27.6 37.9 34.5 29
Share of neighborhood residents member of organizations
No residents 58.8 29.4 11.8 34
1-25% 44.4 44.4 11.1 27
26-75% 40.0 30.0 30.3 30
76-99% 33.3 23.3 43.3 30
All residents 10.9 41.3 47.8 46
Professionals in the organization
None 40.3 34.5 25.2 119
0.1-10 fte 28.9 47.4 23.7 38
10.1 or more 15.4 33.3 51.3 39

Source: Survey and interviews ‘With or without civic organizations?’ (2007)

If the neighborhood characteristics show so little association with invol-
vement, is there a stronger impact of organizational variables? In line
with the literature, we observe that the share of members that live in
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the neighborhood proves to be an important correlate of involvement
in co-production. We find a statistically significant relationship between
the share of members that are residents of the area, and both forms of
involvement in co-production. The expectation that a large share of
members from the neighborhood has a positive effect on involvement,
is found true. The higher the share of residents, the more often organi-
zations are involved in co-production. Organizations with no members
from the neighborhood are very likely not to be involved or even in-
formed about a project. This result gives grounds for some optimism
with regard to the potential representation deficit. Even though civic or-
ganizations may be not highly representative for a neighborhood, we
find at least that the more representative organizations are also the
more involved ones.

Professional support of a civic organization is positively associated
with its degree of involvement, as expected. Organizations with no pro-
fessional support are more likely not to be informed or involved, orga-
nizations with 0.1-10 fte professionals are most likely to be informed
and organizations with much professional support are most likely to
be actively involved in co-production of at least one of the projects. The
implication is that professional organizations, such as housing corpora-
tions, welfare organizations, or schools, have much higher likelihood
of being involved in co-production processes than voluntary organiza-
tions. Hence, despite the expressed desire of Dutch national govern-
ment to include a more representative body of organizations in neigh-
borhood policy-making, the local administrations have not succeeded
to do so.

The share of ethnic minorities in a civic organization is also asso-
ciated with involvement: organizations with 26 to 50 percent of ethnic
minority members are more likely to be actively involved than only in-
formed. Among these organizations are many gardening societies and
tenants’ organizations. The degree of involvement declines again if
more than 50 percent of the members are of a specific ethnic origin.
This is the case for most ‘self-organizations’ of ethnic minorities. Thus,
it is the ethnically mixed organizations which are most involved in co-
production, and not ethnically homogeneous organizations.

Table 12.4 Mean scores on network variables and degrees of involvement in copro-

duction

Project unknown Were informed Coproduction

Indegree 0.057 0.769 2.150
Outdegree 0.156 0.966 1.800

Source: Survey and interviews ‘With or without civic organizations?’ (2007)
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As we expected, network position is positively related to involvement in
co-production (Table 12.4). The chances of being involved in coproduc-
tion are higher for organizations that frequently contact more organiza-
tions. For example, an organization that is actively involved in co-pro-
duction mentions 2.15 other organizations in its network (outdegree),
nearly three times more than an organization that was only informed.
Of course it is rather simple to say that one has a large network. Even
more illustrative is the number of organizations that says that they con-
tact you. Organizations that are actively involved in co-production are
mentioned as part of their network by 1.8 organizations (indegree) –
twice as many as those that were informed. Thus, the actively-involved
organizations are the more frequently contacted and contact others
more frequently. These figures show that networks between civic orga-
nizations are associated with the degree of involvement. This is an im-
portant finding, which supports various co-production studies stressing
the importance of social networks (a.o. Rhodes 1996; Keil 2006).6

Explaining the involvement of civic organizations in coproduction

The results presented in the previous section clearly indicate that some
organizational and neighborhood characteristics are related to involve-
ment in co-production. But which factors are most important in ex-
plaining involvement in co-production? Are organizational characteris-
tics most important? Or neighborhood variables? These questions are
answered with the help of a multinomial regression analysis.7

A first impression of the regression results in Table 12.5 reveals that
both organizational and neighborhood variables help to explain the de-
gree of involvement in co-production. We observe that both organiza-
tional and neighborhood variables explain the degree of involvement
(left column in Table 12.5). The most powerful predictor for being in-
formed, as opposed to not knowing about a project, is the share of resi-
dents.8 We observe that the chances of being informed decline sharply
if the share of residents in the organization is smaller. The more resi-
dents in the organization, the better informed the organization is about
the projects in the neighborhood. Second, the network position of an
organization is also important in explaining being informed about a
project: the more in- and outgoing connections, the better an organiza-
tion is informed. Clearly, networks bring information with them.
Furthermore, we note that being informed about a project is not re-
lated to the share of ethnic minorities or number of professionals in
the organization.9 This finding illustrates that being informed is re-
lated to some of the organizational characteristics.
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In addition, organizations in old neighborhoods with much policy at-
tention have higher chances of being informed. We will come back to
this in the conclusion. This means that organizations in Lombok in
the city of Utrecht and Staart in the city of Dordrecht have higher
chances of being informed about a co-production project in the neigh-
borhood than their colleagues in the other research areas.

The picture is slightly different for active advising, co-deciding or co-pro-
duction of organizations (right column in Table 12.5). In contrast to
being informed, the chance of being actively involved is similar in all
neighborhoods. Clearly, these active forms of co-production are less con-
text-dependent. The characteristics of the organization are important
predictors for active involvement in co-production. Organizations with
many members that reside in the neighborhood are more actively in-
volved in co-production. Network size (especially the number of organi-
zations that mention this organization, indegree) is positively related to
active involvement in co-production. Organizations with ten or more
professionals have much higher chances of being actively involved in co-
production.

Some interesting results show up in these models, and we wish to
point out two in particular. The first is that it is not the share of ethnic
minorities in membership composition, but the share of residents which
really explains the degree of involvement in co-production. In the mul-
tivariate analysis, the share of ethnic minorities is of no importance.
Yet, in the bivariate analyses above, we found that organizations with a
share of 26-50 percent of ethnic minority members are more likely to
be actively involved than just informed. An additional analysis (not pre-
sented) reveals that the effect of the share of residents is a much stron-
ger predictor and explains away the effect of ethnic composition.
Clearly, in civic organizations with more than a quarter of the members
from ethnic minorities, many residents are also members. It is exactly
in this ‘resident’ configuration, that organizations with a large share of
ethnic minorities are involved in co-production processes.

Second, organizations in young neighborhoods are more poorly in-
formed than their colleagues in older neighborhoods if we control for
their network size. The bivariate analysis above showed that the age of
the neighborhood is not related to involvement, but in the multivariate
analyses age becomes important. Neighborhood age matters because
we now also incorporate the effect of network size. The latter variable
is an extremely powerful predictor of involvement in co-production,
and in young neighborhoods most organizations are still building their
networks.
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Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to study the conditions for involvement of
civic organizations in coproduction in neighborhoods. More specifi-
cally, we wanted to find out to what extent neighborhood characteristics
and organizational characteristics explain the degree of involvement of
civic organizations in co-production processes in neighborhoods. Varia-
tions in the degree of involvement in co-production in neighborhoods
were measured applying Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Putnam
1995; Putnam 2000).

We used a quantitative survey data among 409 organizations. The
data were collected in eight neighborhoods in two Dutch cities in
2007, and show that about a third of the organizations is not ac-
quainted with co-production processes in the neighborhood, another
third is only informed, and a (final) third is actively involved in co-pro-
duction. Our results indicate that:
– Organizations in neighborhoods with much political attention and

in relatively old neighborhoods have higher chances of being in-
formed about co-production. Organizations that are informed about
co-production processes are characterized by high shares of resi-
dents in membership composition, and have many contacts with
other organizations.

– Organizations that are actively involved by giving advice, cooperation
or co-production are characterized by the organizational characteris-
tics above, as well as by a large share of professionals. Yet, active
forms of civic organization involvement in co-production are not re-
lated to neighborhood variables.

– Organizations with a large share of ethnic minorities in their mem-
bership composition have similar levels of involvement as predomi-
nantly white organizations. Civic organizations are involved in co-
production irrespective of the ethnic composition of their members.
This clearly contradicts the results of US-based research, and im-
plies that ethnicity is not as important in the Dutch neighborhood
under study. Non-involvement in co-production is not the direct re-
sult of the ethnic composition of members per se, but rather the re-
sult of characteristics such as the proportion of resident members.

Dutch policy currently reorients towards stimulating the involvement
of civic organizations and citizens in local policy-making. The results
of our study show that civic organizations are indeed important actors
in neighborhood co-production processes. On average, slightly less
than a third of the civic organizations are actively involved in co-pro-
duction. Although the response of 409 organizations could have been
biased towards more involved organizations, this number still implies
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the existence of considerable civic organizational activity in neighbor-
hood policy-making. Thus, civic organizations are to be regarded as ser-
ious counterparts for local government, involved in co-deciding, advis-
ing, or co-producing policies.

The involvement of civic organizations in neighborhood co-produc-
tion also raises serious questions about the democratic representation
of residents in policy-making. We find that actively involved civic orga-
nizations do not represent all neighborhood residents, but that civic or-
ganizations with a larger share of residents are indeed more and more
actively involved in neighborhood co-production. The representation of
ethnic groups by civic organizations takes place indirectly, as neighbor-
hood residents. At the same time, we have indications that relatively
‘closed’ networks operate at the neighborhood level, because we observe
that non-professional organizations are less active, and that network ac-
tivity is strongly related to involvement. These observations suggest
that the incorporation of individual residents and civic organizations
are clearly complementary, and not mutually exclusive approaches to
improve democratic representation in neighborhood policy-making.

Notes

1 At least, not for the Dutch context. In the Netherlands, civic organizations have long

since played an important role in society in general, and in neighborhoods more spe-

cifically. Dutch research shows that, as is the case in the United States, traditional ci-

vic society is eroding (’t Hart et al. 2002). Political parties and churches are losing

members, while mailing list organizations, professional campaign and lobby organi-

zations are gaining members. Recent Dutch studies show a clear shift from ‘tradi-

tional’ civic organizations, such as churches and trade unions, towards the member-

ship of a different type of organization, such as Greenpeace and the Red Cross.

2 Initially these policies aimed at the physical environment, but more recently the fo-

cus shifted towards a more integrated social, economic and physical approach in

which housing corporations, local administration, private property developers and ci-

vic organizations work together.

3 The ladder was previously used to explain citizen participation in the Dutch context

(Edelenbos and Monnikhof 1998; Pröpper and Steenbeek 2001).

4 The fact that one knows others, does not automatically imply that one also works to-

gether, but working together is more plausible if parties know each other beforehand.

5 In each of the eight neighborhoods we performed a comprehensive mapping of all ci-

vic organizations: non-public, non-profit oriented organizations residing in the re-

search neighborhoods. We collected names and addresses of all the organizations in

the neighborhood registered with the Chamber of Commerce. All associations with a

legal status are obliged to register here. Because this list usually does not contain the

newest organizations, we asked the neighborhood managers to add missing organiza-

tions. Furthermore, we checked phone and online directories, and browsed local and

neighborhood newspapers for organizations that were still not on our list. This activ-

ity resulted in a list of 942 organizations includes sports clubs, gardening clubs, resi-

dents’ organizations, schools, welfare organizations, tenant’s representative groups,
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community organizations, housing corporations, churches and other religious intui-

tions, child-care facilities, homes for the elderly, youth centers and kindergartens. All

organizations received a questionnaire by post and 409 of these were filled in and re-

turned, a response rate of 43 percent. The response rate is highest among organiza-

tions concerned with housing and neighborhood development (56 percent response

rate), and lowest among cultural organizations (37 percent response rate).

6 Of course, it can be reasoned that organizations that are involved in policy-making

also get to know more people. The main purpose here, however, was to find out which

factors can help to explain involvement in co-production. Our findings show that net-

work size is an important predictor of having a powerful position in co-production.

7 This is similar to a logistic regression model, but with a dependent variable that has

three classes instead of two. The reference category is ‘project unknown’, and two

models are estimated: one for being informed as compared to ‘project unknown’, and

one for co-production compared to ‘project unknown.’

8 The reference category is ‘100 percent members are from the neighborhood.

9 The B values are non-significant for these variables.
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13 The Amsterdam Office Space Tragedy:

An Institutional Reflection on Balancing Office

Space Development in the Amsterdam

Metropolitan Region

Leonie Janssen-Jansen and Willem Salet

Introduction

Spatial problems increasingly transcend administrative boundaries. An-
swers to questions regarding new spatial dynamics have to be found in
the urban networks, with a multitude of different interests and con-
flicts. The urban regions, often undefined politically-administratively,
are becoming the playing field in which policy-making and its execu-
tion should occur (Healey et al. 1997). The fragmentation within the
urban regions, the internal competition and the often uneven distribu-
tion of costs and benefits, however, often limit the creativity in which
spatial developments take place (Levy 1992; Goetz & Kayser 1993; Salet
et al. 2003; Stein 2005). A coordination dilemma exists (Scharpf 1997).
Attempts to address the absence of a ‘problem owner’ at the super-local
scale by amendments in governing mechanisms were often difficult to
implement or did not achieve the envisaged results (Phares 2004). In-
creased comprehensive and high-qualitative development in a region
requires an increased level of effectiveness from the various govern-
ment levels (local, regional and (supra-) national) in their collaborations
(Calthorpe & Fulton 2001; Porter & Wallis 2002) and operational stra-
tegies of collective action between and within the relevant scales
(Hooghe & Marks 2001). The ultimate partnership in an interactive
governance process is the formation of a self-governing network. Such
a network includes the establishment of a level of mutual understand-
ing and embeddedness in order to develop a shared vision and joint-
working capacity (Stoker 1998, 22-23) with interdependencies between
actors and relaxed hierarchical levels. As Gualini (2002, 33, emphasis
in original) argues ‘the challenge for governing and managing action
becomes that of co-production, of the pursuit of joint results from the
activity and initiative of multiple social actors.’



In this chapter we will discuss to what extent horizontal co-produc-
tions of policy-making via direct exchange of public interests result in
more effective governing and managing action at the metropolitan le-
vel. Our research focused on possibilities for balancing and redistribut-
ing developments in urban regions based on international exploratory
case-study research in the UK and the USA. In this chapter, the case of
the Amsterdam office space oversupply due to intraregional competi-
tion in the region is used as an example of a collective action problem.
Some background on these collective action problems will be provided
in the next section. In the following section we elaborate on the office
oversupply policy problem in more detail. Then we discuss the way the
Amsterdam Metropolitan Region, as an informal regional cooperative
association of 36 municipalities and two provinces around Amsterdam,
has been dealing with the problem of its rate of office oversupply over
the last years. As the problem seems not to be addressed enough, we
will discuss some experiences and possible lessons from Manchester
and Portland. In the section to follow, we present some potential solu-
tions based on these international experiences. As new solutions often
result in new problems, we will, as previously mentioned, continue
with elaborating on some pitfalls that exist from an institutional per-
spective. We will conclude with a reflection on the extent to which poli-
tical and legal institutions can be actualized in this trans-active experi-
mental case.

Collective action problems in metropolitan regions: an example

Metropolitan regions are key sites for discussions regarding co-produc-
tive governing and managing actions and for defining the conditions
for collective action. This is because of the extreme complexity of their
current and potential policy issues. Further, the widespread failures in
establishing effective forms of bureaucratic governance that have been
seen at this scale until now, including potential negative effects for the
city-region’s economic competitiveness add to this (Gordon 2006, 137).
As activities of formal government are never ‘hermetically sealed off
from the outside world’ (Healey et al. 2002, 14-15), actions of all players
have some inescapable consequences for others in the region. Intra-re-
gional competition might harm the extra-regional competitive perfor-
mance of a region as a result of these externalities’ problems. All solu-
tions to externality problems are redistributive according to Coase
(Coase 1960; Webster & Lai 2003, 149), but how rights and liabilities
over shared resources are actually allocated within urban neighborhoods
and how they might be allocated to maximize the wealth of the commu-
nity are important issues. According to this perspective, urban regions
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constantly face situations of competitive co-production or ‘coopetition’
(Porter 1998).

For example, as we have seen in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area,
all municipal players in a region focus on high quality office develop-
ment in order to increase their local competitiveness. However, as a re-
sult, the competitiveness of the metropolitan region as a whole de-
creases as a result of the oversupply. Viewing it from a metropolitan
perspective, a kind of ‘tragedy of the commons’1 exists as a conflict ex-
ists regarding resources between individual interests and the common
good involved (Hardin 1968). Not only demand for office space by mar-
ket actors is involved as a resource, but also open space that might be
used for office zoning in a region. And although open space, at least in
the Netherlands, is not freely accessible as it is always one of the muni-
cipalities who has to decide whether or not to use open space for an-
other development, the total necessary space for offices in a metropoli-
tan region is unarguably a finite resource. The same is more or less
true for the maximum available demand for offices in a region. In the
Netherlands, the benefits of exploitation accrue to individual municipa-
lities, investors and project developers. Each of these is motivated to
maximize its own use of the resource while the costs of exploitation
are distributed between all those to whom the resource is available.
Here, these consist of not only other municipalities who decide against
building additional offices, but also existing office owners (who face de-
valuation of their properties) and the inhabitants of the region who
miss out on other potential land use amenities, and in the case of va-
cant offices, have to face the site problems. A classic collective action
problem emerges (Ostrom 1990; Olson 1965).

What possible solutions to this tragedy of the offices can be distin-
guished? We will discuss the way the Amsterdam Metropolitan Region
is dealing with this challenge and we present some potential solutions
based on the international experiences. In order to understand this bet-
ter we will elaborate first on the policy problem in more detail in the
next section.

The Amsterdam office space tragedy

Capital accumulation through investments in the built environment is
important for metropolitan regions (Scott 1988; Ploeger 2004). In par-
ticular, investments in offices are considered to be important, as offices
are where a large percentage of job growth occurs (Lang 2000, 2). The
spatial-economic development of metropolitan areas has been influ-
enced not only by the existing built environment, but also by the insti-
tutional structure of the local real estate market, as real estate has be-
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come an increasingly significant asset in investment portfolios (Keivani
et al. 2001; Ploeger 2004). The location of office space is critical to a
number of public policy questions, as new office space can help deter-
mine the extent to which there is jobs-housing mismatch in a region.
Further, location of offices might also impact urban sprawl. If most
new office space is constructed at the regional edge, it may extend
commutes (Lang 2000, 2). Because of its societal impact, office supply
is subject to urban planning and local spatial regulation. However, in
general, regulation on a regional level hardly exists, although relations
between businesses, labor, banking and finance (major consumers of
offices) are rescaling to regional and even international levels (Ploeger
2004, 149).

As we have seen, in the Amsterdam region, this lack of regional of-
fice regulation resulted in an oversupply of offices. In 2006, the va-
cancy rate was over two million m2 (23 percent of the stock). The plans
indicate that until 2030, over eight million additional square meters
are foreseen. According to data on supply and demand, by the end of
2005 sufficient regional office space was planned for the next 83 years.
Although a portion of the existing office space was obsolete (so-called
‘dead offices’), the supply of new office space exceeded the demand en-
ormously (Van der Plas 2006). According to calculations based on eco-
nomic growth projections, the demand would maximally be 3.5 million
m2 (minimum demand is 1 million m2). For the region as a whole, this
market disruption is undesirable. Nevertheless, it took a number of
years before the involved players felt obliged to search for a solution.
The owners of the offices, often foreign investors (German, but in-
creasingly also Irish), work with office portfolios.2 As long as their total
investment is sufficiently profitable, they do not see vacancy as a pro-
blem. Until recently, most politicians regarded the oversupply of office
space as a market failure. They argued that the oversupply was a stage
in the hog cycle3 and did not categorize it as a public problem. In their
opinion, empty offices were only a problem for their owners, the inves-
tors and developers who built them ‘at risk’ anticipating high user de-
mand (Ploeger 2004, 140), not for society as a whole.

However, the situation with oversupply of offices in the Amsterdam
Metropolitan Area has never been solely a result of market failure, but
has also included public failure. Public failure is the public sector ana-
logy to market failure and occurs when a government does not effi-
ciently allocate goods and/or resources to citizens and sometimes non-
citizens. A public failure is not a failure of the government to bring
about a particular solution, but is rather a systemic problem that pre-
vents an efficient government solution to a particular problem. In plan-
ning practice, a common phenomenon is the constant amendment of
zoning regulations to accommodate ‘market forces’. As we have seen
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above, municipalities compete with their neighbors to attract new busi-
nesses. New offices are often the most profitable elements in develop-
ment, not only for the investors and developers, but also for municipa-
lities, and even more so if the municipality itself is the landowner –
which is quite often the case in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area.
Land issuance gave Dutch municipal governments a strong position in
urban developments in the Netherlands. Selling developable land is the
main ‘money tree’ for municipal governments (Ploeger 2004, 148).
Further, after realization of the real estate, municipalities earn property
taxes yearly. Due to the Amsterdam land lease system, the municipality
of Amsterdam also continues to collect taxes on empty offices and thus
does not really feel a need to change its function. Changing the use
from offices to, for example, residential costs money, because rent is
lower for residential use.

All municipalities in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area require new
development to finance municipal services, including, for example, the
restructuring of social housing areas. The restructuring of Amsterdam
South-East, for example, has been financed by developing a new office
and commercial area on the other side of the metro line, the Arena
Area. With this, Amsterdam has heavily mortgaged its developments.
One can say the restructuring, successful as it was, has not been sus-
tainable. The eight million square meters of planned office space are
all coupled to less profitable developments in ground exploitations
(PLABEKA 2005). Recently, the governors of the Amsterdam Metropo-
litan Area acknowledged that society as a whole suffers from the enor-
mous oversupply via third party costs. The ineffective use of space and
the no-go areas that result from too much empty office space are called
‘city cancers’. It is difficult to integrate actions into a collective response
with such diverse players in the region. Their interests are different,
and this hinders fine-tuning. However, it could no longer be denied
the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area was in need of new approaches, and
given the nature of the problem, co-productive approaches.

Enhancing joint cooperative working alliances in Amsterdam…

Since the 1970s, the local governments in the Amsterdam Metropoli-
tan Area acknowledge the regional challenges present and have tried to
build a regional consensus via diverse informal regional associations
that eventually evolved into more formal regional structures like the
Amsterdam City Region in 1995. In addition, the North Wing Talks
(Noordvleugeloverleg), a consultative association of municipalities which
included the provinces in the northern part of the Randstad (the wes-
tern urbanized part of the Netherlands) was established in 2000. This
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informal but influential policy network started as a cooperative network
in fields of spatial planning, economics and infrastructure, without
committing particular players. Although the North Wing players seem
to have succeeded in achieving a consensus regarding some key issues
on a strategic level, it remained quite difficult to translate these strate-
gic ideas into operational agreements. The regional association recently
started focusing on enhancing joint cooperative working alliances
across regional boundaries at an operational level. The office oversup-
ply problem was one of the areas which got attention. Although, for
balancing office developments, such collaboration already existed
around the Amsterdam Airport Area, the Schiphol Area Development
Company (SADC), but there was too much resistance against creating
a similar land bank for the whole region. However, as all players felt
something had to be done about the vast planned office capacity, the
jurisdictions in the Amsterdam Area decided on having a platform to
establish a new balance between the demand and the supply of offices
during the fifth North Wing Conference (November 2005). This plat-
form, Bedrijven en Kantoren (Businesses and Offices – PLABEKA), was
established in 2005. The platform is used to balance developments by
focusing on the quality of locations instead of the quantity. Moreover,
during the sixth North Wing Conference in February 2007, leaders
decided to cancel 3.5 million planned square meters of office space
from the plans in the region. An agreement was reached at the regio-
nal level. After the conference, the governors of each municipality had
to negotiate with the players involved in their own municipality regard-
ing the cancellation of planned office development. A problem was cre-
ated because canceling planned office space development on land un-
der municipal ownership would weaken the financial position of the
municipality; canceling planned office space on privately-owned land
would probably end in a courtroom battle. As mentioned before, all de-
velopments have already been linked with other developments – mak-
ing these decisions complicated.

Although the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area decided on a regional
implementation strategy, it remains to be seen whether all players will
remain firm to their stated intentions. Eventually, it is the local players
who make the final decision, as this is the legitimate level, and the le-
vel in which the ultimate decision to develop or not to develop is made.
Institutionally seen, short-term, locally-oriented decisions seem to be
preferred above longer-term, regionally-oriented decisions. Local poli-
tics has a short-term horizon, as do governors. The discrepancy be-
tween regional ideas and local decision-making makes the success of
the experimental policy formation and decisions vulnerable. Further,
the intended decrease in planned office space is too small, as the muni-
cipalities find it hard to cut existing wishes and demands while asking
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themselves whether they are appropriate or not. Is it an issue regarding
cancellation of needed developments or cancellation of developments
that should not have been planned in the first place? Cancellation is
only seen as cost (a loss of income), not as profit in the long run.

Although co-production practices have been used to overcome the
collective action problem, so far, the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area
players failed to address the problem adequately. The office space trage-
dy is a complex problem, resulting from the way land-use policy, land
ownership and planning is organized. Though this problem of over-
supply is seldom found in other city regions, many of these regions are
dealing with regional challenges and regional allocation issues. In our
research we explored the way the metropolitan areas of Manchester
(UK) and Portland (USA) solve these imbalances. Both metropolitan
areas are medium-size metropolises with relatively high growth rates
and population growth.

… with lessons from Manchester and Portland

Experiences in Portland and Manchester show some interesting find-
ings. In general, these urban regions also strive for economic develop-
ment, but more than in the Netherlands, the creativity of the market is
used to find solutions for negative externalities. Regional cooperation
is important in both areas. Almost four decades ago, Portland intro-
duced a new regional governmental structure, Metro, to deal with allo-
cation of development in the region. Protection of the green areas
around the urbanized areas was one of the starting points in order to
avoid ‘Californization’.4 This collective norm fostered regional plan-
ning. Inhabitants, developers and planners all want a healthy, sustain-
able and livable city region. Metro has the authority to force inlying jur-
isdictions to develop or to refrain from developing, if necessary. Un-
deniably, conflicts arise, but via different (dis)incentive systems,
development is guided within the region as much as possible. A few
sites where development should be concentrated have been designated.
Developing outside of these areas is less desirable due to the lack of in-
centives.

In the Manchester area, regional collaboration dates from long ago.
The local jurisdictions realized a couple of decades ago that they should
cooperate in order to revitalize and become competitive. Regional coop-
eration became a collective norm. One of the most notable collabora-
tions is the international airport, located in one municipality, but
owned by all ten of Manchester’s local authorities. The Manchester area
performs much better that the other city regions in North England. Re-
cently, the Manchester municipalities were encouraged to form regio-
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nal contracts, multi-area agreements concerning development with the
goal of enlarging local-regional financial autonomy. These agreements
can be seen as horizontal co-productions. With respect to formal con-
tracts, the local authorities agree beforehand, instead of legitimizing re-
gional agreements in retrospect. With these contracts, a balance is
sought between several, sometimes competing, developments. On a
higher level, the national government is involved in the allocation of
development in the UK in an attempt to redistribute wealth in the
country.

Towards possible co-productive solutions

Reflecting on Amsterdam’s problem regarding office vacancies, the ex-
periences abroad offer two interesting perspectives. First of all, if local
authorities in a region feel confident that collective action is important
from an individual as well as a collective standpoint (because the over-
all economic growth of the region is important for the economic
growth of all jurisdictions separately and because the overall growth
can be increased by working together via making agreements), they
will participate in this action. Leadership and a careful evaluation of
the role of each of the players are important.

It is possible for local jurisdictions to co-productively decide which
unit can develop what and where and how the revenues will flow back
to all players without regional land banks or hierarchical steering. This
can be accomplished if they are able to enter into contracts that do not
permit any of them to circumvent or breach the contracts due to a local
political veto. Here, a direct reciprocal, but also tailor-made relation is
introduced. The PLABEKA agreements in the Amsterdam region are a
first step to co-productive policy-making. The agreements resulted in a
decrease in the number of the previously planned new office buildings,
though it remains to be seen whether all jurisdictions will act in accord
with the agreements and continue to do so. None of the major players
can order the other municipalities to implement the provisions. The
PLABEKA is informal in nature, with a pragmatic agenda, but without
mandatory regulations that would prevent a future similar tragedy re-
garding office space. In addition, the fact that the region only partially
cancelled the oversupply shows the difficulties encountered with co-
productive agreements. Negotiations concerning real solutions remain
difficult if local bodies do not always comprehend and experience the
full extent of the regional problem. The lack of ‘sharing out’ agree-
ments illustrates this. As a result, it is not surprising the office bubble
continues to exist as a result of unsatisfactory collective planning. If
the local authorities are not able to find a solution to their particular
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problem, a higher and hierarchical level might assist in this role. A re-
gional government like Metro in Portland is a powerful example of
such a hierarchical level in this respect, but because the scale of the
challenges often outgrows this city regional level, it seems that the
most important task in Portland is to show the local jurisdictions the
benefits of working together instead of competing. The state-level ur-
ban growth boundary policy, which arises from an even higher level, is
indispensable as it assists the Portland authorities to be economical
with the land. In the UK, the national level is also dominant in allocat-
ing developments across the country via financial relations.

Fair and honest agreements about who develops where will strength-
en the potential to develop sustainably in a region. Reasoning from this
perspective, a sustainable and healthy office space market in a region
seems to require collaboration. In this way, the problem can be ex-
plored more objectively, including, for example, the opportunity costs
of (new) vacancies. Ideas abound regarding a better allocation of de-
sired and undesired development. For example, the United States’
transferable development rights’ instruments are often considered an
important source of inspiration for balancing development among
areas, even though there appear to be many pitfalls to their implemen-
tation (Janssen-Jansen et al. 2008). The concept usually involves the ex-
change of development opportunities via compensation without money.
It includes all situations where a government has to compensate a
landowner for his loss of opportunity or his endeavors but chooses not
to do so monetarily, but by granting him a new building opportunity
somewhere else, which can either be sold or used. A variation of non-
financial compensation is the non-financial incentive. Through this
mechanism, government encourages developers to contribute to a par-
ticular cause or project on a voluntary basis. The government does not
subsidize directly through such an incentive, but creates a height bo-
nus not otherwise possible through which a developer is allowed to
build higher on a certain location than originally foreseen – in other
words, a development opportunity. In this way, developers are enticed
to contribute to the improvement of quality of space. The incentive
structure via direct reciprocal co-productions between public and pri-
vate players enjoys growing international interest (Janssen-Jansen et al.
2008).

With respect to the office space dilemma, a system of transferable
development opportunities might be designed. Such a system will con-
sist of imposing quotas for office development; each municipality will
acquire so-called ‘office rights’ that it can use for its own development
projects or sell to neighboring municipalities. Non-development, which
might be preferable for the region, will be compensated in this system.
The local jurisdictions can decide on this among themselves by enter-
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ing into contracts, which would include more or less hierarchical con-
ditions about how the number of new office buildings should be re-
lated to the demand in a certain period. If a jurisdiction can develop
more, it should pay a contribution to a regional fund that would be
used for improvement of the overall spatial quality in the region. An-
other option is to ‘buy’ a part of the office space potential of another
unit. This can be a financial transaction, but can also concern an in-
vestment in the spatial quality. At both ends, self-interest will be de-
creased. Every jurisdiction will get its own share of development poten-
tial, with increased transparency about opportunities and developments
in a regional negotiation process. The jurisdictions involved might
agree to have an outside supervisor to monitor the agreements.

Decreasing the supply of office space in new areas might increase
the attractiveness of it in existing areas. Such property rights for the
commons are also suggested in literature (Ostrom 1990). A major pro-
blem with such a system will be the decision regarding the amount of
development that will be allocated to each municipality. Should it be
based on, for example, available land, economic interest or the number
of inhabitants? Of course, there should be a link to the demand in the
region. Again, there is a need for a supervisor at this level to monitor
these decisions objectively. Further, such a trading system will not solve
the ‘dead office’ problem. Here, an imposed link between new and ex-
isting development could be helpful, as for example, a new regulation
that would only allow new office development in the Amsterdam re-
gion if a solution is found for an equal amount of ‘dead office’ square
meters. This idea is an example of the growing interest in the Nether-
lands in ways to recoup the ‘surplus value’ resulting from planning de-
cisions. The additional value of giving permission to build offices can
be recaptured for society while at the same time solving a segment of
the dead office problem. It is also an example of co-production in the
private sphere, although planning might be even more important in
such systems than before. Once again, such trade-off systems can only
be implemented in the region as a whole, and if some of the local jur-
isdictions do not want to participate in such a system, it will not work.
As a result, some hierarchy seems necessary. In the planning of busi-
ness parks with comparable vacancy problems, such a ‘pay as you
grow’ solution has recently been introduced into policy ideas. Here a
restructuring fund seems to be the pillar of the policy, not direct reci-
procity but increased public intervention – with all the challenges of
state aid included. The province is introduced as a supervisor to over-
come the public failure of municipalities – overlooking the fact that the
provinces have long had this authority but never used it to prevent va-
cancy by restricting the number of business parks. Further, planning
does not stop at provincial boundaries. Thus, it remains to be seen
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whether the provinces are able to change the pitfalls of business parks
planning.

The proposed ways of steering planning solutions are quite instru-
mental in nature, as (dis)incentives are used and contracts follow with
secure intentions that were made on strategic levels. What does such
goal-oriented, tailor-made policymaking imply in a more institutional
perspective?

Institutional reflection on horizontal co-productions

While exploring the Amsterdam office space tragedy, and possible solu-
tions to the problem, based on international experiences, it is obvious
horizontal co-productions of policymaking via direct exchange of public
interests ends up high on the list. Increasing institutional capacity on
the regional level is needed for these co-productions, and simulta-
neously, it is a result of this process. The process is quite self-reinfor-
cing, with a continuous growth of horizontal co-productions. The
advantages of these reciprocal policy interactions are clear: they are tai-
lor-made and flexible, and they enable jurisdictions to adapt quickly to
changing circumstances. On the other hand, principal questions re-
garding deliberate political and legal reasoning might be easily ne-
glected in the immediate policy solutions. As the potential solutions
based on direct reciprocity show, none of them is without complica-
tions. We have seen the tension between regional decision-making and
local legitimating because the regional level has limited authority in
the Dutch institutional system. Further, we saw the need for a hierarch-
ical supervisor to monitor agreements, to allocate developments and to
mediate in case there are conflicts because it remains difficult for local
jurisdictions to choose, in the short term, against local self-interest. As
the Dutch polity put final spatial decision-making at this level, we see
tension here. In addition, from the more abstract perspective of state
and law, one can distinguish some objections to the instrumentality of
the new practices of horizontal co-productions as well. We will elabo-
rate on this in this section.

The tension between the immediate practices of problem-solving po-
licies on the one hand and the institutional requirements based on
principles of state and law, on the other hand, are as old as the exis-
tence of the modern state as such (James 1907, Pound 1922, Dewey
1929). Mankind is continually facing new problems, and the role of
state and law is considered – in the pragmatist’s view – as being ‘in-
strumental’ to the need of finding solutions. Legislation is treated here
as a changeable tool for policy makers, as a medium on behalf of high-
er societal goals and urgencies. Pragmatists plead to use legislation as
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a ‘logic of discovery’, probing and testing new ways of intervention
which should be further adapted as long as the expected outcomes are
not reached. Also, early forms of legal realism focused on real world
outcomes as opposed to legal formalism (Pound 1922). The morality of
law is considered here as something leading to and dependent on real
outcomes. The counter position is rooted in the institutional principles
of democracy and law. Here, legislation is not considered as just an-
other vehicle for policy makers. The meaning of law and legislation is
established in classic principles of law and state (‘rule of law’ instead of
‘rule of men’) going back to the rights of men and guarantees against
the state’s misuse of power. Notions such as the principle of legality,
equity of law, and others, trickle down to the founding principles of
law and state. Obviously, also in this tradition the meanings of law and
legislation have become more sophisticated over the course of time.
One of the constant principles to keep in mind is that legislation is not
considered as just a vehicle for political and policy ends, but it has in-
trinsic meaning as such, bringing forward the legal values and princi-
ples that have evolved over time. The instrumental approach of prag-
matism is disputed here. The ‘generality’ and the ‘durability’ of legisla-
tion are considered as important conditions for the quality of law and
legislation. Lon Fuller is one of the famous spokesmen of this bold po-
sition (Fuller 1964). Morality of law is considered here as a source of
policy makers’ legitimacy instead of policy aspiration as such.

In practices of policy-making, often a sort of combination is sought
somewhere in-between the extreme positions. However, there are no
unequivocal and definitive answers for the tension, as the social and
political circumstances are changeable and require a steadfast search
for new solutions within the ranges of the dilemma. In the perspective
of changing positions of law and legislation (and bureaucracy) against
the arbitrariness of directive political power, a new ‘responsive state’ ar-
ose (Nonet & Selznick 1978). In this responsive post-war epoch, the
tension between planning, policies and law began to hang over to one
side. The tension between instrumental policy motives and the mean-
ing of political and legal institutions has become biased toward the vi-
brancies of democratic political will. Often, we see an intentional politi-
cal subject (based on co-production in the present context) heading to
produce or to organize goal-specific outcomes. It is a subject-object re-
lationship: the political and professional policy makers on the subjec-
tive side and the world, which has to be changed, as the précised object
of change. As a result, the uses of law and legislation have become as
obedient to the goal-oriented urgencies of policy-making that the un-
derlying tension has become latent. The empirical evidence of this
biased experience is manifested in the continuous growth of change-
able and detailed legal norms specifying the prescribed paths of politi-

260 LEONIE JANSSEN-JANSEN AND WILLEM SALET



cal desires. Some of these norms are established directly in legislation,
but the largest portion of the Normfluss (flow of norms) is delegated to
the administrations under loose conditions in order to enhance its
adaptability (the ‘loose law’ revolution). The negative impact of legal in-
strumentalism, however, is not latent at all. The negative effects are
overt and widely visible in new initiatives of policy-making: each new
plan or policy has to cut its way through a thick hedge of existing legal
specifications, each having been established consciously but cumulat-
ing in totality into an inextricable Gordian knot. In a recent overview
about the construction of strategic urban projects in the United States,
Altshuler and Luberoff (2003) circumscribe the current period of stra-
tegic project development as the ‘do not harm epoch’ indicating the
tendency of developers to move projects to more distanced and empty
outside areas in order to escape litigation in the over-legalized arenas
of the built urban environment.

The described historic tension between instrumental and institu-
tional principles is obviously reproduced and felt in new ways in the
current horizontal policy-making practices of multi-actor and multi-le-
vel governance as we have seen several examples in the case above, as
in the possible solutions. The legal institutions are embedded in terri-
torial jurisdictions, and they are established in separated regimes
which are different for markets and governmental jurisdictions. Both
the process of policy-making (how to line up the different interests and
resources of fragmented stakeholders and shareholders in joint strate-
gies of planning and policy) and the claim of its legal legitimacy (which
is to be established differently in variegated constituencies) highly com-
plicate the conditions of policy-making. In practice, informal horizontal
processes of policy-making usually take the lead, followed by loose legal
constructions that have to seal the spontaneous and timely policy for-
mations. The legal form, obedient to and accompanying these adaptive
management arrangements, increasingly, is the contract form. This
contract form is also suggested as a possible way forward in solving
the office space tragedy, based on international experiences. The ten-
dency to use contracts fits within the recent change of spatial planning
legislation aimed at creating independent positions for different tiers
of government, enabling in this way the construction of different policy
alliances between different stakeholders (also with the private sector) at
all levels of scale. It is to be expected the contract form will be used in-
creasingly to put the seal on the informal policy arrangements as
shown above. A further general characteristic of these horizontal co-
productions is the direct reciprocity between different stakeholders (via
negotiation or exchange of interests). Introducing systems of co-pro-
ductive planning via trade-offs seems to be interesting in the light of
more meaningful land use planning. In practice, several experiments
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have already been done as an innovative attempt to find adaptive an-
swers in diverse arenas, reflecting the need for co-productions in this
responsive epoch. Because these trade-off instruments are rather inno-
vative in the Netherlands, they receive lots of attention as they facilitate
direct negotiation possibilities and exchange goal-specific interests. The
goal-rationality is quite obvious as is its responsiveness. The model of
direct allocation is promising, in particular in order to find balanced
and efficient solutions for conflicting claims on land use. Further,
many of the experimental policy formations may be considered as in-
novative in their attempt to find adaptive answers in diverse and dy-
namic arenas. However, in light of the tension between instrumental
policy-making and political and legal institutions some dilemmas with
planning via horizontal co-production occur, like the risk of reprodu-
cing the neglect of legal institutions, the above-mentioned legitimacy,
and also the need for general applicability. By the 1960s, Fuller warned
against the instrumental use of legislation which aims precisely at the
achievement of specific goals but frustrates such important conditions
as ‘generality’ and ‘durability’ of rules (Fuller 1964). Having been a
judge himself, he was extremely frustrated by the low quality of legisla-
tion and its many counterproductive effects. With regard to legitimacy,
many of the legal guarantees are nested in formal legitimacy and re-
quire mediation of procedural certainty instead of immediate and di-
rect exchange. The increasing use of horizontal co-productions leads to
the question of how the traditional institutional norms of legal quality
and democracy might be actualized in the context of these transac-
tional experiments.

The art of legislation and law-making does not fit within the fine
tuning of norms to specific goals and different situations but – pre-
cisely vice versa – in the abstraction of general norms which have to
guide behavior in completely different situations. One cannot make
rules for every specific situation and for every change in situation.
There are many specific interactive practices of goal setting and pro-
blem solving, both in society and within the governmental domain.
The challenge for general rules, legislation and law is to make sense of
these variegated practices. The meaning of legal institutions is not in
the detailed prescription of behavior but in establishing the general
codes and norms of behavior which can be invoked in manifold prac-
tices. This legal abstraction and contextualization (transformation from
the specific to the general and vice versa) is a typical quality of nomo-
cratic legislation which guides the different practices of teleocratic pol-
icy-making. The challenge for institutional and legal thought is to find
new ways to deliberately mediate the new practices of direct reciprocity
and situationalism. This will require institutional deliberation: the
mediation of institutional thinking and acting in ongoing practices.
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What possible new solutions can we conjure with respect to the de-
scribed problem of the office space tragedy?

Rethinking office space oversupply co-productions

In this chapter, the Amsterdam office space oversupply was used as ex-
ample of a collective action problem. New horizontal practices of co-
production can be introduced to overcome this kind of problem. These
horizontal practices between completely different agencies often re-
place the hierarchical practices, both in strategic planning and in op-
erational decision-making (such as in urban projects). The current style
of policy management is increasingly based on reciprocal principles
such as ‘negotiation’ and ‘direct exchange of goals and interests’, rather
than politically-created ‘public interest’. In addition, with regard to reg-
ulatory modes, ‘contract’ has replaced ‘hierarchy’ as the characteristic
method of regulation. Although co-production of policies is not a new
invention, its occurrence has intensified over the last years. We have
seen that the adaptability and flexibility of direct arrangements meets
the requirements of policy-making with various actors under dynamic
circumstances. However, we have also seen that the tendency to direct,
immediate exchange and reciprocal horizontal policy arrangements
does not match smoothly with the mediating, political and legal institu-
tions of state and law. Many of the legal guarantees are nested in for-
mal legitimacy and require mediation of procedural certainty instead of
immediate and direct exchange. There is a significant amount of fric-
tion between the different positions. This friction varies from country
to country depending on the institutional setting in relation to plan-
ning within a country.

In order to achieve more effective governing and managing with hor-
izontal co-productions of policy-making it is important to actualize poli-
tical and legal institutions. Regions, dealing with these types of collec-
tive action problems will be in need of more general rules that can
focus on divergent, specific situations, such as the oversupply of of-
fices. The Amsterdam example shows us that self-regulation has failed
over the last decade. Though the region recently attempted to limit it-
self drastically with the PLABEKA agreements, the problem continues
to exist as the solution is not drastic enough. Further, no agreements
for future development have been made. It is important to re-institute
self-regulation in the region. New norms regarding sustainable regio-
nal development, for example, with respect to a healthy office market,
can help regions to arrive at resilient, collective action, as all players ac-
cept these norms. These norms then can become self-binding as we
have seen in Portland. In the Dutch planning system we have the
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norm that all proposed development should not harm the principle of
‘good spatial planning’. The definition of ‘good spatial planning’ has
evolved from various practices, both with and without the interference
of judges at the appellate level.

Planners, and decision-making politicians, should act according to
these principles, not only with the use of representative democracy, but
also using deliberative democracy, including transparency with respect
to the broader consequences of plans. This could result in stronger
guarantees of successful spatial planning for various plans and pro-
jects. With more information about the mismatch between demand
and supply of office space, with all the attendant consequences, plan-
ners and politicians might institute a new norm regarding the part
they play in these self-created vacancies. With setting new standards
for regional office supply, municipal planning behavior could be (self)
regulated. It could be advantageous if a hierarchical jurisdiction could
monitor the progress and balance and point out responsibilities of all
jurisdictions if their own checks and balances fail again. The vacancy
rate will be a useful measurement; a vacancy rate of between four and
eight percent results from just normal friction; everything above that
rate should be prevented. Incentives and disincentives might help self-
regulation.

Concluding remarks

Local decisions have regional impacts. It is a challenge to negotiate on
mutually acceptable solutions that preserve the local character while
also promoting the efficient use of regional infrastructure and invest-
ments. Horizontal co-productions of policy-making via direct exchange
of public interests may result in more effective governing and mana-
ging action at the metropolitan level. Metropolitan planning implies
that regions move away from a plan that is a compilation of locally-de-
sired projects with an unfounded cost, to a regional development plan
that focuses on delivering specific outcomes that citizens value at a
price they are willing to pay. However, arriving at a regional plan is
rather difficult. Before a plan can be drawn up, a form of regional coor-
dination should be established. And with a more or less loose coopera-
tion in a region, the regional players may draw a regional, strategic
plan together, but they will face formidable problems when the plan is
implemented, as local authorities will still have difficulties favoring the
region over their own perceived needs. Some developments suffer from
intraregional competition. To a certain extent competition cannot be
abandoned as it is one of the main pillars of the functioning of society,
but when it comes to ‘tragedy of the commons’ types of problems, as
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we have seen, some form of coordination is necessary. In this situation,
a social norm of coordination will imply surplus value for all indivi-
duals, but they will not approach coordination themselves (Ullmann-
Margalit 1977).

The Amsterdam case has shown regional contracts date from long
ago and the step to a form of regional networking as new form of gov-
ernance has been taken at this time. Over the last decade more sub-
stantial cooperation has developed, although a territorial-based solution
for the regional fine-tuning problems seems to be definitively aban-
doned. The idea of public-public co-productions is ascending rapidly,
and in many fields the informal cooperation association of the Amster-
dam Metropolitan Area has entered into ‘informal’ agreements. The
collective response via horizontal co-production for the oversupply of
office space is sometimes seen as proof of continuous institutional ca-
pacity building. Nevertheless, it seems to be problematic to build or
create regional capacity which also includes cost-sharing. In the end, as
international experiences show, even more direct reciprocal contracts
need to be formed for managing action at the metropolitan level. How-
ever, horizontal co-productions of policy-making are problematic from
the legitimacy point of view, as the political, decision-making power is
not organized at the regional level, but at the local level. In the local
autonomy, and the spatial polity, including the Dutch property rights’
regime, the roots of office problems can be found. It continues to be
difficult for local governments to make decisions that are, in the short
run, against their own interests, as the political structures with elec-
tions every four years do not take the long-term perspective into ac-
count. Though the idea of bottom up co-productions can create suc-
cesses, the influence of top down tools such as incentives can also be
successful. Furthermore, instrumental solutions as in property rights
for the commons might be used for solving the problem. However, the
allocation of such property rights would be problematic because, as
with all voluntary collaborations, the exit option still exists.

These ideas are linked with the dominant tendency in current inno-
vative practices of policy-making with the furthering of immediacy and
fine-tuning. They are linked with the flexible co-figuration of different
policy-makers which directly negotiate and exchange goal-specific inter-
ests and resources, and create their own practice of teleocratic habits.
The generality of rules is important in order to avoid creating rules that
only apply to limited situations. Norms and rules must have a high de-
gree of generality in order to be suitable for transfer.

The way in which the office problem in the Amsterdam region is
being addressed at this time is by way of horizontal co-production with
only limited direct exchange. As is argued above, a solution is still not
in sight, but while searching for a solution, with inspiration from other
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countries, the principles of state and law should not be abandoned as
this might result in counterproductive outcomes. We argue to actualize
political and legal institutions, with re-institution of self-regulation in
the regions. New norms regarding sustainable regional development,
for example, with respect to a healthy office supply market, can help re-
gions to arrive at a more resilient collective action without becoming
overly goal-oriented. Reinventing the principle of ‘good spatial plan-
ning’ can be of assistance in guiding these horizontal co-productions
without becoming knotted in a myriad of unwanted outcomes.

Notes

1 Comparison with the classic tragedy of the commons will not suffice because the de-

mand (the shared resources) are not endless, and some marginal costs exist. Both of

these elements are not sufficiently taken into account.

2 Sometimes it is even preferable to have vacant offices instead of having no foreign

property at all – due to fiscal discounts.

3 The phenomenon of cyclical fluctuations of supply and prices in livestock markets.

4 ‘Californization’ is an expression that refers to the influx of Californians into various

western states in the US, resulting in comparable places of sprawl and unrestrained

commerce as, for example, Los Angeles is often characterized.
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The Dutch Orange and the Big Apple:

A Comparative Commentary

John Mollenkopf

It is always fascinating to read highly intelligent researchers applying
apparently familiar conceptual tools to apparently similar problems,
but in a different national context. The urban scholars of the Nether-
lands whose essays are gathered in this volume reflect thoughtfully on
immigrant integration, inter-group relations, neighborhood trajectories,
local and national urban development programs, and the nature of con-
temporary urban citizenship. Their work is informed not only by their
own vigorous research tradition, but also by a shrewd and sometimes
critical reading of the literature in the US.

Reflecting on these essays has been rewarding on at least three
counts. Where the problems and conceptual tools really are more or
less the same, these essays have heightened my understanding of the
issues that face policy makers in both settings and suggested new ways
for scholars in the US to research them. The essays on immigrants, in-
ter-group relations, and immigrant integration programs probably offer
the most direct comparisons. Where the problems or conceptual tools
turn out, on closer inspection, not to be so similar, the distinctive as-
pects of the situations in the Netherlands are still revealing because
they show how urban realities are not restricted by the boundaries im-
plicit in North American approaches. In other words, while these con-
cepts work well for us, they may fail to capture important aspects of si-
milar processes going on elsewhere. This kind of discordance is more
evident in the essays on ethnic residential concentration and segrega-
tion, mixed income housing, and public efforts to ‘improve’ neighbor-
hoods. Finally, these situations also reveal how the ‘borrowing’ of con-
cepts developed in the US national setting can be ill-fitting when ap-
plied to the case of the Netherlands, and perhaps Europe, even when
the ‘borrowers’ think the terms fit well. Use of ideas like ‘the dual city’,
‘concentrated poverty’, and ‘segregation’ tend to display this trait.

Comparing the Orange and the Apple

So how similar are the urban situations of the Netherlands and the
US? This question really makes no sense, because it compares a 16.5



million-person Dutch apple (in 34,000 square kilometers) to a 306-
million-person bushel of mixed American fruits and vegetables
(housed in 9,162 thousand square kilometers). To state the obvious,
the US is a highly varied, continental-scale nation, while the Nether-
lands is small, compact, and relatively homogeneous. (Arizona is a lot
more different from New Jersey than Friesland or Limburg is from
Rotterdam or even the Netherlands is from Germany.) A more appro-
priate comparison, or at least the one that appeals to me, compares the
Netherlands as a whole to metropolitan New York, an American city
with Dutch roots. They both have about the same population (sixteen
versus eighteen million), both are highly urbanized and dense, both
have highly developed post-industrial economies, and both are ethni-
cally diverse. Both are rich democracies with big public sectors, high
taxes, and lots of regulation. (Another interesting comparison would be
the Netherlands and Los Angeles, but that is a matter for another time
and place.)

Important differences separate the two cases, of course. The Nether-
lands has a powerful national government, while metropolitan New
York is politically fragmented and lacks even the semblance of regional
government. The Netherlands has strong institutions of urban plan-
ning, social housing, and land-use regulation compared to metropoli-
tan New York, even although New York City is very ‘Dutch’ by US stan-
dards (about 30 percent of New York City’s households lives in public
or social housing, but the figure is well over half in Amsterdam or Rot-
terdam). Perhaps most important, the ‘native’ residents of metropolitan
New York (the autochtonen) are a great deal more diverse in racial, cul-
tural, and ethnic – and even religious – terms than that of the Nether-
lands. Native whites with native white parents make up just over a
third of the New York metro area, but four-fifths of the Netherlands.
And of course, compared to a north-European welfare state, even the
old, statist, New York metro area is shaped by the market-oriented, in-
dividualist political culture of the US.

Different approaches to common challenges?

Judging from this volume, the urban Netherlands shares many chal-
lenges with metropolitan New York. Economic restructuring has left
many industrial areas and blue-collar workers in a precarious position,
or even without work. Immigrant parents are largely clustered in the
poorest service sector jobs or are not working, while their children have
difficulty with school and drop out far more often than native whites.
They tend to cluster in neighborhoods that have far lower incomes
than those of native whites. Many native-born citizens are skeptical,
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even hostile toward the newcomers, especially if they lack proper
authorization. Some native whites feel threatened by the spread of con-
centrated ethnic neighborhoods. Immigrant minority groups feel un-
wanted and misunderstood and discriminated against. Government po-
licies towards minorities have not noticeably improved their upward
mobility. To the extent that social housing has fostered residential con-
centration, if not segregation, among minority groups, it has also led
to the spatial clustering of social problems. To manage and remediate
this outcome, local governments are seeking to ‘deconcentrate’ poverty,
sometimes by tearing down social housing and building market rate
housing to attract middle-class people to negatively stereotyped areas of
the inner city. Local government is having to learn how to be more
proactive, consultative, flexible, and cooperative in order to engage
these problems effectively. All these statements seem equally applicable
to the Slotervaart in Amsterdam or het Oude Noorden in Rotterdam or
the North Ward in Newark or the South Bronx or Central Brooklyn.

So, taking advantage of how these essays use internationally-shared
categories to address common urban problems, what do these essays
tell us about them? The first lesson seems to be that neighborhood
counts for individual labor-market prospects in the Netherlands even
though the span of neighborhood inequality is much less than in me-
tropolitan New York and the ‘bad’ neighborhoods of Dutch cities are
nowhere near as physically dilapidated or socially disorganized as those
of many parts of the inner city (in Newark, the South Bronx, and so
on). As studies in the US have found, Musterd and Pinkster report
quantitative studies showing that, while individual and family factors
have the most impact on economic outcomes, contextual factors none-
theless make a significant contribution. That neighborhood differences
have a significant influence despite the constraining effect of the wel-
fare state on those differences – for example through extensive social
housing and rent regulation – is a fact worth pondering. It might well
be read, for example, as saying that we might question the ‘physical de-
terminism’ implicit in policies that try to enhance the situation of the
poor by building more or better social housing.

The scholars reporting their work here have also begun to explore
which contextual neighborhood factors count, at what scale, and how.
One recurrent theme is that the mere mechanical mixing of upper-
middle-income people into market rate housing within larger social
housing developments is highly unlikely to have a positive impact on
the poor or immigrants, for a whole host of reasons. It is interesting
that housing policy has proceeded so strongly in the direction of creat-
ing ‘mixed income housing developments’ within poor neighborhoods
both in the Netherlands and the US. This policy thrust is based partly
on the notion that such developments will somehow enhance the social
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or political capital of such neighborhoods, lead residents to create new
cross-class networks, and widen the network resources of those with a
weak or nonexistent position in the labor market. Yet Musterd and
Pinkster conclude, citing ethnographic work, that ‘social housing resi-
dents in mixed neighborhoods do not benefit from the proximity of
more affluent neighbors’. They do, however, think that contact with
and participation in local social service agencies and organizations may
have a positive effect, a finding strongly asserted as well by Mario
Small’s recent book, Unanticipated Gains: Origins of Network Inequality
in Everyday Life, which found that poor people, especially women,
gained many network resources through routine participation in the
churches, athletic programs, childcare centers, schools, and other orga-
nizations in their neighborhoods.

Perhaps the kind of middle-class people moving into – or being created
within – relatively disadvantaged neighborhoods matters. Van der Graaf
and Veldboer find that the young, educated, public and social service
professionals moving into immigrant or disadvantaged neighbors may
not provide ‘clear cut social mobility for the poor, but does provide
them with some new compassionate neighbors and an improved area
reputation’. Generalizing across Dutch cities, Van der Waal and Bur-
gers find that attitudes of native Dutch to people from immigrant back-
grounds are most accepting and least negative in those cities that are
least industrial and blue collar in their economic position. This eco-
nomic trajectory seems to generate both professional employment for
native whites and service sector work (including entrepreneurial oppor-
tunities) for members of the immigrant minority groups, without pro-
ducing a backlash against them from a native white working class
(which hardly exists in such places). Such findings lead one to think
that the on-going transformation of Western societies, which includes
the rise of knowledge and service work and the decline of goods pro-
duction, will lessen the social basis of anti-immigrant sentiment over
time (in part because the young and growing immigrant origin service
work force will be caring for the aging native white population). But
they also suggest that new class distinctions will assert themselves, as
access to the university educations that lead into the service sector pro-
fessions becomes a crucial determinant of individual outcomes.

In this respect, Van Bochove, Rušinović, and Engbersen’s essay on
the emerging ethnic minority middle class in Rotterdam is particularly
instructive. Rotterdam remains the most industrial or goods-oriented
of the big cities in the Netherlands and it has also provided fertile
grounds for native white political reaction against the growing immi-
grant minority neighborhoods, signaled by the rise of the Livable Rot-
terdam (Leefbaar Rotterdam) Party to governing status under the leader-
ship of Pim Fortyn. They find middle-class Surinamese, Turks, and
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Moroccans to identify strongly both with co-ethnics and their cities,
less so with native Dutch or their countries of origin. They focus their
political activities on Rotterdam, not their home countries, even more
so in the second generation, but political activity in the different realms
seems to complement rather than substitute. Ethnic political polariza-
tion in Rotterdam, heightened by the policies and rhetoric of Livable
Rotterdam, has mobilized immigrant minority voters to participate in
local elections and they, presumably in coalition with the native born
white public and social service professionals, returned the Labor Party
to power, leading to the naming of Ahmed Aboutaleb, a Dutch Moroc-
can, as the first immigrant origin mayor of a large European city. Van
de Wijdeven and Hendriks also report that even though neighborhood
redevelopment may not have materially improved the labor force status
of members of immigrant minority groups, it has fostered a cohort of
neighborhood activists who are learning the tools of political action.

A second theme running through several of the essays is the need
for government, especially local government, to be more ‘bottom up’
and sensitive to working with citizen networks in collaborative ways,
rather than ‘top down’ from policy centers in a hierarchical way. This
may be seen in Van de Wijdeven and Hendriks’ study of everyday acti-
vists (some of whom come from immigrant communities), the ‘light
communities’ described by Hurenkamp, and the deinstitutionalization
of psychologically disabled people analyzed by Verplanke and Duyven-
dak. It is even evident among the Moroccan women described by Van
den Berg, for whom life inside a closed ethnic community is oppres-
sive, but who can widen their chances by distancing themselves from
its gossip. But this theme is present front and center in both Tops and
Harman’s essay on front line governance and Vermeulen and Plaggen-
borg’s discussion of programs for immigrant youths. The clear mes-
sage here is that public servants have to start from where their (immi-
grant minority) clients are, not from preconceived notions of where
they should be or must go. In other words, despite anti-immigrant sen-
timent in the larger society, and even anti-immigrant policies (in the
American sense of denying services to those whose presence is not leg-
ally sanctioned or recognized), at the end of the day public service pro-
viders must work with the communities they are charged with serving,
not against them. They can be most effective when they ‘read the situa-
tion’ in Tops and Hartman’s terms or ‘being able to put yourself in the
position of the youngster’, as described by Vermeulen and Plaggen-
borg. This work suggest that, at the street level, a kind of political as-
similation is taking place in the cities of the Netherlands – people with
immigrant backgrounds are adapting to the opportunities around
them, but public servants charged with enacting Dutch norms for an
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egalitarian and inclusive society are also changing how they interact
with such people.

Some terms do not travel well

However, these essays also apply concepts that have become popular –
indeed perhaps have become buzzwords – in the American setting in
ways that simply do not fit urban reality in the Netherlands. In particu-
lar, residential segregation of minority groups and immigrants came
about in completely different ways in metropolitan New York and
Dutch cities. The residential segregation of blacks (defined as those
with African ancestry and dark skins) is far higher in New York than
Amsterdam or Rotterdam, not to mention Utrecht or Leiden. This re-
flects our long and vile history of state-sanctioned racial subordination
and discrimination. Large numbers of African Americans lived in the
urban north under conditions of officially sanctioned segregation in
housing and schools for decades before the period in which such bar-
riers began to be dismantled. The construction of public housing in
New York was intimately tied to the removal of African Americans
from neighborhoods where the growth of their neighborhoods threa-
tened central business district property values or elite institutions.
While the post-war social housing estates of the big cities of the Neth-
erlands have also become home to immigrant minority groups, this is
mainly because they were emptying out at a time when guest workers
and residents of former colonies were arriving. State actions wove ra-
cial segregation deeply into the fabric of neighborhoods in metropoli-
tan New York. Social housing in the cities of the Netherlands, while of-
ten seen by authorities as ‘problematic neighborhoods’, is not nearly so
negatively constructed or marginalized.

The spatial concentration of contemporary immigrant groups in me-
tropolitan New York has been much less state-directed, much more vo-
luntary, and almost completely outside of the social housing sector. Im-
migrant ethnic concentration thus has a different character than racial
segregation. (In this respect, the Puerto Rican experience is more like
that of African Americans and less like that of immigrants because the
dominant white society negatively racialized Puerto Ricans in ways that
have largely not befallen the new immigrant groups.) When scholars
in the Netherlands analyze the residential segregation of their immi-
grant minority groups as akin to that of African Americans in New
York, they are making an inapt comparison. But because the policies of
the housing associations are so influential for the residential location
and condition of immigrant minorities in the Netherlands, comparison
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to the free market sorting of immigrants in metropolitan New York is
also inappropriate or must be highly qualified.

Caution must also be shown by scholars on both sides of the Atlantic
in using such trendy terms as ‘global cities’ and ‘labor market polariza-
tion’. My reading of what is happening in so-called global cities is that,
while they are becoming more unequal, they are not becoming more
polarized in some hour-glass sense. The growing inequality derives
from marked growth of income shares at the very top of the distribu-
tion juxtaposed by a persistent, and sometimes growing, group at the
very bottom. In between, however, groups have tended to shift upward.
In addition, the growth at the bottom is often driven by the increase of
the recent immigrant population. Thus despite growing inequality, al-
most every group in the overall distribution sets its sights on upward
mobility, with good reason to think that it can happen. This creates a
completely different social dynamic than implied by the polarization
metaphor. Moreover, the economic functions that are concentrated in
global cities – that some scholars think distinguish them from other,
lesser cities – are in fact growing relatively faster outside the big central
cities and in metropolitan areas lower down the national and interna-
tional hierarchy. In other words, a dynamic of economic restructuring
is taking place across the system of cities, leaving even declining indus-
trial cities (for example, Newark) different kinds of places than they
were in the past or could ever be again.

Simplistic thinking about where this transformation leaves native or
immigrant minority groups (trapped by a jobs-skills mismatch in in-
ner-city neighborhoods threatened by gentrification) is not helpful
either in New York or the cities of the Netherlands. Instead, this trans-
formation is changing the opportunity structure for native whites (pro-
fessional as well as blue collar), native minority groups, and immigrant
minority groups alike. Where groups will ultimately end up depends
on a variety of factors, including group strategies, group coalitions, and
institutional patterns of inclusion and exclusion. Far from being com-
pletely disadvantaged, many members of the African American com-
munities of metropolitan New York used the gains of bi-racial coalition
politics to gain entry to public and social service positions in the post-
war generation and their children born since 1980 are going to good
universities and entering well remunerated professions. On the other
hand, large segments of the African American population remain
locked in poverty and disadvantage. Whether anything like such a
cross-racial or cross-ethnic political majority will arise in European ci-
ties or those of the Netherlands remains to be seen, though signs from
the essays in this book point in a positive direction.

A central institution determining where groups will end up in me-
tropolitan New York and the Netherlands is the educational system.

THE DUTCH ORANGE AND THE BIG APPLE: A COMPARATIVE COMMENTARY 273



This is the key sorting mechanism in the emerging class system of the
post-industrial society. (Labor market regulation and labor market flex-
ibility are also important, but perhaps more in the short term than in
the long term.) While none of the essays in this book directly address
how this system is working in the Netherlands, Nicis Institute has
sponsored important work on this subject and a great deal of valuable
comparative work is underway. Suffice it to say that the educational
systems of both settings are highly complex and stratified, though in
completely different ways. Still, certain aspects are common: a univer-
sity education is necessary for professional employment; minority
groups are systematically shunted towards educational settings that are
less likely to lead to good university educations; and native white par-
ents shift their children out of schools that perform poorly and spend
many resources getting them onto a university track.

At the end of the day, the evidence suggests to me that a higher
share of the children of immigrants are getting decent university de-
grees in metropolitan New York than is the case in Holland. This is
not to say that students from immigrant backgrounds in the Nether-
lands never make it to higher education; some are definitely finding
‘the long route’ (Crul & Heering 2008). Partly this reflects a greater de-
gree of openness and less selectivity and more ‘second chances’ in the
systems of primary, secondary, and post-secondary education in metro-
politan New York. It may also reflect the greater educational attainment
of many immigrant parents in metropolitan New York, together with
strong group commitments to higher education, as well as immigrant
use of affirmative action mechanisms originally established for native
minority groups. But in examining the vexing issues facing metropoli-
tan New York and the urban areas of the Netherlands, many of the so-
lutions will be found not in neighborhood regeneration, mixed income
development, or social programs, but in more equal outcomes in our
educational systems.

Caution must also be shown in using such terms as ‘social capital,’
‘transnationalism,’ and ‘parallel societies.’ As a number of the essays
suggest, it is a mistake to see ties within immigrant communities and
ties between community members in the Netherlands and people or
activities in their home countries as being a zero-sum game with ties
to people, groups, or activities in the host country but outside the com-
munity. Much more likely is that they reinforce each other in various
ways: people who have many ties back home probably also have many
ties within the Netherlands. Certainly, in metropolitan New York, the
main way that immigrant groups become politically incorporated eth-
nic groups is by building communal institutions that are linked to
mainstream urban institutions. The essays in this volume point to var-
ious ways in which that is happening.
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Parting words

The Netherlands has lived through some traumatic moments that have
shaped the mainstream conversation about immigration, inter-group
relations, the growth of religious conservatism and patriarchy in a se-
cular, emancipated society, and the difficulty in actually living up to the
ideal of social equality among disparate groups. Perhaps none was
more difficult than the murder of Theo van Gogh by Mohammed
Bouyeri in November 2004 on Linneausstraat, across from the Amster-
dam East borough office. The surrounding neighborhood is home to
substantial immigrant communities but also to numerous left-wing in-
tellectuals and members of the ‘creative class.’ The exact site chosen
for the killing seems to have been designed to send a message. This
neighborhood should be a poster child for the symbiosis between new
immigrants and liberal, tolerant professionals, not conflict between
them. A few months after Van Gogh’s death, a second incident took
place nearby. Fearing that two Moroccan boys were about to snatch her
purse out of the car, a native Dutch woman driving down a narrow
street reversed her car into their scooter, killing one, Ali el Bejjati. The
Moroccan community sought to memorialize this death, as Van Gogh’s
had been, but the mayor said this was ‘a bad signal,’ because El Bejjati
had been charged with armed robbery and the woman in the car acted
on fearful impulse and not with malice aforethought. Nevertheless,
many in the Moroccan community saw signs of unequal treatment.
The person causing Van Gogh’s death was jailed, while El Bejjati’s per-
formed 180 hours of community service.

Such events have fed the rise of anti-immigrant sentiment in Dutch
politics in recent years – witnessed most recently in the strong perfor-
mance of the anti-immigrant Freedom Party, led by Geert Wilders, in
the June 2009 European Parliament elections. At the same time, the
essays in this volume give real ground for optimism. Under the surface
of overt conflict and polarization of public opinion, these essays sug-
gest that inter-group accommodation is in fact taking place in the
Netherlands. One can see this in how ‘front line’ public and social ser-
vice workers find creative ways to interact with members of immigrant
communities by learning from them, often employing members of
these communities. One can see this watching generations of women
in a Turkish family walking down the street, with the mother highly
covered but the teenage daughters, walking a slight distance behind,
wearing head scarves that make fashion statements. One can see this
in the growing number of immigrant entrepreneurs and university
and higher vocational education graduates from immigrant back-
grounds. Finally, one can see it clearly in the appointment of a Moroc-
can-born son of an imam to the mayoralty of Rotterdam in January
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2009, reflecting the plurality of a left coalition over Livable Rotterdam
(the leader of that party seemed to find it almost as objectionable that
the new mayor came from Amsterdam and rooted for the wrong soccer
club than that he holds two passports). It would be poor judgment to
bet against the forces of assimilation and the resilience of Dutch so-
ciety.
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