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Executive Summary  

Over the past years the importance of cities has grown, also in the Netherlands. Cities are 

responsible for the largest part of the Dutch GDP and also host the vast majority of the Dutch 

population. This results in the fact that a lot of economic, societal, spatial and social challenges 

are rooted in the city. This was recognized by the Dutch ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 

Relations who decided to launch Agenda Stad to counter these urban challenges. Although the 

reason for launching Agenda Stad was clear, not much clarity was given about Agenda Stad’s 

purpose or approach. And even an explanation of what it was exactly was missing. Therefore this 

research was aimed at creating a case study to map Agenda Stad.   

The research objective of this thesis was to clarify what Agenda Stad is, what it aims to achieve 

and how it intends to do so. The case study was established by searching for literature that could 

help map Agenda Stad, by conducting interviews and by assembling findings from Agenda Stad’s 

(online) publications. All these results were crosschecked with another in order to generate an 

appropriate description of Agenda Stad. During the research the case study included matters that 

were deemed important, which emerged along the trajectory.  

This research shows that Agenda Stad is a platform that offers a stage to a network of parties 

with a shared interest (urban challenges). A platform has an instrumental value in the sense that it 

is a tool for the sharing of perspectives, and it facilitates interaction and discussion. Agenda Stad 

strives for enhanced growth, innovation and quality of life in Dutch cities by gathering 

stakeholders on this platform. Agenda Stad can also be understood as a network organization, 

both internally and externally. Internally it poses a dynamic network of employees who are 

involved with Agenda Stad for an indefinite period. Externally it poses a stable network of 

stakeholders who wish to establish long-term collaborations that could foster growth, innovation 

and quality of life in Dutch cities.  

In finding a way to explain Agenda Stad’s approach to all this, the literature concerning large 

group interventions turned out extremely helpful. Comparing the literature to the data findings 

showed that Agenda Stad has chosen to approach this initiative in a way that is highly similar to 

organizing large group interventions. However, Agenda Stad does not seem to recognize these 

similarities. This thesis argues that they would benefit greatly from becoming aware of this 

overlap. That way Agenda Stad can properly master the appropriate intervention methods and 

enhance their effectiveness in reaching their goals.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter will provide the reader with introductory information on the research topic and 

provides a description of the relevance and motivation for writing this master thesis. 

Understanding the research context and accompanying lack of insight on the topic will lead to the 

formulation of a problem statement and subsequent research question. The chapter will close 

with a timeline that illustrates the thesis trajectory, highlighting some of the steps that have been 

taken.  

 

1.1 Context  

During the last years scholars, research institutions such as the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), practitioners and politicians have agreed on the growing 

interest in the role of Dutch cities in society (Rutte & Asscher, 2014; Burger, Meijers, & Van Oort, 

2014; Nicholls, 2008; OECD, 2014). Their role is discussed as influencing a wide range of factors 

such as economic, social and spatial matters. For example, the Dutch 2015 Budget Memorandum 

and a letter from the Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte (2014) and vice prime minister Lodewijk 

Asscher refer to cities as being the engine of the economy. This is supported by the OECD 

territorial review in which figures show that cities and functional urban areas (FUAs) host almost 

75% of the national population and that these numbers are growing (2014). Among these cities, 

the five largest urban areas (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht and Eindhoven) 

generate about one-third of the national GDP.  

But as said the role of cities extends beyond the economic scope. The political decentralization in 

the Netherlands implies that municipalities will be assigned with more tasks concerning 

employment, income and health care for youth, chronically ill and elderly. In addition, there seems 

to be an increasing trend of people who prefer living in or nearby cities. This is nicely illustrated by 

the decrease in demand for housing construction in rural areas as supposed to an increase in 

housing construction in cities. Inevitably, these matters will appear on to the radar of cities.  

Unfortunately, the OECD territorial review of the Netherlands (2014) shows that Dutch cities are 

underperforming compared to their European counterparts. Their productivity growths are lower 

than in comparable cities. In this review the OECD, in several ways, recommends the Dutch 

government to create a “more structured and institutionalized network of stakeholders” (p. 16) 

and opines that there is a need for a National Urban Policy Framework. It also states that Dutch 
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potential lies in its rich and polycentric network of urban areas (meaning The Netherlands has a 

number of large cities instead of one or two megacities).  

In response to this, the Dutch cabinet presented a letter and the Budget Memorandum in which 

they announced measurements to be taken in order to improve the agility of the Dutch Economy 

(Rutte & Asscher, 2014; Miljoenennota 2015, 2014). Among these measurements is a new 

platform: Agenda Stad. It was brought to life by the national government to improve the 

competitiveness and quality of life of Dutch cities. In 2015 Agenda Stad is supposed to present 

measures to enhance growth, innovation and quality of life in Dutch cities. For this they also 

appointed a study group which will research related topics (Miljoenennota 2015, 2014). Eventually 

a European Urban Agenda will be presented during the year of 2016, when The Netherlands will 

be chair of the European Union.  

 

1.2 Research Motivation 

This research has been conducted in collaboration with Publinc., a multidisciplinary consultancy 

rooted in Amsterdam that is focused on i.a. urban issues. So naturally the anouncement of 

Agenda Stad sparked Publinc.’s interest. Subsequently, Publinc. monitored the progress 

regarding Agenda Stad.  

Publinc.’s director stated that Publinc. has an interest in knowing whether they can actively 

contribute to discussing and solving urban issues in collaboration with Agenda Stad. He wondered 

whether Publinc. can provide input using their expertise and experience from a change 

management perspective or from another discipline.  

After having identified Agenda Stad as the element of analysis, a preliminary study was 

conducted. Unfortunately, available publications on Agenda Stad appeared to reveal not much 

more than what has been described above. Information provided by Agenda Stad does not 

provide a satisfactory answer to many basis questions such as: what is Agenda Stad? An overview 

of Agenda Stad seems to be lacking. It was then decided that, if Publinc. wishes to find out 

whether they can contribute to Agenda Stad’s cause, they will have to become more 

knowledgeable about Agenda Stad.  
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1.2 Research Objective 

The research motivation as described above led to the conclusion that the objective of this 

research is to elucidate on Agenda Stad. The research objective of this master thesis is thus to 

describe and map Agenda Stad’s status quo, meaning its environment, goals, approach and the 

way in which it can be defined. By examining this, this thesis will aim to enhance Publinc.’s 

knowledge on a potential cooperative partner with shared interest in urban challenges. In 

addition, it aims to add to the research base that is concerned with governmental projects such as 

Agenda Stad. 

The research objective at hand influences the methodological approach taken. In order to achieve 

the objectives as mentioned above the research should be designed correspondingly, allowing for 

all interested parties to enhance their understanding of Agenda Stad. This will be best served by 

constructing a case study. This choice of method will be further elaborated on in chapter three. 

For now we will focus on how this influences the formulation of the problem statement and 

research question. 

 

1.3 Problem Statement and Research Question 

When a case study, like the one in this research, is developed because the researcher wants to 

shine light on a certain phenomenon, the case study should be of a descriptive and emergent 

nature. This way, light can be shed on the phenomenon, without the omission of possible 

important topics. This means that that the problem statement should reflect the complexity of 

the situation and the need for an enhanced understanding. Therefore, in order to map Agenda 

Stad’s status quo in a case study, the following problem statement has been constructed:  

 There is a lack of clarity concerning what Agenda Stad is, what it aims to achieve and how it 

intends to do so.  

Directing the research towards this problem statement allows us to map the status quo of 

Agenda Stad. This problem statement results in posing the following research questions:  

 1. What is Agenda Stad?  

 2. What does Agenda Stad aim to achieve?  

and  

3. How does it intend to achieve this?  
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This will be the basis of this research and it will guide this thesis towards answering the conclusive 

research question:  

4. Is Agenda Stad the appropriate tool to reach the intended goals?  

This last question briefly steers this study away from the descriptive character and will add a 

normative touch to this thesis. This research question will be answered in the discussion section in 

paragraph 5.2. This paragraph will give an interpretation of the consequences that result from the 

first three research questions.  

The descriptive and emergent character of this thesis implies that other research questions might 

develop if necessary as Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) suggest. Of course, also this research is in 

need of a starting point and some demarcation. That is why the research framework will be 

clarified in chapter two with a literature review on concepts that were deemed relevant, based on 

preliminary study. But, in order to do the descriptive and emergent nature of this research justice, 

possible additions could not be ruled out. 

 

1.4 Relevance 

Agenda Stad might not be the only undertaking that deals with urban challenges in this form and 

Therefore, current and future initiatives that take similar forms are also helped by looking at how 

these challenges are addressed. In addition, Publinc. is not the only party that might benefit from 

improved understanding of Agenda Stad. Knowing whether Agenda Stad has chosen the 

appropriate form is an important learning opportunity for Publinc., the creators of Agenda Stad 

as well as (future) stakeholders of Agenda Stad and similar phenomena.  

Practically, this research can act as a guide for Agenda Stad and future projects of similar nature. 

An analysis will indicate what might not have gone optimally and what issues should not be 

neglected. Identifying matters that went well can have an exemplary role. It will help 

governments strengthen their approach to constructing initiatives and map the impact of their 

policy.  

Theoretically, it will contribute to enhancing the volume of literature concerning this topic, as it is 

a highly under-represented field in research. Despite its relevance and importance in modern 

society.  
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1.5 Planning 

This section will give a rough overview of how the research process has been organized in the 

form of a timeline. It contains the steps regarding data collection, data analysis and the writing-up 

of the findings. 

 

Figure 1: timeline of the thesis trajectory. This figure shows the planning that acted as a guideline for this thesis. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The literature covered in this review will help the reader enhance his or her understanding of 

Agenda Stad. In chapter four we will call upon this literature to make sense of what Agenda Stad 

is, what it aims to do, and how it intends to achieve this. Before we get there it is important that 

this chapter makes sure the reader fully grasps the concepts and topics addressed in this 

research. Firstly, this chapter will explain which concepts are in need of further review and why. 

Based on this, a review of the concepts platforms, network organizations and large group 

interventions (LGIs) can be found in this chapter. This review made use of a combination between 

academic literature and findings from practice (websites, publications and public material of 

several organizations) 

 

2.1 Important Concepts  

The identification of relevant concepts that need to be covered in this literature review is of 

importance because it will define and demarcate the research area that will be explored. In 

addition, it will give the possibility to evaluate promising literature and assess their relation to the 

findings of this research. A critical discussion will enhance insight on differing arguments, theories 

and approaches, resulting in a conceptualization that is most suitable for this research. This 

should prevent any unnecessary misunderstandings and contribute to countering the problem 

statement and answering the research questions.  

Subsequently, the concepts covered in this review should be of assistance in helping the reader 

understand what Agenda Stad is, what it aims to achieve and how it intends to do so (problem 

statement). And eventually answering the question whether Agenda Stad is the appropriate tool 

to reach the intended goals. In addition, and given the fact that this is an emergent study, the 

concepts in this literature study have been selected because analyzing the archival data base 

(containing all available documentation surrounding Agenda Stad) and interviews confirmed the 

importance of inclusion of the concept discussed below.  

When attempting to find an answer to the first part of the problem statement; what is Agenda 

Stad? the archival data base showed that Agenda Stad is defined by its creators as a ‘platform for 

permanent dialogue between national government, cities and stakeholders to enhance growth, 

innovation and quality of life in cities’ (Factsheet, 2015, p. 2). When trying to extort some sort of 

clear description of what Agenda Stad is, this term is frequently adopted. However, this concept 

is nowhere provided with explanatory description or elaboration. Whereas we now know that 
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Agenda Stad is a platform (for permanent dialogue between national government, cities and 

stakeholders to enhance growth, innovation and quality of life in cities), we lack knowledge on 

what it means to be a platform. In addition, preliminary research showed that many organizations 

nowadays, including Agenda Stad’s partners, describe themselves as a platform (Platform31, 

Ruimtevolk, Society Impact, etc.). Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) suggest, it is possible that more 

specific research questions can be formulated during the research process if needed. Following 

their suggestion, this leads us to posing an additional research question:  

 What is a platform?  

In section 2.2 of this chapter the term will be discussed and relating literature will be consulted.  

The second part of the problem statement is; what does Agenda Stad aim to achieve? The 

interviews and publications have been analyzed in order to answer this question and results can 

be found in chapter four (section 4.2.2 Ambitions). These results indicated a close relation to the 

utilization of networks. Whatever ambitions Agenda Stad has, they want to achieve these 

through building a network of urban stakeholders. This emphasis on including multiple 

stakeholders to deal with urban challenges leads us to including the concept network 

organizations in this literature review.  

Lastly, the problem statement addressed the way in which Agenda Stad intends to reach these 

goals. Whereas a preliminary study of the publications did not yield much information concerning 

Agenda Stad’s approach, interviews appeared rather useful. The interviews made clear that 

Agenda Stad has consciously chosen to take a new direction towards solving urban challenges. 

Instead of implementing national urban policies top-down, Agenda Stad aims to approach this 

matter bottom-up. The way in which they organize this shift towards a bottom-up process has 

shown to have close resemblance to large system intervention methods, which is why large 

system interventions will be the closing section of this chapter.  

 

2.2 Platforms 

In order to enhance the reader’s understanding of the concept platform this section will be used 

to cover a combination of scholarly literature and texts coming from organizations that profile 

themselves as platforms. This combination of scholarly literature and texts coming from 

organizations that profile themselves as platforms is necessary because of two reasons. First, 

preliminary search for relevant literature pointed out that there are insufficient articles in which 
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the author has made the effort to provide its reader with a definition or overview of the concept. 

The purpose of the articles collected for this review were never to elaborate on the concept, 

leaving us with a gap in answering the question: what is a platform? Secondly, few of the articles 

deal with the development or conceptualization of platforms similar to Agenda Stad. The majority 

of the literature collected focused on digital platforms such as online applications or ICT systems. 

Thus, platforms are definitely covered in modern literature, they just rarely refer to the type of 

platform that is of interest in this study. Although the scarcity of relevant articles poses a 

challenge, looking into the discourse of platform organizations themselves can have a 

complementary effect, and thus enhance the comprehensiveness of the study. 

 

2.2.1 Container Concept  

The complexity in finding a suitable conceptualization for Agenda Stad can be (partially) 

attributed to the observation that platforms are used as a container concept. Among the 

platforms that have been established one could find organizations that aimed for collecting 

information, solving a particular societal issue, improving customer services or promoting 

intercultural dialogue. In addition, the literature showed that several platforms were 

characterized as a certain type of platforms. Gao, Egbert, Chen, and Ding, (2015) referred to their 

mobile platform as an information platform, and Liyakasa (2013) named their system a community 

platform. These terms then relate to the purpose of the specific platforms. Whereas information 

platforms are created in order to gather and share as much relevant data as possible, community 

platforms wish to gather groups of people that share common values or needs. The term 

platform is thus used as a container concept for many different types of organizations with a wide 

variety of goals.  

That so many organizations feel related to the term platform does not have to be a problem, but 

given the fact that there is no conceptualization of the term (yet), it does increase the need for a 

closer examination of the concept. Because literature fails to meet this need, the meaning of the 

term exactly will have to be determined by analyzing its usage.  

According to Shoemaker, Tankard and Lasorsa (2004) a concept consists of a meaning that we 

assign to something and its indicators. That we are dealing with a container concept implies that, 

the similarities across the different platforms need to be analyzed in order to make suggestions 

for indicators. From this, a general meaning can be deducted. Such analysis of available literature 

has been conducted and resulted in three indicators that are discussed below.  
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Building Networks  

The first indicator that was identified by looking at the academic literature and documentation of 

relatable platforms, is the shared effort that is put into the building of networks. One of the 

collected studies by Margarida and Secundino (2014) elaborated on a platform in the form of PC, 

smartphone and tablet applications: ActiveBrain. The creators of ActiveBrain recognized that the 

advancement of the digital world is overwhelming and that the elderly are affected by this 

because they are often not trained to access this world. It was constructed for seniors to enable 

them to exercise their mental abilities and keep their social life active (Silva & Correia, 2014). In 

this, ActiveBrain used networking to endorse greater participation of the seniors (Silva & Correia, 

2014). This turned out not to be a unique feature of their platform, but a shared feature of all 

platforms examined. For example, Liyakasa (2013) suggests that making use of communities are 

helpful in collecting input from stakeholders that can enhance internal and external business 

processes. And the same held for platforms such as Platform31 and Society Impact who engage 

multiple stakeholders in their operations to address particular (urban) matters 

(www.platform31.nl, www.societyimpact.nl). 

Clear Mission and Vision 

Although many organizations face difficulties in formulating a clear set mission and vision, 

platforms do not seem to suffer from this struggle. Finding a clear description of what is meant 

with ‘being a platform’ seemed infeasible, however a clear description of what they wanted to 

achieve and how was handed on a silver platter. This then forms the second indicator: clear 

missions and visions.  

According to Stoner (1995) a group of people benefits from sharing a common vision, mission and 

values. It increases the level of commitment of employees because it helps people relate their 

personal beliefs to the ones that the company strives for. Also, having a clear mission and vision 

helps you attract the right partners that you want to involve (Prows, 2004). By going over the 

academic literature and perspectives of individual organizations it became clear all platforms 

possessed this indicator. 

For example, Platform31 is focused at helping professionals and organizations anticipate on urban 

and regional developments, generating the appropriate knowledge to do so through research 

and experimentation (www.platform31.nl). And as mentioned before, ActiveBrain was developed 

‘to promote greater involvement of the elderly in society, preserving their health and promoting 
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greater control over their own lives’ (Silva & Correia, 2014, p. 38). All platforms have a clear sense 

of direction of what they want their organization to contribute to.  

Helping Groups Enhance Status Quo  

Literature and practice showed that platforms can be constructed by either an individual or by an 

organization who has a clear set mission and vision. The question that then emerges is: do the 

goals that platforms set have anything in common? At first glance, they do not. All platforms 

examined were active in different fields of business or society. It is therefore safe to say that 

platforms can attain to achieve any objective imaginable. However, at second glance analysis 

showed that these goals are all related to helping a certain group in society enhance its status 

quo. In this, the emphasis on group should be clear as no platform is aimed at helping an 

individual who strives to reach an individual goal. Thus, although a platform can be constructed by 

any number of people, it is in any event established to serve a group with a collective goal to 

enhance the current situation. The network indicator shows that its operations are never 

attributed to the merits of a single person. This also implies that all platforms hold the view that 

something can be improved because it deviates from the ideal situation. Platforms are mostly 

appreciated for their instrumental strength in creating the required environment to help a group 

improve on a certain state. This environment can be either tangible by, for example, renting office 

space to host meetings, or intangible such as digital platforms. As a third indicator it can therefore 

be said that platforms help a certain (target) group enhance its status quo.  

 

2.2.2 Contribution 

As announced earlier the conceptualization of the term platform was approached by analyzing 

literature and practical insights based on similarities that could act as indicators of the concept. 

The indicators that were found during this literature review were as follows: 

Platforms 

 Are heavily dependent on networks 

 Have a clearly formulated mission and vision 

 Help a certain (target) group enhance its status quo 

Combining all these indicators leads us to answering the second research question by coining the 

term platform as an individual or organization that creates an environment in which a pre-

determined clear set mission and vision can be achieved that improve status quo for a target group.  
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Remarkable is that all three indicators are related or interdependent. Most platforms attempt to 

connect people (build networks) in order to help a certain (target) group who share or can 

contribute to the same goal.  

Of course this study is limited in resources, thus his analysis can act as a the starting point of 

further research into the conceptualization. Further testing to see whether these indicators hold 

for a wider range of platforms and which additional indicators are in place, is recommended.  

 

2.3 Network Organizations 

This paragraph will discuss the characteristics and typologies that have been developed by 

scholars and practitioners for network organizations. In order to understand why organizations 

(choose to) become network organizations, there will also be a review of the possible benefits 

that one can reap from this organizational form. Lastly, the importance of engaging stakeholders 

will be briefly emphasized as it appears to be an important challenge for network organizations.  

 

2.3.1 Conceptualization and Context 

Rapidly changing surroundings seem an indispensable feature of the environment in which 

organizations function nowadays (Worley, Mohrman, & Nevitt, 2011). This has resulted in the need 

for firm structures that are more suitable for coping with these circumstances. In response to this, 

organizational concepts such as organizational networking arose (Kovač, 2002). The involvement 

of suppliers, buyers and other stakeholders in the organization is commonly associated with 

several fields of research such as IT (Lessem, 1983), linguistics (Kovač, 2002) or corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) (Sloan, 2009).  

The review further proceeds with an overview of some definitions and approaches to categorize 

and demarcate the network organization. Remarkably most literature refers to a network 

organization as a collective that cooperates along a value chain (Kovač, 2002; Miles & Snow, 

1992). However, Sloan (2009) states that relationships with stakeholders are growing to be more 

wide-ranging nowadays. Corresponding to this, Podolny and Page (1998) offer a definition that 

allows a wider range of stakeholders as Sloan suggests. Podolny and Page (1998) define a 

network form of organization as  
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 “any collection of actors (N≥2) that pursue repeated, enduring exchange relations with 

one another and, at the same time, lack a legitimate organization authority to arbitrate and 

resolve disputes that may arise during the exchange.” (p. 59).  

It is also acknowledged by these scholars that generating a list of pure formal organizational 

arrangements would do the variety of network organization types short. Although a categorical 

list of labels will not help us properly identify network forms of organizations, several authors 

have attempted to at least provide us with some characteristics. Ronald Dore (1983) point out 

that the relationships within the network are based on the ‘spirit of goodwill’ which entails that 

relation-specific investments without contractual commitement, will not be used for egocentric 

benefits. This reciprocity is also recognized by Powell (1990) who opines that reciprocity is the 

principle that guides network forms of organizations. Hence, the feeling of mututal trust is of 

great importance of properly functioning networks. Also Jure Kovač has attempted to list some 

characteristics of orgnizational networking (2002). He supplements the former mentioned with 

decentralisation, heterarchy, power dispersion and decision-making competence. According to 

him, organizational networking is regarded as a special form of intercompany cooperation in 

various areas (IT, HR, technology, finance, etc.) with both dynamic and stable linkages between 

interdependent organizations.  

 

2.3.2 Typologies  

Moving from characteristics to the different ways of typifying network organizations, Ronnie 

Lessem introduces us in 1983 to different forms of networking in his article From Hierarchies to 

Networks. He identifies five different forms including social networks, professional networks, 

trading networks, neural networks and holographic networks. Although the typology recognizes 

the dissociation from hierarchies and the importance of association rather than logically-

developed structures (Lessem, 1983), these types to relate to networks consisting out of 

individuals.  

In contrast to this, Miles and Snow (1992) use a rather different approach that does not focus on 

networks consisting out of individuals. They identify three types of network organizations:  

 Stable, 

 Internal, and 

 Dynamic network organizations  
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An illustration of these types can be found in figure 2. Here the stable network is represented by a 

large firm at the core of the network which ‘creates linkages to a limited set of upstream and/or 

downstream partners’ (Miles & Snow, 1992, p. 64). The linked organizations are independent and 

own specialized assets. An example of this is Nike which has built close collaborations with its 

wide range of suppliers in Asia that are encouraged to service other designers so they can 

improve their technical competence and at the same time help Nike respond to new market 

trends (Miles & Snow, 1992). The internal network on the other hand, does not look at its external 

environment but focuses on the creation of a market within the firm (Miles & Snow, 1992). Within 

the network (often scarce) resources are allocated along the internal value chain by using market 

mechanisms. Lastly, the dynamic network is characterized by its more temporarily existence. A 

large pool of potential partners is usually available from which temporary alliances are created 

between independent business elements (Miles & Snow, 1992). To this typology, Kovač (2002) 

applies an additional categorization. He makes the distinction between inter-organizational 

networking and intra-organizational networking, and opines that Miles and Snow’s former 

mentioned network types all fall under inter-organizational networking.  

For all three of Miles and Snow’s types of network organizations it holds that most failures can be 

attributed to either (unconsciously) attempting to extend or modify the network form, pushing 

the form beyond the limits of its capabilities or violating the form’s operating logic respectively 

(Miles & Snow, 1992). The causes of failures and potential threats that are relevant for Agenda 

Stad will be discussed more elaborately in chapter four.  
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Figure 2: stable, internal and dynamic network organizations. This picture illustrates the different types of network 

organizations according to Miles & Snow (1992). 
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2.3.3 Benefits and Advantages  

Next to understanding what a network organization is and how it can be characterized, it is also 

relevant to understand why organizations adopt this organizational form. How it is different from 

other forms and to which benefits and advantages this leads will give a clear picture of the 

strengths of these types of organizations and therefore enhance the quality of description.  

As opposed to more classic organizational forms, network organizations, according to Miles and 

Snow (1992), 

 Make use of collaborative assets instead of in-house assets that would only be shared 

under contracting arrangements.  

 Manage these resource flows through a market mechanism in which the actors are willing 

to share resources because it will secure them of a position in the network, instead of 

through administrative processes. 

 Encourage proactive and voluntary behavior in sharing resources. 

The availability of collaborative assets means that parties do not have to own every asset and 

thus do not have to make many heavy investments in order to dispose of them. A position in the 

network gives access to assets owned by other parties without having to arrange this through 

contracts. Participating in this system ensures a party of a position in the network which 

encourages the willingness to share resources and assets on a voluntary base. When managed 

properly, these features as mentioned above will lead to an organization that is in constant 

renewal (Miles & Snow, 1992), which allows them to constantly adjust to changing environments. 

In trying to figure out to which other specific benefits this leads, Michael Porter’s work on clusters 

is of help. In Clusters and The New Economics of Competition (1998) he describes how clusters 

are important for a firm’s competitiveness and therefore success. Porter refers to clusters as 

interconnected companies and institutions in a particular field. They are arguably different from 

networks in that they are based on a geographic concentration (Porter, 1998) but other than that 

they hold the same characteristics.  

To show the benefits that can be derived from clusters, Porter (1998) shows how clusters 

enhance productivity and innovation. Enhanced productivity is caused by the fact that clusters 

provide better access to employees, suppliers, specialized information and other resources 

(Porter, 1998) because they are present in the cluster and can be utilized by all members of the 

cluster. Also synergy effects, or complementarities, are an important part of clusters because 

different products/services can complement each other by meeting different customer needs and 
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because marketing efforts effect the entire cluster (Porter, 1998). According to Porter members 

of the cluster benefit from each other’s reputation and marketing activities. Also the comparison 

between actors in the form of pressure (peer pressure, competitive pressure, constant 

comparison) can lead to rivalry and can be highly motivating to keep up with innovations (Porter, 

1998).  

This last remark addresses the paradoxical relationship between collaboration and competition. 

Collaborating firms might very well be each other’s competitors, but nevertheless benefit from a 

position in a cluster. Competition and cooperation can coexist if they occur on different 

dimensions and among different players (Porter, 1998).  

 

2.3.4 Engaging Stakeholders  

As mentioned before, the extent to which range of stakeholders is thought to be part of a 

network differs from author to author. Extending the scope to a perspective that permits for 

every type of stakeholder to receive a place in the network implies that stakeholder engagement 

is of crucial importance. 

Sloan (2009) refers to stakeholder enagement as ‘the process of involving individuals and groups 

that either affect or are affected by the activities of the company’ (p. 26). And opines that taking 

account of stakeholders is aimed at establishing relationships that result in sustainable, high-

performance orgainizations. However, it should be noted that differing and/or competing 

interests should be managed accordingly (Sloan, 2009). The stakeholder engagement processes 

are therefore constructed to gather information about the stakeholders’ interests and 

expectations (Sloan, 2009). 

Sloan also identifies two different models of stakeholder engagement. The outward-looking 

control model and the inward-looking collaboration model. The control model of stakeholder 

engagement is based on the idea that stakeholders impose risks. They should therefore be 

controlled, monitored, assessed and subsequently managed. Because the assumption holds that 

stakeholders pose risks, the potential problems that may arise have to be mapped and analyzed.  

The collaborative model, on the other hand, assumes that stakeholders generate sources of 

opportunity. Engaging stakeholders means that learning opportunities arise which enforces 

innovation and important organizational changes (Sloan, 2009). In this model, stakeholder 

engagement is an integral aspect of the organization strategy. Table 1 provides us with a brief 

overview of the two models.  
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Table 1: models of stakeholder engagement. This table shows the main differences between the control model and 

collaboration model of stakeholder engagement, according to Sloan (2009). 

 

2.3.5 Contribution  

In paragraph 2.4.1 several ways of defining network organizations have been covered. For this 

study, the focus on the value chain as mentioned by Kovač (2002), and Miles and Snow (1992) 

does not seem inclusive enough because it may lead the omission of important stakeholders. As it 

does not seem appropriate to see Agenda Stad as functioning along the lines of a value chain, the 

definition of Podolny and Page (1998) will be more suitable. Their definition, together with the 

characteristics frame network organizations as a collection of actors that pursue reciprocal 

relations in which they take account for each other’s interests, which is achieved under 

circumstances of mutual trust. The actors in the network are independent, but at the same time, 

due to their engagement in the network, interdependent. This study will adopt this definition in 

the remaining chapters. 

This paragraph also discussed the association of network organizations with IT, linguistics and 

CSR fields or research. It should be noted that these aforementioned will not be focus points for 

this study. This thesis will focus on the importance of this organizational structure for 

organizational science and practice. It is aimed at providing the reader with managerial 

implications. 

With regard to the typologies suggested by Lessem (1983) it should be noted that the typology 

recognizes the dissociation from hierarchies and the importance of association rather than 

logically-developed structures. However these types seem to relate to networks consisting out of 
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individuals. Because our interest lies more in the organization as a whole trying to engage its 

environment, the distinction between stable, internal and dynamic networks might be of more 

use. 

When analyzing the usage of the three network types by Miles and Snow it is notable that Kovač 

categorizes all three types as belonging to inter-organizational networking. Kovač distinguishes 

networking between networking that occurs between (inter) and within (intra) organizations 

(2002), but by placing all three network types under inter-organizational networking he seems to 

neglect the fact that the internal network is characterized by the creation of a market inside the 

firm (Miles & Snow, 1992). This study suggests that internal networks can also be of a stable or 

dynamic character. In short, a network can either be inter-organizational and intra-organizational. 

In both cases they can be either dynamic or stable networks, resulting in 4 types of network 

organizations:  

 Internal stable networks 

 Internal dynamic networks 

 External stable networks 

 External dynamic networks 

This is something that seemingly is not recognized by these scholars. Resource constraints limit 

this study from clarifying where this neglection comes from, but further research is welcome to 

build on this critique.  

Regarding the benefits and advantages that Porter attributes to clusters, this thesis opines that 

despite the geographic emphasis that rests on clusters, networks benefit from much of the same 

advantages that Porter addresses to clusters. Porter sees clusters as an interconnected 

companies and institutions in a particular field, which is similar to the way in which networks are 

described earlier. Aside from the fact that there is a close link between clusters and network 

organizations, it suits this study well that Porter also includes the role of institutions, something 

that has not been picked up by many other scholars that have focused on network organizations 

(or clusters). 

Looking at the benefits and advantages as discussed by Porter, there seems no reason to believe 

this would not hold for network organizations as well. Perhaps clusters enjoy these benefits as 

discussed here even more than networks, but hopefully this analysis showed that, compared to 

more classic organizational forms, networks are privileged with many of the same advantages. 
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The benefits that can be reaped from these organizational forms can be summed up as better 

access to resources, synergy effects and rivalry as a source of motivation.  

In order to manage a network organization, stakeholder engagement is essential. As suggested in 

paragraph 2.3.4, this study defines stakeholder as the process of involving individuals and groups 

that either affect or are affected by the activities of the company. Stakeholder engagement can 

be approached in two ways; through control and through collaboration.  

As a last remark, it was striking that most literature addressed network organizations in the 

private sector, although the public sector evidently makes use of this approach as well. Perhaps 

Agenda Stad has paved the way for other governmental initiatives in this sense. Still, scholars are 

advised to take a closer look at how governments and other institutions can adopt this 

organizational form and reap its benefits.  

 

2.4 Large Group Interventions  

This section is dedicated to reviewing the concept of group or large system interventions because 

it will help elucidate the way in which Agenda Stad operates in chapter four. Firstly, the review 

will address the conceptualization and context in which large group interventions can be found. 

Second, different types of interventions are discussed that are suitable for large groups. Next, an 

overview will be given of what case studies and empirical research have found on organizing large 

group interventions and lastly, the challenges that come with this will be discussed.  

 

2.4.1 Conceptualization and Context 

Reviewing the literature has shown that large group interventions are useful tools to enable 

change. In reviewing Bunker and Alban’s Large Group Interventions (1997) Nolte places the 

emergence of large group interventions in a business perspective (1998). She explains that 

although management consultants keep explaining organizational changes take time, the 

response of clients remains that they are in need of quick changes as they are dealing with high 

productivity and profit requirements. In response to this, some consultants have offered quick 

fixes, but others have expressed their precaution because this would only yield temporary 

solutions (Nolte, 1998). Large group interventions were developed to fulfill both the ‘demand to 

create lasting impact and to do that rather quickly’ (Nolte, 1998, p. 83). Also organizations in 

general seem to be in need of an enhanced representativeness, involving a wider range of 
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individuals in order to get the whole system in the room (Shaw, Westcombe, Hodgkin, & 

Montibeller, 2004). As the problems that organizations are facing are growing to become more 

complex, a diverse mass of expert knowledge is needed (Shaw et al., 2004). Worley et al. (2011) 

describe these intervention practices as the most popular and fastest growing intervention 

method and Bunker and Alban (2005) rocognize that it has evolved from being an innovative 

approach to an established method for practitioners.  

Most literature discussed in this review referred to large group interventions in the same manner. 

Bunker and Alban refer to large group interventions as ‘methods for gathering whole systems in 

one place to plan and make decision’ (2005, p.9). Getting the whole system in the room is by far 

the most referenced principle of large group interventions (Worley et al., 2011) because this will 

yield the most perspectives and ideas on a certain issue. The events also create the chance to 

address organizational problems and opportunities (Worley et al., 2011) and to translate these 

into action (Shaw et al., 2004). They can take the form of, for example, a meeting or a conference 

(Worley et al., 2011). Going over the other articles and books on large group interventions, there 

seems little discrepancies between understandings of this concept. However, Shaw et al. (2004) 

add to this that these methods are not only suitable for organziational problems but for work for 

dealing with social problems as well.  

Large group interventions can be used to achieve a very wide set of objectives. Nolte states that 

the aim is that this variety of participants become change agents, creating a critical mass, who can 

implement changes that were recommend by the large group (Nolte, 1998). But sometimes the 

interventions are just aimed at building communities (Nolte, 1998). Worley et al. (2011) explain 

they also have the tendency to have certain things in common such as a focus on the future, 

broad participation, an open-system perspective, an intense period of planning prior to the 

meeting and information sharing. This perspective seems to be shared by Bunker and Alban 

(1997) who emphasize a few principles that need to be in place for a successful intervention. They 

also state that the importance of what happens in the room is trumped by the importance of who 

is in the room. The fact that the whole group must be involved implies that values of respect, 

inclusion and participation must be honored and that ‘open and honest dialogue is a must’ (Nolte, 

1998, p. 84). A process such as this cannot be rushed and should, in itself, be honored (Bunker & 

Alban, Large group interventions: engaging the whole system for rapid change, 1997).  

Although most interventions usually share these characteristics, the specific purpose, size, 

compostion, length, structure and frequency can differ (Worley et al., 2011). The interventions can 

be directed towards, for example, visioning, strategy formulation, organization design or 
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implementation planning. Also the size can vary enormously from involving less than 50 people or 

more than 2000. In terms of the composition one can choose to have internal, external or a 

mixture of both internal and external stakeholders and the intervention can take up 1 day or 

several. Even the number of events is not set in stone as it is possible to organize single events or 

a “series of linked conferences” . p. 405 (LGI: an empirical study) 

Many of the literature on large group interventions are concerned with business cases. For 

example by Nolte (1998) who puts the usage of the interventions in a client-consultant context. 

However, the 2005 article by Alban and Bunker shows that these methods are not only being 

used in business, they have also been applied in health care, education, government and in 

community settings. A perfect example for this is the intervention set up by Carolyn J. 

Lukensmeyer and Steven Brigham who engaged citizens in discussions of important national and 

regional issues by organizing large-scale 21st century town meetings (Bunker & Alban, 2005). Not 

only are these methods suitable for both private and public sectors, their usage has now also 

entered the international domain, which has resulted in an interest in cross-cultural differences 

(Bunker & Alban, 2005). Scholars and practitioners are wondering how the methods can be 

adapted so that they are sensitive to cultural norms and values. And which methods are more 

suitable in which culture. Also the possible pitfalls that come with changing the designs to deal 

with these cultural differences are of interest (Bunker & Alban, 2005).  

 

2.4.2 Typologies  

Now that the reader has been offered some contextual background the review can proceed by 

identifying the different types of large group interventions. Although a general explanation has 

been presented above, this does not properly display the wide variety of large group intervention 

methods available. In order to give the reader an idea of the possible forms an intervention can 

take, this review refers to Bunker and Alban (1997) who created an overview of 12 methods, 

categorized in 3 types of large group interventions. These 12 methods will be briefly discussed in 

this paragraph and, if needed, further complemented with related literature.  

The categories have been based on the different aims of the methods. Firstly, they address the 

methods that strive for agreement on the organization’s future direction. The four interventions 

listed under this category are  

 Search Conference 

 Future Search 
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 Real Time Strategic Change  

 ICA Strategic Planning Process 

The Search Conference makes use of a format that does not heavily rely on experts but uses 

participative democracy to find common ground among participants (Bunker & Alban, 1997). The 

purpose of a search conference is to create a future that is ‘well-articulated, desirable and 

achievable’ (Holman, Devane, & Cady, 2007). As with most methods, scholars do not fully agree 

on the appropriate amount of participants, but overall this method is suitable for engaging about 

35 people.  

The Future Search is similar to the Search Conference in that it makes use of a set format and low 

reliability on expertise (Bunker & Alban, 1997). This method allows for some more participants up 

to 80 (Bunker & Alban, 1997) or even a 100 (Holman et al., 2007). Even the purpose is similar to 

the purpose of a Search Conference but is complemented with an emphasis on building a high 

commitment to action and rapid implementation (Holman et al., 2007).  

Instead of using a pre-set format, the format of a Real Time Strategic Change is custom-designed 

and highly structured (Bunker & Alban, 1997). This method works with both small groups and the 

whole group (Bunker & Alban, 1997) and can take up to 10,000 participants or more (Holman et 

al., 2007), which creates considerable logistics challenges. Speed is an important aspect in this 

intervention as it is aimed at creating a future faster than [the participants] could ever imagine 

(Holman et al., 2007). 

The Strategic Planning Process is designed by the Institute for Cultural Affairs in order to 

accelerate the planning process. It revolves around a solid set and logical procedures (Bunker & 

Alban, 1997). According to Bunker and Alban (1997) the amount of participants can differ from 50 

to 200.  

Then, the interventions that are constructed so the design of the work itself can be improved 

(Bunker & Alban, 1997). The methods who have this as their objective are  

 Conference Model  

 Fast Cycle Full Participation Work Design  

 Real Time Work Design 

 Participative Design  

The Conference Model consists out of a series of conferences that five days (Bunker & Alban, 

1997). Its purpose is to engage internal as well as external stakeholders in the redesign of the 
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work to be done (Holman et al., 2007). In such a conference there is room for about 80-100 

people.  

The Fast Cycle Full Participation Work Design asks for the participants to cooperate for about 10 

days in sessions (Bunker & Alban, 1997) in which the time it takes to analyze an organization and 

come up with design alternatives is shortened (Pasmore, 1994). It engages at least one-third of 

the employees (Bunker & Alban, 1997) with a maximum of 120. This large group of people is then 

divided into five meetings and at the end of the intervention, when the final design is ratified 

everyone is included (Bunker & Alban, 1997).  

Instead of including part of the organization or system, the Real Time Work Design is set up so a 

whole system can be present (Bunker & Alban, 1997). So it may include several thousands of 

people. The teams that are set up go through different aspects of the work that is being re-

evaluated. So for example discussing the process but also administrative support or even more 

detailed issues of the actual work (Bunker & Alban, 1997).  

The Participative Design is structured by the means of a bottom-up approach (Bunker & Alban, 

1997) because it is supposed to lead to a participative and democratic organizational system 

(Holman et al., 2007). It is characterized by resulting in people who dispose of a wide variety of 

skills (Bunker & Alban, 1997).  

Lastly, Bunker and Alban identify four interventions that explore issues, problems, solutions and 

processes with whole systems. All four of them require a high level of involvement (Bunker & 

Alban, 1997).  

 Simu-Real 

 Work-Out 

 Open Space Technology 

 Large Scale Interactive Events 

The Simu-Real works in a rather confrontational manner. It holds up a so called mirror to the 

organization to allow key members to learn through interaction, work on real issues, make quick 

decisions and develop skills that will assist them in future challenges (Holman et al., 2007). This 

way action-reflection formats can be applied to experiment with new structures and processes 

(Bunker & Alban, 1997). This enhances problem sensing, solving and learning on a system level 

and takes place as a one-day event for about 50-150 people (Bunker & Alban, 1997).  
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If an organization or system is looking to deal with challenges across hierarchical and functional 

boundaries a Work Out intervention might be suitable. Dividing an organization into cross-

functional groups is common, the groups then advises and management decides from the 

presented alternatives (Bunker & Alban, 1997). Next to solving business problems and faster 

decision making it can help in reducing bureaucracy (Holman et al., 2007) and there is room for 

about 20-200 people.  

Open Space Technology is the least structured large group intervention, taking one to three days 

(Bunker & Alban, 1997). The participants create agenda items around which interest groups are 

formed. After that, information is shared across the interest groups at periodic meetings (Bunker 

& Alban, 1997). The method invites people to take responsibility for a topic of interest (Holman et 

al., 2007). However it is not clear for how many people this intervention is suitable. Bunker and 

Alban suggest the method is suitable for 50 to 500 people but Holman et al. (2007) suggests there 

is no limit.  

Lastly, this category includes the Large Scale Interactive Events. They are similar to Real Time 

Strategic Change in that they use similar methods. However, literature does not provide us with 

much more information on this particular method. Also the change handbook by Holman et al. 

(2007) has not adopted this method in The Change Handbook, in which they cover around 60 

intervention methods.  

Instead of using a pre-set format, the format of a Real Time Strategic Change is custom-designed 

and highly structured (Bunker & Alban, 1997). This method works with both small groups and the 

whole group (Bunker & Alban, 1997) and can take up to 10,000 participants or more (Holman et 

al., 2007), which creates considerable logistics challenges. Speed is an important aspect in this 

intervention as it is aimed at creating a future faster than [the participants] could ever imagine 

(Holman et al., 2007). 

Of course there are many more interesting large group interventions, a quick study could already 

identify more than 40 different methods. Unfortunately, this is beyond the scope of this research 

and therefore this review has chosen to select those interventions that were suggested by 

Bunker and Alban to be effective for large groups. 
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2.4.3 Case Studies and Empirical finding 

Studying the large group intervention literature shows that this field of research has been mostly 

addressed by creating case studies of the conduction of an intervention (or multiple). This was 

also recognized by Worley et al. (2011) who gave a short overview of the outcomes of these case 

studies. Overall the case studies indicated that decision-making cycle times are shortened, 

creative responses and strategies are generated and commitment to action is enhanced by the 

use of large group interventions (Worley et al., 2011). Although these are valuable findings, Worley 

et al. (2011) opine that there is a void with regard to empirical research and therefore dedicated 

their study to gathering empirical findings.  

In order to have a starting point in their empirical research they then focused on the main design 

principle of large group interventions: getting the whole system in the room (or: gathering 

diverse stakeholders). As this principle had not been tested empirically, they used this principle as 

a guideline for testable hypotheses that consider the composition, process and outcomes of the 

intervention.  

Their research found that having a greater diversity of stakeholders in a large group intervention 

has a positive effect on the number of different stakeholders who participated in debriefs and 

discussions. The diversity also enhances the range of issues that will be considered in decision 

making (Worley et al., 2011). Different stakeholders bring different issues to the table. Moreover, 

the research also showed that including more diverse stakeholders lead to more novel outcomes 

during the intervention. Novelty indicates how distinctive and innovative the strategies were that 

resulted from the intervention, leveraging unique organizational strengths (Worley et al., 2011). 

The researcher also looked at what the intensity of the debates would do to the outcomes of the 

intervention and found that also the intensity of the debate lead to more novel outcomes. These 

outcomes were not only more novel, but also more relevant (Worley et al., 2011).  

In short this means that the getting-the-whole-system-in-the-room principle yields discussions 

that are richer and more meaningful, improved strategies, faster change and enhanced 

effectiveness (Worley et al., 2011). This means that the selection of stakeholders who are present 

during the intervention is of great importance. Each group’s perspective, vision and strategy is 

then presented (Worley et al., 2011). Worley et al. (2011) warn that although this is true, this 

principle is difficult to operationalize. Stakeholders should not only be represented, they should 

be represented in a balanced manner, especially when the stakeholders are broadly categorized 

(Worley et al., 2011). The research concluded that if stakeholders are over/underrepresented, the 

group process might be harmed (Worley et al., 2011). On the other hand they showed that if you 
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enhance the presence of an underrepresented stakeholder group, this positively affects the 

group process.  

Related to the finding that debate intensity leads to more novel and relevant outcomes, the 

authors suggest that the importance of debate and conflict is downplayed by large group 

intervention literature. They refer to debate and conflict as an important source of creative and 

innovative approaches (Worley et al., 2011). The intensity of debate may also be related to 

stakeholder diversity because the more diverse stakeholders present, the more conflicting 

preferences and viewpoints that are being voiced (Worley et al., 2011). This may explain why the 

diversity of stakeholders has a positive effect on the novelty of the outcomes since diversity 

enhances the debate intensity, which is a source of creativity and innovation. However, the 

diversity in stakeholders does not automatically result in an intense debate as sometimes 

stakeholders may just agree (Worley et al., 2011).  

 

2.4.4 Challenges 

The reader has now been acquainted with the concept of large group interventions, several 

insightful types and the findings of both case study and empirical research. This leaves us to a 

brief discussion of the challenges that come with organizing these interventions. Overall scholars 

agree that organizing and engaging in a large group intervention is rather difficult. According to 

Shaw et al. (2004) it is tough to engage in a social process of negotiation with a large amount of 

people and Bunker and Alban (1997) mention that large group interventions are messy and the 

information that is generated can be quite overwhelming.  

Bunker and Alban proceed by explaining that the intervention should be carefully matched with 

the environment. The type of intervention should be suitable for the specific culture that you are 

dealing with in order for there to be no value clash between involved actors (Bunker & Alban, 

1997). Also, a simple presence of participants alone will not yield a successful intervention. The 

intervention is endangered by actors who are not fully engaged and/or sincerely open to the 

process and new information that is being shared (Bunker & Alban, 1997). Involvement of 

important stakeholder cannot simply be delegated which means there is a ‘burden of 

authenticity’ on the participants (Nolte, 1998, p. 84). 

Another drawback, or challenge, of large group interventions was identified by comparing large 

group intervention methods and problem structuring methods. In this comparison, Shaw et al. 

(2004) found that the differences between these two methods lead to three drawbacks. Firstly, 
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the authors argue that solutions to a certain issue are negotiated. Large group interventions 

methods are said to be lacking support for the social process of negotiation (Shaw et al., 2004). 

They explain that this is due to two reasons: 1) participants in large group interventions often do 

not have any authority, and 2) even if participants dispose of authority they do not always interact 

with the individual they would like to negotiate with during the intervention process. Participants 

are not always presented with the opportunity to engage in a process to support negotiation 

(Shaw et al., 2004). Secondly, this lack of authority also means that commitment to taking action 

is compromised (Shaw et al., 2004). In addition, stakeholders might not feel responsible for 

implementing the decisions being made (Shaw et al., 2004). Gathering different perspectives on a 

certain issue might be insightful, but if the stakeholders have little (decision making) power, it is 

unlikely to lead towards actions.  

In short, the challenges of large group interventions lie in properly adopting the intervention 

method to the environment, involving stakeholders who are fully committed and engaged, and 

making sure stakeholders contribute to solutions and are committed to taking action. The latter 

being the result of a lack of authority, accessibility and/or sense of responsibility. 

 

2.4.5 Contribution  

Reviewing the concept of large group intervention has shown an interchageable usage of the 

term large group interventions and large scale intervention. Therefore this review included 

literature on both concepts. The conceptualization of large group interventions has resulted in 

explaining the term as a method that gathers a whole system in one place to address 

organizational as well as social issues. The interventions are aimed at planning, decision making 

and translation this into action.  

It should be mentioned that this literature review briefly tapped into the topic of cross-cultural 

research because large group interventions are now also used in international settings. This will, 

however, not be the focus of this study.  

Also some reflective remarks should also be made with regard to the empirical findings discussed 

in paragraph 2.4.3. Although these findings are highly relevant, they authors made use of a 

specific intervention method called Design Accelerator (DA). Whether the findings that this 

research yields are also applicable to other intervention methods cannot be secured. However, it 

can be expected that these outcomes are generalizable. 
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2.5 General Contribution 

At the beginning of this chapter the concepts platforms, network organizations and large group 

interventions have been identified as suitable starting points of this research. The concepts that 

were lacking underlying descriptions or conceptualization, such as the term platform, were 

provided with a preliminary meaning and corresponding indicators. Network organizations have 

been characterized, typified and examined in terms of their benefits and challenges. Lastly, large 

group interventions were explored and resulted in a discussion of 12 intervention methods, the 

discussion of empirical research findings and the challenges that come with large group 

interventions.  

Interest will lie in how the findings of this literature review relate to Agenda Stad. This relation will 

be discussed in chapter four, comparing the outcomes of this research with the literature 

findings.  

This chapter has also illustrated some level of interconnectedness between the concepts 

discussed. The conceptualization of platforms has shown that platforms build networks of people 

who are motivated to collaborate or share information on a topic of shared interest. The 

importance of stakeholder engagement as discussed in the review on network organizations was 

also found as an important aspect of large group interventions. Perhaps these concepts can best 

be understood as an interconnected whole. A closer look lead to the observation that platforms 

can be seen as a relatively new type of network organization. Assuming that platforms often deal 

with a large variety of stakeholders, large group interventions can be an appropriate method if 

the platform wishes to address social or organizational issues (which is often the case).  

Researchers and practitioners are welcomed to analyze these concepts in order to build on the 

findings of this chapter. In any case literature does not seem to realize or acknowledge that 

platforms, as a new organizational form, should be taken seriously. Whereas in practice platforms 

have become a well-established term to describe a certain organization, this term is highly 

underrepresented in research and literature. Future research is welcome to verify or improve on 

the way in which this paragraph explains the interrelatedness between concepts. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

To convince the reader that the research has been designed in an appropriate manner (that is, in a 

way that will yield the best results in addressing the problem statement), the research design will 

be clarified and provided with argumentation.  

 

3.1 Major Rationale  

This thesis is a descriptive and emergent study based on a mixture of quantitative and qualitative 

data that will help elaborate on the problem statement as posed in paragraph 1.3. The choice for a 

descriptive and emergent study was based on the fact that the main driver of this research was a 

lack of insight. A causal or justification problematic had not been identified. Therefore it seemed 

wise to approach this matter from a descriptive standpoint and to include relevant matters that 

emerge along the way. These will then be elaborately described and analyzed, thereby generating 

a comprehensive picture.  

The primary data is qualitative and forms the foundation of this study’s analysis. Also the 

incorporated secondary data is qualitative. The former consists of interviews held with 

stakeholders experts and practitioners in the researched field. The latter is mostly be data 

provided by Agenda Stad, used to paint a picture of past, current and future developments which 

relate to Agenda Stad’s operations. 

The interest of this research lies in understanding what Agenda Stad is and how it operates. In 

this sense, the aim is to enhance understanding concerning the status quo of Agenda Stad. This 

will give room to cover intentions of the creation of the new platform as well as historical 

motives. For this an abductive approach has been applied, a term coined by Pierce that has been 

adapted in modern literature (Douven, 2011). This logic of reasoning is different from induction 

and deduction in the sense that it starts with an observed result (Minto, 2009). Abduction 

addresses the situation in which you do not dispose of a satisfactory explanation of that 

observation (Minto, 2009). In this research there is not a satisfactory explanation of the observed 

phenomenon Agenda Stad. Subsequently, its goal is to find this satisfactory explanation, or 

structure, for the observed fact. According to Minto (2009) the absence of an underlying 

structure that accounts for your observations can be due to three reasons: 

1. Because of a non-existence of the structure 

2. Because of invisibility of the structure  

3. Because of an unsatisfactory explanation provided by the structure 
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This research will find out whether an underlying structure exists, and if so will then attempt to 

unravel this structure for the reader. Furthermore, Minto (2009) proposes a division between 

analytical and scientific abduction. Analytical abduction focuses on trying to find a structure that 

could account for an observation. In using scientific abduction you will have to hypothesize a 

structure that could explain the result. There have not been any hypotheses formulated for this 

research, thus analytical abduction has been applied. This approach fits this research since the 

interest lies in developing an understanding of Agenda Stad and its context. This can be achieved 

by finding explanations for the observations covered in this thesis.  

This research rationale implies this research has relied on reflexivity, an ongoing process of 

becoming self-aware of the researcher’s biases and assumptions (Mills, Durepos, & Wiebe, 2010). 

It has required a moving back and forth between cause and effects of the observed data, 

reflecting on existing theories and concepts. In order to interpret qualitative data, it was 

necessary for the researcher to reflect on the entire research context, including dynamics in 

which the interviewer and respondent are jointly involved in knowledge production (Hsiung, 

2010). 

 

3.2 Research Strategy: Case Study  

The research has been constructed in twofold. To begin with, a literature review has established 

the basis on which further research can be conducted. Subsequently, a case study is established 

that maps the status quo of Agenda Stad. The case study generates an overview of Agenda Stad’s 

conceptualization, ambitions, team composition, milestones and stakeholders. Of course a 

descriptive research could include many more aspects into the case study, but as Eriksson and 

Kovalainen (2008) suggest clear defined boundaries are important for a case study. Having given 

an indication of the boundaries of the case study it should be noted that a case study naturally 

establishes its own boundaries by interpreting and understanding the research object (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008). Thereafter, the literature review in the previous chapter has been 

incorporated with the findings of this research. All of this constructs a single case study, focusing 

on Agenda Stad as the single research object. This case study is of the intensive kind. An intensive 

case study is designed in order gather as much information as possible (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008) about, in our case, Agenda Stad. Although this fits the aim of this research perfectly, it 

should be noted that this case study is not a classic case study like the ones that give a detailed 

examination of an organization, event or action. The object of analysis is not a clearly defined 
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organization or event, but a rather an intractable phenomenon. It will thus give a detailed 

examination of this phenomenon Agenda Stad.  

The case study has been constructed in collaboration with Publinc. a management consultancy 

firm that strives to work together with clients that wish to generate impact in society. The 

company is based in Amsterdam but has additional offices in Rotterdam, Gouda and The Hague. 

Publinc. has close links with several stakeholders of Agenda Stad which has enhanced the 

richness of the collection of data. Furthermore, this collaboration enhances the relevance of this 

research due to the fact that Publinc. is interested in the outcomes of this research, which is a 

strong motivator. Based on the outcomes of this research the company hopes to gain useful 

insights on how to contribute to solving urban issues, or provide suitable advise on organizational 

matters.  

A case study is the most appropriate tool to formulate a description of Agenda Stad because it 

reveals in-depth knowledge and insights concerning fundamental developments that have been 

or will be taking place. According to Robson (2002) a case study is a research strategy ’which 

involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life 

context using multiple sources of evidence’ (p.178). This allows for this reserarch to gain a rich 

understanding of the process as well as the context in which it is being studied (Saunders, Philip, 

& Adrian , 2007). This is exactly in line with the descriptive and emergent nature of this research 

and the research objective. Failing to include the context in which Agenda Stad operates would 

have yielded an uncomprehensive picture, also because Agenda Stad puts so much emphasis on 

the collaboration with other players in society. Furthermore, using multiple sources of evidence 

has enhanced the validity as well as the reliability of the research conducted. Through this it adds 

value to the applicability of the results of this thesis.  

 

3.3 Data Collection and Data Analysis 

A case study is characterized by including several information sources through which all relevant 

data should be collected (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Therefore, in order to establish such a 

case study, findings from semi‐structured interviews have been supplemented with secondary 

archival data. This due to the fact that archival data helps to create an overview of the steps taken 

so far and interviews and observations provide insight into individual perspectives, which 

together generate the most holistic representation. The data have thus been retrieved from 

several different sources such as (online) archival sources, interviews and observations.  
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These interviews have been conducted with several stakeholders who were selected based on a 

stakeholder analysis and recommendations made during interviews. The interviews were 

conducted with individuals who had varying relations with Agenda Stad. Some of the 

interviewees were employed by the ministry of Internal Affairs and worked for Agenda Stad. 

Others were employees of companies that have engaged in partnerships with Agenda Stad. In 

order to secure a level of impartiality the interviews also included external, independent 

individuals.  

The diversity in actors interviewed exposed various perspectives on the development of Agenda 

Stad. The interviews conducted have been analyzed through the usage of thick descriptions. 

Thick description implies that during the conduction of interviews attention will be paid to 

contextual detail and interpreting social meaning (Mills et al., 2010). Immediate behavior as well 

as contextual and experiential understandings of those behaviors are taken into account (Mills et 

al., 2010), which will help make sense of the world in which Agenda Stad finds itself. Discussions 

and observations obtained during the internship at Publinc. supports the analysis of obtained 

data. A collection of all transcribed interviews can be found in Appendix 2 that is provided as a 

supplement solely for the thesis supervisor and co-reader. 

In paragraph 4.3 the reader will be provided with an overview of the involved actors. A 

stakeholder analysis is an analysis ‘of the interests of different stakeholders in a project, activity, 

or issue, such as a conservation project’ (Park, 2012). Interviews and secondary data will have to 

show which actors should be included. A stakeholder analysis usually consists out of several 

steps, resulting in a conclusion that indicates on how to approach/manage each stakeholder. 

However, because the purpose of the stakeholder analysis is to contribute to the descriptive 

value of this study, it will not conduct the final steps that are aimed at setting a strategic direction 

on how to manage these stakeholders. Managerial implications are not covered. Any possible 

advice resulting from this description will be covered in chapter five. 

The overall goal of the case study is to generate a comprehensive description in such a way that 

Agenda Stad’s stakeholders are left with an enhanced understanding. It will also shine light on the 

appropriateness of Agenda Stad as a tool to tackle urban challenges. By designing the research in 

the above described way this research will unravel potential success factors, advantages, 

strengths but also shortcomings and bottlenecks. This will help stakeholders when planning for 

the future of Agenda Stad and it will give initial guidance to practitioners that are taking on similar 

projects. 
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Chapter 4: Case Study 

In this chapter a case study is constructed by combining the collected primary and secondary 

data. The interviews will act as the main database which is why this chapter will start with a write-

up of the main interview findings. These findings, combined with secondary data, will be used to 

elaborate on Agenda Stad as a platform and to perform a stakeholder analysis. In addition this 

chapter will relate the findings with the literature that has been discussed in chapter two. This will 

show to what extent the literature can assist us decipher Agenda Stad.  

 

4.1 Interview Findings  

Here the main findings of the interviews are discussed, which should give a first insight in the data 

findings. This paragraph will focus on the topics that were discussed most frequently and that 

reoccurred during the several interviews. Full transcriptions can be found in appendix 2.  

Eight interviews were conducted with 9 people. The group of interviewees consisted out of a 

member of Agenda Stad’s team, two employees of two separate companies that have a partner 

relationship with Agenda Stad, a member of the steering committee and a person who is 

interested in establishing a partnership with Agenda Stad. Also external actors who have no 

relationship with Agenda Stad, other than a shared interest for urban developments, were invited 

to share their outsiders’ perspectives. Lastly, an interview was conducted with someone who was 

well experienced with large group interventions. This last person, did not have an interest in or 

relationship with Agenda Stad.  

As a starting point of the data collection, and in order to get a better view on Agenda Stad, the 

first interviews were focused on creating a clear overview of the stakeholder involved. This 

turned out especially relevant when one of the interviews with a team member of Agenda Stad 

revealed that Agenda Stad does not dispose of such an overview.  

The Stakeholders 

All the interviewees that were asked about an overview of the stakeholders acknowledged that 

the amount of stakeholders is large, if not infinite. Agenda Stad has sent out an invitation to 

everyone who feels the need to engage him or herself. One of the team members of Agenda Stad 

confirmed this when he said:  

“We invite everyone.” 
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And:  

“We want to work with a coalition of the willing, meaning people who have an idea.” 

This interviewee also stressed that, although everyone is welcome to participate, they are looking 

for people who have workable ideas, not just lists of wishes. They are looking for parties with a 

proactive attitude, including individual citizens. Although individuals or citizens were also 

welcome to participate it was mentioned by the team member of Agenda Stad that Agenda Stad 

would then focus on selecting some pioneers and leading figures. If Agenda Stad would want to 

find out who these people are, they would ask for one of the knowledge partner’s insights on 

this.  

This immense amount of stakeholders meant that a categorization of the stakeholders would be 

more suitable than a list of every individual player in the field. Combining the insights and 

suggestions of all the interviews leads to identifying several stakeholder categories such as: the 

state represented by several ministries, provinces, cities/municipalities, urban networks such as 

G4, G25 and G32, and business life and knowledge institutions. In addition it was mentioned that 

basically every party, especially the municipalities and ministries, have their lobbyists or persons 

who defend their party’s interests.  

Five interviewees also mentioned that most of the parties that are referred to on the website as 

‘partners’ were parties that the state was already connected to before initiating Agenda Stad. 

These players referred to as partners already received government funding in the form of 

subsidies for other assignments before Agenda Stad was launched. Most of these fall under the 

category knowledge institutions. They were referred to as ‘little helpers’ by Agenda Stad’s team 

member who explained that these partners have an executive task. About the relationship 

between these knowledge partners, different perspectives were shared. Some partners 

interacted more intensely with one another than others.  

This many stakeholders means that the field in which Agenda Stad has become quite complex. 

The interviewees expected that every stakeholder will want to put items of their own interest on 

the agenda. Even though all involved parties are assumed to be willing to contribute to solving 

urban issues, they might be interested in solving this in different manners.  

After the fifth interview it became clear that additional interviews did not lead to the 

identification of more stakeholders, suggesting that the existing list was complete. It also became 

clear that many of the respondents addressed the approach that Agenda Stad had taken to 

organize Agenda Stad. They often referred to this process as being open and bottom-up. 
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Approach 

The five respondents that already play a role in Agenda Stad all said that Agenda Stad holds an 

open process, involving urban stakeholders that is structured bottom-up. With an open process 

they meant that Agenda Stad has not predetermined the outcome or the steps to be taken. 

Remarkably all respondents, including the external respondents, acknowledged that this was the 

right, and perhaps only way to organize this process. In relation to this, one of the external 

respondents referred to a quote coming from Ghandi:  

“Whatever you do for me but without me, you do against me.” 

Suggesting one should include the stakeholders that are affected by the actions taken. The 

findings that Agenda Stad organizes an open process made it rather difficult to gain insight on 

what to expect from Agenda Stad.  

When asked about what the follow up steps would be after people have been gathered and 

information has been shared a respondent simply answered: 

“You don’t know!” 

The same answer was given when this respondent was asked how decisions were being made. 

This lack of clarity appeared to be consistent throughout all interviews. Most respondents did not 

know how future decisions would be made or what the direction would be, explaining that this 

was all part of that open process. The respondents did realize that, since this is an initiative of the 

ministry of Internal Affairs, they have the final say in what will happen next with Agenda Stad. But 

the respondents suggest that the direction in which Agenda Stad proceeds is supposed to be 

determined by the participants, involving them in a bottom-up process. Eventually the focus will 

be on the topics/ideas/decisions for which there is enough interest/support. 

Although an open process means that the outcome/purpose has not been set in stone, the term 

City Deal was mentioned three interviews. A member of Agenda Stad’s team explained:  

“The amount of participants is infinite so the question is: how will we be doing this? We think 

it will be about City Deals that can occur on different levels.” 

City Deals are agreements between national government and cities or urban regions about 

concrete, complex urban issues (www.agendastad.nl). The two employees of the partner 

organizations also mentioned this term of whom one described them as ‘custom work at a local 

level’. She had high hopes for these City Deals. Controversially, another employee of a partner 
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company expressed her concern about these City Deals not being able to give cities room to 

exploit their own unique features. She explained these deals as ‘top-down incentives’, going 

against the bottom-up approach.  

The member of Agenda Stad’s team also mentioned that decisions on whether an initiatives will 

be pursued or not will be based on two criteria: 1) whether there is a support base and 2) whether 

it contributes to Agenda Stad’s goals. This person said that eventually the program director of 

Agenda Stad, Ferdi Licher, makes the final decisions based on these criteria and that judgment is 

largely based on intuition. Also timing place an important role.  

After having identified several stakeholders and having established the importance of the way in 

which Agenda Stad organizes their processes (open, bottom-up and engaging many 

stakeholders), the interviews were redirected. Both internal and external interviewees were 

asked to elaborate on this approach and share their insights on which opportunities and 

challenges this would generate.  

Opportunities and Challenges 

This has led to the interviewees providing advice on how Agenda Stad could deal with challenges 

and what the pitfalls or opportunities would be. Two internal and one external interviewee 

mentioned that one of the challenges that Agenda Stad will probably has to face is the skepticism 

towards new governmental policies. One internal and external respondents respectively said the 

following:  

“There is always some skepticism towards ‘the government’… Perhaps that is what makes it 

difficult to be in [Agenda Stad’s] position.” 

“Especially the longstanding [in Ducth: oudgediende] will think: we will have to see about 

that.” 

The external respondent believed that people might be expecting for the government to be 

falling into old top-down patters and habits. These two respondents further agreed that 

programs such as these (Agenda Stad) are reliant on the enthusiasm of others. The external 

respondent explained that whether you are a platform does not depend on whether you call 

yourself a platform, but on whether others use you for this purpose. Your legitimacy to exist is 

determined by others. This means you are rather dependent on your stakeholders, which puts 

Agenda Stad in a vulnerable position.  
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Adding to this vulnerable position, three respondents questioned this right to exist. The two 

external interviewees independently mentioned that they are not sure whether cities really need 

Agenda Stad. They are hesitant about the fact that national government has initiated this 

platform. They believe that if cities really felt they needed such a platform, they would have 

initiated it themselves. Plus, they both mentioned that similar platforms already exist on 

municipal level (G5, G32 etc.). The first time that this was mentioned was by one of the partners of 

Agenda Stad who mentioned that if Agenda Stad fails, they would just continue doing whatever 

they were already doing. According to one of the external respondents, this is how everyone 

feels, which is not a good thing. He explained:  

“That is what I mean with the lack of commitment. Everyone can afford [for Agenda Stad to 

fail]. Which means that no one is really dependent on the success of Agenda Stad. Thereby 

making it kind of a stillborn concept.” 

The fact that all these parties are then still participating in Agenda Stad is due to a negative call; 

the fact that they do not want to ‘miss the boat’. The positive incentive, according to this 

respondent, was that parties benefit from knowing how others deal with their issues. To share 

knowledge and network.  

Concerning the open process it was mentioned that the pitfall is that matters become too vague 

and that outsiders might criticize this. However, vagueness seems inherent to the concept of an 

open process. A partner of Agenda Stad suggested that in order to prevent unrest/agitation you 

should show results on a regular basis. Subprojects that you are undertaking, to show others 

what you have harvested so far. She also mentioned that it takes time to set up a process like this. 

A strength of this open process, suggested by one of the interviewees, was the fact that it allows 

for cities to exploit their unique features. But if you want to make such a process work, you will 

have to be able to adapt/respond quickly and communicate the progress to stakeholders. She 

concluded that maneuverability is an important feature for Agenda Stad. The larger the group of 

stakeholders, the harder it gets to be maneuverable. Also a challenge is the fact that decision 

making processes often take a long time within the government, which does not help the 

maneuverability. Support from higher ranks might help to reduce time.  

In order to generate agenda items, one of the partners mentioned that Agenda Stad should take 

into account both solicited and unsolicited advice. They should not only look at the advice that 

was generated through assignments which Agenda Stad commissioned, but also at what others 

have to say about this. They should include both and try to find a common thread.  
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Next to the above themes there were also several other topics that were addressed by the 

interviewees. These topics will be discussed in the following subsections 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6.  

Conceptualizing Platforms 

As discussed in chapter two, this research aims to find an appropriate conceptualization of the 

term platform. The interviews seemed a very suitable environment to ask people about this 

concept because most internal respondents came from organizations that position themselves as 

platforms, making them familiar with the term. Except for two respondents, everyone was asked 

what it meant for them to be a platform, and what would characterize a platform according to 

them. These findings will be further discussed in paragraph 4.4.  

Networks 

All interviewees seemed to realize that networks are a relevant aspect of Agenda Stad. Eight of 

the respondents mentioned the term network in relation to Agenda Stad, mainly pointing out the 

fact that Agenda Stad aims to gather an urban network and/or that Agenda Stad is surrounded by 

an urban network. Here is a grasp of how the respondents used the term network:  

 “So we have given it [Agenda Stad] a network form.” 

 “We invest in an urban network.” 

“Who actually determines the agenda? So it is some sort of a network-like society involving 

all kinds of parties which may all influence that [the agenda].” 

The ways in which interviewees used the term network differed throughout and between 

interviews. Sometimes respondent mentioned that Agenda Stad is surrounded by a network 

whereas other times (these same) respondents explained that Agenda Stad is a network. In any 

case, the interviews made clear that networks are an important aspect of Agenda Stad’s 

operations. 

One of the members of the program team confirmed that Agenda Stad aims at creating an urban 

network but also described Agenda Stad internally as a network of involved actors. Although 

there is an official team that is responsible for Agenda Stad, there are additional actors that are 

involved in the internal process of setting up and managing Agenda Stad. He described this team 

of people as very dynamic, explaining that people can be linked to the Agenda Stad team for an 

uncertain time period. People are join and leave this team throughout the process. When this 

respondents explained what the Agenda Stad team looks like the following was mentioned:  
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“Sometimes [people] are involved for 10 minutes, an hour. That is part of that network.” 

Remarkable this respondents later revokes the fact that Agenda Stad should be seen as an urban 

network. Emphasis was then shifted from creating a network to generating specific 

collaborations:  

“No but even a platform is too open […] So it is also not a network. It is a targeted 

collaboration. Going somewhere. Even though we do not know where to.” 

This suggests that according to this respondent a network is not characterized by leading to 

targeted collaborations. In this interview it was emphasized several times that, instead, Agenda 

Stad should lead to action.  

Large Group Interventions  

Because this study is emergent, it was important to analyze the data throughout the interview 

trajectory. The following interviews could then be used to verify or contradict collected data or to 

elaborate on a certain topic that needed further clarification. Analyzing the data during the stage 

in which the interviews were conducted also helped in determining the direction of the case 

study. For example, it helped identify a concept that will support us in interpreting Agenda Stad’s 

actions and operations. A combination of a literature study and data analysis identified the 

concept of large group interventions as a helpful tool. The last interview was dedicated to this 

topic, resulting in interesting insights that will be discussed in paragraph 4.6.  

Other findings 

Next to the topics as discussed above, a number of remaining matters were addressed.  

For example, the team member of Agenda Stad elaborated on the internal structure of Agenda 

Stad. Covering the ministries that are involved and an overview of what the team, that had been 

appointed to manage Agenda Stad, looks like. This helped to create an overview of the team 

compositions in 4.2.2 and stakeholder analysis in 4.3  

Other themes and topics that were only mentioned by one or two respondents were (social) 

movements, invisible hand and Euro Cities. One of the respondents said that Agenda Stad can be 

understood as a movement, even though it has taken the form of a project. He suggested to 

abandon the organizational perspective for this thesis and approach Agenda Stad as a societal 

movement. However this suggestion was not made during any of the other interviews. The same 

holds for the ‘invisible hand’ and Euro Cities. The invisible hand was mentioned by three different 
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respondents who implied that, although this is a bottom-up process, the ministry of Interior and 

Kingdom Relations can be seen as the invisible hand that (tries to) steer this movement. That this 

ministry has the authority to make decisions was acknowledged by 7 respondents. The Euro Cities 

were mentioned by two respondents but they both did not elaborate on them other than 

identifying them as stakeholders on the European level.  

Last but not least, the last interviews revealed that all external respondents were having trouble 

to understand what Agenda Stad is. The five first respondents were already involved in Agenda 

Stad, so they had a clearer picture and a better understanding. However, the three external 

interviewees did not. Prior to the interview they all had heard of Agenda Stad before or had taken 

the effort to familiarize themselves order to find out what Agenda Stad was. However, the 

interviews showed that they themselves were also searching for ways to interpret Agenda Stad 

as they did not fully understand the concept. One interviewee said:  

“but what is it? What kind of object is it? Is it an agenda? Is it a program? Is it a thing? Is it… 

an executive club?” 

And 

“I don’t have the foggiest idea.” 

This lack of clarity among ‘outsiders’ was consistent among all three external interviewees and 

perhaps confirms the research motivation of this study.  

 

4.2 Elaborating on Agenda Stad 

At the start of this research a study was conducted based on the documentation that has been 

published concerning Agenda Stad. These publications were collected and will be summarized 

below to provide the reader with insights into Agenda Stad. As mentioned in the introduction 

chapter, these publications still leave some room for ambiguity. Therefore these publications will 

be supplemented with the results from the interviews to take away as many of the ambiguities as 

possible. This paragraph will cover an explanation of the term Agenda Stad, an overview of 

Agenda Stad’s team composition, their ambitions and the milestones.  
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4.2.1 Agenda Stad as Two Different Concepts  

In order to understand what Agenda Stad is, it is important to note that this term is used to 

address two different aspects. Firstly, Agenda Stad is referred to as a physical list of agenda items 

and possible measures that can be taken in order to enhance growth, innovation and quality of 

life in Dutch cities (http://agendastad.nl/over-agenda-stad/). This list will be drawn up by 

employees of the Directorate-general Housing and Construction before the summer of 2015 in the 

form of a letter to the Dutch House of Representatives. Secondly, Agenda Stad is used to denote 

a platform that attempts to forge partnerships in which parties can work together on 

constructing the items that should be included in the agenda as described above. So for example, 

two parties that have an interest in making electrical bicycles available throughout the entire city 

of Eindhoven can find each other through Agenda Stad (as a platform) and decide to cooperate. If 

their efforts result in the finding that, in order for this idea to become a success, the bike rental 

regulation needs to be adapted, such a measure can be included as agenda item in the Agenda 

Stad (letter to Dutch House of Representatives). This platform also sees it as their task to visualize 

and/or map social trends and technological developments (Factsheet, 2015). This implies that they 

also act as a knowledge collector.  

Agenda Stad is a list of agenda items and/or measures that enhance growth, innovation and 

quality in Dutch cities. These agenda items are created with the help of a platform that gathers a 

network of stakeholders which is supported by the knowledge that this platform collects. This 

study will mostly focus on Agenda Stad as a platform that gathers a network of stakeholders in 

order to achieve their goals. This provides an initial and somewhat simplistic answer to the 

question: what is Agenda Stad?  

- A platform.  

Of course this still leaves us with the question: what is a platform? As mentioned in earlier 

chapters, the term platform has not been conceptualized in modern literature, which is why this 

research will aim to develop a first draft. This will be continued in section 4.4, combining literature 

and interview findings.  

 

4.2.2 Team Composition and Structure  

Agenda Stad both as a platform and as a list of agenda items is managed by a team that has been 

composed by the ministry of Interior and Kingdom Relations. This section will elaborate on this 

team in in order to clarify the underlying organizational structure of this platform.  
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From an organizational perspective Agenda Stad is composed of three teams; a program team, a 

steering committee and a think tank. An overview of the steering committee and think tank can 

be found in appendix 1, and their composition has been discussed during the interviews. Next to 

that Agenda Stad has surrounded themselves with a network of organizations and individuals 

that are referred to as partners and ‘friends of’ respectively. This overview will mostly focus on 

the internal organizational perspective. The entire network will be discussed in the stakeholder 

analysis.  

Program team 

The program team consist out of six teams with a total of nearly 60 people (www.agendastad.nl). 

These 60 people are divided in the following sub teams:  

 Core team  

 Team Organization and Network  

 Team Direction and Strategy  

 Team Knowledge and Innovation  

 Urban Agenda 

 Other  

The core team oversees all operations of Agenda Stad and is composed of representatives of 

team organization and network, team direction and strategy, team knowledge and innovation 

and contact persons from the ministries of Economic Affairs, Interior Affairs, Exterior Affairs and 

Infrastructure and the Environment. This team is led by Ferdi Licher who is the program director. 

The other teams consist of program managers, policy advisors and experts in a certain field 

(www.agendastad.nl).  

The interviewee who fulfills a position in the core team as mentioned above explained that the 

composition of the teams changes constantly. According to this respondent the team 

composition is very dynamic and the duration of each individual’s involvement in the team can 

differ.  

As mentioned in 4.1: the interview findings, Ferdi Licher makes final decisions and interviews 

revealed he can be seen as the contractor of the assignment: to set up and run Agenda Stad. 
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Steering Committee 

The steering committee is a group of ‘Directors-General of the relevant ministries, the program 

director, official representatives of the cities and stakeholders.’ (www.agendastad.nl). According 

to Agenda Stad’s website the committee holds regular meetings, chaired by Mark Frequin, until 

the summer of 2015. The website also explains that the committee guards the process 

surrounding Agenda Stad and acts as a ‘sounding board’ for the content of it. 

Think Tank  

The think tank is explained as a group of 30 people from business, government and fields of 

science who develop long-term perspectives for the city (www.agendastad.nl). The website calls 

the think tank ‘authoritative’, however its authoritative role is not further clarified on the website 

nor in interviews. The mayor of Amsterdam, Eberhard van der Laan, fulfills the role of chairman 

for the think tank and makes statements about key challenges for cities together with its 30 

members. Their findings will be used as a building block for the letter with agenda items that will 

be sent to the House of Representatives (www.agendastad.nl). 

Although this is how the website explains the roles of the steering committee and think tank, the 

interviews resulted in deviating findings concerning this topic. Two internal respondents showed 

disagreement on which one of the two focuses on content, and which on process. A respondent 

and member of the steering committee referred to this committee as 

“People from different disciplines, who actually think along with the department about what 

the agenda should be.” 

When this interviewee was asked whether this steering committee deals with the content of the 

agenda, the answer resulted in a clear ‘yes, content’. But when this same matter was discussed 

during another interview, this respondent explained the following:  

“The think tank is concerned with the content and the steering committee is concerned with 

the process.” 

 So although the website states that the steering committee ‘guards the process’ (process) and 

the think tank makes suggestions about the agenda items (content), this division is not agreed 

upon among stakeholders.  
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4.2.3 Ambitions  

Agenda Stad’s ambitions is a much debated topics. Unfortunately this information is scattered 

throughout the publications and formulated in various ways. This paragraph will therefore collect 

these statements to create an assembly that will clarify what Agenda Stad wishes to achieve and 

how it has set out to do so.  

As a starting point, Agenda Stad takes the important role that cities have nowadays in the 

development of economic welfare, innovation and quality of life. According to them, cities attract 

companies and people because the city is a hatchery for innovation and start-ups. With more and 

more people being pulled towards the city, a large network is created that enhances knowledge 

sharing. Also consumers find their needs met in the city more and more because it provides them 

with an extensive range of facilities. This importance has led them to the conclusion that cities 

deserve more political and societal attention (Factsheet, 2015), which they strive to achieve by 

initiating Agenda Stad. Attention should be generated for economic, administrative, spatial and 

social challenges that are important for the future of cities (Factsheet, 2015). By doing so, they 

aim for Dutch cities to become top cities worldwide when it comes to in order to enhance 

growth, innovation and quality of life in Dutch cities (ww.agendastad.nl). 

Agenda Stad wants to be an inspirer and catalyst. They want to ensure that Dutch cities become 

top cities by accentuating three goals:  

1. Setting the agenda (in Dutch: agenderen)  

2. Innovating 

3. Cooperating 

(Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014)   

For the city to receive the attention it deserves, Agenda Stad will contribute to putting major 

urban challenges on the agenda by sharply pointing out problems and solutions 

(Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). It can be assumed that this agenda refers to the letter to the Dutch 

House of Representatives mentioned earlier. Some of the solutions to these urban challenges 

may be found in innovative thinking, which Agenda Stad aims to catalyze by connecting good 

initiatives, and by speeding and scaling up the process (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). In other words, 

Agenda Stad aims to facilitate a network that connects stakeholders more efficiently and on a 

larger scale. These collaborations are the third goal and seem to be a common thread through all 

objectives as mentioned in Agenda Stad’s publications. They want collaborations to enable 

transitions (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). Stakeholders, including the state, should be confronted 

with their responsibilities and the state should enable and not hinder solutions that contribute to 
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their goals (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). Interviews and texts on the website www.agendastad.nl 

suggest that this means that, for example the state, should not stand collaborations and their 

possible outcomes in the way with regulations and laws. That each involved party should attempt 

to create an environment in which cooperation and innovation is enhanced and agenda items can 

be set.  

Aside from the above mentioned ambitions Agenda Stad also formulates several other ambitions 

that support or contribute to these three main goals. For example, Agenda Stad wants to map 

trends and technological developments to exploit the potential of cities (www.agendastad.nl). Or 

aim to better match building procedures, investment programs and development plans with 

urban growth (Rutte & Asscher, 2014). The mapping of trends and developments will help Agenda 

Stad and their stakeholders to understand the environment they are operating in. Also City Deals 

are mentioned in publications and interviews as a desired outcome of Agenda Stad’s efforts. City 

Deals are agreements between national government and cities or urban regions about concrete, 

complex urban issues. 

Agenda Stad wants to show that the city is a crucial place to solve major societal challenges 

(Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). Eventually this should all lead to greater prosperity of Dutch cities and 

to profiling Dutch cities as showcases for Europe and the rest of the world (Koninkrijksrelaties, 

2014). In short, growth, innovation and quality of life should be enhanced by carrying out the 

ambitions as mentioned above.  

 

4.2.4 Milestones and Developments  

Next to the ambitions and approach, an overview of Agenda Stad’s milestones will also help to 

enhance insight into the development of this platform. Figure 3 shows the progress in the form of 

a timeline. It illustrates the steps that have been taken so far based on the interviews and online 

documentation and steps that are planned for the (near) future. It also shows some events that 

have been organized by Agenda Stad, which gives us an idea of how they operate and put their 

ambitions into practice. Agenda Stad is involved in over 25 upcoming events, but this timeline has 

chosen to select the ones that are of most interest to Agenda Stad’s operations.  
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Figure 3: timeline of Agenda Stad’s milestones. This figure illustrates the accomplishments of Agenda Stad during the 

period 2014-2015 and depicts future plans. 
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The first publication in May has been used to highlight the importance of cities. It stresses the 

liveliness of cities but also acknowledges that major challenges are manifested in cities. This 

shows readers that the state wants to actively address this topic 

One respondent referred to the meeting for City Makers (Stadmakers) on the 25th of June as 

some sort of kick-off of Agenda Stad. During this meeting guests were informed about the 

progress Agenda Stad and the European Urban Agenda had made. Guests could also meet other 

City Makers and raise questions that ‘determine the future of the city’ (www.platform31.nl)1. This 

interviewee also mentioned that at that point, Agenda Stad was still quite vague, and she noticed 

that this made some people somewhat restless.  

 “Because it is such an open process many people get a bit restless” 

On the 16th of September Agenda Stad was mentioned in the Budget Memorandum as a 

measurement to enhance the growth, innovation and quality of life in the Netherlands 

(Miljoenennota 2015, 2014). The same holds for the letter that was sent to the House of 

Representatives which set Agenda Stad as one of the measurements to foster an agile economy 

and listed Agenda Stad under ‘chances for companies’.  

The two City Labs that have taken place have been organized by Platform31, one of the partners 

of Agenda Stad. They explain that City Labs consist out of three steps:  

1. Put (an) urgent challenge(s) within an urban region on the agenda  

2. Study this challenge in depth 

3. Offer new solutions or perspectives  

This means that during City Labs cities and their stakeholders can address specific challenges that 

are relevant for their city and discuss possible solutions with attendees.  

The publication Samen werken aan de toekomst van stedelijk Nederland has taken the form of a 

factsheet that attempts to answer some of the questions people might have about Agenda Stad. 

Its content is split up in why, what, which steps, who and finishes with inviting everyone in the 

Netherlands to contribute to enhancing growth, innovation and quality of life. During this period 

in 2015 Agenda Stad also started the steering committee and think tank.  

At the end of march in 2015 employees of Agenda Stad paid Birmingham and London a visit to 

learn from their experiences with developing City Deals (www.agendastad.nl). During this visit 

                                                           
1
 http://www.platform31.nl/agenda/stadmakersbijeenkomst-agenda-stad  
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Agenda Stad spoke with representatives from British cities, national government and scientists. 

Although the English governmental policy is rather nationalized, their approach to developing City 

Deals still appeared helpful. 

Most recently Agenda Stad organized a work conference on the 15th of April in Utrecht, that was 

focused on broadly disclosing the ambitions and ideas of cities and stakeholders (Factsheet, 

2015). Around 500 stakeholders were present. I attended this event because it was suggested 

that this would yield additional insights into Agenda Stad. During this day the importance of cities 

and collaborations were once again emphasized by speakers such as Ronald Plasterk (minister of 

the Interior and Kingdom Relations) and Jan van Zanen (mayor of Utrecht). They had also invited 

professor in transition theory Jan Rotmans who discussed the fast changing environment we 

have to deal with these days. After the plenary session guests were welcomed to attend one of 

the smaller workshops that focused somewhat more specifically on a certain theme (such as 

innovation or poverty in cities). On this day Challenge City of the Future was also launched. 

Agenda Stad initiated this in collaboration with the Innovatie-estafette 2016, Pakhuis de Zwijger, 

Kennisland and the National Office for Entrepreneurial Netherlands (Rijksdienst voor 

Ondernemend Nederland) (www.challengestad.nl). The Challenge searches for promising 

projects in which they can invest in order to accelerate its progress. The projects are related to 

solving urban challenges. From all subscriptions they will choose 20 finalists that will be rewarded 

with €10.000 and participation in the Urban Accelerator, which could lead to another €20.000 

investment (www.challengestad.nl). It was mentioned that a similar work conference will be held 

at the end of 2015, to present stakeholders with an update on the state of affairs.  

Near the end of the event one of the City Makers expressed her critique on the organization of 

Agenda Stad. She believed it was unwise for Agenda Stad not to have involved the City Makers in 

organizing the event, as they have valuable knowledge which Agenda Stad ought to utilize.  

As discussed in 4.2.1 Agenda Stad has planned to send the Dutch House of Representatives a 

letter with agenda items before the summer of 2015. One of the interviewees explained that this 

can be seen as some sort of ‘scan’ to illustrate the status quo and an overview of the progress.  

Agenda Stad also makes clear links with the European Urban Agenda. The Dutch chairmanship of 

the European Union from January 2016 until June 2016 will be taken as a chance to gather support 

for an Urban Agenda and to put Dutch cities in the spotlight for a European audience 

(www.agendastad.nl). The respondents who addressed this topic explained this in similar 

manners.  



   49 
 

4.3 Stakeholder Analysis 

One of the tools that will be used to map Agenda Stad is a stakeholder analysis. This tool is used 

because it will give a clearer overview of which parties are involved. The importance of such an 

overview was confirmed by the interviews, which showed that Agenda Stad does not dispose of 

an overview nor analysis of their stakeholders. 

The stakeholder analysis will consist of three steps that will be discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 Step 1: Identify stakeholders 

 Step 2: identify each stakeholder’s interests  

 Step 3: Identify each stakeholder’s power 

The stakeholder analysis was constructed based on the input of the interviews. The first 

interviews were more or less brainstorm sessions, whereas later interviews focused more 

specifically on the several stakeholder categories. These interviews showed that the amount of 

stakeholders is too large for them to be named individually in this paper. Moreover, given the fact 

that Agenda Stad attempts to organize an open process, stakeholders can be added or removed 

from such a list at any point in time. Everyone who is willing to participate and contribute is 

welcome (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). This is nicely illustrated by these quotes collected from 

publications and interviews: 

“Agenda Stad is a call for everyone who feels involved with the prosperity of the city.” 

(Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014, p. 9) 

 

“We want to work with a coalition of the willing.” 

Such a dynamic environment makes it rather difficult to compose a static list of involved actors. It 

is therefore more valuable to generate a categorical list of stakeholders rather than a list of 

individual parties involved. The below paragraphs will contain the results of carrying out step one 

and two for each stakeholder category. Paragraph 4.3.1 will clarify the force field that surrounds 

Agenda Stad and the power distribution among stakeholders.  

The categories have been identified by suggestions made in publications supplemented with the 

interviewees’ insights. In Celebrate the City (2014) Agenda Stad states they will be cooperating 

with knowledge institutions, companies, civil society organizations and concerned citizens. The 
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interviews confirmed this, although government and knowledge partners seem to be represented 

in larger numbers at this point.  

National Government  

The first category is the government, which seems rather obvious as Agenda Stad is a 

governmental initiative. Although the underlying structure of ministries and directorate-generals 

is not fully explained on the website, the interviews appeared very helpful in unraveling this 

arrangement. Figure 4 illustrates this somewhat complex structure on which Agenda Stad has 

been built. 

From the first five interviews that were held about the stakeholders, four interviewees explained 

that Agenda Stad relies on an interdepartmental collaboration construction. The ministry of the 

Interior and Kingdom Relations has initiated Agenda Stad, but they work together with the 

ministries of Foreign Affairs, Economic Affairs, Infrastructure and the Environment, Health, 

Welfare and Sport and the ministry of Education, Culture and Science. Most of these ministries 

have representatives in the program team.  

Thus, Agenda Stad falls under the ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations who have 

assigned the task of managing Agenda Stad to the directorate-general Housing and Construction. 

Within this directorate-general the directorate Knowledge and Exploration is led by Ferdi Licher, 

who has been named program director of Agenda Stad. 

 

Figure 4: Agenda Stad’s underlying structure. This picture illustrates under which departments and subdivisions Agenda 

Stad falls. 
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Although Agenda Stad falls under the directorate Knowledge and Exploration, all these 

department and accompanying directorates have an interest in Agenda Stad, making them 

relevant stakeholders. As confirmed by one of the interviewees all parties will, on different levels, 

pursue for their agenda items to be adopted onto Agenda Stad (letter). For example, the ministry 

of Economic Affairs might have an interest in getting different items on the agenda than the 

ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment. At the same time, these parties seem to realize 

that collaboration is just as important as rivalry. Only by collaborating will the agenda become 

effective. One of the respondent called this combination between cooperation and rivalry 

 “A thrilling balance.” 

This balance may be present at an interdepartmental level, but could trickle down to an individual 

level as well. Besides, it also holds for the entire field of stakeholders surrounding Agenda Stad. 

What each stakeholder’s power is then, is difficult to determine. Respondents who covered this 

topic explained that within the government there are certain regulations and procedures that 

guide ministries and other departments in decision making. The stakeholders on a national 

governmental level will make use of these existing procedures which find their origin in the 

democratic system. 

Cities  

During the discussion of the relevant stakeholders this was, unsurprisingly, the most emphasized 

stakeholder. As Agenda Stad has been set up to deal with urban problems, cities are expected to 

be affected to the greatest extent. Plus, as has been mentioned in paragraph 4.1, most 

respondents agreed that cities should be involved in the planning of the future of these cities, 

instead of fulfilling a passive role in the development of policy and innovations. The involvement 

of cities and recognition of their importance seems a growing trend. At least three respondents 

used the term ‘movement’ to describe this phenomenon of cities receiving more attention which 

has led to a political reaction.  

When taking a closer look at who is meant with this stakeholder category named ‘city’, almost 

every respondent refers to the municipalities that form the local government on an urban level. It 

was not until the last interview about Agenda Stad that the respondent scrutinized the usage of 

this term. During the conversation he suddenly mentioned:  

“Apparently the ministry [of the Interior and Kingdom Relations] sees cities  as the basis of 

engagement. But what is the city?” 
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“That city is also yours, but they do not approach you.” 

Because in discourse most respondents agreed that the city was represented in the first place by 

the municipalities, this analysis will follow that assumption and other urban stakeholders will be 

categorized separately. 

Respondents expect that each city will want to put items on the agenda concerning matters their 

city is facing. Each municipality will want to look after their city. And with regard to the bottom-up 

approach that has been emphasized, this is exactly the role that the cities should fulfil. They 

should deliver ‘content’ for Agenda Stad in terms of ideas and concerns regarding urban matters.  

In addition and as mentioned in section 4.1, two of the interviewees identified Euro Cities as a 

stakeholder of Agenda Stad. Euro Cities is a network of European cities founded in 1986 by the 

mayors of Barcelona, Frankfurt, Lyon, Milan and Rotterdam. Their interest lies in reinforcing the 

importance of local government and bringing this to the attention of the European Union and its 

stakeholders. Their main focus is to respond to issues that affect day-to-day life of European 

citizens (www.eurocities.eu).  

Knowledge Partners and Research Institutions  

The third category is Knowledge Partners and Research Institutions and here the interviewees 

grouped parties together that have gathering and analyzing knowledge as their main 

contribution. Although they have similar roles, this research distinguishes between knowledge 

partners and research institutions.  

Knowledge partners refer to the organizations that have been labelled as ‘partner’ on the website 

of Agenda Stad. Examples of these are Platform31 and Ruimtevolk. Both of these are platforms 

focus on cities, regions, towns and districts and both organizations position themselves as 

knowledge and network organizations (www.ruimtevolk.nl, www.platform31.nl). During the 

interviews it was explained that partners are commissioned by Agenda Stad and carry out 

research or other facilitating assignments in order to support and contribute to Agenda Stad’s 

knowledge base. Some of these players will carry out research, whereas others will help organize 

network events which brings knowledgeable players together.  

Research institutions are the remaining players that have a similar roles, however they are not 

associated with Agenda Stad as partners. Research institutions such as the Central Planning 

Agency (in Dutch: Centraal Planbureau) and the Central Statistics Office (in Ducht: Centraal 

Bureau voor de Statistiek) are examples of such actors. Interviews have not indicated that these 
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players are actively involved, but they have been suggested as potential players that could 

enhance Agenda Stad’s knowledge base on a certain topic.  

As mentioned in the interview findings section most of these parties already collaborated with 

the national government before Agenda Stad was initiated. Agenda Stad made use of their 

existing network to select knowledge partners. The dynamics between knowledge partners 

differs from partner to partner. During an interview with a member of the program team it was 

mentioned that these parties have ‘executive’ roles.  

The interest of these partners mainly lies in the fact that they share an affinity for the topic of 

urban developments, and they wish to contribute to solving urban issues. In addition, the 

knowledge partners as described above have contractual financial agreements with Agenda Stad. 

Because the earnings of their organizations are partially dependent on Agenda Stad, it is in their 

interest that this initiative becomes a success.  

Business and Industry  

In this category of stakeholders the interviewees identified two types of stakeholders: private 

firms and unions. These two types represent business life and the Dutch industry and reveal 

actors in the different industries and fields of business.  

The private firms that can be seen as stakeholders of Agenda Stad are those firms that have an 

interest in the development of urban regions. Either because a certain urban development 

benefits their company or on the basis of altruism. Although the industrial stakeholders are an 

underrepresented group of actors (as one of the interviewees pointed out), Agenda Stad would 

like for them to play a bigger role in the future. The member program team mentioned:  

“We have, for example, not secured the connection with business sufficiently. So we are 

taking action regarding that matter.” 

This same interviewee noted that the Dutch (and eventually European) business network is one of 

the networks that they want to connect to Agenda Stad.  

Also the unions were mentioned in two interviews as a potential player in the urban field. Parties 

such as the Dutch Companies Association and the Dutch Christian Employers Association (in 

Dutch: Verbond Nederlandse Ondernemingen en de Nederlands Christelijk Werkgeversbond, 

VNO-NCW) hold a close relation to business life and represent the interests of the Dutch industry. 

The interviews indicate that this party is the main representative of the Dutch business and 
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industry. This party will likely defend the interests of organizations and entrepreneurs, enhancing 

the business and investment climate of the Netherlands.  

Entrepreneurial Civilians 

Given the fact that Agenda Stad invited ‘everyone’ to participate in dealing with urban issues, it 

was expected that civilians who are active in civil society would be identified as a relevant 

stakeholder. However, none of the interviewees mentioned this stakeholder category on their 

own initiative, and when this topic was brought up two respondents replied by explaining that 

the fact that ‘everyone is invited to participate’ did not mean Agenda Stad is very interested in the 

perspective of individuals. One of the respondents said:  

“Of course it is, in the first instance, not about every random civilian who has an idea about 

the city.” 

In addition, this respondent explained that parties such as Pakhuis de Zwijger could be asked to 

find out who are the pioneers, to see whether they could contribute to Agenda Stad. 

When the first interviewee was asked whether he thought NGOs would be involved he answered 

by saying he did not expect for NGOs to be occupied with Agenda Stad. The ones that do have an 

interest in Agenda Stad are the research institutions he mentioned earlier. He then went on by 

saying that perhaps organizations that focus on civic participation could play a role. Organizations 

such as WijkAlliantie are trying to enhance the participation of civilians, but he wondered whether 

these organizations see themselves playing a role.  

Overall, the interviews made clear that civic participation, whether it be by entrepreneurial 

individuals or organizations, are not considered important stakeholders. It was, in that sense, 

remarkable that none of the respondents mentioned the City Makers, although they were 

mentioned several times on the webpages and publications of Agenda Stad and their partners. In 

the four interviews that were held prior to the conference in April, this stakeholder group was not 

mentioned a single time. It was not until the conference in April that it became clear that this 

group of stakeholders plays a rather active role in Agenda Stad because one of the City Makers 

took the stage and shared her thoughts on Agenda Stad’s approach. Because their presence nor 

role was sufficiently covered during the interviews, an additional phone call with one of 

Platform31’s project leaders had to serve as the only primary source of information on City 

Makers.  
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The project leader explained that the City Makers are a group of individual civilians who have an 

interest in urban development. City Makers is a collective term that can be assigned to 

professionals or volunteers, civilians or entrepreneurs who are committed to dealing with issues 

that cities face. He also mentioned that this is not coordinated by a formal organization; it is a 

rather informal gathering.  

Because practice, interview results and (online) documentation show rather different 

perspectives on this stakeholder category it seems safe to say that practice will have to show 

what role this category will play in the future.  

 

4.3.1 Force Field and Power Distribution  

Initially the idea was that the stakeholder analysis should also lead to a force field analysis, giving 

interpretation to the different forces at hand. However, the findings of the interviews showed 

that a force field analysis will be rather difficult to conduct. This is due to two reasons.  

Interview results confirm that there are different interests and forces present. All interviewees 

recognized this. One respondent said:  

 “It is quite a complex process with a lot of different forces.” 

The stakeholder analysis should have made clear that although the stakeholders have been 

categorized, the interests of the stakeholders within the categories can still vary. However, none 

of the factors seemed to be acting as a force against Agenda Stad’s cause (enhancing growth, 

innovation and quality of life in Dutch cities). The same respondent rightly pointed out:  

 “It [Agenda Stad] is about the quality of life of cities and growth of cities and innovation in 

cities and the corresponding space. And… Your question is who could be against that?” 

Thus, although Agenda Stad is surrounded by a complex field of harmonious as well as conflicting 

interests and forces, none of these forces are expected to contradict Agenda Stad’s main 

ambition. 

The conflicting interests and opposing forces, do not concern Agenda Stad as a platform, but 

would be directed at certain measurements, ideas, solutions or agenda items that Agenda Stad is 

supposed to yield. So it is expected that each specific initiative (or agenda item) put forth by 

stakeholders will be accompanied by an interesting force field with opponents, proponents, 

helping and hindering forces. Each initiative will come with its own force field. 
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In addition, it was found that even the conflicting forces were not considered a problem. 

Interviewees were asked whether they expect parties to have conflicting interests, which yielded 

the following responses:  

 “Let’s hope so. Otherwise you will not end up with a discussion.” 

 And 

 “Yes of course.” 

Although all interviewees recognized that Agenda Stad is surrounded by an interesting force field, 

the focus should be on overlapping interests. Conflicting forces were described as being a natural 

feature of such a process. One respondent also mentioned that interests conflict on different 

levels which will lead to competition and co-creation. This balance between competition and 

collaboration was also recognized by another respondent, as mentioned in 4.3, she called this a 

‘thrilling balance’. Overall, results did not show that different forces influencing Agenda Stad’s 

content are seen as threats.  

In terms of ta further clarification on the power distribution between the stakeholders of Agenda 

Stad, the reference to ‘the invisible hand’ seems helpful. Two interviewees, when asked about the 

decision-making authority, explained there was a certain invisible hand present that somewhat 

steered the process. Although the interviews do not provide enough information to conclude 

which individual this would be, both interviews explained that the invisible hand refers to the 

ministry of the Internal and Kingdom Relations. All respondents that were asked about the 

decision-making authority (7 respondents) confirmed this authority lies within the ministry. When 

one of them was asked whether she entrusts the ministry with this role she simply relied 

 “It is their initiative.” 

With which she meant that Agenda Stad can do as they see fit, since it is in the hands of the 

ministry.  

Nevertheless, 8 people pointed out that a lot of power also lies in the formation of coalitions and 

partnerships. Their combined explanations show that ideas that have been put forward by 

stakeholders will be put into action if the support base is large enough. Each stakeholder’s power 

then lies in the strength of their partnerships with other parties who support and share their 

ambition. One party alone is not likely to achieve an ambition.  
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The ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations gathers all these dynamic force fields around 

Agenda Stad and whether the proposed initiatives will be awarded with Agenda Stad’s backing 

will depend on whether it adds to Agenda Stad’s cause and whether the support base for the 

specific initiative/idea is large enough.  

 

4.4 Agenda Stad as Platform 

In chapter two this study has started the conceptualization of the term platform after a 

preliminary study had shown that such a conceptualization cannot be found in modern literature. 

This was thought to be of importance because trying to answer the question ‘what is Agenda 

Stad?’ yielded in the simplified answer: a platform. In this chapter, the literature findings will be 

compared with the interview findings to see whether the literature study and primary data can 

complement each other to construct a conceptualization. This conceptualization will then 

contribute to clarify what Agenda Stad is, which has been the aim of this research.  

The interviews were analyzed based for similarities, to observe on which characteristics, 

descriptions and explanations there was consensus amongst the interviewees. One of the first 

findings was that the interviews confirmed the idea that a platform can be seen as a container 

concept. All 7 respondents (who discussed this topic) showed that this term can be used very 

broadly. None of the descriptions explained platforms as a specific or narrow concept but rather 

as a general term that can be applied widely. This was specifically well illustrated by one 

respondent who mentioned:  

 “A lot of things are being called a platform.” 

The search for similarities also showed that all respondents referred platforms as a place where 

people gather. One respondent literally used the term network, whereas others remained more 

general in their description. An example of such a description is: 

“There are people with an opinion about spatial development. And they can ventilate that 

via our platform and reach others who they would otherwise not reach. That is what a 

platform is.”  

and to the question ‘what does it mean to be a platform?’ this respondent said:  

“To connect people.“ 

Also a second respondent mentioned: 
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 “We connect people. So you are a platform. You could put it that way.”  

And yet another respondent said: 

“Because they have had those platforms for a very long time […] they just have all these 

little clubs in which they come together.” 

Similarly to what the literature review suggested, these interview findings show that also the 

respondents are associating platforms with building networks. The gathering of people that are 

engaged in a certain topic (in our case: urban development) reoccurred frequently throughout 

the discussion about platforms.  

In addition it was remarkable that there were three respondents who specifically used the terms 

‘offering a stage to’ (in Ducht: een podium bieden aan). The three respondents who used this 

term, did so in the following manners:  

“A platform is eh… a stage. It gives.. eh… space to different sounds.” 

“From which initiatives or professionals get more attention and a stage. I do find that is the 

role of a platform.”  

“It is more giving a stage to than offering a structure for.” 

The term ‘stage’ was also used in Agenda Stad’s publications (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014), which 

indicates there is a general agreement that offering a stage is thought to be an aspect of being a 

platform. These findings suggest that platforms have an instrumental value in the sense that 

others can use them to share their perspectives or gain insight on others’ perspectives. This was 

also pointed out by one of the respondent who emphasized that platforms should have a 

facilitating and supporting role. The last respondent added that a platform basically is a tool, 

which also indicates that a platform is mostly valued because of its instrumental character. Given 

the fact that platforms gather and connect people, and give people the opportunity to express 

their perspective, a platform can be expected to be a place where conflicting interests and 

discussions arise.  

In short, these findings show us that platforms offer a place, whether this being digital or 

tangible, where people who share an affinity for a certain topic are brought together in a 

network. By doing so, platforms also offer a place where different voices get the opportunity to 

be expressed. As a user you can either raise attention by expressing your own voice, and/or see 

this as an opportunity to hear others’ perspectives on the topic at hand. A platform can therefore 
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be coined as offering a stage to a network of parties with a shared interest. It is a tool for the 

sharing of perspectives, and it facilitates interaction and discussion. 

This conceptualization seems to fit Agenda Stad rather well. Agenda Stad uses the term platform 

to describe their own initiative in the following manner:  

“Agenda Stad is a platform, a movement of State, cities, urban partners, research 

institutions, practitioners, enthusiast townsmen, with a connection to the European Urban 

Agenda.” 

(Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014) 

Agenda Stad aims to collaborate with all these parties to create ‘urban networks, new coalitions, 

and public-private partnerships’ (Koninkrijksrelaties, 2014). In other words, Agenda Stad makes 

extensive use of networking in order to achieve their goals. In this setting all the involved parties 

get the opportunity to voice their perspectives or hear about others’ perspectives on urban 

challenges. And on how these challenges could be dealt with. This network has ‘solving urban 

challenges’ as their shared interest.  

Next to building networks, chapter two suggested that platforms have in common that they have 

clearly formulated ambitions that strive to enhance a (target group’s) status quo. These two 

aspects did, however, not occur throughout the interviews. Either these two aspects were not 

correctly identified in the literature study, or they can be complementary to the findings of the 

interviews. Looking at Agenda Stad, these two aspects certainly do apply. The description of the 

ambitions in paragraph 4.2.3 show that Agenda Stad does not lack visionary statements. They also 

clearly state they want to enhance the status quo of cities in terms of growth, innovation and 

quality of life. However, whether these two aspects are aspects of platforms, cannot be 

concluded based on these findings.  

 

4.5 Agenda Stad as Network Organization  

In chapter two we also identified network organizations as a concept that will help us interpret 

Agenda Stad. Also the findings that have been discussed in this chapter so far indicate that there 

is a close link between Agenda Stad and networking. This paragraph will elaborate on the findings 

that are related to network organizations, and see how the literature as discussed in chapter two 

can help us elucidate Agenda Stad as a network organization.  
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In section 2.3.1 the literature was studied in search for a conceptualization of network 

organizations. It was then explained in 2.3.5 that this study will frame network organizations as a 

collection of actors that pursue reciprocal relations in which they take account for each other’s 

interests, which is achieved under circumstances of mutual trust. The actors in the network are 

independent actors, but at the same time, due to their engagement in the network, 

interdependent. Based on the interviews and documentation we can conclude that Agenda Stad 

has clearly adopted the network organizational form as they surround themselves with other 

actors who wish to collaborate with one another. The conditions of taking care of each other’s 

interests and mutual trust were not specifically mentioned during the interviews. However, there 

were also no signs that indicated there was a lack of trust or that actors did not take account for 

each other’s interests. In addition, it seems rather far fetched to believe that actors would engage 

in a network without trusting the other involved parties. The actors that belong to this network 

are all the actors as categorized in the stakeholder analysis in 4.3. As this paragraph shows, all 

these actors are independent parties, but as suggested by the conceptualization, their 

involvement in the network makes them interdependent. All in all the term network was used to 

describe Agenda Stad in 7 of the interviews, showing that also the interviewees see this concept 

as one that can explain Agenda Stad. 

With regard to the typology of network organizations the contribution section in 2.3.5 has shown 

us that the typology as suggested by Miles and Snow (1992) was adapted in order to provide us 

with four more suitable network organization types: 

o Internal stable networks 

o Internal dynamic networks 

o External stable networks 

o External dynamic networks 

Whereas the publications do not provide us with enough information to identify the appropriate 

network type for Agenda Stad, the interviews were rather helpful. The interviews indicate that 

Agenda Stad can be typified as both an internal and an external network. As mentioned, during 

the third interview the interviewee clarified on the underlying structure and organizational design 

of Agenda Stad. The interviewee then explained which teams and departments have a stake in 

Agenda Stad. He described the group of people, departments and teams that work on Agenda 

Stad as a network itself. So as a platform, without taking into account external parties, Agenda 

Stad can be categorized as an internal network. This interviewee also mentioned that the 

partnerships within Agenda Stad (among departments, within teams and between people) are 
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continuously changing. As mentioned in Team Composition (paragraph 4.2.2) Agenda Stad’s 

internal team is called dynamic. The interviewee pointed out the following: 

“[…] people are everywhere. And sometimes they are involved for ten minutes, sometimes 

for an hour. That comes with that network.” 

Also the other respondents acknowledged that Agenda Stad’s underlying structure involved 

interdepartmental collaborations an several governmental parties. From this we can conclude 

that Agenda Stad is an internal dynamic network.  

Besides the internal network, Agenda Stad clearly also forges partnerships with external parties. 

These external parties then refer to knowledge partners and research institutions, cities, business 

and industry, and entrepreneurs and civilians. Whether this network of urban stakeholders is 

dynamic or stable was somewhat more difficult to determine because questions about the length 

and dynamics of collaborations resulted in deviating answers. On the one hand interviewees 

agreed that the collaborations that are being forged by Agenda Stad are not short-term 

relationships. The reason for this was simply explained as:  

 “Because if you want to realize a large ambition, that will take you 10 to 15 years.” 

On the other hand it was also pointed out that the partnerships and collaboration agreements are 

not set in stone. Parties can join or leave the urban network on a daily base. Everyone is invited to 

cooperate and therefore new partnerships can arise at any point in time. Despite this dynamic 

environment it does not seem appropriate to categorize Agenda Stad as an external dynamic 

network because the dynamic network is characterized by its more temporarily existence. 

Because Agenda Stad and its partners have intentions to forge long-term partnerships this study 

suggests Agenda Stad can be understood as an external stable network type. Also because in the 

stable network all actors are tied to a core firm while each actor at the same time maintains a 

competitive entity outside the network (Miles & Snow, 1992). This is also the case for Agenda 

Stad, where Agenda Stad can be considered the ‘core firm’ that is surrounded by parties that 

remain independent organizations.  

In short, Agenda Stad can thus be explained as an internal dynamic network as well as an external 

stable network organization. In chapter two, section 2.3.3 covers the benefits and advantages of 

network organizations, but naturally these organizations also face certain challenge. According to 

Miles and Snow (1992) general potential failures of network organizations lie in the actions of 

well-intentioned managers who try to alter the network form. In general this means that 

managing figures within Agenda Stad’s internal and external network should therefore be 
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warned not to violate the operating logic that is associated with dynamic and stable networks 

respectively. However, there are also more specific consequences for Agenda Stad as an internal 

dynamic network and for Agenda Stad as an external stable network.  

For Agenda Stad as an internal network it is noted that internal networks are similar to open 

markets where resources are exchanged at market prices. Miles and Snow point out that failure 

lies in obstructing this open market mechanism with rules and regulations. In addition, the 

dynamic network is characterized by ‘the availability of numerous potential partners eager to 

apply their skills and assets’ (Miles & Snow, 1992, p. 67). This, however, also implies a weakness. 

Miles and Snow (1992) explain that the actors in the dynamic network should ensure that their 

contribution does not become too narrow or, on the other hand, too weak. Partners in the 

dynamic network should not over-specialize nor should they over-diversify because their 

contribution to the network will, over time, decrease in value (Miles & Snow, 1992). Taken 

together, this means that Agenda Stad should minimize any tendencies to control and regulate 

the internal network and that they should monitor the degree of specialization of the involved 

parties.  

For Agenda Stad as a stable network the threats of failure occur when one or multiple actors in 

the network dedicate all their resources to the core firm. In our case, to Agenda Stad. This over-

dedication causes for the benefits of the broad network participation to be lost (Miles & Snow, 

1992). Moreover, it was mentioned that this potential cause of failure often goes unnoticed. This 

could, for example, apply to Agenda Stad when one of its partners continuously customize their 

processes according to Agenda Stad’s needs which lowers the value this partner has to the rest of 

the network. All things considered, Agenda Stad should ensure they themselves and their 

partners do not over-specialize, over-diversify or over-dedicate.  

Lastly, stakeholder engagement has been considered an important aspect of network 

organizations. The stakeholder engagement models in section 2.3.4 can help Agenda Stad 

understand the relationship with its stakeholders. The findings as presented in this chapter have 

been compared to the five dimensions of stakeholder engagement as illustrated in table 1. This 

comparison makes clear that the collaboration model of stakeholder engagement is most 

applicable to Agenda Stad. Just like Agenda Stad, the collaborative model assumes stakeholders 

are a source of opportunity. Agenda Stad is aiming to use partnerships to pursue their ambitions, 

which implies they acknowledge that these partners can provide them with the opportunity to 

solve urban challenges. This approach of Agenda Stad to involve a wide range of stakeholders 

shows the inclusive engagement that is a characteristic of the collaboration model. As discussed 
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in paragraph 4.1, the bottom-up open process lies at the core of Agenda Stad’s operations. From 

this we can conclude that the engagement of stakeholders is integrated into the core business 

and strategic processes of Agenda Stad. This model provides a basis for innovation and 

transformative change (Sloan, 2009), which is exactly an environment that Agenda Stad pursues. 

Sloan (2009) suggests that organizations to which the control model can be applied should firstly 

‘adopt a different mind-set which moves stakeholders from being a source of risk to a source of 

opportunity’ (p. 38). The fact that Agenda Stad already falls under the collaboration model speaks 

in their favor.  

However, this should be monitored continuously to ensure Agenda Stad preserves the 

collaboration model. During the interviews two respondents expressed their concern that 

Agenda Stad might fall back into old patterns governmental patterns and that practice will have 

to show whether Agenda Stad can live up to their promises. The old governmental patters refer 

to the top-down, exclusive approaches taken in the past that relate more to the control model. 

Agenda Stad is well advised to be closely monitor any signs of a shift towards the control model 

and respond accordingly.  

 

4.6 Agenda Stad as Large Group Intervention 

Last but not least, this research suggests that also the concept of large group interventions can 

help us understand how Agenda Stad approaches their ambitions. This suggestion can be fully 

attributed to the emergent nature of this study, because it was not until after the 6th interview 

that this concept was recognized as having an explanatory value. The 8th interview therefore 

focused completely on this topic, yielding some interesting insights. 

The literature review on large group interventions showed that they can be understood as 

methods that gathers a whole system in one place to address organizational as well as social 

issues. With regard to Agenda Stad this seems quite an accurate description as Agenda Stad 

wishes to gather representatives from all urban stakeholder categories in one place to discuss 

urban challenges. It was also pointed out that the interventions are aimed at planning, decision 

making and translation this into action. That translating plans into actions is thought to be 

important was shown in one of the interviews where the respondent mentioned Agenda Stad is a 

targeted collaboration, aimed at taking action and not just chit chatting. Besides the literature has 

shown that these interventions can take the form of a meeting or a conference, which seamlessly 

relates to the work conferences and City Labs that Agenda Stad has organized. This way, Agenda 

Stad can transform the stakeholders into change agents who, as Nolte (1998) suggests, 
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implement the changes that they have agreed upon during the conferences, City Labs or other 

events. Also the remaining characteristics and features of large group interventions are reflected 

in Agenda Stad’s operations. For example, large group interventions are focused on the future, 

imply a broad participation and have an open-system perspective. This is directly related to 

Agenda Stad’s emphasis on the future of Dutch cities, involving everyone to participate in this 

process and organizing this process in an open and bottom-up manner. The resemblence 

between large group interventions and Agenda Stad’s approach was also recognized by the 

practitioner who was interviewed about this topic. He mentioned that, just as in large group 

interventions, Agenda Stad approaches complex systems in which you make participants interact. 

He also pointed out that it seemed to him that events such as the City Labs share a lot of 

similarities with sharing knowledge on an experience-based level. Which, according to him, helps 

you to go beyond the cognitive level.  

The close resemblence between Agenda Stad’s operations and ambitions, and large group 

interventions makes it remarkable that none of the respondents used this term to describe 

Agenda Stad. Aside from the respondent who was interviewed about large group interventions 

specifically, only one other respondent mentioned the term intervention to describe Agenda 

Stad’s operations. The interviews show that there is no sign that Agenda Stad recognizes the use 

of large scale interventions. However, this study argues that despite this lack of recognition, 

Agenda Stad definitely makes use of an appraoch that is highly similar to the organizing of large 

scale or group interventions. Therefore, Agenda Stad can benefit from becoming aware of the 

way in which they use large scale interventions and from becoming more knowledgeable about 

its consequences, benefits and challenges.  

Following this suggestion, Agenda Stad can be helped by using the insights of the literature 

review. Judging by the findings of several scholars and practitioners who are experienced in the 

use of large scale intervention methods, Agenda Stad should value who is in the room over what 

happens in the room, which corresponds to Agenda Stad’s focus on creating an urban network of 

urban stakeholders. According to the findings of the literature review Agenda Stad’s conferences 

and other meetings should be characterized by values of respect and inclusion and that the 

dialogues must be open and honest.  

Next to the conceptualization, the different types of interventions help us further interpret how 

Agenda Stad’s events, conferences and overall approach can be understood. Although Agenda 

Stad’s approach shows some overlap with most of the mentioned intervention types, the third 

category of interventions is most applicable. These interventions are aimed at exploring issues, 
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problems, solutions and processes with whole systems. Within this category the last mentioned 

intervention, the Large Scale Interactive Event, fits best with how interviews and publications 

have described Agenda Stad’s approach. It is described as being one of the least structured 

interventions, which could partially explain why Agenda Stad has not recognized the fact that 

they make use of large group intervention methods. Most striking about this method is that it 

entails the creation of agenda items, around which interest groups are formed. This fully supports 

and resembles the findings as presented in 4.1 Interview Findings and 4.2.1 Agenda Stad as Two 

Different Concepts. Here it was shown that interviewees expect for every stakeholder to put 

items of their interest on the agenda. And that Agenda Stad, next to being a platform, is also a list 

of agenda items that is composed by the stakeholders who interact through this platform. In 

contrast to the literature, the large group intervention practitioner stated that interventions are 

performed under the assumption that the agenda has already been set. On the amount of 

participants there does not seem to be full agreement among scholars. It was mentioned by 

Holman et al. (2007) that there is no limit to the amount of participants, which also suits Agenda 

Stad perfectly as, in theory, they welcome ‘everyone to contribute’.  

As acknowledged in the literature review the amount of intervention methods is very large and 

has been growing due to the increasing popularity among practitioners. Therefore it is very well 

possible that there are other specific types of large group intervention methods that are even 

more applicable to Agenda Stad’s approach. Still this paragraph should give an initial idea of how 

these techniques can be recognized in practice.  

The findings from case studies and empirical research together suggests that Agenda Stad has 

correctly judged that a broad inclusion of stakeholders will be to their benefit. Which was also the 

belief of all interviewees. The broad inclusion of urban stakeholders will, according to Worley et 

al. (2011), lead to a wider range of topics discussed and more innovative outcomes, which is 

exactly in line with Agenda Stad’s ambitions. If Agenda Stad succeeds in enhancing the intensity 

of the debates during the interventions, they are likely to encounter not only more innovative, 

but also more relevant outcomes (Worley et al., 2011).  

Next to pointing out the benefits that Agenda Stad can reap from mastering large group 

intervention techniques, they should also be aware of that organizing large group interventions 

also comes with certain challenges. Paragraph 2.4.4 illustrated that the challenges of large group 

interventions lie in properly adopting the intervention method to the environment, involving 

stakeholders who are fully committed and engaged, and making sure stakeholders contribute to 

solutions and commit to taking action. Interview findings showed that especially the challenge of 
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stakeholders not being committed/engaged poses a threat to Agenda Stad. In 4.1 we saw that 

several interviewees suggested Agenda Stad lacks a steady right of existence, and one 

respondent literally mentioned the lack of commitment as a risk. This respondent said:  

“That is what I mean with the lack of commitment. Everyone can afford [for Agenda Stad to 

fail]. Which means that no one is really dependent on the success of Agenda Stad. Thereby 

making it kind of a stillborn concept.” 

This means there is reason to believe this risk, as explained in the literature, is posing a threat in 

practice as well. The interview with the large group intervention practitioner added to this that, 

the people who participate in the intervention should be able to put their own interests aside. 

This is where there seems to be some friction with Agenda Stad because it was believed by other 

interviewees that most stakeholders will attempt to put the items of their interest on the agenda, 

implying they would be acting on their own interests. According to the respondents, it would 

benefit all participants if they could set aside their own interests. The large group intervention 

practitioner also mentioned that you need people who are willing to reflect on their own 

knowledge and share their knowledge with the rest. He concluded:  

 “It is an art to bring those types of people together” 

This respondent also explained that in order for an intervention to be successful, values should be 

shared and there should be mutual trust. The respondent believed that the success of large group 

relies on the quality of interactions during the interventions. He also mentioned that this is where 

the challenge lies for Agenda Stad: to establish a better quality of interaction among their 

stakeholders than a normal conference would yield. He suggested they could do so by applying 

the appropriate interventions methods. All in all the respondent believed that, whether Agenda 

Stad makes use of large scale intervention methods at this point or not, they could definitely help 

Agenda Stad achieve their goals.  

 

  



   67 
 

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Discussion 

This research has sought to clarify Agenda Stad in order to respond to the problem statement as 

posed in chapter 1:  

 There is a lack of clarity concerning what Agenda Stad is, what it aims to achieve and how it 

intends to do so.  

This research has responded to this problem statement by constructing a case study of which the 

results can be found in chapter four. This chapter will collect and assemble the information from 

the case study that is needed to solve the problem statement. Paragraph 5.1 will conclude by 

answering the research questions: 

  1. What is Agenda Stad?  

 2. What does Agenda Stad aim to achieve?  

and  

3. How does it intend to achieve this?  

In contrast to the previous chapters, paragraph 5.2 will briefly step away from the descriptive 

tone of this research to take a closer look at the consequences of this research’s results. By doing 

so it will answer the final research question:  

4. Is Agenda Stad the appropriate tool to reach the intended goals? 

 

5.1 Conclusion  

Research question 1: what is Agenda Stad? 

Firstly, the problem statement was set up to get a better understanding of what Agenda Stad 

actually is. In chapter four the importance of this question was confirmed when interview results 

showed the respondents were dealing with the same question. Chapter four offers us three ways 

to help us interpret what Agenda Stad is. Agenda Stad can be explained as being a list of agenda 

items, a platform and as a network organization. This research has mostly focused on Agenda 

Stad as a platform and a network organization to gain further insight.  

That Agenda Stad can be understood as a platform means that it can be characterized as offering 

a stage to a network of parties with a shared interest. A platform has an instrumental value in the 
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sense that it is a tool for the sharing of perspectives, and it facilitates interaction and discussion. 

This nicely illustrates the interrelatedness between platforms and networks. The case study has 

shown that Agenda Stad as an organization can both internally and externally be explained as a 

network organization. Agenda Stad as a network organization is a collection of actors that pursue 

reciprocal relations in which they take account for each other’s interests, which is achieved under 

circumstances of mutual trust. Internally Agenda Stad forms a dynamic network of employees 

who are dedicated to Agenda Stad’s operations for an indefinite duration. Externally Agenda Stad 

forms a stable network in which long term partnerships are established with urban stakeholders 

such as knowledge partners and research institutions, cities, business and industry, and 

entrepreneurs and civilians. Taken these findings together we can conclude that Agenda Stad is a 

platform that gathers a network of urban stakeholders.  

 

Research question 2: what does Agenda Stad aim to achieve?  

Secondly, the problem statement was directed at unraveling Agenda Stad’s ambitions. Paragraph 

4.2.3 showed us that Agenda Stad, in their publications, use various ways to describe what they 

want to achieve with Agenda Stad. By combining all information from publications, websites and 

interviews we can conclude that Agenda Stad wants to enhance growth, innovation and quality of 

life in Dutch cities. All other ambitions that were presented in the findings seem to support this 

goal. For example, Agenda Stad wants to enhance growth, innovation and quality of life in Dutch 

cities by starting to generate more political and societal attention for economic, administrative, 

spatial and social challenges that are important for the future of cities. Or by mapping trends and 

technological developments to exploit the potential of cities. The milestones in paragraph 4.2.4 

show what Agenda Stad has undertaken so far to achieve these goals.  

 

Research question 3: how does it intend to achieve this?  

Last but not least, the objective of this research was to understand what Agenda Stad’s approach 

is to achieve these goals. The interviews have shown that the respondents agreed that Agenda 

Stad has chosen for an open and bottom-up approach. This means that the specific objectives and 

corresponding process are to be determined together with the network. More specifically, the 

overview of milestones, interviews and publications showed that the conferences and meetings 

that Agenda Stad organizes show a lot of similarities with large group interventions. Most 

resemblance was found with the Open Space intervention which is aimed at exploring issues, 
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problems, solutions and processes within the whole system. This method includes the creation of 

agenda items, around which interest groups are formed. The answer to the third research 

question is thus: by organizing large group interventions.  

 

5.2 Discussion  

4. Is Agenda Stad the appropriate tool to reach the intended goals? 

Compared to the previous research questions, the answer to this question cannot be that easily 

simplified. At first sight it seems as if Agenda Stad has chosen the appropriate form by choosing 

an open and bottom-up approach. I agree with the interviewees who mentioned that this is the 

best, or perhaps only way, to create new policies and deal with urban challenges. Creating new 

urban policies at a national level and then implementing them top-down seems inappropriate 

because the challenges at hand occur on the local level. Including input from a local level in the 

creation of an urban agenda will enhance the fit between creation and implementation. It will also 

make sure that these measurements and agenda items that are being created reflect the input of 

those who are immediately affected by them. This thesis therefore argues that the initiators of 

Agenda Stad are correct in judging a top-down approach would not work in this context. Creating 

a platform and a network of urban stakeholders who interact through large group interventions 

can definitely be judged as appropriate. 

Although these signs indicate that Agenda Stad is the appropriate tool, some critical remarks 

should be made as well, especially with regard to the open bottom-up process Agenda Stad has 

chosen. The first challenge that this approach brings about is the level of commitment that 

stakeholders are willing to show. Because neither specific outcomes nor the way in which these 

are achieved are predetermined, you can expect for stakeholders to find it difficult to fully 

commit. Due to this approach the stakeholders are unsure on what they are signing up for. In 

addition, we have already seen that some interviewees expressed their concerns with regard to 

the level of commitment towards Agenda Stad.  

Second, I believed it was very remarkable that the concept of civil society did not consequently 

emerged during this research trajectory. Initially it was expected that this concept would be an 

essential part of the literature review, and this idea was confirmed also after diving into the civil 

society literature. However, the findings showed that this concept passed by occasionally, but 

was used far from consequently. An apt example of this was the fact that nearly all respondents 

used the terms cities and municipalities interchangeably, which implies a rather narrow minded 
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view of the term city, excluding other important players. For an initiative that wants to work in a 

bottom-up manner, it seems peculiar to neglect or at least fail to emphasize this part of the Dutch 

society as it might be the most fitting representative of the ‘bottom’. 

The literature study on civil societies and several conversations held during the thesis trajectory 

led to the posing of another critical question. Setting aside whether Agenda Stad is the 

appropriate tool, one could ask whether the ministry of Internal Affairs is the appropriate 

initiator. If you stay true to the line of thought that solutions to urban challenges should come 

from urban stakeholders, then why not invest in existing initiatives that were already established. 

According to several interviewees these initiatives already exist and have practically the same 

goals as Agenda Stad. I wonder why the ministry has not trusted or supported the cities 

themselves with this task. Of course these are rhetorical questions to which the answer can 

probably be found in a complex political field of interactions. Next to the fact that they have 

taken matters into own hands by initiating Agenda Stad, they have also shown to keep decision-

making authority within the ministry. Although a bottom-up approach does not necessarily mean 

you have to distribute the decision-making authority, one could wonder whether it is appropriate 

in this case to distribute none of it at all. If the statements of Agenda Stad are to be believed, they 

acknowledge that cities are becoming more and more important. Cities are being assigned with 

more tasks such as health care, are responsible for the largest part of the Dutch GDP and deal 

with most of the challenges that come with such an important role. Agenda Stad has rightfully 

chosen to include all these urban stakeholders, but it still seems as if cities deserve more than just 

‘being included’ in the discussion and interactions. If Agenda Stad’s beliefs are being taken 

seriously, if we truly assume that ‘cities are the engine of the economy’, it seems to me as if they 

have a considerable claim to be assigned with more autonomy and authority. 

These remarks reflect several ways that indicate the approach Agenda Stad has taken, can at least 

partially, be judged as inappropriate. In my opinion, the most severe misconception made by the 

initiators of Agenda Stad is that they fail to acknowledge their right to exist depends on urban 

stakeholders, that their success depends on the commitment of these stakeholders and that their 

success could thrive by responding more adequately to and take advantage of the lively civil 

society in the Netherlands, and the available literature on this concept.  
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Chapter 6: Limitations and Recommendations 

 Limitations  

This thesis has several limitations that should be taken into account because they might influence 

the quality of the findings. Firstly, it should be noted that although generalizability was never the 

aim of this research, approaching this research by creating a case study has limited the 

generalizability of the findings. In addition, this study has used qualitative data collection in the 

form of interviews and analyzed these through thick descriptions. The interviews were held in 

Dutch, which implies possible translation errors. Also the use of thick descriptions means the 

experiences and perceptions of the researcher become interwoven with those of the 

respondents. It is therefore that thick descriptions can be thought to lack scientific rigor because 

of its subjective nature (Mills et al., 2010). However, it is acknowledged by Mills et al. (2010) that 

thick description is not an exact science, but rather a way to venture a suggestion regarding the 

range of possibilities (p.7).  

Also, time constraints limited the level of qualitative data collection. Although the interviews 

yielded valuable and rich information, the reliability of the results could be enhanced by 

interviewing additional respondents. In addition, it should be mentioned that the interviews were 

held with people who hold different relationships with Agenda Stad. Some respondents for 

example worked for organizations who received funding from Agenda Stad. This may have 

influenced their tendency to provide socially desirable answers. To counter this problem, this 

thesis made sure to also include the perspectives of individuals who held no contractual or other 

relationship with Agenda Stad and thus had little or no reason to withhold any information on 

their perspectives.  

Besides, the nature of the secondary sources limited the possibilities of secondary data collection, 

especially with regard to the online sources, such as the website of Agenda Stad. As Agenda Stad 

is an initiative in full motion and going through the start-up phases, the content of their website is 

adjusted and adapted continuously. This means that the data that has been collected can be 

modified throughout the trajectory of this thesis and after this thesis has been submitted. 

Sources and information may be more difficult to trace. Also it means that additional information 

can be submitted or published after the writing of this research, which this research has then not 

taken into account. 
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 Recommendations  

The limitations as described above pave the way for some recommendations. To begin with, 

future research could construct a comparative case study or use the insights of this research to 

explore topics quantitatively in order to enhance the generalizability. In addition, other 

researchers are welcomed to proceed the gathering of the perspectives of Agenda Stad’s 

stakeholders to see to what extent the perspectives as shown in this study are shared among 

stakeholders.  

Furthermore, the fact that Agenda Stad is a relatively new initiative that is still in full motion 

means that it could be very insightful to conduct a similar study at a later point in time. This would 

provide the reader with interesting insights on the progress. Moreover, an assessment could be 

made on whether Agenda Stad fulfills its promises and lives up to its intentions.  

The practitioners in related fields and stakeholders of Agenda Stad are recommended to use the 

insights of this research in their benefit. Being aware of how a diverse group of stakeholders 

(including insiders, outsiders and critics) perceive an initiative such as Agenda Stad is valuable. 

Besides, the recommendations and cautions made by interviewees should not be taken lightly 

and could help practitioners to overcome some major challenges in time. Lastly, this thesis also 

suggests for Agenda Stad to take a closer look at large group interventions methods to see how 

these can strengthen their approach.  

  


