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If I had only one hour to save the world,  

I would spend the fifty-five minutes  

defining the problem,  

and only five minutes finding the solution. 

- 

 

Albert Einstein (attributed) 
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Abstract 
 

The COVID-19 has strained urban resilience on multiple levels. Yet, the crisis is argued to present an 
opportunity for enhancing cities’ resilience through transformative solutions while recovering from the 
current crisis. The Hague and Rotterdam are the only Dutch cities joining the Resilient Cities. Thereby, 
the two cities have committed to becoming more future-proof already before the pandemic by means 

of dedicated resilience teams and urban resilience strategies. The international network supports 
knowledge exchange between cities seeking to integrate resilience principles in COVID-19 recovery. The 
mechanisms of reflexive governance are arguably key to translating lessons learned from the crisis into 
transformative strategies, that address the corona crisis and other urban challenges in integrated ways. 

Reflexive governance is a self-critical, learning-oriented and participatory mode of governance that 
recognizes its own dynamics as part of the problem structure. This multiple case study fills the gap in 

empirical contributions on reflexive governance. It is the first study to embed reflexive governance in a 
crisis context and links it with the governance objective of adaptive urban resilience. It investigates how 

reflexive governance is enabled or restrained by an interplay of conditions generated by the corona 
crisis and the attributes of the governance network, in which it takes place. Accordingly, 18 in-depth 
interviews with actors related to the governance objective of adaptive urban resilience in Rotterdam 

and The Hague during the corona crisis were conducted. This qualitative research offers a unique 
perspective by including representatives of the resilience programs, policy-science interfaces, different 

departments of the municipalities, and NGOs in the sample. The results show how conditions generated 
by the corona crisis like the sense of urgency, increased problem complexity, and a window of 

opportunity for change and transformation boost reflexive governance. Also, specific attributes of the 
governance network have been identified as conducive of reflexive governance during the corona crisis. 

These encompass existing local and international networks for knowledge exchange, trust between 
actors from different knowledge and practice backgrounds, and boundary-spanners. At the same time, 

findings point to challenges to leveraging lessons learned from the crisis into recovery and resilience 
strategies with long-term orientation. These are, namely, the municipalities’ overarching resource focus 

on the immediate crisis response and short to medium-recovery measures, the departmentalized 
organizational structures of the municipalities in which the resilience programs are integrated, and the 

electoral cycles of local politics. Based on these insights, several practical recommendations are 
formulated. In brief, they encompass investing in diverse infrastructures for knowledge exchange, 

including boundary-spanning individuals, involving community actors in recovery planning to 
contextualize knowledge and match solutions with the local urban context, fostering networks across 

municipal departments around the boundary-object of urban resilience, and creating governance 
incentives for aligning crisis response, recovery, and adjacent transformation. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background of the Research and Research Problem  
Urban resilience has become a buzzword in academia and urban policy practice (Croese et al., 2020).  

It has become an organizing principle that frames political and scientific discourses on cities (Sharifi,  

& Yagamata, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has bestowed the concept of urban resilience - otherwise 

most prominently associated with climate change adaptation - new meaning and relevance. It is 

reported how the crisis “has focused the minds of local governments on the need to rebuild resilience in 

their recovery strategies” (Wray, 2020). As a multi-hazard shock, the pandemic has strained the 

resilience of urban systems on multiple levels (Meerow et al., 2016). It is argued that while cities make 

up for the epi-centers of the disease outbreak, they have the potential to grow and re-emerge as hubs 

for “resilience, energy, and innovation” (UN, 2020).  

A resilient crisis recovery is associated with preparing for future crises through transformative 

solutions amidst recovering from the current shock. Emerging research suggests that the corona crisis 

offers an exceptional “opportunity for planners and policy-makers to take transformative actions 

towards creating cities that are more just, resilient, and sustainable” (Sharifi, & Khavarian-Garmsir, 

2020: 1). Holistic recovery planning arguably needs to be proactive and reflective (Resilient Cities 

Network, 2020). 

The mechanisms of reflexive governance are key to translating the knowledge gained from the 

experiences of an evolving crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic into the adaptation and development of 

plans, processes, and strategies (Ahern, 2011). Reflexive governance is a self-critical and participatory 

mode of governance that avoids the assumptions of complete knowledge in advance and recognizes its 

own dynamics as part of the problem structure (Ersoy & Hall, 2020).  

Understanding reflexive governance as the very capability to “thrive on and adopt to shocks” 

(Ferrari, 2020: 3), the question of which conditions hinder or boost it during the corona crisis arises. 

While building back better requires reflexive governance, it might be under pressure during the corona 

crisis, when quick-fix solutions are sought and resources are strained (Sharifi & Khavarian-Garmsir, 

2020).  Accordingly, the corona crisis offers an opportunity to better understand how reflexive 

governance for urban resilience is enabled or restrained by an interplay of crisis conditions and 

attributes of the governance network in which it takes place.  
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1.2 Case Studies    
The Hague and Rotterdam have both committed to becoming more future-proof through their 

membership in the international Resilient Cities Network, founded by the US-based Rockefeller 

Foundation, already before the pandemic. Rotterdam has been among the first cities to join the 

program in 2014 and counts as a front-runner in climate change adaptation and striving for urban 

sustainability (Spaans & Waterhout, 2017). The Hague has entered the network in 2016 (Resilient The 

Hague, 2019). In 2020, The Hague and Rotterdam joined the platform Cities for a Resilient Recovery, 

which was set up by the Resilient Cities Network as a response to the need to generate joint learning 

regarding integrating resilience principles into urban crisis recoveries (Global Resilient Cities Network, 

2020a).  

The two cities’ resilience programs and their efforts to embed resilience into the urban crisis 

recoveries make up for compelling case studies. The Hague and Rotterdam are the only Dutch cities 

having placed Chief Resilience Officers, dedicated resilience teams, and urban resilience strategies 

(Resilient Cities Network, 2020c). While the governance conditions created by the corona crisis can be 

expected to play out similarly across the two neighboring cities, variation in the governance settings in 

terms of the constellations of local and international actors and the ways in which knowledge exchange 

between them relates to public action are expected.  

 

1.3 Research Objective and Research Questions  
This master’s thesis aims to qualitatively analyze how the interplay of governance network attributes 

and external conditions created by the corona crisis influences the adoption of reflexive governance for 

adaptive urban resilience. Consequently, this study focuses on the interplay of two sets of factors: 

Governance network-related factors on the one hand and crisis-specific factors on the other hand. 

Thereby, it is aimed to contribute to an understanding of the relationship between governance network 

and reflexive governance during the corona crisis, as integrated health, economic, and social challenge 

(Peters, 2021). This will be done by means of two case studies to get a finer-grained understanding of 

this relationship through variation in the two cities’ governance settings. This variation allows for a more 

nuanced assessment of the governance network’s underexplored role in determining reflexivity (Newig 

et al., 2010). Correspondingly, the central research question is formulated as follows:  
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“How does the interplay of governance network attributes and crisis-specific conditions influence the 

adoption of reflexive governance for adaptive urban resilience during the corona crisis in Rotterdam 

and Then Hague?” 

 

Multiple sub-questions do complement the central research question. These will help to answer 

the central research question on a theoretical and empirical basis. Therefore, the first set of questions 

will be answered in the theoretical framework of this research. The other questions are answered 

through the analysis of the empirical data.   

 

1.3.1 Theoretical Sub-Questions   

a) How are reflexive governance, the governance network, and crisis as a condition for 

governance discussed and defined in the literature? 

b) How is the relationship between governance network, crisis conditions, and reflexive 

governance discussed in the literature? 

1.3.2 Empirical Sub-Questions  

a) How does reflexive governance for adaptive urban resilience take shape in The Hague and 

Rotterdam during the corona crisis? 

b) How do governance network attributes and crisis-specific factors interact? 

c) How do variations in the governance networks between the two cities explain differences in 

the reflexive governance processes adopted? 

1.4 Relevance   

1.4.1 Societal Relevance  

The societal relevance of this research becomes clear when considering that learning while still in the 

corona crisis is vital for reducing the risks of future shocks and enhancing cities’ capacity to deal with 

them if they do occur (Acuto, 2020). The current work of the open and participatory platform Cities for 

a Resilient Recovery demonstrates the cities’ desire to invest in general resilience-building during the 

recovery phase of the corona crisis and engage in inter-city learning (Resilient Cities Network, 2020a). 

Very disruptive shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic lay bare structural weaknesses of urban systems 
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and how these are connected (Resilient Cities Network, 2020b). Followingly, reflexivity is necessary to 

“build back better” and induce systemic changes where underlying weaknesses have been detected. 

Only by informing current and future policy decisions through lessons learned can cities use the crisis as 

an opportunity for transforming system components that hinder or limit current adaptive capacity (UN, 

2020; Ribeiro et al., 2020). The corona crisis offers an opportunity to understand better how 

governance capacities can be enhanced (Peters, 2021). By providing insights into the most important 

enabling and disabling conditions for reflexive governance during a crisis, the results of this study will be 

relevant for informing the design of governance arrangements and processes that encourage reflexivity 

even in moments of major disruption.  

 

1.4.2 Scientific Relevance   
This research builds on current publications concerning governance and resilience during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Existing research has thus far shed light on the adoption of adaptive and incremental 

governance approaches dealing with the evolving and uncertain situation of the pandemic on the 

national (Willi et al., 2020) and city level (Garavaglia et al., 2020). However, current publications deal, to 

the most part, with the governance of ad hoc crisis management (Janssen & van der Voort, 2020) and 

how adaptive ways of governing foster systemic resilience to the pandemic and its impacts (Ticlau et al., 

2020). Additionally, several contributions provide risk management perspectives on the COVID-19 

pandemic recovery (Menoni & Schwarze, 2020) or scenarios for connecting recovery from the crisis to 

sustainability transitions (Markard & Rosenbloom, 2020; Wells et al., 2020). Still, there is a lack of in-

depth empirical research on the governance processes underlying the development of strategies for 

resilient urban crisis recoveries.  

 Moreover, the scientific relevance of this study is based on the scarcity of empirical studies on 

reflexive governance. As Ersoy and Hall (2020) highlight, the literature on reflexive governance is mainly 

composed of normative and theoretical contributions. The need to investigate the ways in which 

reflexive governance is influenced by the governance setting has also been pointed out: Feindt and 

Weiland (2018: 665) argue that employing reflexive governance as an analytical concept requires an 

investigation of the governance setting and how this influences a normative and cognitive orientation 

of actors, which allows for collective and critical learning to occur. The authors argue that the 

relationship between the governance structure and reflexive processes is far from unequivocal. McNutt 

and Rayner (2018) stress that reflexivity in governance networks is a largely unexplored field because 

many policy networks engage in un-reflexive policymaking. 
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Finally, reflexive governance has been first and foremost linked to the governance objective of 

sustainable development (Feindt & Weiland, 2018; Voß et al., 2006). By embedding research on 

reflexive governance in the context of striving for adaptive urban resilience during the COVID-19 in 

Rotterdam and The Hague, this study also responds to the need for a richer understanding of the 

factors affecting resilience-oriented decision-making on the city level (Therrien et al., 2020). Therefore, 

this thesis offers a unique and timely perspective on reflexivity during a complex crisis on the urban 

scale.  

 

1.5 Research Outline   
After introducing the research topic, the relevant theoretical concepts will be discussed in the second 

chapter of this thesis. Thus, the following chapter will critically elaborate on the concept of adaptive 

urban resilience, which provides the thematic context of this study. Then, the central variables, reflexive 

governance, the governance network attributes, and the crisis as a condition for governance will be 

discussed. This will lead up to the conceptual model of this research. Chapter 3 will outline the 

methodological approach adopted by this thesis; a qualitative study on the enabling and impeding 

factors of reflexive governance. In chapter 4, the empirical findings will be presented and analyzed. 

Their relevance and implications will be discussed in light of previous research and theory in chapter 5. 

Lastly, this thesis will draw final conclusions. It will end with suggestions for further research and 

practice-oriented recommendations. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework discusses the theoretical concepts most relevant to this research. First, this 

chapter introduces the concept of adaptive urban resilience, which presents the thematical context of 

this study. Then, reflexive governance is defined and discussed, and linked to the governance objective 

of adaptive urban resilience. Followingly, the concept of the governance network is elaborated. More 

specifically, different governance network attributes and their relationships to reflexivity are discussed. 

Then, the corona crisis as a condition for governance and its link to reflexive governance is reviewed. 

Subsequently, it is outlined how crisis-specific and network-related factors link to reflexive governance 

in the existing literature. Finally, the conceptual model of this thesis will be presented and explained.  

2.1. Thematical context: Adaptive Urban Resilience  
This chapter discusses urban resilience, which provides the thematical context of this research. It is then 

zoomed in on the concept of adaptive resilience and how that relates to “building back better” from the 

corona crisis.   

2.1.1 Urban Resilience: A contested Concept and Urban Agenda 
The world is becoming progressively urbanized. As the 21st century unfolds, more and more people live 

in cities, increasing the complexity of urban systems and the scale of urban risks. At the same time, 

rapid urbanization, climate change, globalization, and digitalization render risks ever more uncertain 

(The Rockefeller Foundation & ARUP, 2014). Amidst these broader developments, the term of urban 

resilience has become so omnipresent throughout the past two decades that Leitner et al. (2018: 1276) 

refer to it as “one of the most influential contemporary concepts influencing the thinking and actions of 

urban policy makers, international finance organizations, NGOs, community groups and activists across 

the globe.” 

  The emergence of resilience thinking implies a paradigm shift in both academia and urban 

governance. Resilience thinking acknowledges that it is not feasible to know or prepare for all possible 

hazards. Hence, it counts to identify and strengthen those system components that support critical 

functions regardless of specific risks or threats (Beilin & Wilinkson, 2015; Sharifi & Yagamata, 2018). This 

concerns the physical elements of a city as well as its social and institutional systems (Meerow et al., 

2019).   

Whereas resilience is commonly framed as a desirable property of the city and its sub-systems, 

critics refer to the concept as malleable and ill-defined (Wardekker et al., 2020). Sharifi and Yagamata 

(2018: 4) argue that “groups with different research and policy interests provide different 
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interpretations of the resilience concept” to contrive their agendas. Wardekker et al. (2020) highlight 

that the decisions it takes to translate an abstract concept like urban resilience into local practice are 

highly political. Therefore, studying urban resilience requires sensitivity to powerful stakeholders’ 

agendas and how these shape the dominant discourses on urban resilience (Meerow et al., 2016).   

Carpenter et al. (2001) have coined the question “resilience of what for what?” to underscore 

the need to clarify the specific configurations and disturbances of interest. Instead of being concerned 

with assessing urban resilience as a variable, this study adopts this critical stance by investigating the 

governance processes underlying the objective of enhancing adaptive resilience during the corona crisis.  

 

2.1.2 The Notion of Adaptive Resilience and Building Back Better from the Corona Crisis 
Adaptive resilience is one of the multiple pathways to resilience. It draws attention to the notion of 

“bouncing forward” in the face of disruption (Therrien et al., 2020). However, restoring or “bouncing 

back” to an old system equilibrium after a disturbance has become seen as problematic as it may 

neither be feasible nor desirable (Ansell et al., 2020). Instead, employing an adaptive resilience 

framework implies embracing disruptions as an impetus for fundamental change. In contrast to more 

traditional understandings of resilience, this perspective lets go of the objective of maintaining and 

restoring the status-quo after a disruption in line with the argument that this would lead to stagnation 

and hinder innovation in the long run (Rotmans, & Loorbach, 2008).   

 In this regard, the notion of adaptive resilience fits well to the agenda of “building back better” 

from the COVID-19 crisis. According to Michie (2020: 698), building back better means ensuring that 

“economic and social arrangements are better placed to be resilient in the face of such crises.” 

Frequently, building back better is related to overcoming systemic weaknesses exposed and 

strengthening system components identified as vital for a system’s functioning and responsiveness 

during the pandemic. Notably, sustainability and social justice make up for focus topics in strategies for 

resilient COVID-19 recovery on an international scale (Resilient Cities Network, 2020a; 2020b).  

Markaard and Rosebloom (2020: 53) argue that responses to the pandemic should not be short-

sighted and instead address “multiple overlapping crisis”  as an unprecedented amount of governmental 

resources is mobilized to mitigate economic collapses and restabilize heavily affected industries. 

According to the Resilient Cities Network, recovery strategies should address equity, health, safety, 

climate resilience, and inclusion to respond to underlying risks and stresses in integrated ways. Seventy-

nine percent of the network’s member cities are reported to regard enhancing social equity “as a top 

priority for recovery” (Resilient Cities Network, 2020a). The Resilient Cities Network recommends 
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assessing vulnerabilities and ways to address their root causes by focusing on “deepening learning” 

(Global Resilient Cities Network, 2020b: 1). 

 

2.2. Reflexive Governance  
After defining reflexive governance and discussing its key mechanisms, it is linked to the concept of 

adaptive urban resilience.  

2.2.1 Defining Reflexive Governance  
Governance is a complex concept. On the one hand, the concept denotes an analytical framework to 

study how significant actors coordinate their actions and resources to pursue jointly defined objectives. 

This analytical approach directs attention beyond the assumptions of central power of political 

institutions towards distributed control and more diverse actors and coordination mechanisms involved 

(Blatter, 2012). On the other hand, governance can also present an empirical object of study (Pierre, 

2005). As such, governance comprises the “emergence of new actors, rationalities, policies, and 

strategies for governing society” (Erikson & Larson, 2019:3). Hence, as an empirical phenomenon, 

governance refers to the complex process of blending interests and enhancing collective goals for the 

purposeful guiding of society beyond legal frameworks and regulations (Pierre, 2005; Hyden, 2001). 

Reflexive governance can be understood as a specific model of governance (Ersoy & Hall, 2020). 

Different governance approaches determine the type of actors and instruments involved (Treib et al., 

2007) and depend on the complexity of issues addressed (Pierre, 2005). 

  Voß et al. (2006) depict reflexive governance as a two-fold concept. On the one hand, it means 

the increasingly complex condition of governance systems in the modern world, which require 

governance to be self-confrontational to overcome self-induced problems. On the other hand, and in 

line with the understanding adopted by this study, reflexive governance denotes a specific strategic 

orientation that results from this condition. As such, reflexive governance means the self-confrontation 

of governance through strategic mechanisms that facilitate transition, transformation, and adaptation 

(Rotmans & Loorbach, 2008). Reflexive governance “understands itself to be part of the dynamics which 

are governed” (Voß & Kemp, 2005: 4). It relates to integrating multiple actors, norms, values, and 

perspectives into a complex understanding of societal change and thereby, refers to the social 

dimension of governance processes (Voß & Bornemann, 2011; Feindt & Weiland, 2018). Accordingly, 

reflexive governance can be defined as the process of re-considering how socio-technical systems are 

governed by challenging normalized assumptions, practices, and actions through an integration of a 

variety of perspectives, values, and norms (Voß et al., 2006; Hendriks & Grin, 2007).   
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After an extensive literature review, several interrelated processes characteristic of reflexive 

governance were identified, which will be elaborated in the following paragraphs in more detail. 

Collaborative Problem and Solution Framing   

Instead of linear management of clearly definable problems, reflexive governance is concerned with 

collaborative problem and solution framing (Voß & Bornemann, 2011). Collectively negotiating and 

conceptualizing the problem at hand is argued to enhance the quality of problem formulation, 

especially when actively involving actors who otherwise cannot express their problem perception in the 

public discourse (Voß et al., 2006). Further, actively involving diverse viewpoints is argued to help 

challenge underlying and taken-for-granted assumptions about problems and solutions in the face of 

incomplete information and uncertainty (Feindt & Weiland, 2018). Following Voß et al. (2006), critically 

and collectively evaluating and reevaluating problems and solutions through exploring alternatives is a 

defining part of reflexive governance concerned with questioning its own objectives and avoiding 

narrow conceptions.  

Integrated Knowledge Production    

Also, integrated knowledge production is a central mechanism of reflexive governance (Ersoy & Hall, 

2020). Through participatory procedures, reflexive governance supports mutual deliberation between 

individuals and organizations (Voß et al., 2006). The complexity of the governance objective at hand 

demands combining and valorizing political, quotidian, and scientific types of knowledge, including 

different disciplines and practice perspectives (Voß et al., 2006; Ersoy & Hall, 2020). The heterogeneity 

of complex problem components requires transcending the “boundaries between disciplines and 

between science and society” (Voß et al., 2006: pp.10). Co-production between stakeholders with 

diverse epistemic backgrounds is argued to better “capture the broader pluralistic social and economic 

context” of the governance objective (Ersoy & Hall, 2020: 400).    

Social Learning   

Schutter and Lenoble (2010) discuss reflexive governance as a learning-based approach, in which 

procedures are designed to create feedback between multiple actors to provide them with learning 

opportunities. Mutual learning, deliberation, and participation based on “conscious reflection about the 

past, present, and future” (Feindt & Weiland, 2018: 669) in the absence of a pre-defined goal are 

central elements of reflexive governance. Further, it is associated with experimentation and learning by 

doing (Ersoy & Hall, 2020). Reflexive governance acknowledges participation, deliberation, and joint 
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learning as key mechanisms for elaborating on alternative futures and developing new approaches 

(Ferrari, 2020; Feindt & Weiland, 2018). Horizontal learning between multiple stakeholders from 

diverse backgrounds requires “opening up” reflexive governance towards an open-ended and 

evolutionary learning process, but also for “closing down” subsequently to retain action capacity in the 

face of complexity and steer a system towards a normatively framed objective (Voß & Bornemann, 

2011).  

Scrutinization of Underlying Assumptions and Practices   

Re-considering how socio-technical systems are governed by challenging normalized assumptions and 

practices is fundamental to reflexive governance. It is characterized by a self-critical preoccupation with 

the governance process (Hendriks & Grin, 2007: 346). This approach results from the ways in which 

governance processes have been identified as challenges in working towards sustainable development. 

In this sense, governance processes can make part of the problem structure addressed (Voß & 

Bornemann, 2011). Accordingly, Ferrari (2020:3) argues that reflexive governance “becomes concerned 

with its own conditions, perspectives, expectations, knowledge, strategies and dynamics, in order to 

avoid the assumption of full knowledge in advance.” Reflexive governance arrangements require 

designs that encourage actors to engage in such self-critical processes, including the making of their 

own knowledge and the anticipation of long-term effects of their actions (Feindt & Weiland, 2018; Voß 

et al., 2006).   

2.2.2 Reflexive Governance for Enhancing Adaptive Resilience  
The concept of reflexive governance has actively been connected to sustainable development and 

environmental policy (Voß et al., 2006). However, enhancing adaptive urban resilience can likewise 

function as the normative orientation of reflexive governance. Like sustainable development, enhancing 

adaptive resilience is an open-ended endeavor characterized by its difficult-to-operationalize nature, 

long-term orientation, and complexity (Voß & Kemp, 2005). 

It is argued that governing resilience calls for a reflexive approach because it should involve a 

continuous reflection on the underlying principles and assumptions (Duijnhoven and Neef, 2016). 

Reflexive governance is oriented towards continuous learning rather than complete knowledge and 

control, which is required for dealing with contested, dynamic, and difficult-to-operationalize 

governance objectives (Voß & Kemp, 2005; Feindt & Weiland, 2018). Furthermore, adaptive resilience 

depends on mechanisms that allow for adaptation in line with emerging evidence rather than 

permanent solutions (Spaans & Waterhout, 2017; Meerow et al., 2016).  
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Cities’ vulnerabilities are at a much higher rate when afflicted by disruptions like disease 

outbreaks (Cheshmehzangi, 2020). Therefore, It is stressed that reflection about the current experiences 

is vital for enhancing preparedness for future events (Acuto, 2020). Carpenter et al. (2012) underline the 

need to assume a long-term view during the crisis and focus on what is needed to build general 

resilience and mitigate social vulnerabilities. Acuto (2020a) recommends embracing the crisis as a forced 

experiment to align emergency measures with long-term transformations. It is argued that measures to 

tackle the corona crisis should address urban challenges of inclusion and sustainability and stimulate the 

cross-fertilization of debates (Michie, 2020; Markard & Rosenboom, 2020; Peters, 2021; Haase, 2021). 

 

 

2.3. The Governance Network  
The locus of reflexive governance is the governance network (Hendriks & Grin, 2007). In the urban 

context, governance networks commonly form around complex and uncertain issues, which call for the 

cross-boundary collaboration of different actors (Voß & Kemp, 2005). Following the definition by van 

Meerkerk and Edelenbos (2013: 5), the concept denotes “more or less stable patterns of social relations 

between mutually dependent actors, which form around public issues, and which are formed, 

maintained, and changed through interactions between the involved actors.” Hence, to investigate the 

characteristics of the governance networks, the actors involved, the ties between them, and the 

openness of the network should be considered. Further, the participation and decision-making 

mechanisms in terms of how participants communicate with each other to form decisions and how 

these decisions are linked to public action must be taken into account (Fung, 2020; Klijn & Koppenjan, 

2015). Finally, the role of politics, strategic interests, and organizational culture are considered relevant 

framework conditions (Hendriks & Grin, 2007).  

How specific network characteristics can bring forth deeper, more reflexive social learning 

remains to be explored. A research perspective on network structure as the independent variable has 

only begun to emerge in recent times. Yet, it is argued that governance “networks need to serve certain 

functions to provide an environment conducive to learning” (Newig et al., 2010: 5). A selection of 

network attributes most relevant to this study’s context, and their relationship to reflexivity are 

discussed below.  
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Actors  

A reflexive mode of governance is contingent upon the collaborative efforts between actors from 

multiple governmental departments, different sectors, or knowledge backgrounds (Voß et al., 2006; 

Hendriks & Grin, 2007). Following Voß and Kemp (2005), the reflexive governance framework 

emphasizes selecting participants who reflect the complexity of the issue at hand. Reflexive governance 

is inherently participatory and cultivates new links between actors from different sectors (Ersoy & Hall, 

2020). Further, the diversity of actors is argued to facilitate mutual learning, experimentation, and 

innovation (Ostrom, 2005). McNutt and Rayner (2018) link reflexive governance to bonding and bridging 

social capital. Whereas bringing people with similar traits closer together created bonding social capital, 

bridging social capital implies that actors can gain vital resources by learning through dissimilar 

relationships.  

Ties between Actors 

Closed networks and strong ties between actors in the governance network are likely to hinder 

reflexivity. Openness is a key attribute for a network conducive to open-ended learning (Gottschick, 

2018). While bonding between actors can be an outcome of deliberative joint learning, it is also argued 

to create trusted sources of information that restrain flexibility. Furthermore, long-term stable 

relationships are suggested to hinder actors from critically reflecting on ends and processes due to social 

closure (McNutt & Rayner, 2018; Newig et al., 2010). 

At the same time, trust appears to be a relevant factor for enabling reflexive governance as it is 

associated with stimulating learning and knowledge exchange (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2015). Reflexive 

governance is depicted as taking place in a form of self-organization that relies upon trust, deliberation, 

and information sharing (Kemp & Loorbach, 2006; McNutt & Rayner, 2018). Especially in the face of risk 

and uncertainty, trust presents a vital coordination mechanism for complex decision-making (Klijn, & 

Koppenjan, 2015). Trust is often framed as the most important factor influencing inter-organizational 

relations (Williams, 2002). Therefore, inter-organizational trust plays an essential role in substituting 

formal coordination mechanisms such as complex contracts and is found to enhance performance and 

efficiency in inter-organizational exchanges (Gulati & Nickerson, 2008). In this regard, a discrepancy 

regarding the relationship between trust and reflexivity becomes clear: While weak ties offer 

opportunities for more critical learning through new information and knowledge by allowing for bridging 

with actors beyond the current network boundaries to occur, the absence of trust and shared values 

hamper the effectiveness of the governance structure (Newig et al., 2010; McNutt & Rayner, 2018).  



19 
 

Decision-Making and Participation Mechanisms  

The distribution of decision-making power and authority are key aspects to consider when analyzing the 

governance network. Centralized decision-making power and hierarchy hinder flexibility. It is argued 

that for reflexive governance to occur, discursive spaces must allow for the deliberation between 

different actors with the purpose of jointly re-considering the governance objective. In other words: the 

aggregate voice should be influential for fundamental decision-making (Rotmans & Loorbach, 2008). 

Hence, to be effective, reflexive governance should have a clear link to public decision-making and bring 

forth tangible outcomes such as shifting policy objectives and adapting governance processes and 

arrangements (Sol et al., 2017; Voß & Kemp, 2005). McNutt and Rayner (2018) emphasize that 

deliberative and horizontal learning without a clear distinction between teachers and learners functions 

as a central coordination mechanism for reflexive governance.  

Organizational Culture 

Reflexive governance is understood to be contingent upon governance arrangements designed to allow 

for the reflexive adaptation of rules and procedures and reflexive capacity-building in that they 

encourage actors to scrutinize underlying assumptions, practices, and beliefs (Feindt & Weiland, 2018). 

For instance, a large bureaucracy is suggested to hinder reflexive governance due to the prevalence of 

normalized and routinized practices (Cunliffe & Jun, 2005). Also, the complexity of modern organizations 

like municipalities is argued to present a barrier to organizational learning and adaptation (Senge, 1997). 

Klemsdal (2012:39 ) highlights flexibility to act in novel ways as an important attribute of a learning-

oriented organizational culture. In this regard, he stresses the tension between the organizational 

structure of municipalities, which - traditionally organized as bureaucracies - are built around values like 

the strict adherence to rules and procedures. To create an organization that is better able to engage 

with its environment, learning from the past and the best practices of others, experimenting with new 

approaches, and transferring knowledge across the organization are core challenges (Garvin et al., 

2008).  

Political Agendas  

Notably, the reality of reflexive governance includes power struggles. Political agendas and strategic 

interests are suggested to often conflict with reflexive governance in the context of sustainable 

development (Voß & Bornemann, 2006; Feindt & Weiland, 2018). Voß and Bornemann (2011: 2) argue 

that it is one of the conceptual shortcomings of the reflexive governance literature to have “blocked 

out” the political dimension from the complexity of the systems entwining reflexive governance. As a 
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result, the authors suggest that the implications “of politics for participation, experimentation, and 

collective learning” remain unclear. Similarly, Hendriks and Grin (2007: 336) raise awareness for the 

under-exposed fact that reflexive governance relates to “the existing preferences and demands of 

elected officials, the legislature, the market and the public.” In this sense, actors’ attempt to reconcile 

the conflicting demands of reflexive governance (“being open, self-critical, and creative”) and the 

political world (“closed preferences, agenda-driven, control”) appears to result in challenges to enacting 

reflexive governance (Hendriks & Grin, 2007: 346).  

 

2.4 The Crisis as a Condition for Governance  
Crises can affect urban governance dynamics in multiple ways. The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered 

interconnected health, economic, and social crises. Economically, preventive measures have led to 

revenue losses for sectors especially dependent on immediate consumption or international value 

chains, followed by unemployment and fiscal problems for governments (Peters, 2021). However, Peters 

(2021) argues that the social dimension of the crisis inhibits the most wicked challenges. Haase (2020) 

refers to the pandemic as a “justice challenge for cities” because it exposes and reinforces underlying 

social inequalities and inequities while making it likely that the disadvantages for the most vulnerable 

are also worsened in the long run.  

Therefore, the corona crisis multifaceted impacts on cities are argued to stimulate and require 

deep reflection upon a wide array of underlying social, economic, and institutional weaknesses, 

vulnerabilities, and injustices, as well as the governance processes that produce and reproduce them 

(Sharifi & Khavarian-Garmsir, 2020; Acuto, 2020b). This chapter presents how crises - and the COVID-19 

crisis in particular - are discussed as a condition for governance in current literature and research.  

Heightened complexity  

The corona crisis reinforces the complexity of the environments in which governments operate. Ansell 

et al. (2020) argue that the COVID-19 pandemic presents a game-changer for public administration 

because of its unpredictable, inconsistent, and uncertain cross-boundary dynamics. Bureaucratic 

government is arguably ill-equipped to deal with turbulence. The pandemic challenges the limits of the 

public sector by rendering the “standard repertoire of foresight, protection, and resilience strategies” 

obsolete (Ansell et al., 2020: 949). The corona crisis has exposed complex interactions between different 

sub-systems related to the economy, healthcare, and public order. It has demonstrated how policies can 

produce unintended side effects because of complex system interdependencies (Kontogiannis, 2021). 
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Hynes et al. (2020) emphasize how this crisis has shown how subjective factors like citizens’ trust in 

institutions or their sense of belonging can influence adherence to protective measures and thereby 

critically shape how a disaster unfolds. Thus, the increased complexity in a crisis situation lets a 

connection to reflexive governance be drawn, which is geared to consider the complexity of governance 

issues and processes (Rotmans & Loorbach, 2008). 

Opportunity for Change and Transformation 

The COVID-19 pandemic, with its substantial impacts on cities, can arguably generate more “support for 

urban transformative actions towards dealing with other important threats such as climate change” 

(Sharifi & Khavarian-Garmsir, 2020: 12). Furthermore, it is suggested that the COVID-19 pandemic 

uniquely challenges how we think about cities, and this way provides an opportunity for the re-thinking 

of urban governance practices (Acuto, 2020a; Sharifi & Khavarian-Garmsir 2020). Acuto et al. (2020: 987) 

refer to the pandemic as “a window for urban opportunity“ to address underlying urban challenges such 

as sustainability and inclusiveness in recovery plans. Also, McGuirk et al. (2020: 189) suggest that the 

pandemic creates a setting in which systems of urban governance can be transformed, governance ends 

re-defined, agendas reset, and collaborative practices expanded. Regarding the pandemic as a mandate 

for change resonates with resilience thinking, which asserts that a “resilient social-ecological system 

may make use of crisis as an opportunity to transform into a more desired state” (Folke et al., 2005: 

441).  

Urgency to Act  

As Cordero et al. (2016) point out, the semantics of crises suggest urgency and speed. During moments 

of crisis, a heightened sense of time pressure evokes the need to act and react swiftly (Garavaglia et al., 

2020). Concerning governance during the COVID-19 pandemic, Janssen and van der Voort (2020: 2) refer 

to the “sense of urgency to adapt.” The urgency of the crisis is argued to have facilitated rapid 

governance innovations. Hynes et al. (2020) explain that COVID-19 implies an urgency to act because – 

due to the integrated nature of the crisis – it is unknown how changes in one system will evolve in a 

short time and impact other systems. There is an urgent need for quick-fix solutions because the longer 

a social system remains in a state of disturbance, the longer recovery will take (Carpenter et al., 2012). 

The need to quickly reduce social vulnerabilities after the crisis is emphasized because failing to do so 

will amplify risks. Further, the corona crisis is framed as a pressing call to re-think urban governance 

practices and processes (Van Belle et al., 2020), suggesting a conceptual link between the urgency 

evoked by the crisis and reflexivity. 
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Pressure on Resources 

Whereas the COVID-19 pandemic reveals critical insights regarding cities’ underlying fault lines and 

sheds light on opportunities for change and transformation, city leadership is faced with major 

impediments while in the crisis (Acuto, 2020a; Wells et al., 2020). In this context, a declining tax base, 

the fragmentation of governance regarding conflicts about resources, stifled powers (Sharifi & 

Khavarian-Garmsir, 2020; Acuto,2020a), gaps in funding, data, and municipal capacity (Resilient Cities 

Network, 2020a) have been found to present barriers for realizing resilient crisis recoveries. Accordingly, 

while the corona crisis offers many new experiences to be reflected and reacted upon, it also sets 

reflexive governance under pressure by straining governance resources. 

 

2.5 Influence of Crisis and Governance Network Factors on Reflexive Governance  
In a resilient system, the COVID-19 pandemic, as adversity and shock, functions as the trigger for 

adaptive response (Ticlau et al., 2020). McGuirk et al. (2020) argue that the pandemic disrupts 

institutional forms, relations, and traditional practices of city governing by setting off innovation and 

forced experimentation. According to the authors, the crisis can boost new socio-political arrangements 

for urban governance and loosen institutional constraints. 

Menoni and Schwarze (2020) assert that recovery planning must be interdisciplinary. They 

emphasize that the consultancy for crisis recovery should involve a large variety of experts from 

different scientific and practice domains and representatives of relevant societal sectors due to the 

complexity of the crisis’ dynamics. Their different skills and knowledge should be applied for a 

collaborative framing of problems and solutions in view of the multidimensionality of the crisis impacts. 

A study about local government crisis response and recovery in the U.S. emphasizes the need to create, 

maintain, and expand partnerships and networks with neighboring jurisdictions to foster learning 

(Dzigbede et al., 2020: 634).  

 Further, it is argued that the pandemic has reinforced the distributed nature of urban 

governance capacity across not-for-profit, community, and private actors. Next to the resurgence of 

local civic initiatives in cities, the corona crisis has intensified collaboration between cities in 

international networks (McGuirk et al., 2020). More specifically, emerging insights on urban governance 

during the COVID-19 pandemic highlight the role of international city networks, which facilitate the 

exchange of best practice approaches, knowledge, and policy (Acuto & Leffel, 2020; McGuirk et al., 

2020). Recent contributions from the Resilient Cities Network stress the emerging need for experience 
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and inspiration sharing across cities, multi-stakeholder initiatives, and holistic urban recovery planning 

(Global Resilient Cities Network, 2020). McGuirk et al. (2020) argue that international networks between 

cities, like the Cities for a Resilient Recovery Platform, play an essential role in addressing urban 

resilience challenges and creating a knowledge base for integrated urban recoveries with a perspective 

on transformative solutions. In this sense, the corona crisis has offered an opportunity for a re-launch of 

the Resilient Cities Network as a much more “bottom-up initiative of cities“ (Acuto, 2020b: 222). Thus, 

whereas the importance of local and international networks is frequently emphasized, recent 

publications neither explicitly address how the mechanisms of reflexive governance are applied to 

leverage lessons learned into urban recovery and resilience strategies, nor how these are constrained or 

enabled during the crisis.  

Conclusively, it becomes apparent how crisis-specific conditions and governance network 

attributes can interact because the dynamics of the crisis might create new knowledge needs that 

require new actors or lead to a relaxation of bureaucratic procedures through the evoked sense of 

urgency (Paton et al., 2000). At the same time, reflexive governance can also be hampered not only 

through political agendas and learning averse organizational cultures but also by the heightened 

pressure on municipal resources specific to the situation of the corona crisis.  

 

2.6 Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework summarizes the intent of this research and depicts the relationships between 

variables, which will be investigated through empirical research. As discussed previously, reflexive 

governance is a self-reflective, participatory, and learning-based mode of steering complex issues. Based 

on an extensive literature review, I identified four strategic processes of reflexive governance that are 

most frequently discussed in theory and relevant to the context of this study, namely: collaborative 

problem- and solution- framing, integrated knowledge production, social learning, and the scrutinization 

of underlying assumptions and practices. These specific processes relate to the governance network and 

the conditions created by the situation of the corona crisis. Thereby, the first independent variable - 

“governance network attributes” - encompasses factors like the involved actors, the strength of their 

ties, the participation, interaction, and decision-making mechanisms, organizational culture, and 

relevant political agendas. The second independent variable – “crisis-specific conditions,” is 

operationalized as the heightened problem complexity during the corona crisis, the window of 

opportunities for change and transformation, the urgency to act, and the intensified pressure on 

organizational resources during the corona crisis. This thesis focuses on how these two independent 
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variables interact and influence the dependent variable, the adoption of reflexive governance in view of 

resilient urban crisis recoveries in the Dutch cities The Hague and Rotterdam.  

Based on the arguments presented, it is expected that the different factors related to the 

governance networks and the peculiarities of the corona crisis - as health, economic, and social 

challenge combined (Peters, 2021) - hinder or boost reflexive governance. As the conditions of the 

corona crisis are likely to have played out in similar ways in the neighboring cities, variation between the 

two case studies is expected with regards to the characteristics of the governance networks.



25 
 

 

Figure 1 Conceptual Model 

 

 

 



26 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 
 

3. Methodology  
This chapter provides an overview of the methods used by this study. It presents the research design, 

the research instruments, the methods for data analysis, the operationalization of the main research 

concepts, and the limitations of the methodology.   

3.1 Research Design   

This subchapter elaborates on the choice for the multiple case study design before going into more 

detail on the rationale for the case study selection. 

3.1.1 Multiple Case Study Design 

The research design adopted is a multiple case study design (Bryman, 2012). In this study, the resilience 

programs of the Dutch cities Rotterdam and The Hague make up for the units of analysis. The time-

specific context is the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, even though interview respondents 

discuss their experiences related to the different crisis phases. The case study design coupled with the 

qualitative research method does justice to this study’s focus on gaining an in-depth understanding of 

the conditions enabling or boosting reflexive governance during the crisis. The qualitative research 

method is best suited when dealing with the dynamics of social phenomena (Steiling, 2001). It allows 

for an in-depth analysis of the reflexivity of governance processes at work and how these are influenced 

by an interplay of crisis-specific and governance network-related factors (Alasuutari, 2010).  

Additionally, as Stewart (2012) points out, the multiple case study design is specifically suited 

for understanding the influence of the context on a specific phenomenon. In governance-related 

research, the multiple case study design allows for an understanding of the effect of governance setting 

on processes or outcomes. Therefore,  the multiple case study design is assumed to illuminate how the 

difference in governance network attributes between the cities of The Hague and Rotterdam play a role 

in determining how reflexive governance was adopted during the COVID-19 crisis. This way, the 

variance in the independent variables can help to explain differences regarding the dependent variable 

(Stewart, 2012). Accordingly, variance in the governance settings will enhance the validity of the 

research findings (Bryman, 2012).  

 

3.1.2 Case Study Selection 

Rotterdam’s and The Hague’s resilience programs and their networks make up as empirical cases of this 

study. The Netherlands is an interesting location for studying the governance of urban resilience, which 
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has become increasingly relevant to urban policy in recent times (Moraci et al., 2018). Furthermore, the 

two cities provide suitable cases regarding this study’s research objective because of their commitment 

to enhancing urban resilience through their membership in the Resilient Cities Network. Rotterdam and 

The Hague are the only Dutch cities joining the network so far. The cities have committed to integrating 

resilience principles into crisis recovery by joining the open and participatory platform Cities for a 

Resilient Recovery (Resilient Cities Network, 2020a). More generally, The Hague and Rotterdam appear 

to have been motivated to join the Resilient Cities Network because of the opportunity for external 

funds, broaden resilience-related work to more policy domains, and engage in knowledge-sharing with 

other cities. The network has funded the positioning of Chief-Resilience-Officers in The Hague and 

Rotterdam. Besides urban resilience strategy development and implementation, dedicated resilience 

teams are engaged with propagating resilience thinking across different administrative departments at 

the municipalities (Huck et al., 2020; Spaans & Waterhout, 2016; Gemeente Den Haag, 2018).  

The similar population sizes and spatial proximity between the two cities provide comparable 

framework conditions for theoretical replication. However, Rotterdam had joined the Resilient Cities 

Network several years before its neighboring city, The Hague, making it likely that resilience thinking 

has matured further in Rotterdam. The extent to which resilience has entered the policy mainstream is 

suggested to affect the integration of sectoral decision-making practices by bringing actors across 

institutional and sector divides closer together (Huck et al., 2020). Furthermore, the diverging focus 

areas regarding resilience are likely to engender different key actors and settings for knowledge 

exchange. Therefore, the expected variance between the cities’ governance structures in the resilience 

context renders a comparison between the two case studies a promising approach for better 

understanding the relationship between reflexive governance and governance network attributes 

(Stewart, 2012).  

  

3.2 Data Collection  
After elaborating on the qualitative interviews as the selected method for data collection, the sample of 

interview respondents will be addressed.  

3.2.1 Qualitative Interviews 
Eighteen in-depth interviews with actors from the resilience teams in The Hague and Rotterdam 

informed the study. The interviews were conducted via Zoom and MSTeams between the 28th of April 

and the 4th of June, 2021. The interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes resulting in an overall 12,5 

hours of interview material. The sampling method adopted is purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012). 
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Contact with the respondents was established through the snowball sampling technique. With the help 

of the first contact persons, additional key actors involved in learning processes regarding urban 

resilience during the corona crisis were identified. The snowball sampling technique is particularly 

applicable because it helps to access networks of individuals. Hence, an advantage of this technique is 

that it both capitalizes on- and exposes the connectedness of actors (Bryman, 2012).   

  This research adopts the research method of qualitative interviewing because it is well suited 

for illuminating how actors perceive different factors related to the crisis or the governance network to 

influence the adoption of reflexive governance. Further, it allows for flexibility of the research’s 

direction in line with significant issues emerging during the interviews. This way, the in-depth interviews 

allow for factors not accounted for in the theoretical framework to be considered. Consequently, the 

interview guides are designed in a semi-structured manner to balance between granting space for 

unexpected topics, retaining a focus on the overarching research question, and assuring the 

comparability of results (Bryman, 2012). The interview guides can be found in Appendix B.  

  

3.2.2 Interview Respondents 
The 18 interview respondents represent key actors dealing with adaptive urban resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Rotterdam and The Hague. To assure the triangulation of perspectives and 

thereby enhance the internal validity of this research (Flick, 2009), actors from different knowledge and 

practice backgrounds were interviewed. This includes coordinating members of the resilience programs 

in Rotterdam and The Hague, stakeholders from the municipalities, such as strategic advisors of 

different departments, and external stakeholders from knowledge institutions and NGOs, which have 

collaborated with the resilience programs in the course of the corona crisis. Due to the dynamics 

resulting from the snowball sampling method, the number of interviewees differs across the two case 

studies. Thus, seven interviewees relate to the governance of resilience in The Hague, and eleven to 

Rotterdam. An anonymized overview of interview respondents is presented in the chart below. A more 

detailed overview can be found in Appendix B.  
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No. Position / Affiliation  

1 Researcher + Coordinator of Policy-Science in Interface Rotterdam, Research on Community 
Resilience during the Corona Crisis 

2 Researcher, Centre of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions, The Hague University, Research 
Socio-Economic Impacts of the corona crisis 

3 Director Impact and Response Team, Municipality Rotterdam 

4 Deputy Resilience Officer, Resilient Rotterdam 

5 Project Secretary, Impact and Response Team, Municipality Rotterdam 

6 Chief Resilience Officer, Resilient The Hague 

7 Founder, NGO (Training Program for Community Actors) The Hague 

8 Communication Advisor and Press Officer, Erasmus University 

9 Coordinator, Resilient Medellin 

10 Research and Knowledge Coordinator, Municipality Rotterdam 

11 Researcher, Policy-Science Interface in Rotterdam, Research Socio-Economic Impacts of the Corona 
Crisis 

12 Researcher, Research Platform Rotterdam, Research on “Resilient Neighborhood Bo-Tu” 

13 Strategic Advisor Central Management, Municipality Rotterdam 

14 Coordinating Strategy Advisor Department of Social Affairs, Municipality Rotterdam 

15 Director, Centre of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions, The Hague University 

16 Strategist, City Hall Rotterdam 

17 Strategic Advisor, Urban Development, Municipality of The Hague 

18 Junior Strategy Advisor, Social Affairs, Municipality of The Hague 

 

Table 1 List of Respondents 
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3.2.3 Documents  
Further, a few relevant documents related to the activities of Rotterdam’s and The Hague’s resilience 

programs during the crisis have been integrated into the analysis to complement and contextualize 

information from the interviews. An overview of these documents is provided in the table below.  

Case  Document Name 

Rotterdam D 1-10: Knowledge and Inspiration Updates 1-10,  
April 2020 to January 2021, Gemeente Rotterdam  
D 11: Rotterdam. Sterker Door. https://www.rotterdam.nl/bestuur-organisatie/sterker-
door/ 

The Hague D 12: Voorjaarsnota 2020 en financiële en maatschappelijke impactanalyse gevolgen 
Coronacrisis, 04-06-2020, Gemeente Den Haag 
D 13: Maatschappelijke Impactanalyse en Sociaaleconomisch herstelplan corona  
29-10-2020, Gemeente Den Haag 

 
Table 2 List of Documents 

 

3.3 Data Analysis   
The qualitative interviews were recorded and carefully transcribed. Subsequently, the interview 

transcripts were analyzed in the coding platform Atlas.ti. The codes were generated based on the 

conceptual model (2.7) and with regard to how the central concepts have been operationalized into 

indicators (3.4). Additionally, new codes are generated where relevant. Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) 

multiple-round coding practice guides the data analysis. Open coding helps break down and 

conceptualize data before the codes are categorized into higher-order analytical code groups in the 

second phase of axial coding. An overview of codes and how they have been arranged into higher-order 

code groups can be found in Appendix D. Finally, these code groups were related to each other in the 

last phase of selective coding.   

3.4 Operationalization   
The main concepts of this research are operationalized into indicators, which help to detect and 

evaluate them throughout the empirical data collected. An overview of how these main concepts, the 

governance network attributes, crisis-specific conditions, and reflexive governance, are operationalized 

is provided in the following charts.  
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3.4.1 Independent Variable 1: Governance Network Attributes 

 

Table 3: Operationalization of Governance Network Attributes 

 

 

Dimension Subdimension / Definition  Indicator  

 Actors 
 

An individual, group, organization, or coalition 
of organizations that can act autonomously, 
and that is actively involved in the problem  
(based on Klijn & Kopperjan, 2015: 263) 

The extent to which actors from 
different societal, scientific and 
practice backgrounds are involved in 
the governance of adaptive urban 
resilience 

Ties between Actors Strength of Ties: The “combination of the 
amount of time, the emotional intensity, and 
intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal 
services that characterize that tie” 
(Granovetter, 1973: 1361) 

Network Openness: The diversity of 
partnerships and willingness to accept new 
network members 
(based on Eisingerich et al., 2010) 

The amount of time actors have been 
in a reciprocal relationship with one 
another 

The extent to which different actors 
in the governance network trust each 
other 

The extent to which the governance 
network is open to new members  

Organizational 
Culture 
 

The pattern of basic assumptions and values 
held and considered valid by the organization 
and which determine the prevalent behavior 
exposed 
(based on Schein, 1987)  

The extent to which organizational 
culture is conducive to learning and 
the adaptation of rules and 
procedures in line with emerging 
insights  

Decision-Making 
and Participation 
Mechanisms  
  

Distribution of Decision-Making Power: The 
degree to which decision-making power is 
shared between governmental and non-
governmental actors (based on Wang et al., 
2018) 

Participation and Interaction Mechanisms  
“(…) how participants communicate with one 
another and make decisions together, and how 
discussions are linked with policy or public 
action”  
(Fung, 2006: 66) 

The extent to which decision-making 
power regarding urban resilience is 
(de)centralized 

The mechanisms of participation and 
interaction in the governance 
network  

The extent to which participation has 
an impact on public action related to 
urban resilience 

(Political) Agendas 
and Strategic 
Interests 
 

Strategic (political) motives and motivations 
(publicly articulated or not) that affect 
decision-making  
(based on McConnell, 2018) 
 

The extent to which (political) 
agendas and strategic interests affect 
the governance of urban resilience 
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3.4.2 Independent Variable 2: Crisis-specific Conditions    

Dimension Definition  Indicator  

Heightened 
Complexity 

Actors’ perception of increased complexity 
in the governance environment as a 
consequence of the corona crisis 

The extent to which actors perceive the 
complexity in the governance 
environment to be heightened as a 
consequence of the corona crisis 

Opportunity for 
Change and 
Transformation 

Actors’ perception of new and emerging 
circumstances related to the corona crisis 
that make it possible to steer towards 
transformation and implement changes  

The extent to which actors perceive an 
opportunity for change and 
transformation as consequence of the 
corona crisis 

Urgency to Act Actors’ heightened sense of the importance 
of acting swiftly as a consequence of the 
corona crisis 

The extent to which actors perceive an 
urgency to act as consequence of the 
corona crisis 

Pressure on 
Resources 

Actors’ perception of increase in pressure 
on governance resources such as time, 
money, and human capital as consequence 
of the corona crisis 

The extent to which actors perceive 
resources to be under pressure as 
consequence of the corona crisis 

 

Table 4: Operationalization of Crisis Conditions 
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3.4.3 Dependent Variable: Reflexive Governance  

Dimension Definition Indicator 

Collaborative 
Problem and Solution 
Framing  

A collaborative effort of reformulating 
and determining and the aspects of the 
problem to be attended, the ends to be 
sought and means to be employed  
(based on Schön, 1983; Minsky, 1977) 

The extent to which collaborative 
problem and solution framing 
concerning adaptive urban resilience has 
occurred during the corona crisis 

Integrated Knowledge 
Production 

Different sources of knowledge are 
valorized and combined; including 
different scientific disciplines and practice 
perspectives  
(based on Ersoy & Hall, 2020) 

The extent to which integrated 
knowledge production concerning 
adaptive urban resilience has occurred 
during the corona crisis 

Social Learning  Learning occurs through interaction 
between actors from various knowledge 
and practice backgrounds  
(based on Reed et al., 2010; Voß & 
Bornemann, 2011) 

The extent to which social learning 
concerning adaptive urban resilience has 
occurred during the corona crisis 

Scrutinization of 
Underlying 
Assumptions and 
Practices  

Actors in the organization actively 
challenge their own assumptions and 
practices to adapt governance processes 
and objectives accordingly  
(based on Hendriks & Grin, 2007; Feindt 
&Weiland, 2018) 

The extent to which underlying 
assumptions and practices concerning 
adaptive urban resilience have been 
actively scrutinized during the corona 
crisis 

 

Table 5: Operationalization of Reflexive Governance 
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3.5 Limitations of Methodology   
Qualitative research commonly involves fewer units of data analysis as compared to quantitative 

research. Nonetheless, qualitative research methods can take into account richer accounts of 

respondents’ experiences and perceptions, and provide a more nuanced and dynamic understanding of 

their social world (Alasuutari, 2010). Unlike the formal theories generated by large-scale quantitative 

studies, theoretical implications generated by qualitative data are substantive in character (Bryman, 

2012). Thus, analytical findings and theoretical implications pertain to the substantive case studies and 

are not generalizable. Furthermore, qualitative data collection and analysis are shaped by the 

interpretative stance of the researcher (Fink, 2000). The process of data collection and analysis is 

arranged as transparent as possible by publishing coding schemes, interview questions, and the list of 

interviewees (see Appendix A, B, D). This enhances the reliability of research results. An additional 

limitation of this study is that translating lessons learned from the crisis into long-term recovery and 

resilience strategies is still ongoing during the time of research. This delimits a definitive assessment of 

how reflexive governance during the crisis has been leveraged to develop or adapt governance 

processes arrangements, and resilience strategies. 
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4. Results and Analysis 
The results of the research will be presented and analyzed in the following sections. First, the empirical 

case studies will be introduced. Second, it will be shown how reflexive governance took shape in 

Rotterdam and The Hague in view of enhancing adaptive resilience during the corona crisis. Third, it is 

analyzed how crisis-specific conditions and governance network attributes have influenced the 

reflexivity of governance processes regarding the two case studies. Based on the results of this study, 

these factors are divided into boosts and barriers for reflexive governance, respectively. The chapter will 

end by analyzing the interplay of factors and how differences in the governance settings between The 

Hague and Rotterdam account for variations on the dependent variable; reflexive governance. 

 

4.1. The Case Studies: Empirical Insights 
This chapter provides an introduction to the empirical case studies. It is outlined how activities around 

the governance objective of urban resilience took shape in Rotterdam and The Hague during the corona 

crisis.  

4.1.2 Enhancing Adaptive Resilience during the Corona Crisis in Rotterdam 
Rotterdam has been a member of the Resilient Cities Network since 2014. The city’s resilience team is 

integrated into Rotterdam’s municipality. Currently, it is a small team consisting of five people, including 

the city’s Chief Resilience Officer and Deputy Resilience Officer. Therefore, roles and responsibilities are 

flexibly divided amongst the team members. The focus areas defined by Rotterdam’s current resilience 

strategy are social cohesion and education, the energy transition, cyber use and security, adaptation and 

climate change, infrastructure, and changing governance. Specifically, it used to be concentrated on the 

risks and opportunities brought forth by developments like “climate change, digitalization, the new 

economy, and globalization” (Resilient Rotterdam, n.d.). Whereas it presents the instance to emphasize 

the need to prepare for shocks and stresses, at the outset of the pandemic, the resilience team had to 

negotiate its role and function in the crisis organization because one was not prepared for a shock of 

this complexity and scale. Respondents explained that the resilience unit was not actually equipped with 

the skills and expertise to take part in the ad hoc management of the corona crisis. Accordingly, it was 

decided to focus on a long-term perspective to enhancing urban resilience. Followingly, the question of 

how to “build back better” from the corona crisis with a focus on transformative and systemic change 

became the point of attention. 

 To address this question, the resilience team forged a coalition with the interdisciplinary “Crisis 

Impact and Response” team to monitor the pandemic’s multifaceted impacts on Rotterdam. Regarding 
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the different temporal scales of crisis organization, the responsibilities of the “Crisis Impact and 

Response” team are located in between ad hoc crisis management and recovery. This interdisciplinary 

unit consisted of representatives from different directions of the municipality, such as security, social 

affairs, welfare, and economy. Not having worked together before the crisis, they started meeting 

digitally to collect data and formulate advice on dealing with the effects of the crisis on Rotterdam. A 

few members of the resilience and crisis impact units joined forces to create a series of Knowledge and 

Inspiration Updates. These updates were targeted at strategic managers and aimed to make the 

concepts of a resilient crisis recovery and adjacent transformation more concrete. Overall, ten 

Knowledge and Inspiration Updates were published every four to eight weeks between April 2020 and 

January 2021, containing expert interviews and international best practices. Thematically, specific 

attention was paid to the different crisis phases; resistance, recovery, and transformation. The 

international best practices presented mainly focused on facilitating the adaptation of economic sectors 

heavily impacted by the pandemic like tourism, culture, and hospitality, as well as the overlap between 

the corona crisis and topics like sustainable urban mobility and infrastructure transitions (D1-10). The 

international and local crisis experts featured in the reports were contacted through the existing 

networks from the members of both teams.  

 At the same time, interaction with international partner cities through the Resilient Cities 

Network intensified during the crisis. Especially at the outset of the pandemic, digital meetings with 

resilience teams abroad were frequently held. Insights obtained through webinars organized by the 

open and participatory platform Cities for a Resilient Recovery were translated back into the Knowledge 

and Inspiration Updates. Next, it was explained how interviews with cities to which “friendly 

connections” are maintained helped to better understand how crisis impacts and crisis mitigation 

measures took hold abroad. Namely, it was sought to learn from the mistakes and successes of those 

cities already further ahead in the course of the corona crisis and understand how resilience teams 

position themselves in the crisis organization within their own cities’ administrations. Also, weekly 

meetings with the resilience team of the neighboring city, The Hague, were held at the beginning of the 

crisis to exchange experiences and working methods.  

 Furthermore, research on the socio-economic impacts of the corona crisis and the coming about 

of community initiatives was set in a joint effort between Rotterdam’s municipality and a policy-science 

interface specialized in urban research. As a result, several research reports on the socio-economic 

impacts were conducted at different stages of the crisis. Also, ongoing research on community resilience 

in Rotterdam’s pilot project of a “resilient neighborhood” Bospolder-Tussendijken was scaled up. In this 
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context, researchers and members of the resilience and crisis impacts teams discussed which 

information would be relevant to obtain through the researches and how policy advice can be matched 

with the knowledge needs of the municipality. Further, workshops on the different dimensions of the 

corona crisis impacts and policy-science transfer were organized in a joint effort between the 

municipality and knowledge institutions. 

 Rotterdam’s overarching urban recovery strategy, “Rotterdam Sterker Door,” which translates 

to “Building Rotterdam Back Stronger,” is thematically influenced by the resilience concept. The guiding 

principle is that recovery initiatives should contribute to a more resilient society and economy. 

Therefore, the central strategy department consulted the resilience unit on how to integrate resilience 

principles into the urban recovery plans. Nonetheless, the recovery strategy’s focus is very much 

directed at responding to the immediate crisis impacts such as the backlogs in education and the 

increasing debts of local companies and entrepreneurs. Thus, it takes a perspective on the short- to 

medium-term recovery with a specific focus on economic challenges (D11).  

During the time of data collection, spring to summer 2021, the resilience team was working on 

drafting its own strategy in light of the corona crisis. While currently not formalized yet, this new urban 

resilience strategy will include a designated chapter on the lessons learned from the crisis. To harness 

these lessons systematically, the resilience team asked partners from knowledge institutions to analyze 

the aspects of vulnerabilities that have been laid bare during the crisis, the resilience that Rotterdam has 

showcased, and whether the policies of Rotterdam’s recovery strategy and the international best 

practices presented in the Knowledge and Inspiration Updates respond to these. In addition, it was 

critically investigated whether Rotterdam’s crisis response and recovery policies indeed incorporate a 

perspective on systemic transformation and which transformations would be relevant considering the 

learnings from the crisis. Further, it is planned to interview representatives from different city sectors to 

better understand how resilience and transformation have taken place in local sectoral networks. 

Besides, the focus of the resilience strategy will be directed at developing a new knowledge agenda, 

new pilot programs, further establishing resilience-thinking across the municipality, and using resilience 

as a label that adds value to urban development. Compared to Rotterdam’s current resilience strategy 

focused on different projects and specific actions, the new strategy will reportedly revolve more around 

organizing interdisciplinary learning and organizational capacity-building. However, the finalization of 

the resilience strategy has been delayed for several months and is currently expected for autumn 2021.  
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4.1.2 Enhancing Adaptive Resilience during the Corona Crisis in The Hague 
The Hague has been a member of the Resilient Cities Network since 2016. Just like in Rotterdam, The 

Hague’s resilience team – composed of the Chief Resilience Officer and two public servants – is part of 

the municipality. The focus areas defined by The Hague’s resilience strategy are a connected and 

inclusive society, the new economy, climate change adaptation, risk awareness and emergency 

preparedness, and collaboration with partners. Similar to Rotterdam, it was described how the 

beginning of the corona crisis presented a period of re-orientation regarding the role and function of the 

small resilience unit. It was established that the capacities of the resilience team are not suited for 

engaging in municipal ad hoc crisis management. Therefore, it was decided to focus on the city’s long-

term recovery. In April 2020, very shortly after the outset of the crisis in the Netherlands, it was started 

working on a proposal for the city’s central management and corona steering committee regarding a 

process towards drafting a resilient urban crisis recovery strategy under the guiding principle of 

“building back better.”  

At the same time, the collaboration with other cities from the Resilient Cities Network 

intensified at the outset of the crisis. The Hague contributed to the webinars organized by the network 

with a session on how urban heatwaves in combination with lockdown measures create new 

vulnerabilities. The ideas presented by other cities were translated back into advice for the own 

organization. Also, one-on-one meetings with other cities were held to learn about the specific working 

methods they adopted. Especially, the resilience program in Medellin presented a key partner. The 

Hague set up individual meetings with Medellin from March 2020 onwards to learn about the resilience 

assessment tool they had co-designed and deployed during the corona crisis.  

Followingly, The Hague’s resilience program adopted and further developed this method. 

Consequently, 50 interviews with stakeholders from different sectors, communities, and social facilities 

present in the city were held at the beginning of the pandemic to better understand how the resilience 

of the city takes shape in the face of the crisis’ impacts. An NGO listed in The Hague’s resilience strategy, 

which maintains a network of influential and active actors of different cultural communities in The 

Hague, helped organize the interviews. The insights based on this assessment were collected in an 

internal resilience assessment document and shared with the municipality’s corona steering committee.  

Additionally, the resilience unit collaborated on two socio-economic crisis impact assessments in 

spring and autumn 2020. These impact assessments were created by an interdisciplinary unit consisting 

of representatives from different directions of the municipality and were led by the city’s strategy 

department. The socio-economic impact assessments give a broad overview of the impacts of the 
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corona crisis on The Hague’s citizenry and the financial resilience of the municipality. Further, they 

address the foreseeable impacts for the coming one to two years. Based on these impact analyses, 

strategies for socio-economic recovery for the short- to medium-term were created. These recovery 

plans cover the crisis impacts considered most urgent and immediate, like debts, education, and the 

mental well-being of the youth (D12-13). 

 Next to sources like the municipality’s monitor and national research, survey research on the 

socio-economic impacts of the corona crisis in The Hague informed these impact analyses. While 

Rotterdam started off this large-scale survey research project, The Hague joined soon after that in April 

2020 based on a proposal by researchers from the Center of Expertise Urban Transitions of The Hague 

University. Together with the municipality’s education department, The Hague’s resilience team became 

a stakeholder for the research project in distributing surveys to citizens through the networks of the 

NGO and organizing financing for the project as The Hague had no funding model for science-policy 

collaborations in place. 

The plan of starting a process for making a long-term resilient recovery strategy, which was the 

resilience program’s key concern during the corona crisis, was delayed significantly. One year after 

having started with the proposal, the participatory process for making this strategy has still not been 

finally approved. It was explained that the reason for this delay is key actors from other municipal 

departments, who were argued to be needed for drafting an integrated long-term plan, being heavily 

engaged with crisis management and short-term recovery. The themes, focus points, and actions of this 

strategy are still to be determined according to input from stakeholders within the municipality and 

external stakeholders from different sectors and communities in the city as well as different levels of 

government. Ultimately, it is aimed to integrate the long-term crisis recovery strategy with the shocks 

such as cyber-attacks and extreme weather and stresses like climate change and digitization, which are 

listed in The Hague’s urban resilience strategy. Thus, long-term recovery strategy’s focus will be broader 

and focusing on more diverse overlaps between different urban challenges and the corona crisis 

compared to the short-to-medium socio-economic recovery plans. These overlaps will be addressed in 

light of the residents’ socio-economic vulnerabilities emphasized through the various impact analyses, 

research, and the resilience assessment conducted during the crisis. 
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4.2 The Case Studies as Exemplars of Reflexive Governance? 
This section critically analyzes the two cases in light of the reflexive governance concept. As 

Meadowcroft and Steurer (2018) emphasize, reflexive governance is a matter of degree rather than an 

“all-or-nothing proposition.” Hence, the degree to which reflexive governance manifests in the 

processes underlying enhancing adaptive urban resilience in Rotterdam and The Hague is assessed. 

Thereby, this chapter answers the empirical sub-question regarding how reflexive governance for 

adaptive urban resilience takes shape in Rotterdam and The Hague during the corona crisis.  

Concerning the resilience teams in Rotterdam and The Hague, it becomes clear how an ongoing 

self-critical evaluation is needed because their role in the municipalities is evolving rather than pre-

defined. As new programs at the municipalities, they have to continuously reflect on their roles, 

specifically in the new situation of the corona crisis. Reflexive governance takes shape through learning-

oriented arrangements with actors from different knowledge backgrounds regarding the boundary 

object of resilience. Social learning occurs in knowledge exchange with cities from the Resilient Cities 

Network concerning experiences with the multifaceted crisis impacts and strategies to build resilience 

into urban crisis response and recovery. Workshops and webinars flexibly respond to emerging needs, 

and cities exchange working methods in a manner of learning by doing.  

 Compared to its neighboring city, Rotterdam had showcased greater flexibility to activate 

processes of interdisciplinary knowledge exchange and production with the local knowledge institutions. 

Consequently, Rotterdam was leading the way regarding producing scientific knowledge on the societal 

impacts of the crisis at the beginning of the pandemic. In the Knowledge and Inspiration Updates, 

manifesting a form of reflexive thought leadership, international best practices are combined with 

expert interviews (D1-10). Thereby, strategic-level professionals across the municipality are encouraged 

to re-think their own practices in light of resilience principles. Next, critical discussions with local 

researchers frame processes of local governance as part of the problem structure. Additionally, by 

collaborating with partners from knowledge institutions, the resilience concept is employed as lens 

through which the own organization’s policies related to crisis recovery are critically analyzed. This way, 

underlying policy frameworks are made explicit, and conclusions from these self-critical analyses are 

translated into advice for policy-makers. Rotterdam’s resilience experts are critical about the extent to 

which recovery policies leverage changes in social and institutional systems in an explicit and structural 

manner and whether the idea of systemic transformation has remained limited to projects related to 

urban infrastructure and mobility. The new knowledge agenda, part of the resilience strategy under 

development, presents a strategy for reflexively responding to the new knowledge needs that have 
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emerged during the corona crisis. Therefore, it will revolve around questions such as the interplay of 

resilience and vulnerability in local neighborhoods and connections and overlaps between interventions 

related to the different domains of economy, society, and infrastructure.  

Citizens’ experiences are reflected in research on the crisis’ impacts and interviews with selected 

actors from different sectors for the new strategy. Nevertheless, the voices and interests included in 

critical discussions seem overall limited to experts from the Resilient Cities Network or local knowledge 

institutions with an a priori interest in urban resilience. Further, respondents often refer to the 

resilience program as somewhat disconnected from local policy-making: 

 

“(…) there's quite a difference between just concepts of resilience and international cases and really 

small problems that - for instance -  the aldermen are facing”.  

-(Strategic Advisor, Central Management, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

Thus, a gap between learning on the level of the resilience program and changes in actions, policies, and 

processes of the municipalities becomes apparent.  

The Hague’s resilience unit shows a strong focus on integrating more diverse types of 

knowledge into assessing the impacts of the crisis recovery by conducting interviews with societal actors 

and the plan for an open-ended process of formulating a long-term recovery strategy. This strategy 

seeks to combine quotidian, scientific, and political knowledge into a complex understanding of evolving 

challenges, their overlaps, and solutions to address these in integrated ways. It is explained that the 

strategy-making process aims at including stakeholders from different economic and societal sectors, 

actors from knowledge institutions, and representatives from different levels of government. The way in 

which focus areas of the strategy are not pre-defined makes clear that simple consensus regarding the 

contested objective of building resilience principles into an integrated long-term recovery are eschewed. 

Inclusive processes of collaborative problem and solution framing and open-ended learning seem to be 

a priority for The Hague’s resilience program. Nevertheless, the challenges of progressing with the long-

term recovery strategy indicate a lack of reflexive governance capacity. Moreover, the reflexive 

governance trade-off between opening up the problem space and the need to retain action capacity is 

illustrated by the criticism on the plan for the participatory strategy-making process by a respondent 

(Voß & Bornemann, 2011): 
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“I think that we should be able to focus already on what the themes should be: start discussing with the 

stakeholders on those themes. (…) Personally, I would have liked the process to be more focused, so we 

can move faster.” 

-(Strategy Advisor, Urban Development, Municipality of The Hague) 

 

The case of The Hague falls short of the reflexive governance ideal due to the lack of capacity to 

leverage lessons learned from discussions with civil society actors and researchers into the changing of 

dominant discourses, policy objectives, and governance practices across the municipality.  

 

4.3 The Influence of Crisis Conditions on Reflexive Governance  
This chapter analyzes how crisis-related factors influence the adoption of reflexive governance in The 

Hague and Rotterdam. Accordingly, the factors are either presented as boosts or barriers. 

4.3.1 The Complexity and Scale of the Corona Crisis as Boost for Reflexive Governance 

Interviewees in both Rotterdam and The Hague often refer to the complexity and scale of the corona 

crisis as a decisive factor for creating new knowledge needs. The unprecedented situation motivates 

resilience experts to learn from each other through the platform provided by the Resilient Cities 

Network about how to position themselves in the crisis management of their own cities. While this 

seemed to be a global question, resilience programs took on different functions in their local crisis 

organization based on their action capacities and expertise.  

 

“Every city had the same questions (…), they had the same urgent feeling that they should have some 

kind of a role in the crisis sphere, but very much looking at: Okay, but we are not the crisis experts. So 

what does that mean for us?” 

- (Deputy Resilience Officer, Resilient Rotterdam) 

 

Besides, the uncertainty of the situation made it necessary to understand how mitigating measures 

influenced the course of the crisis elsewhere.  

Next, understanding the crisis’ impacts on the local communities became a priority. Hence, joint 

research projects between municipality and knowledge institutions in Rotterdam and The Hague 

focused specifically on citizens’ subjective experiences during the crisis. Thus, the problem framing is 
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soon broadened from a health crisis and economic crisis to a social crisis. A respondent’s impression of 

the changing knowledge needs of Rotterdam’s resilience program illustrates this shift:  

 

“I recognize that from the resilience team. They're (…) really trying to figure out what is the perspective 

for action (…) What can we do in order to build resilience? I think that before the COVID crisis, they were 

dealing with climate change, they were dealing with the international cooperation of Resilient Cities. So 

that that was their playing fields instead of the fine-grained social resilience in the city. And that has 

changed. And that is also, I think, changing their (…) knowledge needs.” 

-(Researcher and Coordinator, Science-Policy Interface Rotterdam) 

 

Respondents in both cities emphasize that throughout the first weeks of the pandemic, it became 

increasingly clear how citizens with lower levels of health, income, and education are hit harder by the 

crisis’ negative mental and financial consequences. Consequently, it is reported that the focus of 

discussions has moved increasingly to the social dimension of urban resilience. Respondents in 

Rotterdam argue that this shift in discussions brings forth heightened awareness to the social fabric of 

local communities as compared to previous work in the resilience context, focusing first and foremost 

on questions of climate adaptation. Attention is drawn to generic vulnerability factors like the lack of 

cultural, economic, physical, and social capital and new vulnerability patterns concerning unstable and 

flexible working conditions or young people in education. At the same time, cohesion, solidarity, trust, 

informal neighborhood networks, and efficient communication between municipality and neighborhood 

initiatives are framed as fundamental conditions for mitigating the negative crisis’ impacts and 

recovering from the crisis in an inclusive way. Consequently, social resilience became central regarding 

the framing of problems and solutions in the face of the multidimensional crisis.  

 

4.3.2 The Sense of Urgency as Boost for Reflexive Governance 

Next, interview respondents from both Rotterdam and The Hague frequently refer to the corona crisis 

as spawning a sense of urgency, which is perceived to enable shorter lines of intra- as well as inter-

organizational communication. This concerns the municipalities’ interdisciplinary crisis teams, the 

international cooperation between cities, and the joint projects between knowledge institutions and 

municipalities.  
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“(…) sometimes it's difficult to work between different departments. But given the urgency of the crisis - 

it really accelerated the process.” 

-(Strategy Advisor, Municipality of The Hague) 

 

Notably, it is reported how the sense of urgency has brought forth a shift in the approach of 

Rotterdam’s resilience team. As a major systemic shock, the corona crisis has helped to make the often 

as abstract perceived concept of resilience more palpable at Rotterdam’s municipality. Therefore, the 

focus of the resilience team has moved from explaining the need for resilience-thinking in urban 

governance to having to provide actionable advice on operationalizing adaptive resilience through the 

urban crisis recovery, as illustrated in the following quote: 

 

“I think it took a lot of effort to not only talk about the theoretical basis of resilience, but really make it 

actionable. That was a difficult puzzle, especially in the beginning. So what do you mean with building 

back stronger? What kind of actions do we need, what kind of policy has to change?” 

- (Strategist City Hall, Rotterdam) 

 

Advice from local researchers on strengthening social resilience often encompasses the local 

government shifting towards a more facilitative role regarding community initiatives and enhancing 

trust and efficient communication with citizens. The immediacy of the crisis’ socio-economic 

implications seems to also have brought forward a more critical stance concerning the relation between 

community networks and municipality. 

 

4.3.3 The Focus on Long-Term Recovery and Transformation as Boost for Reflexive Governance 

In both Rotterdam and The Hague, the resilience teams have decided to focus on promoting a focus on 

long-term recovery and transformation, beyond quick-fix solutions for immediate damages. Hence, to 

identify the needs and opportunities for transformative interventions and integrate strategies on 

addressing underlying socio-economic vulnerabilities with other focus points such as digitalization of the 

economy and climate adaptation, the Hague’s resilience team plans to start the previously mentioned 

participatory strategy-making process (4.1.2). The long-term orientation of the strategy is treated as an 

opportunity for opening up the complexity of problem and solution framings: 
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“And we really would like to have it as a participatory process, so that we engage stakeholders in the 

city, but also knowledge institutions to really hear from the stakeholders what in their opinion are the 

chances for recovery and resilience in our city.” 

-(Chief Resilience Officer, Resilient The Hague) 

 

In Rotterdam, the question of how systemic, transformative interventions can become more concrete 

arises, as illustrated by the following quote: 

 

“So it's long term, looking beyond the crisis and the recovery phase, try to already see what kind of things 

you need to organize in order to become better and stronger. And that's a very powerful metaphor that 

we that the resilience program has (…). But it's also kind of vague, right? It doesn't really say what to do. 

(…) So, we really focused on what does build back better look like in our international network”. 

- (Deputy Resilience Officer, Resilient Rotterdam) 

 

This question motivates an interest in learning from the best practices from other cities. However, a 

major difficulty for Rotterdam’s resilience team is to render social transformations concrete and 

actionable in the local urban and institutional context, possibly because this presents a new thematic 

playing field. 

 

4.3.4 Municipalities’ Resource Focus on Immediate Crisis Response as Barrier for Reflexive 

Governance 
In both cities, respondents refer to the municipalities’ preoccupation with the immediate crisis impacts 

and direct response to these as a barrier to reflexive governance.  

In the case of The Hague’s resilience unit, the lack of organizational support presents a major 

challenge for starting the process of drawing up the long-term recovery because the opportunities for 

collaborative problem and solution framing with stakeholders from different municipal departments are 

impeded. Participation of internal stakeholders, who are heavily engaged with the immediate crisis 

response, was considered key to ensure relevance and uptake of integrated strategic actions. This 

decreases the speed of the strategy-making process considerably, as illustrated in the following:  

 

 

 



48 
 

“But I think what we were looking into was really more the longer term recovery. And that's the process 

that we are going to start right now. And it took longer than we expected. But that was also because 

many people that we needed to be engaged and involved were very intensely working on the more 

shorter-term recovery.” 

-(Chief Resilience Officer, Resilient The Hague) 

 

Also, in Rotterdam, the municipalities’ resource focus on the immediate crisis response is addressed by 

respondents. Nevertheless, it is not framed as a significant barrier to drafting a new resilience strategy, 

which integrates lessons learned during the corona crisis, possibly because the process relies less on the 

participation of internal stakeholders. 

However, it becomes evident that during the recovery phase(s), when actors in the municipality 

increasingly resume their regular tasks, there seems to be a heightened interest in the lessons learned:  

 

“(…) one of the things we learned is that on the height of a crisis or a lockdown, it's very difficult to start 

a discussion or to make an implementation for resilience or long-term measures. (…) So at the end of a 

lockdown (…) then suddenly there's an interest in ‘Okay, what did this lockdown do to us? And how 

should we look at the new situation’?” 

-(Strategic Advisor, Central Management, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

 

4. 4 The Influence of Governance Network Attributes on Reflexive Governance 

This chapter analyzes the most essential governance attributes and their influence on the adoption of 

reflexive governance during the crisis, resulting in their presentation as either boosts or barriers.  

4.4.1 Existing Networks as Boosts for Reflexive Governance 

Networks with actors from different knowledge and practice backgrounds appear key for enabling 

reflexive processes regarding both case studies. Relevant networks in this regard are international city 

networks as well as the local knowledge infrastructure.  

 As members of the Resilient Cities Network, Rotterdam and The Hague have close relationships 

with international cities, which let knowledge exchange be intensified more easily during the crisis. 

Respondents explain how this international infrastructure has been vital for exchanging inspiration, 
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experience, knowledge, and best practices concerning the shared objective of building back better from 

the crisis. In Rotterdam, learning from other cities’ about the complex and evolving impacts of the crisis 

and the effects of mitigation policies is regarded as valuable information for crisis-related decision-

making, as illustrated in the following quote: 

“We thought, what is the unit within Rotterdam, which has the best international contacts, and which 

has the best infrastructure in order to get to many more cities - instead of finding out everything 

yourself? (…) That's the short road to international collaboration. Because this exists already. We're not 

going to set up anything new. (…) You must act as quick as possible!” 

 -(Director Crisis Impact and Response Team, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

Second, the role of local networks with knowledge institutions and research organizations is frequently 

emphasized throughout the interviews. The local knowledge infrastructure has matured further in 

Rotterdam as compared to its neighboring city. In Rotterdam, several science-policy interfaces for 

different research fields have been developed over a period of many years. Interviewees refer to the 

ongoing efforts in connecting Rotterdam’s multiple science-policy faces and stimulating the knowledge 

exchange between policy-makers and researchers through workshops and seminars. A research 

initiative focused on questions of urban resilience, sustainability, and justice at Erasmus University 

Rotterdam contributed to the Knowledge and Inspiration Updates through policy briefs on the 

conditions for the resilience of citizens and communities and the role of local government in facilitating 

it. Further, it was collaborated with Rotterdam’s resilience team to critically analyze the city’s crisis 

response in light of the resilience concept. Next, the multiple research reports by a policy-science 

interface concerned with the well-being in Rotterdam’s neighborhoods revealed citizens’ subjective 

experiences of the crisis and the dynamics of social cohesion, solidarity, and self-organized 

neighborhood initiatives. Furthermore, a research platform dealing with socio-spatial developments in 

Rotterdam was conducting research on the pilot “resilient neighborhood,” which could quickly be scaled 

up to assess the dynamics of informal community networks during the lockdowns as a source for 

community resilience.   

Recommendations based on these researches were jointly developed by matching emerging 

insights with the municipality’s knowledge needs. Respondents refer to Rotterdam’s knowledge 

infrastructure as decisive for quickly obtaining the relevant knowledge on the social dimensions of the 

evolving crisis, as elaborated in the following quote: 
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“So we had a lot of questions. And luckily, we had this infrastructure with the Kenniswerkplaats. And so 

we could quickly have the good people on the table. So, the researchers and the people from this 

municipality (…), we had a tradition to talk about the problems we should research.” 

- (Coordinating Strategy Advisor Social Affairs, Municipality Rotterdam) 

 

In The Hague, previous interactions between municipality and knowledge institutions have been 

occasional. However, the new Center of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions of The Hague’s 

University, which focuses on practice-oriented research on social issues and new forms of governance, 

joined the research initiated by Rotterdam’s science-policy interface soon, extending the project into an 

inter-city collaboration: 

 

“(…) it went pretty quick, in the end, to make some funds available to join Rotterdam in this project. It 

kind of helps us - Sometimes it's good that cities look at each other, and think oh, well, if they're doing it, 

we will join. Rotterdam seems to be faster in initiating new programs – that’s ok.” 

-(Strategy Advisor, Urban Development, Municipality of The Hague 

 

As a result of the crisis experience, actors in The Hague stress the need for arranging more structuralized 

policy-science collaborations to allow for better flexibility in the scenario of future disruptions that bring 

forth new knowledge needs:  

 

“(…) that's also a switch that we're trying to make. (…) We're really trying to be much more closely 

connected to the policy cycle and to the themes that are really important for the city.” 

 -(Director of Centre of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions, The Hague University) 

 

4.4.2 Trust between Actors as Boost for Reflexive Governance 
Trust is frequently referred to as a vital enabling factor for interdisciplinary learning. Most prominently, 

the theme of trust is discussed regarding the relationship between actors science and policy domains in 

Rotterdam. Strong trust between actors from these domains is often described to be a consequence of 

previous collaborations. 

 Interviewees frame trust as a vital coordination mechanism for generating insights on politically 

sensitive topics like citizens’ declining confidence in politics throughout the pandemic. Trust presents a 
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pre-condition for discussing solutions to facilitate community resilience or rebuild citizens’ confidence, 

which requires challenging prevalent governance approaches. Further, the sense of urgency necessitates 

actors to take a leap of faith because they start collaborating before finalizing formal contracts in the 

face of the crisis’s urgency. 

 

“(…) A lot of people have seen the importance of having a knowledge infrastructure or having some kind 

of network, where we can interact with each other, where we know each other, where we trust each 

other, where we speak the same language (…).” 

- (Research and Knowledge Coordinator, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

In the interviews with actors in The Hague, trust was solely framed as a possible result of the joint 

efforts between knowledge institutions and municipality during the pandemic. This is elaborated by an 

interviewee when referring to the collaborative research projects between municipality and knowledge 

institutions: 

“And it proves the point to the city of the Hague, that we could do something like this. So, it's really 

helpful in establishing better relations.” 

 -(Director of Centre of Expertise Urban Transitions, The Hague University) 

 

Hence, the findings imply that trust is a result of mutual learning and knowledge production between 

science and policy domains.  

4.4.3 Connecting Actors as Boost for Reflexive Governance 
Throughout the different interviews, it is often referred to the importance of connecting key individuals. 

These connecting actors can be identified in various roles and positions. In Rotterdam and The Hague, 

they operate at the interface of policy and science at both knowledge institutions and municipalities, 

promoting frameworks for interdisciplinary knowledge production and learning.  

Instead of necessarily having designated networking functions, connecting key individuals 

distinguish themselves through the capacity to mobilize their networks in line with a visionary 

perspective. In the face of the urgency of the crisis, they were willing to initiate and speed up 

collaborative processes between the municipality and knowledge institutions. Their familiarity with the 

workings and personal contacts at the other domain allows them to mobilize networks swiftly. 
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Moreover, in the case of Rotterdam, connecting individuals also appear to more indirectly boost 

interdisciplinary learning by having contributed to establishing the city’s distinct knowledge 

infrastructure and spanning the boundary between the city council and the university. Thus, by creating 

settings for reflection such as workshops about the knowledge transfer between science and policy, 

connecting individuals have created the relevant framework conditions that facilitate flexible 

collaboration during the crisis. 

 

“I had no active role during the corona pandemic. But partly because of my work before that, because 

there was a foundation of a knowledge infrastructure, those people could interact with each other faster 

and more flexibly.” 

- (Research and Knowledge Coordinator, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

At the same time, it becomes clear how, in The Hague, connecting individuals are indispensable for 

enabling integrated knowledge production between science and policy domains during the crisis. This is 

elaborated by one respondent when referring to the organization of joint research projects: 

 

“(…) but it also usually revolves on the personal contact someone has at these institutions. (…) We're 

looking into how we can maybe make it more official.” 

-(Strategy Advisor, Municipality of The Hague) 

 

Consequently, The Hague’s lack of a solid pre-existing knowledge infrastructure appears to make 

connecting individuals even more critical for initiating reflexive processes in the face of the urgency of 

the crisis.  

 

4.4.4 Political Cycles and Agendas as Barrier to Reflexive Governance  
Regarding both Rotterdam and The Hague, interviewees frequently address political agendas and cycles 

as barriers to taking on a perspective on long-term changes based on a re-consideration of underlying 

problems and societal ends. In both cities, the overarching strategic focus on a short- to medium- 

recovery was explained by two reasons: the complexity of the corona crisis and interventions on 

multiple levels of government rendering future impacts and developments uncertain and the cycles of 

local politics. How political dynamics can challenge translating lessons learned from the novel situation 
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into concrete policies is explained by one respondent when referring to the research projects on the 

pandemic’s socio-economic implications: 

“we do this as, as a municipality, not only to gain knowledge or publications, but to really apply the 

knowledge and get the knowledge into action policy. And this is quite an ongoing struggle for us, 

because you have the political dynamics, you have all the different interests of the different departments 

of the municipality.” 

- (Strategist City Hall, Rotterdam) 

Regarding The Hague’s plan to draw up a long-term recovery strategy, this leads to a trade-off between 

translating long-term visions into concrete plans and actions and not interfering with changing political 

agendas: 

“As it is with long term views, if you translate them into short-term measurements, the process can 

become more complicated as decisions and priorities need to be taken, and these can become more 

political.” 

-(Chief Resilience Officer, Resilient The Hague) 

 

4.4.5 Organizational Culture as Barrier to Reflexive Governance 
Next, the organizational culture of The Hague’s and Rotterdam’s municipality presents a key barrier to 

critically challenging underlying assumptions and practices and connect emerging insights to changes in 

dominant discourses and governance practices. Promoting a focus on integrating responses to various 

challenges during the crisis recovery seems hindered by the compartmentalized structures of the 

municipalities: 

“I think one of the challenges we have is to see that resilience program became sort of a niche or one of 

the various focus points of Rotterdam, whereas it should be just the central idea or concept for the city as 

a whole.” 

-(Strategic Advisor, Central Management, Municipality of Rotterdam) 

 

It is striking that in Rotterdam, critical discussions seem to occur in the absence of policy-makers, 

rendering reflexive processes of reframing problems and re-considering solutions isolated from the 

policy sphere. Furthermore, respondents argue organizational culture to be characterized by the 
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reluctance to share data across different departments in Rotterdam’s municipality, which challenged 

integrated crisis impact assessments of emerging problems at the outset of the crisis. 

Another aspect in which the organizational culture of the municipalities appears to be in tension 

with reflexive governance is the common tendency to go back to “business as usual” after the crisis 

instead of, for instance, further developing inter-departmental collaboration. Moreover, emerging 

lessons about the facilitation of community resilience imply transforming arrangements for knowledge 

sharing between neighborhood networks and municipalities and rendering recovery strategies and 

policies more participatory and tailor-made. Still, respondents argue that the organizational culture of 

the municipalities is not responsive and flexible enough to absorb these emerging lessons during the 

recovery phase:  

 

“But the lessons we learned during the crisis should help us after the crisis, too. And I think that's the big 

challenge because people are back to business as usual.” 

- (Coordinating Strategy Advisor Social Affairs, Municipality Rotterdam) 

 

4.5 Visualizing the Findings 
Figure 2 visualizes the empirical findings of this research. The relevant crisis-specific conditions are 

visualized on the left, and the governance network attributes on the right. These two sets of factors are 

each divided into boosts (in green) and barriers (in red) regarding the adoption of reflexive governance 

for adaptive urban resilience.  

                   

Figure 2 Visualization of Empirical Findings 
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4.6. Cross-Case Analysis  
In the previous sections, I already pointed out the differences in the governance settings between the 

two case studies. This chapter will go more in-depth regarding the comparison of the case studies. 

Thereby, it will answer the empirical sub-questions of how governance and crisis factors interact and 

how variations in the governance networks between Rotterdam and The Hague explain the differences 

in the reflexive governance processes adopted during the corona crisis. 

 Before turning to the differences between the two cases, it is worth considering their 

similarities. As expected, the corona crisis plays out in similar ways across the two neighboring cities in 

terms of perceptions of heightened problem complexity, an increased sense of urgency for action, and 

an overarching organizational focus on crisis mitigation and short-term recovery measures. These crisis 

conditions coincide with resilience programs in Rotterdam and The Hague, which have been established 

at the municipalities only throughout the past few years and consist of relatively few team members. 

Due to these circumstances, the two cities’ resilience programs are not involved in immediate crisis 

management. Instead, they focus on translating lessons learned from the corona crisis into strategies on 

enhancing resilience with a long-term orientation. Furthermore, strong ties to cities from the Resilient 

Cities Network facilitate an alternative perspective on crisis recovery. Thus, it becomes clear how the 

internationally-oriented role and the newcomer position at the own organization benefits a focus on 

promoting adaptive resilience, which manifests in efforts to treating the COVID-19 pandemic as an 

opportunity for systemic changes and addressing overlapping crises. In this sense, the international 

networks facilitate a learning-oriented and reflective approach to enhancing resilience in the long run.  

At the same time, the same positions as important and valued outsiders at the municipalities 

that enables a reflective perspective on crisis recovery also presents a challenge for Rotterdam’s and 

The Hague’s resilience teams. The two teams face similar problems regarding the access to internal 

networks regarding different municipality departments and policy-makers during the corona crisis. Some 

respondents explain this with reference to the municipalities’ complex and departmentalized 

organizational structures. Further, respondents argue that changing political cycles and the relative 

inflexibility of organizational cultures hamper long-term planning based on re-considering processes and 

goals during the crisis. Thus, in both cities, a struggle to involve different departments and policy-makers 

in reflexive processes during the crisis becomes evident, which leads to a lack of change agency and 

seems to result in delays in strategies.  
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A core difference between the two cities is the maturity of Rotterdam’s distinct knowledge 

infrastructure, with Erasmus University as a key player. This local academic network seems to have led 

to a slightly faster, more responsive process of integrated knowledge production and joint learning 

between knowledge institutions and Rotterdam’s municipality. In addition, a longer history of science 

and policy collaboration in Rotterdam has contributed to high levels of inter-organizational trust. This 

finding is supported by the argument that trust is often the result of the success of previous 

collaborations between organizations (Williams, 2002). Connecting actors seems to become even more 

critical when infrastructures for knowledge exchange are not well-developed. 

As a consequence of strong inter-organizational ties, it appears that discussions in Rotterdam 

about enhancing resilience during the crisis are more self-critical. Next to re-evaluations of underlying 

problems and possible solutions, they also address governance processes and the municipality’s 

organizational structures as part of the problem. This finding is backed up by the argument that trust in 

the governance network stimulates actors to “openly express to others their underlying assumptions, 

motives, and commitments,” so that processes and assumptions can be challenged on the basis of 

“openness and humility” (Chilvers, 2012: 300). Rotterdam’s more self-critical approach manifests in the 

plan for a new resilience strategy that seeks to capture lessons from the corona crisis as well as 

resilience program’s evolving role, which shifts increasingly towards organizing learning based on a 

process-based understanding of resilience. In addition, strong ties with external partners from 

knowledge institutions, who are more easily accessible because of the existing knowledge 

infrastructure, benefit the interactive strategy-making process during the crisis. Nevertheless, not 

actively involving internal stakeholders in the process implies that the strategy might remain isolated 

from policy-making within the own organization, making it challenging to build a “winning coalition” 

around proposals and “enhance political feasibility” (Bryson, 2004: pp.25). 

In contrast, weaker external networks for knowledge exchange in The Hague’s resilience context 

seem to lead to greater dependency on internal stakeholders to plan a participatory strategy-making 

process, which presents a challenge considering the organization’s resource focus on immediate crisis 

response. Consequently, The Hague’s municipality currently considers developing infrastructures for 

knowledge exchange with external partners, for instance, through a new knowledge infrastructure 

between university and municipality to allow for better flexibility and responsiveness in the face of 

future disruptions requiring new knowledge.  
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4.7 Visualizing the Findings: The Interplay of Factors 
This figure visualizes the interplay of factors observed in the empirical data, granting more nuance to the 

findings. Hence, the table draws attention to how the organization’s preoccupation with immediate 

crisis response, the municipalities’ organizational cultures, and political cycles are in tension with the 

long-term orientation of recovery and resilience strategies. Further, the sense of urgency reinforces the 

need for connecting individuals to set up processes of reflexive governance. Besides, connecting 

individuals are responsible for establishing networks for interdisciplinary knowledge exchange and 

learning, through which trust between actors from different domains is developed.  

           

 

Figure 3 Visualization of Empirical Findings: The Interplay of Factors 
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5. Theoretical Reflections 
This chapter relates the empirical findings of this research to the theoretical framework. This research 

also generated conceptual links that have not been accounted for in the theoretical framework. New 

literature will be added to give more context to these findings. First, the chapter discusses the relevance 

of the concept of reflexive governance for adaptive urban resilience, in which the research was 

embedded. Second, it will be concentrated on the relevance of governance network attributes and the 

conditions created by the corona crisis in influencing the adoption of reflexive governance processes in 

the urban resilience context. Finally, based on this discussion, an enriched conceptual model will be 

presented.  

5.1 Linking Reflexive Governance and Adaptive Urban Resilience  
This study first considered the relevance of the reflexive governance concept for enhancing adaptive 

urban resilience in the aftermath of an integrated crisis. As McNutt and Rayner (2018) have pointed out, 

empirical research on reflexive governance has remained scarce because much policy-making is un-

reflexive in practice. This study has affirmed that enhancing adaptive urban resilience goes in line with 

an open-ended and learning-based approach to governing, which can take into account the ambiguity of 

the concept and its dynamic and multidisciplinary nature (Sharifi & Yagamata, 2018: Duijnhoven & Neef, 

2016). An adaptive framework is adopted by focusing on long-term recovery and transformation, which 

the resilience teams of The Hague and Rotterdam have claimed as their niche during the corona crisis. It 

becomes clear how enhancing adaptive resilience forms a complex boundary object that connects 

different actors through learning. In this sense, Huck et al.’s (2020: 195) argument that “resilience can 

serve as a boundary concept bridging different epistemic divides and creating identity to structure 

common practices across different communities of knowledge production” is underscored.  

 It was demonstrated that processes of interdisciplinary learning and knowledge generation are 

central mechanisms for assessing the crisis’s cross-boundary impacts and the underlying systemic 

vulnerabilities and strengths that have reinforced or mitigated them. Notably, this research has shown 

how the social dimension of resilience became a major concern during the corona crisis. The shift to 

questions of social resilience can be explained by the key role that social capital plays in shaping the 

course of crises and recoveries (Carpenter et al., 2012). Further, the current pandemic is no exception in 

hitting “people at the bottom of the socio-economic spectrum disproportionally” and has exposed 

generic vulnerabilities “in a new light” (Acuto, 2020a: 748). Reflexive governance brings forth a 

broadening of the discussions on urban resilience beyond climate adaptation. Discussions on community 

resilience during the corona crisis counterweigh the general physical science bias in urban risk 
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management (Pelling, 2003). At the same time, challenges arise from the difficult-to-operationalize 

nature of social resilience as well as social and institutional transformations presenting slower, longer-

term, and less visible processes than engineering responses (Voß & Kemp, 2005; Pelling, 2003). 

 

5.2 The Relationship between Crisis Conditions, Governance Network Attributes, and 

Reflexive Governance  
This research has added a crisis link to the reflexive governance theory. It has shown how the evolving 

cross-boundary dynamics of the corona crisis both triggered and challenged reflexive governance. The 

corona crisis is perceived as an opportunity for transformative change (Acuto, 2020a) that generates a 

heightened sense of urgency and new knowledge needs due to increased complexity. However, this 

study has also shown how reflexive governance is challenged when most organizational resources are 

directed at the management of the crisis and its immediate impacts. Reflexive governance is a matter of 

degree rather than kind. Accordingly, the question arises of how much reflexive governance can be 

expected during the crisis, and a critical reminder to “not get carried away with an ideal construct of 

reflexivity that makes almost impossible demands on societal institutions” (Meadowcroft & Steurer, 

2018: 748).  

The role of both local (Dzigbede et al., 2020) and international networks (McGuirk et al., 2020) 

in providing discursive spaces during the crisis has been underscored. This local-global dynamic of 

reflexive governance for adaptive urban resilience reflects the pandemic’s complex interplay with the 

urban context. Whereas international networks are vital for inspiration, local networks are critical for 

generating knowledge on how crisis impacts take shape locally. This study highlighted the gap between 

social learning in international networks and translating the knowledge gained into local strategies and 

policies that “focus on transforming systems that are inequitable or hinder individuals or communities 

from developing adaptive capacity” (Meerow et al., 2016: 45). Therefore, next to underscoring the 

importance of cross-city exchange of experiences during the global crisis (Acuto & Leffel, 2020), this 

study also highlights the context-specific nature of urban resilience requiring strategies for 

contextualizing knowledge gained in international networks. Furthermore, the tension between the 

need to establish resilience as a guiding concept for crisis response, recovery, and adjacent 

transformation across the organizations and the nichification of the resilience programs has been 

identified, underlining the need for coordinating resilience-oriented decision-making across the different 

directions of the municipalities (Huck et al., 2020).  
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Moreover, this study has contributed to the ambivalent discussion on the strength of ties 

between actors conducive to reflexiveness. In line with previously voiced arguments (Newig et al., 2010; 

McNutt & Rayner, 2018), this research has shown how strong ties between actors from different 

knowledge and practice backgrounds on local and international scales facilitate open and (self-)critical 

discussions. The immediacy of the crisis reinforces the role of inter-organizational trust as an essential 

coordination mechanism for knowledge exchange (Williams, 2002) and integrated knowledge 

production. Nonetheless, in Rotterdam and The Hague, learning occurs mainly between experts with a 

priori interest in urban resilience, limiting the reflexive governance potential of including a broader 

range of perspectives into discussions and obtaining relevant tacit knowledge about the very 

heteronomous aspects of urban systems to be transformed. Complementary to strong ties for co-

cocreation, weak tie relationships with more diverse local actors are arguably necessary for identifying 

complex problem interlinkages regarding overlaps between the corona crisis and other urban challenges 

(Markaard and Rosebloom, 2020) and enhancing social, economic, institutional, and physical resilience 

in consideration of a broad range of potential hazards that might be quite unlike the current crisis 

(Pelling, 2003).  

Notably, while this research focused on how crisis-related and governance network factors 

influence the adoption of reflexive governance, the results imply a more dynamic two-folded 

relationship. It has been demonstrated how interdisciplinary learning and knowledge production 

stimulate inter-organizational trust or lead to the re-assessing of the roles of resilience experts during 

the crisis. Nonetheless, for social learning to be effective, it should also generate more tangible 

outcomes like institutional adaptation and the shifting of policy objectives (Sol et al., 2017; Voß & Kemp, 

2005). Accordingly, this research shows that the lack of such change agency (Sol et al., 2017) leads to 

difficulties for the resilience programs to leverage lessons learned from the crisis. Further, the results of 

this study imply that municipalities’ bureaucratic and complex organizational design presents a burden 

to the reflexive adaptation of processes and procedures inherent to reflexive governance (Cunliffe & 

Jun, 2005). Also, the tension between local politics and reflexive governance is reflected in the findings 

of this research. Yet, it does not result from the openness of reflexive governance and the closedness of 

political preferences, as Hendriks and Grin (2007) suggest. Instead, the tension here lies in 

transformative social and institutional change as a pathway to resilient crisis recoveries, on the one 

hand, and the cycles of local politics and changing political agendas, on the other hand. 

Further, this study has added a new dimension to reflexive governance theory by identifying the 

central role of connecting individuals, in the literature referred to as “boundary-spanners,” in providing 
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the framework conditions for and initiating processes of reflexive governance. Whereas boundary-

spanners have thus far not gained attention in the literature on reflexive governance, they have been 

found to enhance trust and performance in governance networks more broadly. Being defined as 

“organizational members who are able to link the organization they represent with its environment” 

(van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2014:3), boundary-spanners are associated with creating bridging social 

capital through establishing inter- and intra-organizational connections owing to their attunement with 

“contextual information on both sides of the boundary” (Tushman & Scanlan, 1981: 291-2, in Meerkerk 

& Edelenbos, 2014). Boundary-spanners translate information and disseminate knowledge across 

boundaries (van Meerkerk & Edelenbos 2014; Willimas, 2002). This study adds to existing theory by 

linking the concept of the boundary-spanner to the capacity of enabling a distinctly learning-based 

mode of governance and meaningful exchange between the “separate worlds of policy and science” 

(Meadowcroft & Steurer, 2018: 737) in the face of urgency, uncertainty, and new knowledge needs. 

Therefore, as a specific actor in the governance network, the boundary-spanner enriches the conceptual 

model by a new dimension. 

 

5.3 Enriched Conceptual Model 
In line with the results and theoretical discussions, the enriched conceptual model is presented below. 

Concerning the governance network, this research identified trust, boundary spanners, and existing 

infrastructures for knowledge exchange as central factors determining reflexive governance next to 

political dynamics and organizational culture. Further, alongside urgency for action and the increased 

problem complexity during the corona crisis, the municipalities’ resource focus on immediate crisis 

response and the resilience programs’ emphasis on longer-term recovery and transformation are 

important conditions to trigger and challenge reflexive governance processes. These specific governance 

network attributes and crisis conditions replace the more general factors included in the initial 

conceptual model. Moreover, that reflexive governance can, in turn, determine the governance network 

structure or crisis conditions, such as the focus on immediate response or transformation is indicated 

through the arrows pointing from right to left. While this study has identified specific relationships, it is 

expected that there are numerous alternative ways in which conditions created by this or other crises 

and these governance network attributes can generate new knowledge needs and stimulate learning, 

and how learning outcomes lead to a re-organization of the governance objectives and structures. As 

the specific causalities between the factors pertain to the peculiarities of the case studies, the 
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relationships between factors in the updated conceptual model are not assessed as boosts or barriers 

per se.  

`

 

 

Figure 4 Enriched Conceptual Model 
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6. Conclusion  
This chapter draws conclusions based upon the results of this research and discusses their implications. 

First, the central research question will be answered by summarizing the most important results. 

Followingly, the implications for theory will be elaborated before addressing the limitations of this study 

in connection with recommendations for future research. Finally, this master’s thesis will end with 

practical recommendations. 

6.1 Conclusion 
This thesis sought to contribute to an understanding of how governance network attributes and crisis-

specific conditions hinder or boost the adoption of reflexive governance for enhancing adaptive urban 

resilience. To this end, the central research question was formulated as follows: “How does the 

interplay of governance network attributes and crisis-specific conditions influence the adoption of 

reflexive governance for adaptive urban resilience during the corona crisis in Rotterdam and Then 

Hague?.” For answering this research question, a multiple case study was conducted. Thus, 18 in-depth 

interviews with actors from different knowledge and practice backgrounds related to the governance 

objective of urban resilience and the resilience programs in Rotterdam and The Hague were held.  

 In short, this research has demonstrated that conditions created by the crisis like the sense of 

urgency, the organization’s overarching focus on the immediate crisis response, and the focus on the 

long-term recovery taken on by the resilience units in The Hague and Rotterdam, as well as the 

increased complexity in the governance environment, influence the adoption of reflexive governance. 

Next, certain attributes of the governance network have been shown to play an important role in this 

regard. Namely, high levels of trust between the actors from different knowledge and practice 

backgrounds, existing networks that have been cultivated before the crisis, the organizational culture of 

the municipalities of which the resilience teams are part, and the cycles of local politics. The research 

has demonstrated how governance-related and crisis-specific factors interact. Further, it has shown how 

crisis-specific and governance network-related factors hinder or boost the reflexive governance 

processes of social learning, collaborative problem and solution framing, integrated knowledge 

production, and the scrutinization of underlying assumptions and practices. A visualization of how these 

relationships have played out is presented in chapter 4.4. The enriched conceptual model is visualized in 

chapter 5.4.  
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6.2 Implications for Theory  
This qualitative research presents one of the very few empirical contributions to reflexive governance. 

The enabling and impeding conditions for reflexive governance on the urban scale have thus far not 

been subject to empirical research. At the same time, also theoretical insights in this respect have been 

scarce (McNutt & Rainer, 2018). Accordingly, the insights generated by this research contribute to the 

theory by highlighting that reflexive governance does not happen in isolation but is constrained or 

encouraged by certain attributes of the governance network in which it occurs as well as the external 

conditions related to the specific situation of the corona crisis. Hence, this study has provided insight 

into how an interplay of crisis conditions and governance network attributes challenge or stimulate 

reflexive governance on the urban scale. Important implications for theory is a better understanding of 

how conditions generated by a complex crisis can trigger and pressure reflexive governance, which has 

far not been accounted for in the literature. Next, this study has added to theory by first establishing a 

relevant conceptual link between reflexive governance and boundary-spanning actors.  

Furthermore, embedding this study in a crisis context has demonstrated the relevance of the 

reflexive governance concept for translating emerging insights from the developing crisis into strategies 

and plans for resilient recoveries. Thereby, the applicability of reflexive governance as an analytical 

concept in relation to the governance objective of adaptive urban resilience has been demonstrated. 

The findings of this research imply that reflexive governance is integral to an understanding of resilience 

based on adaptation and transformation as mechanisms to thrive on- and prepare for shocks.  

 Lastly, this study has provided the first evidence on the roles and workings of designated 

resilience programs at municipalities in the face of an acute large-scale crisis. Currently, 97 cities 

worldwide are members of the Resilient Cities Network (Resilient Cities Network, 2020c). The resilience 

concept continues to gain relevance in urban policy practice, especially in light of the ongoing pandemic. 

By revealing the multiple tensions regarding connecting city-to-city learning during the crisis to urban 

recovery strategies and public action, this study has contributed to a better understanding of resilience-

oriented decision-making on the urban scale. The lack of change agency and institutional adaptability 

has been identified as a central challenge to moving from the governance of resilience to resilient 

governance.  
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6.3 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research  
Initially, this research was designed to investigate how reflexive governance influences resilience and 

long-term recovery strategies under development in The Hague and Rotterdam during the corona crisis. 

However, in spring 2020, these strategies were not developed far enough to investigate actual changes 

concerning the different elements of the new and adapted strategies. To better understand how 

reflexive governance leads to a reconsideration of the governance objective or re-organization of the 

governance setting, follow-up research should investigate this linkage more closely once strategies are 

formalized. Researching these emerging changes from a longer-term perspective would also be 

beneficial for further exploring the reciprocity of governance setting and reflexive processes. In this 

sense, it would be relevant to investigate whether new actors have been included or new infrastructures 

for knowledge exchange developed. The envisaged introduction of new partnerships between 

knowledge institutions and the municipality in The Hague in the aftermath of the crisis would be an 

example of how reflexive governance can change the knowledge network or even collective institutions 

(Newig et al., 2020). 

 Additionally, due to the qualitative nature of this study based on in-depth interviews, results 

rely upon actors’ accounts and subjective experiences. However, this bias has been counterweighted 

through the triangulation of perspectives (see chapter 3.2.2). Also, it should be noted that qualitative 

interviews, even when held online, proved a suitable means for answering the research question. While 

the digital interviewing format might eliminate non-verbal cues and time scheduling tends to be tighter, 

this methodology allowed for an efficient data collection process across the two cities. 

 Further, results cannot be generalized to different contexts. Regarding other governance 

objectives than adaptive resilience, other levels of governance than the urban, other cultural and 

geographical contexts or other events and crises, different factors might become more prevalent and 

affect the reflexiveness of governance in different ways. Therefore, more case studies should be 

conducted to further develop the evidence on reflexive governance during crises. Another relevant 

perspective on this phenomenon would be to analyze reflexive governance across different crisis 

phases. Reflexive governance seems to be streamlined during the recovery phase and impeded during 

the preceding response phase. This appears to be a fruitful conceptual link to be further explored.  

Moreover, this research discovered the vital role of boundary-spanners for reflexive 

governance. This makes up for a novel and relevant connection between previously unrelated concepts. 

This relationship deserves more attention as it promises interesting and relevant insights into the role of 

individuals for enabling reflexivity and generating resilience in governance systems while adding onto 
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the literature on the different capacities and functions boundary-spanners can assume in public 

governance.  

Finally, in this research, existing networks and strong ties between actors from different 

knowledge and practice backgrounds have been identified as key conditions for enabling reflexive 

governance during the corona crisis. At the same time, this leads to a very bounded form of reflexive 

governance, involving actors with a priori interest in resilience rather than giving a voice to “mainstream 

perspectives.” Therefore, the tension between weak tie relationships that allow for spontaneous 

learning and including a wider range of perspectives and interests and strong ties for promoting open, 

continuous learning based on mutual confiding needs to be further investigated in the context of urban 

resilience.  

 

6.4 Practical Recommendations 
This master’s thesis has shown how certain governance network attributes are conducive to reflexive 

governance. These insights lead up to practical advice regarding the design of governance settings that 

facilitate reflexivity during a moment of disruption when harnessing lessons learned is at the same time 

important and challenging.  

One of the key enablers this thesis has shed light on is the importance of existing knowledge 

infrastructures fostering knowledge exchange and collective learning between actors from different 

domains on a structural basis. Creating bridging social capital and enhancing trust translates into better 

flexibility and responsiveness during a crisis when alternative understandings of problems and solutions 

are particularly sought to understand emerging problem-combinations, their connections to systemic 

vulnerabilities, and how to address these in integrated ways.  

Rotterdam and The Hague are the first Dutch cities that are members of the Resilient Cities 

Network. This research has shown the benefit of cultivating inter-city relationships. Such networks allow 

for flexible learning from other cities’ experiences during crises through direct lines of communication. 

This supports learning about best practices in an international context, which is likely to remain relevant 

as cities increasingly deal with global challenges.  

However, considering the challenge of contextualizing knowledge gained in inter-city networks 

and the increasing emphasis on social resilience, community engagement in learning processes becomes 

particularly important to better integrate the local context into the development of solutions. 

Accordingly, next to international networks, local networks with civil society actors from different 

communities and practice backgrounds are vital to informing urban resilience and recovery strategies 
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with tacit knowledge. Next, to guarantee more change agency and governance capacity for resilience 

programs, strong networks with actors from different departments of the municipalities are important. 

This way, resilience strategies can become more sensitive to the different perspectives, discourses, and 

interests present in the organization, and adaptive urban resilience can be more effectively employed as 

an integrated higher-level strategic orientation during crisis recovery. 

This study has drawn attention to the central role of boundary-spanners in contributing to the 

development of cross-boundary collaborative practices during the crisis. On the one hand, the need for 

creating designated networking functions at municipalities is underscored. As boundary spanners are 

familiar with other domains’ intrinsic workings, needs, and motivations, they are well suited to design 

arrangements that promote openness for joint, critical learning. On the other hand, this study has 

shown that the importance of boundary-spanners becomes particularly significant when reflexive 

governance arrangements have not become established and structuralized yet. This leads to the advice 

that creating the framework conditions conducive for reflexive governance is just as important. This 

could, for instance, imply jointly creating slack resources that allow for initiating shared inter-

organizational practices of knowledge creation in the face of unexpected situations.   

Further, governance incentives for integrating crisis response, recovery, and transformation are 

needed. It is essential to rebuild quickly after a disturbance. Still, the general conditions for resilience 

need to be strengthened in perspective of potential future threats to avoid the superficiality of quick-fix 

responses (Carpenter et al., 2012). Accordingly, the strategy-making processes for long-term recovery 

and transformation should not be delayed until after the crisis, so alternative pathways can be 

implementing while responding to current disruptions (Acuto, 2020a). This means that municipalities 

and resilience programs need to establish stronger links between learning about urban resilience during 

the crisis, policy-making, and institutional adaptation. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guides 

 

Interview Guide A, Members of the Resilience Teams  

Introducing myself and my research, explaining that the interview will be recorded and transcribed as 

well as how the data will/can be used and asking for consent for this.  

1. Can you briefly tell me about the resilience team and your role in it? 

2. Can you tell me about the role and responsibilities of the resilience team during the COVID-19 

pandemic / crisis recovery?  

Follow-Up: Which projects have you been working on? How was decided upon your 

responsibilities?  

3. How are the work activities of the resilience team different to previous to the pandemic? 

Follow-Up: How did you experience the need to change the work activities of your team? Have 

you experienced any difficulties when attempting to initiate changes? 

4. How have you discussed your way of working (in terms of goals, processes, procedures) during 

the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Follow-Up: What was discussed and with whom? Who initiated the discussion? 

5. How do you experience the role of the COVID-19 pandemic for the work of your organization? 

Follow-Up: Has your organization’s future role in the COVID-19 recovery and beyond been 

discussed? If yes, how? And with whom?  

6. How have you attempted to integrate the happenings of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 

insights they might have revealed into your work of resilience-building? 

Follow-Up: Did you have any specific strategies to enhance learning during the pandemic? If yes, 

what did they involve? Have you experienced any difficulties in this regard? 

7. Has the resilience team entered any new partnerships during the COVID-19 pandemic? Or are 

you planning to do so in the future?  

Follow-Up: If yes, how do these collaborations look like? What were the reasons for setting up 

these collaborations? How were the partners selected? Who initiated the collaborations?  
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8. How are the collaborations coordinated, and who coordinates them? 

Follow-Up: How often and in what ways do you meet / communicate with the different 

partners? How long have you already been working together?  

9. Which relevant knowledge, insights or skills regarding urban resilience building do these 

partners have to offer? 

10.  Have these collaborations led to new insights regarding the resilience of your city? 

Follow-Up: If yes, in what ways? What is discussed with the different actors? Were any previous 

ideas regarding resilience (building) specifically confirmed or challenged in the context of the 

pandemic? 

11. How has the input by different actors been related or applied to your organization’s work? 

Follow-Up: Have you experienced any challenges with combining different perspectives in the 

context of a resilient crisis recovery or relating them to your own work? 

12. Are you planning to transfer new insights (regarding urban resilience) gained during the  COVID-

19 pandemic into any future strategies?  

Follow-Up: If yes, how? What do you plan to change as compared to current urban resilience 

strategies?  

13. What are the aspects of the strategies that are at the center of your attention and that are being 

reviewed or adapted the most?  

Follow-Up: How do you explain that? 

14. Have you re-defined / are you going to re-define in the adapted / new strategy  

- the core strategic issues / focus areas you address 

- the vision of your organization in the future 

- objectives you aim to achieve  

-plans for actions, that you take to achieve your objectives 

-the ways in which you allocate resources to strategic objectives, such as human 

resources or finances 

-the individuals or organizations you aim to involve in the implementation of your 

objectives? 

 If yes, how and in what ways? 

Thanking the interviewee for the time. Offering the interviewee to get in contact again in case of 

questions or additional comments, and updates about the research. 
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Interview Guide B, Collaborators from Other Municipal Departments  

Introducing myself and my research, explaining that the interview will be recorded and transcribed as 

well as how the data will/can be used and asking for consent for this.  

1. Can you briefly tell me something about your department and your position in it? 

2.  Can you tell me about your department’s role in the context of the COVID-19 crisis and 

recovery? 

Follow-Up: How is this role different to previous to the pandemic? 

3.  Can you tell me about your collaboration with the resilience team in the context of the COVID-

19 crisis / recovery? 

Follow-Up: For what reasons are you collaborating? What is your interest in this collaboration? 

What is your role in this collaboration? Is this collaboration the first? How was the collaboration 

initiated?  

4. How does the collaborative process look like? 

Follow-Up: How do you communicate with each other? How often do you meet? How do you 

share information? Who coordinates and leads the meetings? 

5. Are you also involved in any other (new) partnerships in the context of the COVID-19 crisis / 

recovery? 

Follow-Up: If yes, what kind of partnerships and with whom? How were they initiated? And for 

which reasons?  

6. Has the collaborative work process itself been subject to discussion?  

Follow-Up: If yes, has that led to any changed of the work processes and procedures of your 

organization? When attempting to change processes and procedures, have you experienced any 

difficulties? If yes, in what ways? 

7. What issues and topics are being discussed with the resilience teams and other key partners in 

the context of crisis recovery?  

8. Has your understanding of how a resilient crisis recovery should look like changed throughout 

the past months?  

Follow-Up: If yes, how and in what ways?  

9. Has your understanding of the core issues that need to be addressed to strengthen urban 

resilience changed? 
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Follow-Up: If yes, how and in what ways? 

10. Has your understanding of the ways in which this should be done changed? 

Follow-Up: If yes, how and in what ways? 

11. How will these (new) insights of yours translate in strategies for a resilient recovery / new urban 

resilience strategies? 

Follow-Up: Were there any specific aspects of the strategies that have been affected by your 

input (such as the stakeholders that should be involved, what should be achieved, or the specific 

activities that should be undertaken)? If yes, which ones? 

Thanking the interviewee for the time. Offering the interviewee to get in contact again in case of 

questions or additional comments, and updates about the research.  

 

Interview Guide C, External Partners 

Introducing myself and my research, explaining that the interview will be recorded and transcribed as 

well as how the data will/can be used and asking for consent for this.  

1. Can you briefly tell me something about your profession / your expertise and field of research? 

2. How are you involved with the (resilient) recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Follow-Up: How is your work related to the topic of resilience? Have you dealt with this topic 

previously? 

3. Can you tell me about your collaboration with the resilience team during the crisis recovery? 

Follow-Up: How is it coordinated? How was it initiated? Have you worked together before? 

What was your interest in this collaboration? 

4. Can you tell me about your role / the role of your department in this collaboration?  

Follow-Up: Which are your specific tasks and responsibilities? On which issues / questions are 

you working? In which discussions are you involved? 

5. With whom do you work together on this?  

Follow-Up: Who do you consult for information or inspiration? 

6. Can you tell me about the processes of working together with the resilience team / other 

partners? 
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Follow-Up: How often do you meet with the members of the resilience team or other partners? 

How do you communicate with each other? How do you share information? 

7. Has the collaborative process itself been subject to discussion? 

Follow-Up: If yes, what was discussed? By whom? And who initiated this discussion? 

8. Have you gained any new insights regarding the core issues of urban resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic? 

Follow-Up: If yes, which insights? How did you gain them? 

9. Have you changed your perspective on what needs to be done for strengthening urban 

resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Follow-Up: If yes, which insights? How did you gain them? 

10. How did you experience your recommendations being received? 

11. How is your input used in the context of the plans for a crisis recovery? 

12. How has / does your input affect the development of new urban resilience strategies / strategies 

for a resilient crisis recovery? 

13. Were there any specific aspects of the strategies that have been affected by your input (such as 

the stakeholders that should be involved, what should be achieved, or the specific activities that 

should be undertaken)? If yes, which ones? 

Thanking the interviewee for the time. Offering the interviewee to get in contact again in case of 

questions or additional comments, and updates about the research.  
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Appendix B: List of Respondents 

No. Position / Affiliation  Length of 
Interview 
(min.)  

Date of 
Interview 

Virtual 
Location 

1 Researcher Coordinator of Policy-Science in Interface Rotterdam, Research 
on Community Initiatives during the Corona Crisis 

55 28.04.2021 Zoom 

2 Researcher, Centre of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions, The Hague 
University, Research Societal Impact of Corona in The Hague 

43 29.04.2021 Zoom 

3 Director Impact and Response Team, Municipality Rotterdam 35 29.04.2021 MSTeams 

4 Deputy Resilience Officer, Resilient Rotterdam 50 30.04.2021 Zoom 

5 Project Secretary, Impact and Response Team, Municipality Rotterdam 35 30.04.2021 Zoom 

6 Chief Resilience Officer, Resilient The Hague 51 06.04.2021 Zoom 

7 Founder, NGO (Training Program for Community Actors), The Hague 33 06.04.2021 Zoom 

8 Communication Advisor and Press Officer, Erasmus University 59 07.05.2021 Zoom 

9 Coordinator, Resilient Medellin, Collaborator of Resilient The Hague during 
the Corona Crisis 

48 11.05.2021 MSTeams 

10 Research and Knowledge Coordinator, Municipality Rotterdam 40 13.05.2021 Zoom 

11 Researcher at Policy-Science Interface in Rotterdam, Research on Societal 
impact of the Corona Crisis 

32 17.05.2021 Zoom 

12 Researcher at Research Platform Rotterdam, Research on Pilot Project of a 
“Resilient Neighborhood” in Rotterdam 

50 17.05.2021 Zoom 

13 Strategic Advisor Central Management, Municipality Rotterdam 37 18.05.2021 MSTeams 

14 Coordinating Strategy Advisor Department of Social Affairs, Municipality 
Rotterdam 

38 18.05.2021 MSTeams 

15 Director, Centre of Expertise Governance of Urban Transitions, The Hague 
University, Research on the Societal Impact of the Corona Crisis in The Hague 

38  
  

19.05.2021 Zoom 

16 Strategist, City Hall Rotterdam 32  20.05.2021 MSTeams 

17 Strategic Advisor, Urban Development, Municipality of The Hague 50 28.05.2021 MSTeams 

18 Junior Strategy Advisor, Social Affairs, Municipality of The Hague 38 04.06.2021 MSTeams 
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Appendix C: Information Sheets for Interview Participants 

 

Introduction 
As you know, I am a master’s student from the Urban Governance program at Erasmus University and 
currently conducting my master’s thesis research on the adaptation of urban resilience strategies during 
the COVID-19 pandemic in Rotterdam and The Hague. I am conducting interviews to inform my study. 
Data Collection 
We have previously agreed on a date and time for an online interview. During our interview, I will ask 
you some general questions about your work in the context of the COVID-19 recovery. There are about 
10 to 15 interview questions. Questions will be open-ended, and therefore, the length and direction of 
the interview will depend to a large part on your input. However, the interview can be expected to last 
somewhere around 30 minutes. The interview will be recorded on zoom / teams, so I can transcribe it 
afterwards to be able to analyze the interview material. 
Purpose of Data Collection 
The data collection serves research purposes only.  
Confidentiality & Data Protection 
The interview transcript will not be included in the thesis report, which will be made publicly accessible. 
Only my supervisors will see the full transcript of the interview in order to ensure its authenticity. The 
video recording will not be shared. Further, the transcript material will be stored by the University in 
case of future sampling inspections.  
The analysis of the interview will inform the research results of my thesis and will be written about in 
the thesis report. Additionally, I could choose to use quotes of what you are saying to illustrate 
arguments in my text. If you do not want me to quote you in my thesis report, please let me know. Also, 
you can let me know whether I can use your name in my thesis report and the interview transcript or 
you prefer to remain anonymous.  
Consent  
At the beginning of the interview recording, I will verbally ask you for your consent on  
-the permission to video and audio record of the interview on zoom / teams (required for my research) 
-the permission to use quotes from the interview in my thesis report (optional) 
-the permission to use your name with these quotes (optional) 
Individual Rights & Access to Information 
Your answering of the questions is, of course, voluntary. So, you do not need to answer all my questions 
and you can stop anytime. You have the right to request more information about the research and the 
data analysis any time after the interview. Of course, I will send you a link to my thesis report once I 
have finalized it. Further, you have the right to withdraw your consent before the thesis report is 
submitted. You will be able to reach me via my e-mail address or phone number in case of any requests, 
questions or concerns that may arise after the interview. 

Thank you very much for your participation! I am looking forward to our interview! 
Aurelia Schwarz, Student Urban Governance, Erasmus University Rotterdam  
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Appendix D: Overview of Codes and Code Groups  
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