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!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 

 

Reducing and replacing the non-renewable energy used for residential buildings is an important 

strategy to improve the sustainability of cities. In Amsterdam, the diversity and character of the 

housing stock poses a challenge on attempts to improve the residential energy performance. 

Residential retrofitting is one of the items on the cityôs sustainability agenda and the municipality aims 

to promote and facilitate initiatives to reduce and replace non-renewable energy used for residential 

heating and electricity. This study focuses on the different actor groups involved in the governance of 

retrofitting, and whether the diversity of actors causes fragmentation among them. There does not 

seem to be a central actor or organisation who governs residential retrofitting in Amsterdam. This 

study builds on data gathered through interviews, participant observations and policy documents. The 

results  show that on the level of contents the fragmentation is low: actors have largely similar norms, 

goals and perceptions with respect to retrofitting. However, collaboration and coordination could be 

increased between the actor groups and projects, which indicates some fragmentation. The 

fragmentation has both positive and negative consequences for realising the municipal goals 

concerning retrofitting in Amsterdam. The conceptual framework is based on fragmentation theory, 

which introduces a novel way to analyse urban governance for residential retrofitting.  

 

Key words: residential retrofitting, energy transition, urban sustainability, Amsterdam, fragmentation theory. 
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!ŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

 

ñIt is the greatest of all mistakes to do nothing because you can only do little - do what you can.ò 

(Sydney Smith) 

The environmental problems of our time can seem so daunting and incredibly difficult to address, 

making it hard to believe that as individuals we can actually do something about it. During my 

research for this thesis I was delighted to encounter many people in Amsterdam whose attitude is 

nevertheless in line with the quote above. Over the last year I have learnt much about motivations and 

possibilities for residential retrofitting. It is one of many examples that show that cities are not only 

facing environmental problems, but simultaneously producing creative innovations and smart 

solutions. A few years ago, when I learned about this special role of cities regarding the environment, I 

choose for the master program Urban Environmental Management at Wageningen University, 

specialising in environmental policy and governance. During courses I learned the theories, but my 

thesis research showed me actual practice of creating urban sustainability. Therefore I am very grateful 

to all the interview respondents who were willing to tell me about their involvement, achievements, 

goals and ideas regarding retrofitting and sustainability in Amsterdam. My thesis could not exist 

without their valuable input and their answers on my questions. A special word of thanks to the team 

behind the óenergy breakfastsô organised by Wij Krijgen Kippen in Amsterdam, who helped me to get 

in contact with respondents and organisations. 

I also want to thank my supervisor Ingrid Boas for many valuable comments, feedback and 

suggestions, and also for your confidence in my project and approach. After our feedback meetings I 

always had renewed energy and inspiration to continue with the next step. 

Thanks to my friends who supported me during the thesis process, both by providing comments on the 

contents (thanks Thomas!), and sharing daily struggles, successes and other experiences (thanks 

Hanna and Daniela!). And although they may not realise it, all team mates from my badminton clubs 

in Wageningen and Ede helped me a lot, especially during the writing process. The countless evenings 

in the sports hall allowed me to completely clear my mind and relax, so that I had renewed energy to 

continue the writing process the next morning. Of course I also want to thank my dearest parents who 

support me in all that I do, in and outside my studies.  
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1.1. Why retrofitting in  Amsterdam? 

The research described in this thesis focuses on residential retrofitting projects in Amsterdam and the 

potential of existing initiatives to contribute to the energy transition envisioned by the cityôs 

municipality. Since the built environment represents one third of Dutch energy demands, retrofitting 

projects are becoming an important tool to reduce urban fossil fuel dependency and lower greenhouse 

gas emissions (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014). The city of Amsterdam has pronounced several 

energy goals for the coming decades and retrofitting is one of the methods to create a more sustainable 

building stock (Gemeenteraad Amsterdam, 2015a). However, currently retrofitting in Amsterdam 

happens through numerous relatively small projects, initiated by a variety of actors. In this thesis I 

analyse this apparent fragmentation and its consequences for the contribution of retrofitting to 

Amsterdamôs residential sustainability.  

In this introduction chapter I will first describe the problem context and introduce the case of 

residential sustainability in Amsterdam. Next, I will explain the research objective and research 

questions. In chapter 2 I describe the research methodology and data collection. Chapter 3 provides the 

theoretical framework I used to analyse the case. In the analytical chapters 4 and 5 I answer two sub-

research questions. Chapter 6 reflects on the findings and answers the third sub-research question. 

Finally, in chapter 7 I provide my conclusions, followed by the bibliography.  

1.1.2. Context: climate change and energy consumption 

The global climate is changing and our world is warming up. Emissions caused by human activities 

that require the burning of fossil fuel are the key contributors to this process of global warming. Sadly, 

this statement will no longer come as a surprise. Although the average temperature is projected to 

continue to rise over the next decades, numerous initiatives, measures and agreements aim to limit or 

even stop greenhouse gas emissions. During the UNFCCC Conference of the Parties (COP) in 

Copenhagen in 2009 the negotiators emphasized the importance of staying below a temperature rise of 

2 degrees Celsius, based on scientific research on the potential effects. In order to realise this, specific 

targets and action plans need to be established, especially for sectors and spaces that contribute most 

to global warming (UNFCCC, 2014).  
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There is much discussion about the appropriate scale or governance level to address climate change 

and what should be the role of global organisations, national governments, or local entities such as 

cities. Many authors argue that cities can play an important role in reducing emissions (e.g. Castán 

Broto & Bulkeley, 2014; Dixon et al., 2014; Dodman, 2009; Pearson et al., 2014)  and in many cities 

we can observe numerous projects and initiatives that aim to reduce their emissions. A large 

contributor to citiesô energy consumption and the associated emissions is the built environment. 

Buildings use energy for heating, cooling, lightening and other electrical appliances. In the case of 

residential buildings, there can be many residents who own or rent a part of the building. Therefore, 

decisions to improve the sustainability of a residential building depend on many owners, either 

residents or housing corporations.    

Based on the 2012 Energy Efficiency Directive the Netherlands drafted its third National Energy 

Efficiency Action Plan (NEEAP), describing the main targets and strategies for national energy 

savings up to 2020 (Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2014). In the period 2014-2020 the Netherlands 

should achieve a total energy saving of 1,5%, which translates into 482 petajoule (PJ) (Daniëls et al., 

2013). A specific part of the plan is focussed on energy reduction within buildings, which should 

result in saving 122 PJ. Resulting from this NEEAP, several initiatives have been established to 

increase the number of houses and other buildings with a high energy label and low energy 

consumption, focused on both rental and private houses. Numerous projects are currently undertaken 

or completed in this area, forming the first steps of a transition to an energy-efficient building stock.  

1.1.3. Energy retrofitting  

In order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from energy use there are two main roads. One is to 

produce the demanded energy with renewable energy sources instead of fossil fuels, such as wind 

turbines, solar panels or geothermal power stations. The other way is to lower the total amount of 

energy demanded, by making the energy use more efficient for example with technological 

improvements. Energy retrofitting projects for buildings make use of both strategies. The term 

retrofitting means ñto add (a component or accessory) to something that did not have it when 

manufacturedò (Oxford Dictionary, 2015).  Two other definitions of retrofit are provided by Dowling 

et al. (2014) and Eames (2011). 

 ñRetrofitting involves the modification of what already exists in cities: altering the ways in 

 which existing buildings are heated and cooled, diverting households, businesses and organisations 

 toward renewable sources of energy rather than fossil fuels, encouraging the take up of energy efficient 

 appliances (...). Retrofitting is also a social process in which technologies are adopted, accommodated 

 and altered by urban actorsò.   

 (Dowling et al., 2014: 18) 
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 ñSustainable urban retrofitting (..): directed alteration of the fabric, form or systems which comprise the 

 built environment in order to  improve energy, water and waste efficiencies.ò  

 (Eames, 2011: 2) 

Additionally, Eames et al. (2013: 513) explain that ñprocesses of urban retrofit can be understood as 

clustering around three regimes: housing; non-domestic buildings; and urban infrastructure and land 

useò. The focus of retrofitting in the proposed research will focus on the first of these three regimes, 

urban housing. Retrofit for housing happens mostly with the objective to improve the performance of 

the building, with regard to resource consumption or comfort. By improving insulation the energy 

demand for indoor temperature regulation can be reduced and renewable energy sources (such as solar 

panels or geothermal heat pumps) can be added to provide energy for the building. Based on the 

existing definitions and the focus of this study, I will use the term (residential) retrofitting to describe 

(technological) changes and additions to houses to reduce the energy use and/or replace fossil 

fuel energy by renewable energy.  

Within the Netherlands, existing buildings account for more than a third of the national energy use 

(Opstelten et al., 2007). Since buildings often last for many years or decades, retrofitting buildings to 

reduce their energy demand has become an important focus point. Many Dutch municipalities have set 

goals for emission reductions in the future, whereby reduction of domestic energy demand can play a 

key role. An increasing number of various retrofitting projects has been initiated in municipalities 

throughout the entire country in recent years, although the projects can have quite different 

characteristics. Most projects focus on a specific location, for example a neighbourhood or city. Also, 

retrofitting can be initiated by residents who own their house, a group of tenants, or housing 

corporations owning rental houses. Various incentives can be identified to engage in a retrofitting 

project, such as financial gains, more comfort, environmental concerns, showcasing environmental 

leadership, aesthetics, understandings of lifestyle, or the joy from working on oneôs own house (Gram-

Hanssen, 2014; Urgenda, 2015; Van der Heijden, 2015). 

1.1.4. Retrofitting in Amsterdam 

The city of Amsterdam is one of the Dutch cities that is witnessing a rapid increase of projects that 

aim to reduce energy use by buildings. The city has an agenda for sustainability based on five 

transition pathways, focussing on the following themes: sustainable energy, clean air, circular 

economy, climate resilience and municipal sustainability (Gemeenteraad Amsterdam, 2015a). This 

study focusses on the first pathway, ósustainable energyô, which includes targets for residential energy 
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labels, energy neutral homes, and increasing wind energy for the city. Regarding the retrofitting of 

existing houses, the municipality of Amsterdam states that they will ñstimulate house owners to invest 

in the energy performance of their propertyò (Gemeenteraad Amsterdam, 2015a: 15). For property 

owned by housing corporations, the goal is to have on average energy label B
1
 in 2020. Besides, the 

city aims to realise 1000 óNul Op de Meterô or NOM (zero energy demand) houses that have no 

energy bill. Based on this sustainability agenda for Amsterdam, some of the separate city districts or 

stadsdelen have made specific action plans with steps towards the targets. 

 

Figure 1. Infographic of Amsterdam's sustainability agenda (Gemeenteraad Amsterdam, 2015a) 

 

These targets can be seen as a first small step in the energy transition process to prepare Amsterdam 

for a future with reduced availability of fossil fuels, where clean renewable energy should be the 

standard (Gemeenteraad Amsterdam, 2015a). We cannot predict the (precise) outcome of transitions, 

since numerous variables affect which path is chosen each time when many options are available. 

Many actors and institutions can collectively govern the direction of a transition by different means or 

modes of governing (Kern & Alber, 2008; Patterson et al., 2015).  

                                                      

 

1
 The energy label system for houses in the Netherlands indicates the insulation and energy use. It ranges from 

G (lowest performance) to A or even A+ (Milieu Centraal, 2015). 
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1.1.5. Amsterdamôs retrofit initiatives: fragmented or coherent? 

Beside the municipality of Amsterdam, other actors play a role, for example (groups of) active citizens, 

building corporations, contractors, housing corporations. Although many actors, organisations and 

initiatives exist in Amsterdam, their contributions to the envisioned energy transition seem rather 

fragmented and without clear coherence or cooperation. For example, the following initiatives relate to 

residential retrofitting/sustainable residential energy provision: Duurzame Huizenroute, City-Zen & 

Amsterdam Smart City, NEWNRG, Wij Krijgen Kippen (a self-organising network (Stijkel et al., 

2013)), Zuiderlicht and Amsterdam Energie (energy cooperations in Amsterdam South). However, the 

precise links and connections between various initiatives, cooperations,  and projects are not very clear.  

Furthermore, there are additional stakeholders who are involved in a more indirect way, for example 

building contractors, energy suppliers and research organisations such as the Amsterdam Metropolitan 

Solutions (AMS) institute. Many of these initiatives are supported by, or cooperate with, the 

municipality of Amsterdam, but the initiators vary and include various organisations. Connections and 

collaboration between research organisations and local projects are not clear. According to theory, in 

order to create a transition, it is essential to have so-called óconnectorsô to progress from separate 

innovative actors towards societal change (Rotmans, 2015). 

With this large and diverse playing field of initiatives, the question arises whether and how all these 

efforts are contributing to the cityôs long-term energy transition goals. The variety of projects is large, 

so when citizens or organisations want to contribute there are many possible initiatives one can join. 

Although many projects are in some way connected (via platforms or networks such as Wij Krijgen 

Kippen) the ólandscapeô of retrofitting initiatives seems fragmented into many organisations. The 

effect of this fragmentation can be twofold. On one hand the diversity and multipolarity of initiatives 

may result in wider spreading of retrofitted houses among Amsterdamôs districts and citizens. 

Fragmentation on the niche level (Geels, 2002) is inevitable, but to reach an actual transition more 

coherence and consistency might be desirable. On the other hand, therefore, fragmented initiatives can 

be a limitation in the transition process, because initiatives remain small and unconnected to existing 

institutions. In chapter 3 I will discuss the possible effects of fragmentation from a theoretical 

perspective. The arising questions are whether the retrofitting governance is really fragmented, and 

what the consequences are for the contribution retrofitting makes to Amsterdamôs energy transition.  

1.1.6. Retrofitting governance  

The governance of retrofitting projects as well as the energy transition in Amsterdam is not merely in 

the hands of the municipality. The municipality has the power to implement policies, rules and 

standards and therefore able to govern retrofitting in several ways. Yet, the governance is shared with 

other active actors such as building corporation projects and (citizen) initiatives concerned with 
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Amsterdamôs energy transition. An important focus point of this study is therefore the governance of 

retrofitting; how and by whom is the field of residential retrofitting governed? 

Many authors and organisations have provided definitions of the term governance (Grindle, 2007). 

One definition of the term ógovernanceô is provided by Den Exter (2012) based on Kern (2011): ñany 

kind of action undertaken by any societal actor to obtain a certain impact on societyò. Also, Hyden et 

al. (2004: 16) describe governance as ñthe formation and stewardship of the formal and informal rules 

that regulate the public realm, the arena in which state as well as economic and societal actors interact 

to make decisionsò. These definitions emphasize that not only formal or governmental actors play a 

role in the process of steering and decision-making. The research proposed here also presumes that 

both governmental bodies and other societal or economic actors, as well as the patterns of interaction 

and collaboration are important for the retrofitting landscape in the city of Amsterdam. Better 

understanding of these patterns and the actors is therefore important to give rise to the intended 

(residential) energy transition. 

1.2. Objective and research questions 

Following from the problem description above, the objective of this study is to find out if the field of 

Amsterdamôs retrofitting initiatives is indeed fragmented, as the multitude of projects and 

organisations suggest, and to understand the consequences of this fragmentation for the contribution of 

retrofitting projects to Amsterdamôs energy transition goals. I will explore the potential for more 

coherence or collaboration, based on theory about governance fragmentation and an analysis of the 

role of different actors play in the governance of Amsterdamôs retrofitting field.  

A better understanding of how residential retrofitting projects and their governance contribute to 

Amsterdamôs energy goals will increase the potential of the projects. The societal objective is 

therefore to contribute to Amsterdamôs energy transition, subsequently leading to less dependency on 

fossil fuels and less emissions. Also, existing retrofitting projects can benefit from the insights about 

the consequences of fragmentation and potential benefits from more integration or collaboration. The 

problem description and research objective resulted in the following research question:  

How and why does fragmentation occur in the domain of residential retrofitting in Amsterdam, 

and what are the consequences of fragmentation for the impact of retrofitting initiatives? 

In order to answer this question I will focus on two  sub-questions. First, I will investigate the 

empirical research question:  

By whom and how is residential retrofitting in Amsterdam governed? 
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Second, for my analysis I will draw on fragmentation theory. As this theoretical perspective is usually 

used to analyse cases of global governance rather than local or urban governance, my third question 

focuses on the value of fragmentation theory for this research:  

What insights can fragmentation theory provide when applied to the urban governance issue 

of residential retrofitting? 

This question is theoretical and I will reflect on it in the concluding chapter. In chapter two I will 

introduce fragmentation theory and how I propose to use it for my case study on residential retrofitting. 
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Introduction  

In this chapter I introduce the conceptual framework used for the analysis of residential retrofit 

initiatives in Amsterdam. The framework is mainly based on fragmentation theory, which is usually 

used to analyse global governance. However, in this chapter I propose a way to adapt the theory and 

use its perspectives for the urban governance level. First, I will shortly reflect on prior literature on 

(residential) retrofitting and explain the gap that my thesis aims to address. In the following sections I 

introduce the concept urban governance architecture, the different types of fragmentation, and the 

potential consequences of a fragmented governance architecture.  

2.1. Retrofitting 

Over the last decade many studies concerning retrofitting have been published. Authors studied 

different aspects of retrofitting, for example technological possibilities, potential CO2 savings, cost-

effectiveness, economic considerations, organisational aspects, and peopleôs motivations for (not) 

retrofitting their house (DallôOô et al., 2012; Gram-Hanssen, 2014; Neme et al., 2011; Opstelten et al., 

2007; Tommerup & Svendsen, 2006; Van der Heijden, 2015; Verbeeck & Hens, 2005). Early studies, 

for example Tommerup and Svendsen (2006) and Verbeeck and Hens (2005) focus more on the 

potential energy savings from retrofitting residential buildings and the economic viability of different 

retrofit measures. Respectively, investments in roof insulation, floor insulation and thermally better 

glass and window frames are the most effective and durable measures a household can take according 

to a study regarding the Belgian housing stock (Verbeeck & Hens, 2005). Tommerup and Svendsen 

(2006) conclude that retrofitting has the potential to reduce current residential energy with 80% by 

2050 and that no technological or economic barriers exists, based on case studies conducted in 

Denmark. However, the key constraint is the lack of knowledge and interest of consumers, which 

should be addressed via legislation and control (Tommerup & Svendsen, 2006: 626).  

Literature on retrofitting can be roughly divided in two groups, whereby the first group focuses on the 

phenomenon retrofitting, discussing the best measures and assessing the gains, in terms of energy 

savings and economic benefits (e.g. DallôOô et al., 2012). The second group of literature, most relevant 

for this study, pays attention to the social challenge and focused on the role and motivations of 

individuals or institutions to (not) take energy retrofit measures (e.g. Gram-Hanssen, 2014; Karvonen, 

2013). Unsurprisingly, studies conclude that peopleôs behaviour in this case is non-rational and 
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personal preferences play often a large role (Gram-Hanssen, 2014; Tommerup & Svendsen, 2006). In 

many cases expected gains (either monetary or non-monetary) are an important prerequisite for joining 

a retrofit programme.  

However, these two groups of studies pay relatively little information to the meta-level of institutions 

around residential retrofitting, such as the network of organisations around Amsterdamôs retrofitting 

challenge. Some studies address different types of projects, for example Van der Heijden (2015) who 

hypothesizes that voluntary retrofit programmes are an alternative for slow regulative movements, but 

finds that ñnot too much should be expected from voluntary programmes for building retrofitsò (Van 

der Heijden, 2015: 181). Studies that focus on the organisational level exist for sustainable energy 

systems in general or for the built environment as a whole, but not specific for the residential energy 

sector. Most of the studies which look at the Dutch situation apply the perspective of transition theory 

or transition management (e.g. Kern and Smith (2008), Kemp (2010), Loorbach (2007)). Another 

perspective often used to look at the adoption of sustainable urban technologies is social practice 

theory (Karvonen, 2013; Spaargaren et al., 2006). However, in this thesis I will not focus on the 

adoption of retrofit technologies by society or individual households. Instead, I use fragmentation 

theory to investigate the role and influence of different actors and institutions regarding the 

governance of retrofitting in Amsterdam.  

No study has yet analysed the meta-level governance architecture for residential retrofitting on an 

urban or national level, in order to assess the degree of fragmentation and its impact on the transition 

process towards clean residential energy. This analytical level is important to understand the 

effectiveness of the governance structure for retrofitting and the consequences of fragmentation. The 

theoretical aim of this thesis is therefore to address this meta-level, and to focus on the actors and 

organisations that make up Amsterdamôs retrofitting field to analyse the effects of fragmentation in the 

urban governance architecture. In the next section I will elaborate on the concept óurban governance 

architectureô and how fragmentation theory can provide new insights in the potential of retrofit 

governance to contribute to Amsterdamôs energy transition goals.   

 

2.2. Urban Governance Architecture 

To analyse fragmentation in global governance processes, Biermann et al. (2009) make use of the 

concept of global governance architecture, which they define as the ñoverarching system of public 

and private institutions that are valid or active in a given issue area of world politicsò (Biermann et al., 

2009: 15). It is seen as the meta-level of governance and lies in between the analytical levels regime 

(specific institutional element) and order (entire system of international relations) (Biermann et al., 

2009; Zelli, 2011). Mapping and analysing the governance architecture of a certain issue area, such as 
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retrofitting, goes beyond merely studying the phenomenon or the role of specific institutions. For this 

study I apply the notion of governance architecture on an urban scale and I will analyse the urban 

governance architecture for residential retrofitting in Amsterdam. The term óurban governance 

architectureô is not much used in existing literature. Few examples are from the OECD (2013) in a 

report on Chileôs urban governance and development, and Burroni et al. (2012: 197) in their 

description of urban governance in the United Kingdom. For example, in the OECD report urban 

governance architecture refers only to the various levels of governmental bodies (national, sub-

national or regional, and urban) and the complexities that arise due to their overlapping duties and 

jurisdictions (OECD, 2013).  

For this study, the concept urban governance architecture refers to the urban governance structure for a 

specific domain, in this case of residential retrofitting. It includes all (groups of) relevant actors in the 

domain, including governmental and non-governmental bodies. Pattberg et al. (2014) provide an 

insightful illustration of the concept of global architectures that can be easily translated to the urban 

scale, depicted in Figure 5 below. The conceptual illustration shows how a global governance 

architecture consists of several institutions that to some degree overlap, here represented with the three 

circles. The black dots are the actors, which are part of one or more institutions and connect to other 

actors within the architecture. Finally, the cloud which contains a few actors across institutions 

represents a specific discourse, based on e.g. similar preferences or problem framing by the actors 

(Pattberg et al., 2014).  

  

Figure 2. Governance architecture, from Pattberg et al. (2014: 10) 
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Mapping the governance architecture for Amsterdamôs retrofit domain is an important element of the 

conceptual frame for this study. It is used to answer the first sub-research question: Who are governing 

residential retrofitting in Amsterdam? Based on the map of the urban governance architecture I will 

turn to the next key concept: fragmentation. In the following section I will discuss fragmentation 

theory and which types and levels of fragmentation can be distinguished, according to the theory.   

 

2.3. Fragmentation  

 2.3.1. Fragmentation versus integration 

Central to this study is the analysis of the degree and effects of fragmentation on energy targets at the 

urban level. The term ófragmentationô cannot be seen as entirely objective and value-free, certainly not 

in the domain of policy-making and politics (Stone, 2002). It is important to clarify what exactly is 

meant when a situation is described as ófragmentedô. The Oxford dictionary definition of 

fragmentation is ñthe process or state of breaking or being broken into fragmentsò, which assumes that 

something was integrated or a whole before. However, this is not always the case for situations 

described as fragmented. There are many governance domains which can be described as fragmented, 

especially in international governance, where there has never been a fully integrated regime (Zürn & 

Faude, 2013). This is important to take into account in the discussion below about fragmentation 

theory and its fields of study. Residential energy retrofitting is a relatively new field of policy-making 

and governance and overlaps with numerous existing institutions such as households, housing 

corporations, governmental departments for housing, sustainability and energy, energy provision 

systems, and providers of renewable energy, to mention a few. In the context of this study I perceive 

fragmentation as the opposite of integrated, but not necessarily meaning disintegration or the decay of 

integration.  

 2.3.2. Fragmentation theory 

In this sub-section I will elaborate on fragmentation theory and how it is generally used to study the 

governance architecture of an issue area. Based on the theoretical background of fragmentation the 

next sub-sections will then specify which types and levels of fragmentation can be identified in 

governance architectures.   

Many global governance scholars used fragmentation theory to study governance patterns (e.g. 

Biermann et al. (2009); Falaleeva et al. (2011); Pattberg et al. (2014); van Asselt and Zelli (2014); 

Zelli (2011)). Existing literature on fragmentation theory focuses mainly on governance fragmentation 

on a global scale, with governance structures that can include  uni-, bi-, and multilateral agreements 

and organisations (Biermann et al., 2009; van Asselt & Zelli, 2014; Zelli, 2011). Governance 
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architectures can be fragmented along a continuum that ranges from a theoretically ñuniversalò 

architecture, to one that is very strongly fragmented, lacking coherence between different institutions. 

In reality, according to Biermann et al. (2009) all international policy domains are to some extent 

fragmented, consisting of many international institutions with varying characteristics. Therefore the 

authors use the term fragmented global governance architecture to describe a global issue area that is 

embedded in many institutions, such as the issue of climate change. They give three key points 

regarding the definition of fragmentation (Biermann et al., 2009): 

ü Fragmentation is used as a relative concept, to some extent all governance architectures are 

fragmented but the degree of fragmentation is of interest; 

ü The notions of architecture and fragmentation are seen as value-free, so there is no assumed 

desire for more or less fragmentation; 

ü The scale of a problem determines the degree of fragmentation in the governance architecture; 

global problems will generally see a more fragmented policy-domain. 

This third point is important to note in the context of my case study and specifically the application of 

fragmentation theory. I investigate residential retrofitting on an urban level, however the underlying 

problem is not limited to an urban scale. Dependence on non-renewable, polluting energy sources is a 

problem on a local, national and global scale and on each level actors and institutions are addressing 

this problem. Based on this point, the assumption is that addressing the problem on an urban scale 

would imply less fragmentation than on a national or international scale.  

 

2.4. Regime complexes 

In the middle of the continuum of fragmented governance architectures there exists a ñwide range that 

includes nested (semi-hierarchical) regimes with identifiable cores and non-hierarchical but loosely 

coupled systems of institutionsò (Keohane & Victor, 2011: 4) which Keohane and Victor (2011) call a 

regime complex. In the context of international governance, different regimes emerge as for instance 

countries seek to collaborate and form ñclubsò based on characteristics such as power and interests, 

while excluding other countries to gain from the benefits the club provides. A regime complex enables 

multiple clubs or regimes to coexist, instead of urging for more coherence and unity among them 

(Keohane & Victor, 2011). Different regimes overlap and bring diverging rules and norms into the 

governance architecture (Raustiala & Victor, 2004). The formation of a regime complex does not start 

with a clean slate. Instead there are usually already some rules in place, based on existing ideas and 

interests. Another characteristic of regime complexes is that often actors initially adopt only broad 

rules. The specifics arise during the implementation of the agreed rules by the actors, because it is 

usually very complicated to specify on forehand (Raustiala & Victor, 2004).  
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Keohane and Victor (2011) provide several reasons why a regime complex can be the preferable type 

of governance architecture. First, the universal, non-fragmented architecture is very difficult or even 

impossible to realise, especially when the problem is complex and involves many interests and actors. 

Second, frontrunners in the issue area will call for more linkages and unity, while other (economic) 

actors will prefer to maintain beneficial fragmented arrangements. This results in the óhalf-wayô 

regime complex, where different institutions exist with linkages between them. Third, due to different 

levels of commitment to prior arrangements, it can be easier to create multiple parallel agreements 

than to try and renegotiate the existing one.  

For example, the governance architecture for global climate change can be described as a regime 

complex (Keohane & Victor, 2011). There is not one overarching, integrated institution that includes 

all relevant actors, but rather several coexisting institutions that partly overlap. Actors can be part of 

multiple institutions, such as the UNFCCC, Kyoto Protocol, and multi- or bilateral climate agreements. 

Different actors, such as countries, have different capacities and needs and therefore join the 

institution(s) that are most beneficial for them. The agreements resulting from negotiations in one 

institution, e.g. the UNFCCC, leave actors free to create additional agreements in other institutions. 

One country or region can decide to set even higher mitigation standards, instead of renegotiating with 

all parties for a tighter agreement.  

Two additional benefits of regime complexes versus universal, integrated architectures are the higher 

flexibility and adaptability (Keohane & Victor, 2011). Agreements in a regime complex allow more 

flexibility than when formulated by one common institution. Due to the multitude of institutions, 

arrangements can better suit the context and needs of actors. Also, existence of multiple loosely 

coupled institutions makes regime complexes more able to adapt to changing circumstances than one 

overarching institution that has to facilitate all relevant actors. These advantages of a regime complex 

could also occur on an urban governance level. The key characteristics of a regime complex ï 

diverging rules and norms, and a horizontal, overlapping structure (Raustiala & Victor, 2004: 305) ï 

are not exclusive for international governance but can manifest on various governance levels. I will 

reflect on whether my case study has characteristics of a regime complex in the concluding chapter.  

 

2.5. Indicators and levels of fragmentation 

In this section I will introduce and explain the concepts of organisational and substantive 

fragmentation, which I created in order to analyse fragmentation in the urban governance architecture 

for retrofitting. The concepts are based on an existing conceptual and methodological framework, 

developed by Pattberg et al. (2014). This existing framework is based on four indicative concepts that 

together reflect whether a governance architecture is more or less fragmented. The four indicators are 



MSc Thesis   Retrofitting Amsterdam 

14 

 

institutional constellations, norm constellations, actor constellations, and discourse constellations 

(Pattberg et al., 2014: 15). For each indicator a higher or lower level of fragmentation can be observed, 

which makes the governance architecture more comprehensible. The combined analysis of these four 

elements provides a holistic overview of the situation in a governance architecture (Pattberg et al., 

2014).  

However, the analytical framework as developed by Pattberg et al. (2014) is not intended as a 

methodology for small studies as described in this thesis. Rather, the framework provides a guidance 

for longer-term, large-scale research on (global) governance architectures and fragmentation. 

Applying the framework with all four indicators and their associated methodologies (e.g. discourse 

analysis, social network analysis) is not possible within the scope of this thesis. For this study I 

therefore subtracted the most relevant elements for my specific case study and created the categories 

organisational and substantive fragmentation, explained in subsection 2.5.2. Below I will first shortly 

describe the four indicators  - institutional constellations, norm constellations, actor constellations, and 

discourse constellations -  of the framework by Pattberg et al. (2014), and then elaborate on how I used 

these indicators to create the concepts of organisational and substantive fragmentation.  

 2.5.1. Indicators for fragmentation in global governance 

In this subsection I will briefly discuss the four indicators that together form the analytical frame for 

fragmentation developed by Pattberg et al. (2014). This is important to mention, because these four 

indicators were used to develop the concepts of organisational and substantive fragmentation. The 

authors of the existing framework propose that by mapping the constellations of institutions, actors, 

norms and discourses, it is possible to indicate the fragmentation of a (global) governance architecture 

(Pattberg et al., 2014).  

First of all, there can be fragmentation between institutions. In his analysis of linkages between 

institutional arrangements, Young (1996: 2) describes four categories: embedded institutions, nested 

institutions, clustered institutions, and overlapping institutions. Table 2 below from Pattberg et al. 

(2014: 18) shows the relative level of fragmentation of each category of institutional arrangements. 

Criteria used to indicate institutional fragmentation include agenda setting, and formulating goals, 

standards, implementation mechanisms, or monitoring systems.  
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Table 2. Fragmentation level of four types of institutional arrangements (Pattberg et al., 2014: 18)

 

While several scholars state to approach fragmentation as a neutral or value-free concept, the 

classification in Table 2 suggests at least some disadvantage for the highest level of fragmentation. 

The category óoverlap/gapsô sounds less favourable than the categories embedded, nested or clustered 

because the words óoverlapô and ógapô generally have a negative connotation. Although fragmentation 

may be regarded as a value-free characteristic of governance architectures, the categorisation and 

naming of different fragmentation levels according to the scheme above seems to favour low and 

medium fragmentation levels. The same holds for conflictive fragmentation, which has a more 

negative connotation than synergistic or cooperative fragmentation and therefore implicitly seems less 

favourable.  

The next indicator for fragmentation in governance architectures is based on actor constellations and 

indicates fragmentation in actor networks. A social network analysis (SNA) is a method to indicate 

actor fragmentation. Elements of the indicator actor fragmentation include: the number of actors in a 

network; number and type of relations between actors; and existence of a central actor in the network 

(Pattberg et al., 2014).  

The third indicator for fragmentation in governance architectures is the constellation of norms 

(Pattberg et al., 2014). Norms with regard to an issue area, such as residential retrofit, may diverge 

between different actors and institutions. For example, what is the norm for an energy neutral home? 

Norms are described by Pattberg et al. (2014) as ñshared conceptions of appropriate behaviour or 

action that in the context of global governance define, regulate, and legitimate state (and other key 

actorsô) identities, interests and behaviourò, a definition based on the work of Bernstein (2002). A 

norm differs from principles or criteria. Different actors can have their own sets of principles and 

criteria, but these only become a norm when they are shared among a community of actors (Pattberg et 

al., 2014).  



MSc Thesis   Retrofitting Amsterdam 

16 

 

The final indicator used by Pattberg et al. (2014) to measure fragmentation is based on discourse 

constellations. The authors mainly use Maarten Hajerôs (1997) description and concepts of discourse, 

who defines discourse as ña specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categorizations that are 

produced, and transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to 

physical and social realitiesò (Hajer, 1997: 45). Different (groups of) actors can use different problem 

framings for a certain issue. The specific method Pattberg et al. (2014) apply to measure discursive 

fragmentation is Argumentative Discourse Analysis. Central in this approach are the narratives or 

storylines that belong to a certain discourse. A narrative can be defined as a story that represents the 

interpretation of a phenomenon, such as energy transition, or retrofitting (Hajer, 1997; Molle, 2008). 

 2.5.2. Organisational and substantive fragmentation 

Intro: Applying the four indicators and associated methodology from the analytical framework by 

Pattberg et al. (2014), described above, would be beyond the scope of this thesis. Instead, I propose the 

concepts of organisational and substantive fragmentation to analyse fragmentation in the urban 

governance architecture for retrofitting. Organisational fragmentation is characterised by the 

(in)formal collaboration efforts, attempts of institutions to jointly determine goals and strategies. I 

investigate whether there is one (integrated) network governing residential retrofitting, or if multiple 

institutions engage with retrofitting separately. Substantive fragmentation is when fragmentation 

occurs between actors and organisations on the level of contents. To assess substantive fragmentation I 

investigate if institutions involved in retrofitting have similar goals, norms, and perceptions of the 

problem and solutions. Table 3 below summarises the elements that make up organisational and 

substantive fragmentation.  

Table 3. Indicators for organisational and substantive fragmentation 

Organisational fragmentation Substantive fragmentation 

 

¶ Collaborations between actors & institutions  

¶ Goal formulation regarding retrofitting in 

Amsterdam (joint or separately) 

¶ Determining agenda/strategy (joint or 

separately) 

¶ Effects of regulation and policy on collaboration 

 

¶ Goals of actors/institutions, similar or different 

¶ Perception on appropriate solutions for 

residential retrofitting 

¶ Perception on problems/constraints to 

retrofitting 

¶ Norms for residential retrofitting 

 

Using these two types of fragmentation enables me to distinguish between limited collaboration efforts, 

and divergence based on contents. This distinction is important, because it can help to better explain 

why fragmentation occurs in the governance architecture for residential retrofitting in Amsterdam. 
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Organisational fragmentation is loosely based on how fragmentation can occur in institutional 

constellations and actor constellations (Pattberg et al., 2014). Joint goal formulation and agenda setting 

are indicators for the degree of institutional fragmentation. Collaboration patterns between actors and 

institutions is based on the description of actor fragmentation.  

The characteristics of substantive fragmentation are based on fragmentation in actorsô norms and 

discourses (Pattberg et al., 2014). By looking at substantive fragmentation, divergence in perceptions 

or norms are included as possible explanations for fragmentation. With this second type of 

fragmentation I focus fragmentation based on contents, related to residential retrofitting. Retrofitting 

may for example be viewed as a technical challenge, social challenge, or financial challenge. 

Furthermore, actors and institutions can tell different stories about possible solutions and future 

scenarios for retrofitting. Also, different institutions or organisations concerned with residential 

retrofitting in Amsterdam may apply different norms in their retrofit approach. Substantive 

fragmentation occurs when perceptions and norms are very different or even conflicting. 

 

2.6. Consequences of fragmentation 

Organisational fragmentation and substantive fragmentation, based on the four indicators described in 

the previous section, are meant to indicate the relative level of fragmentation in an urban governance 

architecture. However, beside assessing the level it is important to discuss the effects fragmentation 

may have on the governance process. As stated earlier, fragmentation can have both positive and 

negative consequences. Biermann et al. (2009) identify four aspects to consider when assessing the 

consequences of fragmentation in governance architectures, quoted below: 

1. The relative speed of reaching agreements; 

2. The level of regulatory ambition that can be realized; 

3. The level of potential participation of actors and sectors; 

4. The equity concerns involved 

(Biermann et al., 2009: 24) 

Below I first elaborate on each of these four aspects and how fragmentation can have an impact. Then 

I will conclude this chapter by explaining why it is important to analyse the consequences of 

fragmentation in the domain of residential retrofitting in Amsterdam.  

With regard to the speed of reaching agreements, fragmentation theory argues that agreements among 

a smaller number of actors can be achieved faster than with all existing actors. In case of a fragmented 

architecture, actors are more divided among groups that they choose to participate in. Therefore, the 

groups are likely to consist of like-minded actors and therefore an agreement can be reached relatively 
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fast. However, the resulting solutions are only for a (small) group with similar interests and may not 

improve the overall performance of the governance field. Instead, it may increase fragmentation and 

reduce the incentive for common norms, goals and collaboration (Biermann et al., 2009; Keohane & 

Victor, 2011).  

Regarding ambition levels, it is suggested that agreements among fewer participants can be more 

ambitious or progressive. These ñnarrow-but-deepò agreements can be distinguished from ñbroad-but-

shallowò agreements, such as the Paris Agreement of the UNFCCC, where consensus with all 

participants has to be achieved, which are likely to lead to lower ambitions (Biermann et al., 2009: 26). 

Additionally, fragmented governance is found to increase innovation, and allows space for different 

solutions to the problem. But Biermann et al. (2009) raise the counterargument that quickly agreed 

solutions among fewer participants may lower long-term ambitions and reduce the incentive for 

package deals. The impact of a multitude of ñnarrow-but-deepò agreements from like-minded parties 

is not necessarily the same as a ñbroad-but-shallowò package deal applying to all, especially when the 

smaller agreements are based on conflicting norms or interests (Biermann et al., 2009). 

Next, fragmentation can affect the degree of participation. Biermann et al. (2009) acknowledge that a 

fragmented governance structure allows for multiple institutions with different approaches, which 

allows a wider range of relevant actors to take part in one of the institutions. In a governance 

architecture with multiple institutions involved, actors and organisations are more likely to become 

part of an institution that suits their needs and interest (Biermann et al., 2009). It can make the 

governance domain more open for various actors to participate. For example, in the case of urban 

sustainability there are many different institutions with each their own approach, focussing e.g. on 

mobility, energy saving, food waste or more urban green. Relevant actors who want or need to 

contribute to urban sustainability have therefore many options to participate in an institution that fits 

best with the interests of the actor.  

Finally, more fragmented governance architectures can lead to more equitable agreements and 

solutions, by adapting to a specific situation or area on which an institution focuses. Equitable 

agreements or solutions are those that are relatively fair to all parties. On the other hand, a fragmented 

governance architecture can be a limitation for equity, because some institutions are much stronger 

than others, depending on the actors supporting the institution. In a fragmented architecture, powerful 

actors or organisations are likely to choose an institution that suits their needs and interests. For 

smaller, less powerful organisations the unity of inclusive institutions is important to negotiate about 

agreements (Biermann et al., 2009).  

Speed of reaching agreements, ambition level, participation, and equity are important elements in the 

urban governance architecture in Amsterdam. Speedy establishing of agreements and goals regarding 

residential energy reduction are important if the Netherlands wants to limit the detrimental effects of 
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fossil energy emissions. However, the speed of reaching agreements should not undermine their level 

of ambition. To agree to more ambitious goals, more time may be needed for negotiations between for 

example housing corporations, municipality, and citizen initiatives. A possible explanation for the 

multitude of actors in the retrofit governance architecture in Amsterdam may be the limited ambition 

and low speed of reaching agreements between some large institutions. New institutions such as 

citizen initiatives can arise to set their own ambitious goal more rapidly, among a small number of 

participations. However, the large institutions are likely to be needed as well to realise true progress 

with residential retrofitting.  

In this study I will investigate what the consequences for these four aspects are in Amsterdam, and if 

fragmentation has a positive or negative effect. Although in literature the consequences of fragmented 

architectures are generally analysed in global governance domains, I will investigate if these four 

aspects can help to understand the consequences of fragmentation on a city level.  

 

2.7. In sum 

In this chapter I introduced the conceptual framework that I used for this study. It consists of many 

elements and concepts, so to clarify Table 4 below summarises the key concepts and their use for my 

analysis.  

Table 4. Summary of the key concepts of conceptual framework 

 Concept Application 

1) Urban governance architecture To identify and map the actors, actor groups and relations 

between actors and institutions. 

2) Fragmentation To assess the fragmentation in the retrofit governance field, 

on a continuum from full integration to full fragmentation, 

with in the middle the form óregime complexô. 

3) Organisational and  

substantive fragmentation 

To identify underlying causes for fragmentation between 

actor groups, and to distinguish between fragmentation due 

to organisational aspects, or due to differences in goals, 

perceptions and norms. 

4) Consequences of fragmentation To assess the effects of fragmentation on retrofitting , by 

looking at the speed, ambition, participation and equity of 

initiating and implementing retrofit projects.  
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/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ о 
wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ϧ aŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ 

 

3.1. Research approach 

The research method I used for my thesis research is a case study. A case study is most appropriate for 

the research question addressed, because it aims to explain a ñcontemporary phenomenon in depth and 

within its real-life contextò (Yin, 2009: 18). In this case my explanation addresses the phenomenon of 

fragmentation in residential retrofit governance in Amsterdam. The research question is phrased as a 

óhow-questionô, which makes it suitable to answer through case study research (Yin, 2009). In Section 

3.2 I will explain the data collection methods applied, but below I first discuss the type of scientific 

reasoning I used for this study. 

 3.1.1. Abductive research approach 

In order to answer the research question I followed an abductive research process which draws on 

fragmentation theory to explain the specific case of retrofitting in Amsterdam. A schematic overview 

of the abductive research process is presented by Kovács and Spens (2005), see Figure 3 below. First, 

abductive research generally starts with an observation that is new or surprising to the researcher 

(Kovács & Spens, 2005). In this case it was the observation that despite a specific, targeted municipal 

sustainability agenda, Amsterdamôs retrofitting field seemed a patchwork of numerous, small 

initiatives, initiated by citizen, private, and public organisations, instead of being strongly guided by 

one central institution, such as the municipality. 

  

Figure 3. Schematic process of abductive research, from Kovács and Spens (2005: 139) 
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Second, this observation led to an interactive process typical for abductive research, whereby data 

gathering, data analysis and theory formulation and application were conducted (Mason, 2002). Third, 

the aim of abductive research is ñto understand the new phenomenon and to suggest new theory in the 

form of new hypotheses or propositionsò (Kovács & Spens, 2005: 139). Because this study is 

explanatory and not testing theory, the final results presented in the concluding chapter will be 

hypotheses and propositions rather than certainties, allowing for creative and interpretative solutions 

(Kovács & Spens, 2005; Mason, 2002).  

 

3.2. Data collection methods 

For this study I used multiple data collection methods. I conducted interviews and did participant 

observations at various events. Besides, I used information from policy documents and I studied 

literature for the theoretical framework. In the next subsections I will describe each method in more 

detail.   

 3.2.1. Interviews 

I have conducted 19 interviews with different actors who are all in some way working on residential 

retrofitting in Amsterdam. The interviews took place in January and February 2016. All interviewees 

agreed with recording the interview and the recordings were transcribed in Dutch. Each respondent got 

the opportunity to read the transcript and comment on it. On average, the duration of an interview was 

approximately one hour. The interviews were qualitative, semi-structured and I used a topic list with 

questions, which can be found in Annex 1. This interview approach was appropriate because it 

allowed respondents to tell their story and highlight important issues, while covering the major topics 

of the topic list (Mason, 2002). The interview respondents were found and selected through desk 

research and ósnowballô sampling, whereby respondents referred me to other contacts and interviewees. 

In an early stage of the research project I participated in several events related to residential retrofitting 

(see subsection 2.2.2 below) through which the first contacts were established. The final section of this 

chapter provides a description of the interview respondents and the organisation they represent.  

This study started with the assumption that the municipality of Amsterdam is an important, but not the 

only actor who is governing retrofitting of the cityôs housing stock. In the first, explorative phase of 

the research I identified several actors and organisations which contribute to the sustainability of 

Amsterdamôs housing sector. Naturally, the housing corporations seemed an important group. 

Together the corporations own approximately 190.000 houses in Amsterdam, 45% of the cityôs entire 

housing stock according to the Amsterdam Federation of  Housing Corporations or AFWC (J. van der 
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Veer, personal communication, February 10, 2016). Furthermore, I discovered many organisations and 

initiatives which were started by citizens. With these three categories in mind I started to conduct 

interviews with actors from these types of organisations. Based on all the data from interviews, 

observations and desk research the following categories emerged:  

¶ Municipal actors (4 respondents) 

¶ Housing corporations (4 respondents) 

¶ Citizen initiatives (4 respondents) 

¶ (small) Enterprises (4 respondents) 

¶ Research/innovation (2 respondent) 

Additionally, one interview respondent is included who is considered an expert regarding retrofitting 

in Amsterdam, due to his large expertise in the building and housing sector, and sustainable citizen 

initiatives.  

In the early phase of the research, when I explored the field and made contacts with possible interview 

respondents, these categories started to emerge. Based on the categories I started to select respondents, 

aiming to include multiple respondents for each category. This allowed me to compare their answers 

and not base conclusions about a category on a single actor. Each category consists of many more 

actors/organisations than those included in this research, so the actors described in this study are only 

a sample of the category they represent.  

 3.2.2. Participant observation 

Between November 2015 and February 2016 I attended various events and meetings that related to 

residential retrofitting in Amsterdam. Table 4 below provides an overview of all events I attended. 

During the events I spoke with attendants and observed talks, presentations, and conversations 

between other attendants. The observations helped to discover and confirm the categories of actors 

related to retrofitting in Amsterdam. Also, it allowed me to establish contacts with (potential) 

interview respondents and gain additional information about actors and organisations. In addition, the 

observations provided data that complemented the data obtained during interviews and allowed for 

comparison. I could compare how respondents spoke about the issues with me during interviews, with 

their conversations and presentations during events I attended. In all cases I presented myself as 

student-researcher and explained briefly the focus of my study.  
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Table 5. Events attended for participant observation 

 

 3.2.3. Policy documents and literature study 

In addition to the interviews and observations I analysed several policy documents such as the 

Amsterdamôs sustainability agenda, plans for (retrofit) activities, and their long-term sustainability 

vision. Other actors supplied similar information about their vision and strategy on their webpage. 

Information from policy documents was complementing the information gained during interviews and 

observations.  

To compare the findings from interviews and observations with theoretical perspectives, I also studied 

existing literature and prior research on the topic of urban retrofitting. Two bodies of literature were 

used for the theoretical framing of this thesis:  

¶ Literature on urban retrofitting 

¶ Literature on governance fragmentation 

The findings from literature analysis were mainly used for the formulation of the research focus and 

questions. In a later stage, documents were used for comparison with the empirical findings. An 

overview of all the literature sources can be found in the bibliography.  

 

3.3. Scope and limitations 

The proposed research has been carried out in approximately seven months that covered the proposal 

writing, data collection, data analysis, and reporting. Due to the detailed analysis of retrofitting 

initiatives and their contributions I only focused on the city of Amsterdam. Although many more 

Event Organised by Description

1
Nationale Duurzame Huizenroute 

2015 - Amsterdam
Municipality

7-11-2015: Visit to three sustainable houses in 

Amsterdam open to the public

2 Energy breakfast (energieontbijt)
Wij Krijgen Kippen (Citizen 

initiative)

12-11-2015: Informal breakfast meeting to share 

ideas about sustainable (energy) initiatives

3
Zero-energy tour Amsterdam (Nul-op-

de-Meter tour) 

NEWNRG (enterprise) and 

KvK

12-11-2015: Visiting 5 energy-neutral buildings and 

houses 

4 Energy breakfast (energieontbijt)
Wij Krijgen Kippen (Citizen 

initiative)

26-11-2015: Informal breakfast meeting and expert 

session concerning sustainable energy

5
Bewonersenergiedag Amsterdam 

(residential energy event)

Amsterdam Steunpunt 

Wonen (municipality)

27-11-2015: Event consisting of excursions, 

presentations, workshops on residential energy 

6 Energy breakfast (energieontbijt)
Wij Krijgen Kippen (Citizen 

initiative)

14-01-2016: Informal breakfast meeting to share 

ideas about sustainable (energy) initiatives

7 Energy consultancy session VvE
Aleida Verheus, sustainable 

energy consultant

26-1-2016: On request, residents of an appartment 

building receive an energy advise

8 Energy breakfast (energieontbijt)
Wij Krijgen Kippen (Citizen 

initiative), VU 

04-02-2016: Informal breakfast meeting and expert 

session concerning sustainable energy
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energy-related initiatives can be found in Amsterdam, I only included those that focus on residential 

buildings. Offices and other types of buildings are excluded due to time and resource limitations. 

Residential buildings are chosen because they cover a large share of the built environment.  

A limitation of the way I framed the problem and research questions arises from the term energy 

transition and the timescale of the energy transition as formulated by the municipality of Amsterdam. 

The contribution of retrofitting to the energy transition is hard to measure or identify exactly, and the 

envisioned transition as well as the retrofitting projects will take much longer than this research. Partly, 

the answers to the research questions will therefore depend on expectations and assumptions for the 

future, beside practical experiences in the past and present. Furthermore, fragmentation is a relative 

concept in this study, which can only be indicated according to certain criteria. This is a limitation and 

causes that the degree of fragmentation observed depends on the indicators chosen.   

 

3.4. Interview respondents: actors and organisations 

In this sub-section I will describe the four categories and their subsequent interview respondents that 

were included in this study. The aim is to provide an overview and background about the case study.  

3.4.1. Municipal actors 

I interviewed four respondents in the category ómunicipalityô. Two respondents are civil servants 

working at the department of sustainability. The sustainability department has established the 

sustainability agenda of Amsterdam with ambitious residential sustainability goals, as described in the 

introduction (page 3). The sustainability department aims to promote and increase the sustainability of 

all companies and services in the city take sustainability principles into account, also for the housing 

sector. The department of housing is the main responsible for the housing sector, but sustainability is 

only one of their criteria for good housing. The sustainability department supports the housing 

department to pay attention to residential sustainability by managing for example subsidies and 

policies (S. Jacobs, personal communication, January 12, 2016). 

In 2015 the municipality of Amsterdam implemented a large reorganisation which focused on 

centralisation to equalise policy and governance between the city districts. The role of the city districts 

has changed from being sub-municipalities, to executing bodies of the central municipality. Civil 

servants from a specific domain, for example sustainability, are now working together centrally 

instead of each for their city district. Joining the expertise in a domain increases the knowledge and 

expertise available for all, but as a consequence the connection of these civil servants with the city 

districts may decrease (S. Jacobs, personal communication, January 12, 2016). 
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Beside the municipal housing and sustainability departments, the Amsterdams Steunpunt Wonen 

(ASW) is an important municipal organisation. I interviewed two employees from the ASW, one 

energy advisor and one project manager. The ASW is part of a support organisation for tenants in 

Amsterdam and they have specialists who provide information and assistance in energy-related issues. 

The ASW is an independent organisation to support tenants and citizens, but it is funded by the 

municipality, therefore in this thesis I describe it as a municipal organisation.  

The ASW is involved in retrofitting in various ways. First, they assist tenants who want to implement 

energy-saving measures and help them to understand the relevant policies and legislations. In certain 

occasions the landlord can be obliged to cooperate to implement an energy-saving measure, or even be 

held responsible for the execution. For example, to install double glass windows or a safer and more 

sustainable boiler (B. van Garderen, personal communication, January 7, 2016). Second, the ASW 

raises awareness about energy saving and tenantsô rights on assistance from the landlord. Third, the 

energy advisors of the ASW help to mediate between housing corporations or private house owners, 

and tenants. When housing corporations have renovation plans, the ASW sometimes helps to motivate 

tenants and explain the benefits. Vice versa, when tenants have a renovation request the ASW can help 

to promote and emphasise the benefits for sustainability and energy-efficiency. Finally, in a few 

occasions the ASW also takes initiative together with motivated tenants to propose a retrofit plan, for 

example for an apartment block or street (B. van Garderen; V. Feith, personal communication, January 

2016).  

3.4.2. Housing corporations 

For this study I spoke with sustainability coordinators of three different housing corporations, and the 

Amsterdam Federation of Housing Corporations (AFWC). The housing corporations in Amsterdam 

are an important category among the retrofit-related actors. Together the nine corporations own almost 

half (45%) of the cityôs housing stock. According to the municipalityôs sustainability agenda, the 

houses owned by corporations have to reach on average energy label B. However, at the same time 

subsidies for the housing corporations have been abolished, so the corporations have smaller budgets 

for renovation and investments. The municipality and corporations have discussed the potential of the 

corporations to contribute to residential sustainability. The corporations think it is feasible to make 

25.000 energy label steps
2
 in total in Amsterdam (J. van der Veer, personal communication, February 

                                                      

 

2
 One energy label step means moving one step on the G-F-E-D-C-B-A-A+ ladder, e.g. from G to F or from B to A. 

Improving from D to A means three label steps. To reach 25.000 label step, each house can increase one 
category, or less houses can improve multiple steps.  
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10, 2016). It is not clear if, and when, with these steps an average label B will be reached. On a 

national level the Dutch association of housing corporations, Aedes, signed a covenant in 2012 to 

reach an average label B in 2021. Ymere, one of the nine corporations in Amsterdam, states in their 

strategy to have half their property at least at label B in 2020 (P. van Meekeren, personal 

communication, February 10, 2016).  

3.4.3. Citizen initiatives  

The category citizen initiatives contains very diverse actors and organisations who are active in retrofit 

projects in Amsterdam. I distinguish between citizen initiatives and (small) enterprises, which often 

started as a citizen initiative. Citizen initiatives vary in scope, approach, focus, and achievements. 

There are many more energy-related citizen initiatives in Amsterdam than I could analyse in depth for 

this research. The map in Figure 5 below shows more than 30 initiatives that were identified by the 

municipality in 2012. For this study I took a closer look at five citizen initiatives across the city, which 

are described in the following paragraphs:  

Wij Krijgen Kippen  

The unusual name of this initiative means ówe are getting chickensô, and the organisation describes 

itself as ñan informal cooperation, a swarm of inhabitants, entrepreneurs, and people from 

governmental and educational background in Amsterdam South and beyondò (Wij Krijgen Kippen, 

2016). Wij Krijgen Kippen (WKK) is not an official organisation but more a brand, and it has a core 

team consisting of two municipal civil servants and three people from NEWNRG
3
. WKK has the 

ambitious goal to have only renewable energy for the entire Amsterdam metropole. The organisation 

functions as a platform to facilitate network creation, to share experiences, ideas and knowledge. They 

aim to connect formal and informal networks, and promote linkages between the business world, 

bottom-up initiatives, governmental bodies, and academia/research to make a bigger impact 

(participant observation, November 2015). To facilitate networking and sharing, every two weeks the 

core team of WKK organises an óenergy breakfastô, often followed by an expert session about a 

specific topic. The breakfasts and expert sessions are open to everyone with an interest in the energy 

transition. WKK has connections with over 30 energy initiatives in Amsterdam and beyond, so there is 

a lot of knowledge and experience in the network.  

                                                      

 

3
 NEWNRG is a small enterprise which will be introduced in Section 2.4.4 



MSc Thesis   Retrofitting Amsterdam 

27 

 

 

Figure 4. Map of local energy initiatives in Amsterdam and surroundings in 2012 

 

Het Poortgebouw 

Het Poortgebouw is a monumental building in the west of Amsterdam, nowadays consisting of 33 

apartments. The inhabitants are associated in a VvE (see the explanation in Box 1 below). In 2011 the 

VvE started to investigate which measures could be taken to lower the energy use of the building. Due 

to its monumental status, changes on the outside of the building were not allowed. A small group of 

inhabitants explored the feasible options and created a list with potential measures, ranging from 

incremental to more extensive options such as solar panels (B. Duvekot, personal communication, 

January 12, 2016). There was much support for the measures among the inhabitants and many options 

were realised: special strips to stop the cold coming through cracks in window frames, new boilers, 

mechanical ventilation, insulation foil behind radiators. All measures were implemented collectively, 

which lowered the costs. Finally, 72 solar panels were installed on the roof. 

Het Poortgebouw is an example in which inhabitants took the initiative to retrofit their building as 

much as possible. The inhabitants made use of a subsidy and a specialised solar energy company. 

Furthermore, some of the inhabitants had already knowledge about energy saving, due to their 








































































































