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ARTICLE

Governance Networks and Accountability Patterns in the 
Provision of Housing for Migrants: The Case of Central and 
Eastern European Workers in the Netherlands
Ids Baalbergen , Gideon Bolt , Yanliu Lin and Pieter Hooimeijer

Department of Human Geography and Spatial Planning, Utrecht University, Utrecht, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Sub-standard living conditions among migrant workers have 
become a structural feature all over Europe. Although this has 
attracted the attention of many scholars, there is a lack of studies 
on the complex relations between various stakeholders in govern-
ing housing. This study fills this gap by analysing this housing issue 
from a governance network perspective. Through an analysis of 
policy documents and interviews with twenty-one stakeholders, we 
investigated institutional and strategic complexities. The results 
show that decision-making is complicated by unclear institutional 
accountability patterns and the diverging strategic interests of 
various stakeholders. The interrelationship between the loosely 
defined institutional setting (structure) and the varying interests 
of involved actors (agency) has led to a policy impasse that is 
difficult to breach. We argue that a reconsideration of existing 
accountability patterns is needed to reduce sub-standard housing 
conditions among migrant workers in the Netherlands.
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Introduction

Since the gradual expansion of the European Union (EU) to Central and Eastern European 
(CEE) countries after 2003, annual intra-EU mobility has steadily increased. Despite the 
advantages of intra-EU mobility (European Commission 2021), the increasing demand for 
CEE labour migration has been accompanied by increasing reports of sub-standard 
housing conditions in multiple receiving countries, and the European Policy Institute 
(2020) even concluded that sub-standard living conditions among migrant workers 
have become a structural feature all over Europe. The Netherlands faced the largest 
relative increase in intra-EU mobility (9%) between 2017 and 2018 in the EU (European 
Commission 2021), and annual intra-EU inflows have increased from just over 25,000 in 
2004 to almost 125,000 in 2019 (Statistics Netherlands 2021b). To meet labour demands, 
Statistics Netherlands expects this trend to continue. However, like in other receiving 
countries, a recent report commissioned by the Dutch government concluded that CEE 
migrant workers1 in the Netherlands often live in precarious housing conditions (Booster 
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Team Migrant Workers 2020). The report proposed fifty recommendations to improve the 
living conditions of migrant workers. Yet, a decade before this publication, similar recom-
mendations were put forward by another parliamentary committee in the Netherlands 
(undefinedCommittee Lessons from Recent Labour Migration 2011). Therefore, 
a significant policy impasse has arisen (Susskind and Cruikshank 1987).

Previous studies that explored complications in the provision of housing for particular 
target groups have mostly done so by studying the development of housing systems. 
Kemeny (2001) argues that housing systems are shaped within particular welfare regimes. 
These regimes are a result of economic, political, social, and ideological power balances 
and it is assumed that the interplay between these power balances determines how 
housing is organized (Stephens 2020). Consequentially, cross-country differences in 
power balances offer an explanation for diverging housing systems (Kemeny 2006). Yet, 
the housing systems perspective disregards the diverging interests and perceptions 
among involved actors within countries that make the current policy problem especially 
“wicked” (Poppelaars and Scholten 2008). However, this is becoming more and more 
relevant in the housing domain due to increasing interdependencies between public, 
private, and civil stakeholders (Mullins and Rhodes 2007). In addition, the provision of 
housing for migrant workers involves interdependencies between actors across multiple 
regimes, such as the welfare regime (Esping-Andersen 1990), migration regime (Sainsbury 
2006), and housing regime (Kemeny 2001). Since the housing systems perspective over-
looks these interdependencies, it is unable to identify the causes of the policy impasse.

As an alternative, this study develops a governance network perspective to gain more 
insight into the interaction process in which the provision of housing for migrant workers 
is negotiated. By focusing on the social relations among involved actors, this perspective 
enables us to shed light on the interdependencies and the diverging interests and 
perceptions among involved stakeholders (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016). Moreover, it 
enables us to study the duality of structure; institutional arrangements (structure) set 
the framework in which stakeholders pursue their strategic interests, while this pursuit 
(agency) subsequently transforms institutional arrangements (Giddens 1984). Institutional 
arrangements in the provision of housing for migrant workers are investigated by looking 
into accountability patterns. Within the field of public administration, accountability 
patterns have been considered as a crucial institutional arrangement affecting the actions 
of decision makers (Bovens 2010; Papadopoulos 2007; Yang 2012). The agency of stake-
holders is investigated by studying the strategic interests and corresponding strategies of 
involved actors (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016). By explicitly paying attention to the inter-
connection between structure and agency within the governance network, we try to shed 
light on the mechanisms underlying the current policy impasse.

While the suitability of network perspectives in the field of housing has been under-
lined earlier, they have not yet emerged as a widely used theoretical approach (Mullins 
and Rhodes 2007). We aim to contribute to the application of network approaches in the 
housing domain by developing a governance network perspective that takes the inter-
relationship between the institutional setting and the strategic interests of stakeholders 
into account. In doing so, we also aim to contribute to the existing governance network 
literature by perceiving accountability as an endogenous phenomenon (Yang 2012); 
accountability structures constitute the institutional setting in which actors make deci-
sions, while concurrently, the actions of actors (agency) transform the accountability 
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structure. Therefore, we build on earlier frameworks that studied institutional and strate-
gic complexities separately (e.g. Klijn and Koppenjan 2016). Through our framework, we 
intend to identify points of intervention to reduce housing precarity among migrant 
workers in the Netherlands, as well as the wider EU. Recent studies have analysed the 
institutional factors underlying the vulnerable working conditions of migrant workers 
across the EU (Berntsen and Skowronek 2021; Lombard 2023; Palumbo, Corrado, and 
Triandafyllidou 2022) and the factors underlying the insecure housing trajectories of 
individual migrant workers (Manting, Kleinepier, and Lennartz 2022; Szytniewski and 
van der Haar 2022; Ulceluse, Bock, and Haartsen 2022). We build on these studies by 
studying housing precarity among migrant workers through a governance network 
perspective.

The framework is applied to the Rotterdam/The Hague Region in the province of South 
Holland. The province of South Holland hosts the largest number of migrant workers in 
the Netherlands and most of them reside in the Rotterdam/The Hague Region (Statistics 
Netherlands 2021a). They are mainly employed in labour-intensive industries such as the 
horticultural, logistics, meat processing, and construction sector. While these industries 
are mostly situated in the less urbanized areas of the region, migrant workers mainly find 
housing in urban areas due to the supply of private housing (PBLQ 2020). Therefore, the 
facilitation of housing for migrant workers is a regional policy issue. The governance 
network was studied through an analysis of policy documents and debates, by attending 
public conferences, and by conducting twenty-one interviews with involved stakeholders 
between September 2021 and January 2022.

Stakeholders Involved in the Provision of Housing for Migrant Workers in 
the Rotterdam/The Hague Region

The majority of migrant workers (60%) coming to the Netherlands find employment 
through an employment agency. In some sectors, such as the horticultural sector, this 
percentage is higher (90%). These employment agencies often offer “package deals” to 
migrant workers, consisting of a place to work, lodging, healthcare, and transport to and 
from work (Booster Team Migrant Workers 2020). Most migrant workers are lodged in the 
existing housing stock (SNF 2022). Often employment agencies rent a dwelling from 
a private proprietor and subsequently sublet it to multiple migrant workers. Migrant 
workers without a package-deal contract may also directly find lodging from a private 
proprietor. Due to the increasing scarcity in the housing market, lodging for migrant 
workers is increasingly developed outside the regular housing stock. Employment agen-
cies may arrange housing in holiday parks, temporary container dwellings, or specifically 
developed campus-like residential buildings (Booster Team Migrant Workers 2020). They 
can develop such sites themselves or rent a site from a specialized company.

Private stakeholders that want to develop housing for migrant workers or that want to 
arrange housing in the existing stock are bound to regulations. These regulations are 
determined by public stakeholders on multiple levels of governance, namely, the national 
government, the province of South Holland, the housing regions Rotterdam and The 
Hague, and individual municipalities in the region. The development of housing has to 
a large extent been decentralized in the Netherlands. Through the development of laws 
and regulations, the national government determines the capabilities and juridical 
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instruments of actors at other levels of governance. While the previous cabinet argued 
that governmental intervention in the housing market was no longer necessary,2 the 
current government has firm ambitions regarding the development of housing for 
vulnerable groups such as migrant workers. Next to stimulating municipalities financially 
to accelerate the development of housing, the government has plans for obligatory 
regional visions on the provision of housing for vulnerable groups. In these visions, 
municipalities would need to map the housing demand of migrant workers in the region 
and make binding performance agreements (Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 
Relations 2022).

Similar to the national government, the province influences the provision of housing 
by setting specific regulations that municipalities need to follow. For example, the 
province determines in which areas the development of housing is allowed (Ministry of 
the Interior and Kingdom Relations 2021). In exceptional cases, the province has the 
opportunity to actively steer municipal decision making but such instruments are avoided 
as much as possible. Instead, the province tries to reach agreements with municipalities 
through deliberation (Randstad audit office 2019). At the regional level, municipalities 
collaborate in regional housing partnerships. The area that is studied consists of two 
housing regions, the Rotterdam region, consisting of the municipality of Rotterdam and 
thirteen surrounding municipalities, and the The Hague region, consisting of The Hague 
and eight surrounding municipalities (see Figure 1). The national government sees 
regional cooperation as essential in the provision of housing for migrant workers because 
their daily urban systems transcend municipal borders; they may live in a particular 
municipality due to the accessibility of housing while working elsewhere in the region 
due to the availability of work. Additionally, a lack of cooperation may lead to spill over 
effects. If one municipality allows the development of housing for migrant workers while 
other municipalities in the region do not, that municipality may attract migrant workers 
from all over the region. Housing regions are less formalized than other levels of govern-
ance and are not directly elected but composed of municipally elected representatives. 
Decisions within the housing regions need formal ratification by the councils of individual 
municipalities. Within the framework set by higher levels of governance, municipalities 
decide where, when, and how housing for migrant workers is facilitated. Municipalities 
can set enforceable guidelines about the development of new housing sites for migrant 
workers and can regulate their housing stock by implementing rules on subletting 
(Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations 2021).

Since migrant workers often find housing through package deals with employment 
agencies, trade unions are involved as civil stakeholders. Through collective labour agree-
ments, they negotiate with employer organizations about the requirements of migrant 
worker housing quality marks such as the notice period after which someone has to leave 
employer-provided housing, the number of square metres per person, and the number of 
persons per bedroom (Federation of Dutch Trade Unions 2020). Public stakeholders are 
unable to intervene in these negotiations (Government of the Netherlands 2021).

Theoretical Background

The current study investigates the provision of housing for migrant workers through 
a network governance perspective. Klijn and Koppenjan (2016, 5–6) distinguish between 
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four dominant meanings of the term “governance” across the literature. The term has 
been used to describe (1) a properly functioning government; (2) a form of governing 
where the role of the government is to steer rather than to row (new public manage-
ment); (3) a form of governing that involves interaction across actors at various levels of 
government (multi-level government); and (4) a form of governing that takes place in 
networks of various public, private, and civil actors (network governance).

The current study is in line with the fourth conceptualization of governance. We 
believe this is apt as throughout Europe, the role of central governments in the provision 
of housing has decreased. This has involved the decentralization of tasks and responsi-
bilities to other layers of government (Doherty 2004; van Bortel 2009). In addition, the 
relation between public and private stakeholders has changed since the 1980s. There 
used to be a hierarchical relation between public and private stakeholders; public stake-
holders developed blueprints that private stakeholders implemented. Currently, the 
provision of housing occurs in an interactive policy network with collaboration and 
contracts between public and private stakeholders (Verhage 2003). Additionally, local 
governments are increasingly dependent upon private investments because of decreas-
ing generic government budgets (Kokx and Van Kempen 2010).

Figure 1. Map of the Rotterdam/The Hague region.
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This shift towards governance has resulted in increasingly complex interaction pro-
cesses between public, private, and civil actors with diverging interests and perceptions 
(Klijn and Koppenjan 2016). These interaction processes occur in governance networks 
which have been conceptualized variously across the literature, but conceptualizations 
generally emphasize the involvement of public, private, and civil stakeholders in decision 
making processes (see, for example, Blanco, Lowndes, and Pratchett 2011, 299; Sørensen 
and Torfing 2007, 8–11). We broadly define governance networks as “networks of endur-
ing patterns of social relations between actors involved in dealing with a problem, policy, 
or public service” (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016, 4). Other scholars have contrasted decision 
making within governance networks with decision making through hierarchical steering 
and competitive market dynamics (Sørensen and Torfing 2005). Our conception is not 
confined to networked forms of governance as they build on rather than replace other 
forms of governance (Driessen et al. 2012). Yet, as described in the previous section, the 
involved stakeholders are to a large extent interdependent. Because of these interdepen-
dencies, cooperation is required to enable collective action (Van Bueren, Klijn, and 
Koppenjan 2003). Klijn and Koppenjan (2016) argue that the absence of collective action 
can be explained by different types of complexity within governance networks. The 
current study focuses on conflicts within the institutional and strategic domain and on 
the interrelationship between the two domains.

Institutional Dimension

Institutions can be defined as “systems of rules that structure the course of actions that 
a set of actors may choose” (Scharpf 1997, 38). Within these institutions, rules are 
perceived as “fixed and generalizable procedures for interaction” (Klijn and Koppenjan 
2016, 105). Due to the diversity of involved actors in governance networks, they originate 
from different institutional backgrounds. Consequentially, actors within a governance 
network may adhere to a diverging set of rules and this may result in institutional 
complexity (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016).

We study the institutional dimension by investigating accountability patterns. 
Accountability is defined as: “a relationship between an actor and a forum, in which the 
actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or her conduct, the forum can pose 
questions and pass judgement, and the actor may face consequences” (Bovens 2007, 450). 
Since institutions form a system of rules that structure interactions processes, institutions 
define the roles and responsibilities of the actors. Because accountability means being 
held responsible, accountability patterns can reveal both the written and unwritten rules 
within a particular institutional setting. Accountability patterns are seen as a mechanism 
affecting the behaviour of stakeholders within the governance network that ensure that 
decision-makers behave responsively anticipating the costs of unresponsive behaviour 
(Bovens 2010; Papadopoulos 2007). Our definition of accountability contrasts with con-
ceptualizations of accountability as a virtue that is to be evaluated (Bovens 2010). This 
latter conceptualization of accountability has received considerable attention within the 
literature and many studies have emphasized tensions between networked forms of 
governance and the ideal of “democratic accountability” (e.g. Aarsæther et al. 2009; 
Esmark 2007; Klijn and Koppenjan 2012; Sørensen and Torfing 2005). However, this 
normative discussion falls outside of the scope of the current study.
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Issues within the institutional dimension may arise due to accountability excesses or 
deficits. Accountability excesses occur when a dysfunctional mixture of accountability 
mechanisms is in place. An actor may, for example, be expected to justify their conduct to 
multiple forums that use conflicting criteria to evaluate conduct. In contrast, account-
ability deficits occur when accountability arrangements are lacking. This occurs when an 
actor has no obligation to explain and justify conduct or when a forum is unable to pass 
judgement (Bovens 2007). Because accountability mechanisms affect the behaviour of 
stakeholders, they can help in illuminating the mechanisms underlying the current policy 
impasse.

A distinction can be made between three accountability patterns, namely, vertical, 
horizontal, and public-private (Kang and Groetelaers 2018). In a vertical accountability 
pattern, the forum wields formal power over the actor (Bovens 2007). This is the case 
when there is a hierarchical relationship between an actor and a forum, which may exist 
between governments at different vertical layers. An example of such a hierarchical 
relationship is the ability of provinces to intervene in municipal decision making if 
municipalities are neglecting their responsibilities (Randstad audit office 2019). Such 
a relation resembles the notion of “government” as a formalized approach to steering 
the public domain (Edelenbos and Teisman 2008). Increased decentralization and priva-
tization have led to a decrease in vertical accountability patterns and an increase in 
horizontal and public-private accountability patterns.

The second pattern is horizontal accountability. In contrast to vertical accountability, 
horizontal accountability refers to a situation where the accountee is not hierarchically 
superior to the accountor (Schillemans 2011). This is the situation when public stake-
holders at the same level of governance account to each other. In such situations, formal 
obligations to render account are often missing and accounting occurs voluntarily; it is 
rendered due to a morally felt obligation (Bovens 2007). This notion of accountability is 
more fluid and stakeholders negotiate with each other on the subject of accountability 
(Kang and Groetelaers 2018). Inter-municipal agreements regarding the provision of 
housing in a region are an example of a horizontal accountability pattern in the 
Netherlands. These agreements are reached through deliberation (Klok et al. 2018; 
Levelt and Metze 2014). Municipalities can pass judgement on each other but are unable 
to implement formal penalization.

Lastly, accountability patterns exist between public and private stakeholders. With the 
shift from a providing state to an enabling state, the relationship between public and 
private stakeholders has changed. These developments have resulted in increasingly 
reciprocal accountability patterns. On the one hand, public parties induce private parties 
to behave in a socially desirable way (Kang and Groetelaers 2018). Municipalities can, for 
example, compel developers to follow particular regulations in the development of 
housing for migrant workers and municipalities may penalize developers that violate 
these regulations. On the other hand, private parties can urge public stakeholders to 
provide a “good business climate” by threatening them with the prospect that they will 
otherwise take their investments elsewhere (Harvey 1989). Employer organizations may, 
for example, put pressure on public stakeholders to implement particular policy measures 
through media campaigns (Jacobs, Kemeny, and Manzi 2003). Although public parties are 
formally accountable to their voters, the increasing dependency of public parties on the 
resources of private parties may have changed this situation (Papadopoulos 2010). 
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Figure 2 gives a schematic overview of the three types of accountability patterns in the 
current study. Since public-private accountability may involve both vertical and horizontal 
patterns of accountability, it is displayed as a diagonal pattern.

Strategic Dimension

Decreasing hierarchical accountability patterns in the provision of housing for migrant 
workers have led to increasing space for negotiation within the governance network 
(Haffner and Elsinga 2009). However, stakeholders have diverging perceived strategic 
interests which they base on “the beliefs, images, and opinions that they have of their 
environment, the problems and opportunities within it, the other actors involved, and 
their dependencies upon them” (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016, 76). Rhodes (2007) argues that 
public, private, and civil stakeholders evaluate their environment based on different 
criteria. While economic considerations form an important decision factor for developers, 
socio-political pressures may be decisive for public stakeholders. Related to this, public 
stakeholders on different levels of governance can have conflicting interests and tensions 
may arise when nationally set policies do not align with local interests (Kokx and Van 
Kempen 2010). Previous research found major differences of opinion among European, 
national, and local governments regarding the economic and socio-political conse-
quences of CEE migration (Engbersen et al. 2017). Within the field of migration studies, 
there has been an increasing interest in the local dimension of migration and diversity. 
This “local turn” involves the acknowledgement that governance challenges associated 
with migration usually manifest themselves at the local level (Caponio, Scholten, and 
Zapata-Barrero 2019; Myrberg 2017; Schiller and Çağlar 2009). In addition, it is underlined 
that the challenges that local governments face are dependent upon local specifics, and 
because of that, local governments have their own agendas (Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, 
and Scholten 2017). For example, Money (1997) argues that rapid increases in the number 
of immigrants may cause local opposition, whereas local demand for immigrant labour 
may lead to local support for immigration.

Figure 2. Accountability patterns in the provision of housing for migrant workers.
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Despite diverging interests, actors within a governance network are interdependent. 
For this reason, stakeholders employ strategies in pursuit of their interests (Rhodes 2007). 
Strategies can be targeted at three components of the decision-making process (Klijn and 
Koppenjan 2016). First, they can be aimed at influencing the perceptions and behaviour of 
other actors in the network. Through lobbying, private parties may try to influence public 
decision-making (Van Bueren, Klijn, and Koppenjan 2003). Second, strategies can be 
aimed at the content of problem formulations and the solutions considered within the 
network. For instance, municipalities in the Rotterdam/The Hague region organized 
a summit in 2011 to raise public awareness and attention to the local consequences of 
CEE migration (Snel, van Ostaijen, and 't Hart 2019). Third, strategies may be aimed at the 
interaction process in which a particular issue is discussed. As an example, stakeholders 
that are dissatisfied with current policies may search for another setting to present 
alternative policy proposals. Pralle (2003) refers to this as “venue shopping”. Local govern-
ments that are unable to achieve certain policy preferences at their own level can try to 
move the discussion to another level of government (Scholten et al. 2018). Another way to 
influence the interaction process is to stall decision-making. Within a regional govern-
ment, particular municipalities may have an interest in waiting for better opportunities or 
in being excluded from decision-making. Particular stakeholders may have an interest in 
maintaining the status quo (Haffner and Elsinga 2009; Levelt and Metze 2014).

The Interrelationship Between the Institutional and Strategic Dimension

Following the previous, the provision of housing for migrant workers is negotiated within 
a governance network that involves multiple types of accountability patterns and stake-
holders with diverging interests and strategies. However, the institutional and strategic 
dimension are not independent but mutually impact each other (Yang 2012). In line with 
structuration theory (Giddens 1984), accountability patterns within the institutional 
dimension affect the behaviour of actors as they base their decisions on the institutional 
setting they acknowledge (Bovens 2010; Healey and Barrett 1990). Simultaneously, sta-
keholders acknowledge particular accountability patterns while disregarding others and 
this process transforms the existing accountability structure. A schematic overview of the 
interrelationship between agency and structure is shown in Figure 3.

Due to the interrelationship, accountability should not be treated as an exogenous 
factor but as an endogenous phenomenon. By perceiving it as an endogenous phenom-
enon, it can be investigated how accountability is produced and reproduced by stake-
holders (Yang 2012). The production of accountability can be seen as an ongoing political 
process where stakeholders pressure each other and where power plays a vital role. 
Particular stakeholders gain the right to hold other stakeholders to account while other 

Figure 3. Accountability and the duality of structure.
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stakeholders do not gain this right (Etzioni 1975). According to Torfing et al. (2012), 
governance networks are ridden with power struggles. Yet, the perspective that the 
conception of accountability structures can also be conceived as a power struggle has 
only received scant attention across the literature (Yang 2012). However, the production 
and reproduction of particular accountability structures may be an important means to 
exert power.

Methods

The current study is based on a combination of desk research and semi-structured inter-
views with involved stakeholders. Relevant documents, debates, and conferences were 
identified by searching for keywords in databases of the national government, the 
province of South Holland, and municipalities in the region.3 Subsequently, these data 
were used to identify relevant publications by private and civil stakeholders. In total, 155 
policy materials were consulted and an overview of twenty principal materials can be 
found in Appendix A. We analysed the data by linking it to issues relating to our 
theoretical framework.

Concurrently, interview participants were identified based on the used material. Actors 
who were involved in public discussions about the topic were personally invited for an 
interview. We strived for a selection of public, private, and civil stakeholders representa-
tional of the governance network. Public stakeholders at the national, provincial, regional, 
and municipal level were included. We included rural (Lansingerland and Westland) and 
urban (Rotterdam and The Hague) municipalities from both regions and the position of 
other municipalities was discussed with stakeholders at the regional level. On the private 
level, we conducted interviews with representatives of employer organizations and 
a large employment agency, as these two stakeholder types form the basis of the 
migration industry (McCollum and Findlay 2018). On the civil level, we interviewed 
a representative of a local grassroots organization in The Hague, as well as a trade 
union with a national campaign for the improvement of the position of migrant workers 
in the Netherlands. Table 1 gives an overview of all participants,4 a total of twenty-one 
stakeholders were interviewed between September 2021 and January 2022. The inter-
views lasted for approximately one hour and were conducted both offline and online due 
to COVID-19 regulations.

Interviews were structured based on the developed theoretical framework, but each 
interview guide was tailored to individual stakeholders on the grounds of desk research 
and earlier interviews. At the beginning, the institutional dimension was discussed with 
stakeholders. They were asked in which arenas they discuss the provision of housing for 
migrant workers, what sorts of decisions are made in these arenas, and whether they 
believe other stakeholders are currently taking sufficient responsibility. After discussing 
the institutional dimension, the focus of the interview shifted to the strategic dimension. 
In this part of the interview, stakeholders were asked about their strategic interests and 
the strategies they employ to influence other actors.

Interview data were initially coded based on the institutional and strategic dimension. 
After that, codes in the institutional dimension were subdivided into three types of 
accountability patterns based on earlier research (Kang and Groetelaers 2018): vertical, 
horizontal, and public-private. In the strategic dimension, a distinction was made between 
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three types of interests: economic interests, socio-political interests, and interests in the 
status quo (Haffner and Elsinga 2009; Kokx and Van Kempen 2010; Levelt and Metze 2014; 
Rhodes 2007). These strategic interests became apparent through an abductive inquiry 
that involved an analysis of the empirical data and existing literature (Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow 2013, 28). In other words, the three types of interests were identified by going back 
and forth between the empirical data and the existing literature. To enhance the validity 
of our findings, preliminary results of the analysis were shared with two experts in the 
field5 (Creswell and Miller 2000).

Results

Institutional Dimension: Public and Private Accountability Deficits

During the interviews, it became clear that stakeholders mostly agreed on a particular set 
of recommendations to improve the housing conditions of migrant workers put forward 
by the Booster Team Migrant Workers (2020). While the stakeholders to a substantial 
extent agreed on potential solutions, they had conflicting perceptions about the desir-
ability of different accountability arrangements. These conflicting perceptions are illu-
strated through the three earlier described accountability patterns.

Horizontal Public Accountability
In the Netherlands, municipalities are responsible for their own housing stock. However, 
leaving the facilitation of sufficient housing for migrant workers as a local responsibility 
has led to an unfair situation according to stakeholders in Rotterdam and The Hague. Due 
to the supply of affordable private housing in the two cities, investors have bought up 
housing in inner-city neighbourhoods. A policy expert in Rotterdam (R10) argued: “The 
problem is that only 21% of the migrant workers living in Rotterdam work within municipal 

Table 1. Overview of interview participants.
Type of stakeholder Affiliation Role #

National government Booster Team Protection Migrant Workers Chair 1
Socialist Party Member of Parliament 2

Regional government Province of South Holland Policy expert 3
Province of South Holland Policy expert 4
Province of North Brabant Former commissioner 5
Housing partnership Rotterdam region Chair 6
Housing partnership Rotterdam region Policy expert 7

Local government Municipality of The Hague Policy expert 8
Municipality of Rotterdam Policy expert 9
Municipality of Rotterdam Policy expert 10
Municipality of Westland Alderman 11
Municipality of Westland Policy expert 12
Municipality of Lansingerland Alderman 13

Private OTTO-workforce & Kafra Housing CEO 14
Greenports Nederland Policy expert 15
Aedes Policy expert 16
Consultancy agency Consultant 17
Consultancy agency Consultant 18
LTO Chairman 19

Civil IDHEM-Xtra Coordinator 20
FNV Coordinator 21
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boundaries (. . .) it would be nice if the municipalities where they work take responsibility for 
housing”.

Westland and Lansingerland are the two municipalities in the region where the largest 
number of migrant workers work. Aldermen in both municipalities agree that they have 
a responsibility in the provision of housing for migrant workers (R11, R13). However, the 
Lansingerland alderman sees the provision of sufficient housing for migrant workers as 
a responsibility for all municipalities in the region. The jobs that migrant workers fill 
contribute to the provision of services in the region. For example, most supermarkets in 
the region are supplied by distribution centres in Lansingerland (R13). Due to the high 
number of migrant workers working in Lansingerland they cannot facilitate housing for all 
of them, and she noted that: “there are also a lot of municipalities [in the region] that simply 
do not want to facilitate housing at all” (R13). Thus, municipalities negotiate about the 
horizontal accountability structure (Kang and Groetelaers 2018); while Rotterdam and The 
Hague argue that Westland and Lansingerland should do more, Lansingerland argues that 
other municipalities in the region should do more.

Vertical Public Accountability
Actors in Rotterdam, The Hague, and Lansingerland agree that coordination from higher 
levels of government is necessary. A policy expert in The Hague (R8) pled for more 
coordination from the province and argued that in her opinion “the province acts too 
reserved about this”. While stakeholders in Rotterdam (R10) and Lansingerland (R13) pled 
for discussing the issue within their housing region: “We are now working on putting this 
on the agenda at the regional tables and we want to organize discussions about the topic 
there. Unfortunately, this has not yet succeeded” (R10).

Stakeholders at the province were not willing to take a coordinative role and argued 
that: “we believe that every municipality has a responsibility and that it should be 
discussed within a region” (R4). To stimulate regional cooperation, they have asked all 
housing regions to develop a vision for the provision of housing for migrant workers 
(R4, R7).

Hence, the province sees a major role for the housing regions, however, the chair of the 
housing region Rotterdam (R6) has reacted with restraint to this task: “At a certain point we 
said: ‘We really cannot take it anymore’. Partly also because it is not a problem for the entire 
region and for every city.” Similarly, a policy expert (R7) at the housing region Rotterdam 
argued that it is not their responsibility to make decisions about the distribution of 
migrant workers: “We have a voluntary partnership; you shouldn’t push such a mandatory 
distribution discussion to it”. Consequently, in their regional housing vision, they stated 
that their “ambition is the sum of what the municipalities themselves think is necessary.” 
According to R7, municipalities within the region are unable to reach an agreement 
because “if you want to force something down someone’s throat, but he keeps his mouth 
shut, the discussion stops”. In line with this, a policy expert in The Hague said: “if you talk 
about numbers, you will not reach an agreement” (R8). For that reason, the municipalities in 
The Hague housing region decided to turn to an external consultancy agency.

While multiple municipalities in the Rotterdam/The Hague region have pled for 
increased vertical coordination, it remains difficult to reach regional agreements. 
Neither the province nor the two housing regions seem to be capable or willing to take 
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a coordinative role, this has resulted in an absence of vertical accountability patterns 
(Bovens 2007).

Public-Private Accountability
Public stakeholders did agree on another solution to increase the provision of housing for 
migrant workers. According to them, employers that hire migrant workers “also have 
a responsibility in organizing proper housing” (R13). Public stakeholders argued that 
employers are currently not taking sufficient responsibility. In addition, R7 and R13 argued 
that employers deliberately leave the provision of housing to municipalities.

Despite agreement among public stakeholders that private stakeholders should take 
more responsibility, they are not legally obliged to facilitate housing. Therefore, munici-
palities can only induce them to behave in a socially desirable way (Kang and Groetelaers 
2018) through moral appeals. An issue for Rotterdam and The Hague is that they do not 
have an overview of local employers that employ migrant workers (R8, R9). Moreover, 
most migrant workers living in Rotterdam and The Hague work in other municipalities, 
a policy expert in Rotterdam (R9) argued that this “makes it difficult to conduct a one-on- 
one conversation” with a specific employer.

Another factor that complicates private accountability is that approximately 60% of the 
migrant workers working in the Netherlands work via employment agencies (Booster 
Team Migrant Workers 2020). Moreover, companies sometimes outsource activities to 
other companies. The largest e-commerce company in the Netherlands has, for example, 
outsourced distribution to a specialized company. When R2 addressed the e-commerce 
company about the housing conditions of migrant workers working for their company, 
they said that they were not the employer of these migrant workers and that they should 
not be addressed. When the company specialized in logistics was addressed, they said 
that they were not responsible because the migrant workers were employed by an 
employment agency. Therefore, it is difficult to link housing demand to a specific 
company.

While public stakeholders agreed that private stakeholders should take more respon-
sibility for facilitating sufficient housing for migrant workers, private stakeholders point in 
the opposite direction. They argue that municipalities are responsible for housing 
shortages for migrant workers. According to them, municipalities are often unwilling to 
facilitate housing for migrant workers, and this hinders development (R14, R15, R19). For 
private developers, it is often unclear which demands migrant worker housing should 
meet and this makes it difficult to obtain a permit (R4, R15). Consequentially, only 10–15% 
of the new housing initiatives for migrant workers are currently realized according to 
a study by Greenports Nederland (R15).

Strategic Dimension: Clashing Interests

Due to the lack of functioning accountability mechanisms, stakeholders can pass housing 
responsibilities onto others. This accountability deficit enables stakeholders to pursue 
their strategic interests by employing particular strategies. By going back and forth 
between the existing literature (Haffner and Elsinga 2009; Kokx and Van Kempen 2010; 
Levelt and Metze 2014; Rhodes 2007) and the empirical data, we made a distinction 
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between three main types of interests, namely economic interests, socio-political inter-
ests, and interests in the status quo.

Economic interests

Multiple stakeholders have economic interests in the provision of housing for migrant 
workers. Housing is a prerequisite for employers and employment agencies to attract 
migrant workers (R11, R14, R15). A shortage of housing in the Netherlands may be a cause 
for migrant workers to choose another country (R14, R17).

To prevent expanding labour shortages, the development of housing for migrant 
workers is in the interest of private parties. They employ multiple strategies to pursue 
this interest. One strategy is to raise the urgency of the matter. R15 said that the primary 
concern of Greenports Netherlands is that “that the issue remains in the spotlight”. This can 
be achieved by emphasizing the importance of labour migration. During the interviews, 
multiple stakeholders underlined that migrant workers are essential for the Dutch econ-
omy (R14, R15, R17, R18, R19). Another approach to raise the urgency is to emphasize 
current housing shortages. For example, one private foundation estimated the housing 
shortage for migrant workers at 120.000–150.000 (Expertise Centre Flexible Living 2019).

An alternative strategy that private stakeholders employ is to lobby for their solutions 
at public stakeholders. The development of housing sites for migrant workers is hindered 
by the lack of municipal regulations (R15). In Westland and Lansingerland, a policy frame-
work for the development of migrant worker housing was formulated after a plea from 
the horticultural sector and employment agencies (R13, R17). Relatedly, multiple private 
parties have pled for an obligation for all municipalities to facilitate housing for 
a particular number of migrant workers because not all municipalities are willing to 
facilitate housing. In their view, the national government and the province should main-
tain this municipal obligation (R14, R15, R19). Private parties publicly plea for this solution 
by publishing white papers (Greenports Netherlands 2021; Work Force 2021) and by 
speaking with national politicians (Committee of Social Affairs and Employment 2021).

Next to private stakeholders, particular public stakeholders also have an economic 
interest in the facilitation of housing for migrant workers. The local economies of 
Westland and Lansingerland depend upon labour migration (R11, R13). For these munici-
palities, it is becoming increasingly important to facilitate housing for migrant workers, 
because housing shortages may stimulate them to choose another country of destination 
(R13) or to remain in their country of origin (R11).

Both municipalities are actively stimulating the development of housing for migrant 
workers. According to the former mayor of Westland, many plans were not realized in the 
past due to local resistance (R19). However, the current alderman said that they “are really 
making progress, especially since last year” (R11). One aspect that contributed to this is that 
Westland and Lansingerland are increasingly granting permission to develop housing for 
migrant workers via the use of temporary permits. These permits are easier to issue and 
can be granted directly by the executive board of a municipality and do not require voting 
in the municipal council (R11). Another strategy to prevent local resistance has been to 
facilitate the development of housing for migrant workers outside the built environment 
(R4, R13). So, the local labour demand has resulted in political support for immigration 
(Money 1997).
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Socio-Political Interests
In contrast to municipalities that underline economic interests, the municipalities of 
Rotterdam and The Hague emphasize two types of externalities resulting from labour 
migration. The first externality that both cities emphasize is that the provision of housing 
for migrant workers has detrimental effects on particular neighbourhoods. Due to the 
comparatively large and affordable private housing stock in the two cities, investors buy 
single-family dwellings in these neighbourhoods and sublet them to migrant workers, 
causing pressure on the local housing market (Municipality of Rotterdam 2021; 
Municipality of The Hague 2020; R6). In addition, it is argued that the influx of migrant 
workers damages the social cohesion of already vulnerable neighbourhoods (R8). Another 
issue for the two cities is that migrant workers are increasingly found to be living in 
overcrowded dwellings, resulting in unsafe situations and local nuisances such as noise 
disturbances (R8, R9). Lastly, commuting migrant workers cause traffic congestion in 
inner-city neighbourhoods (Municipality of The Hague 2020). The second externality the 
two cities draw attention to are the precarious housing conditions of migrant workers. 
The Municipality of Rotterdam (2021) has, for example, developed a policy program 
named “Working on a dignified existence”. The goal of the program is to improve the 
living conditions of migrant workers in Rotterdam. These two externalities have put the 
topic on the local political agenda. In recent debates in the municipal councils of 
Rotterdam and The Hague, multiple resolutions have been proposed to improve the 
societal position of migrant workers (Of Rotterdam 2021b; Municipality of The Hague 
2021).

Hence, the two cities have an interest in reducing perceived neighbourhood nuisances 
and improving the housing conditions of migrant workers. This has resulted in two types 
of strategies. First, they are actively trying to regulate their housing stock by restricting 
investors from buying up and subletting new dwellings, increasing the capacity of 
departments enforcing regulations, and lobbying at the national government for more 
regulatory instruments (Municipality of The Hague 2020; Municipality of Rotterdam 2021). 
Second, the municipalities point at surrounding municipalities by arguing that they are 
confronted with the burdens of labour migration, while the economies of surrounding 
municipalities reap the benefits. The two cities have explicitly included lobbying for 
a “fair” distribution of migrant workers over the region in their public policy 
(Municipality of The Hague 2019; Municipality of Rotterdam 2021). Another strategy 
through which The Hague strives for a “fair” distribution is by lobbying for a policy change 
at the provincial level that would make it obligatory for municipalities in the region to 
make plans about the provision of housing for migrant workers before the settlement of 
a new company (Municipality of The Hague 2021). The latter two strategies show that the 
cities search for solutions at other levels of government (Pralle 2003).

Interest in the Status Quo
Whereas municipalities with economic and socio-political interests have an interest in 
changing the current state of affairs, this is less pertinent for other municipalities in the 
region. A consultant that is trying to reach an agreement concerning a fair distribution on 
behalf of the housing region The Hague (R17) argued that “[municipality x] has no interest 
whatsoever in committing itself to this. Why would they? Yes, potentially the feeling that they 
might be better off when negotiating about a different topic in their relationship with 
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[municipality y], but [municipality x] has no interest in the subject itself.” Therefore, particular 
municipalities have an interest in maintaining the status quo. This is in line with earlier 
findings in the Netherlands (Haffner and Elsinga 2009; Levelt and Metze 2014). 
Municipalities may prefer to stay uninvolved in the matter fearing increased pressure 
on the local housing market (R6, R10), traffic congestions (R6), or social upheaval due to 
the political sensitivity surrounding the topic (R8, R14, R15, R17, R18).

Municipalities want to base regional agreements about the dispersion of migrant 
workers on the current distribution of migrant workers working and living in the region. 
The underlying idea is that municipalities with economies that depend on migrant work-
ers should facilitate housing, while other municipalities have a smaller responsibility. For 
this reason, the province has commissioned a consultancy office to investigate the current 
distribution (PBLQ 2020). Despite the study, municipalities disagree about the numbers6 

(R3). During a council meeting at the municipality of Rotterdam, the alderman argued “We 
also do not know the exact numbers due to a lack of registration. But those estimates of ours 
are – we think – fairly accurate, so we are sticking to our numbers” (Of Rotterdam 2021a). 
While R8 stated: “There are also municipalities in the region that say, ‘I have no migrant 
workers at all’”. Hence, municipalities try to use data suiting their interests. In addition, 
discussions about the numbers can be used to delay decision-making (R7, R17).

Next to public stakeholders, particular private stakeholders have an interest in the 
status quo. As discussed earlier, the majority of migrant workers in the Netherlands are 
employed via employment agencies. Multiple stakeholders argued that employers hiring 
migrant workers through employment agencies purposively pass the issue of arranging 
housing onto employment agencies and prefer to remain uninvolved (R1, R6, R7, R17). 
Employers assume that housing is arranged well (R15), but in the case of housing abuses, 
there is no “supply chain responsibility” in place, which means that employers cannot be 
held accountable for abuses in housing arranged by employment agencies (R2).

Private stakeholders are able to protect this status quo by lobbying for their interests. 
The chair of the Booster Team Migrant Workers (R1) admitted that implementing addi-
tional demands for migrant worker housing will result in additional costs for employers. 
Consequentially, the chair of the Agricultural and Horticultural Association (R19) fears that 
these changes will affect the business models of farmers and horticulturalists and said: “it 
would absolutely be too far-reaching to add these costs. (. . .) we are not going to do this and 
will resist this.” Next to resisting legal changes, another option for private stakeholders to 
protect the status quo is to agree to non-binding agreements. For example, a decade ago 
multiple stakeholders, among which large employer organizations, came to a declaration 
of intent to improve the housing conditions of migrant workers (Ministry of the Interior 
and Kingdom Relations 2012). R1 criticized this declaration arguing that “intentions and 
self-regulation are all neoliberal words that in practice mean; nice then we don’t have to do 
anything”.

Besides lobbying, private stakeholders can exert influence through negotiations about 
collective labour agreements. In these collective labour agreements, employer organiza-
tions and unions negotiate specific housing-related requirements. However, the employer 
organizations and unions are currently not able to reach an agreement (R1, R21).
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Conclusion

Precarious housing conditions among migrant workers in the Netherlands have been 
a policy issue since the expansion of the EU in 2004 (Booster Team Migrant Workers 2020; 
Committee Lessons from Recent Labour Migration 2011). The current study has investi-
gated this policy impasse through a governance network perspective (Klijn and 
Koppenjan 2016). We found that a major explanation for the persistence of the impasse 
is the interrelationship between the loosely defined institutional setting and the pursuit of 
strategic interests by involved actors. Since accountability structures are not clearly 
defined, public and private actors have the agency to pursue their interests. 
Concurrently, this pursuit produces and reproduces particular accountability structures 
that align with their interests (Yang 2012). The lack of willingness among municipalities in 
the Rotterdam region to discuss the provision of housing for migrant workers and the fact 
that an external consultancy agency was needed in the The Hague region exemplifies this. 
By leaving the topic undiscussed, municipalities in the two regions protect the status quo 
and reproduce existing accountability deficits.

The findings of the current study demonstrate the value of network approaches within 
the housing domain. Following Mullins and Rhodes (2007), network perspectives are 
crucial in understanding decision-making within the housing domain due to the diversity 
of involved public, private, and civil stakeholders and the interdependencies among 
them. While we agree with Stephens (2020) that housing systems are the result of 
economic, political, social, and ideological power balances, our approach enabled us to 
shed light on the mechanisms underlying these power balances. In line with earlier 
research that employed network perspectives, we found that stakeholders use various 
strategies to exert influence on each other in pursuit of their interests (Rhodes 2007; 
Scholten et al. 2018). Our work expands on this by demonstrating the empirical value of 
perceiving accountability as an endogenous phenomenon that evolves through 
a struggle for power. This becomes apparent by the pleas of Rotterdam and The Hague 
for regional accountability structures that would, in their opinion, distribute the burdens 
and benefits of labour migration more fairly. Another example are employers that lobby 
for municipal obligations to facilitate the development of housing for migrant workers.

Consistent with earlier research on the local turn in migration studies, our findings 
demonstrate that challenges surrounding the provision of housing for migrant workers 
manifest themselves at the local level (Caponio, Scholten, and Zapata-Barrero 2019; 
Schiller and Çağlar 2009). The results also align with earlier work that emphasized that 
political support for immigration is dependent upon the local setting (Money 1997). 
A potential limitation of the current study is the focus on the Rotterdam/The Hague 
region whereas precarious housing conditions among migrant workers are a policy 
problem across the Netherlands and the EU (Booster Team Migrant Workers 2020; 
European Policy Institute 2020). Yet, we believe our findings are relevant in a wider 
context as they provide a framework to study policy impasses in the provision of housing 
in other settings. In addition, our findings demonstrate that while local governments have 
increasingly gained responsibility in the governance of housing and migration (Doherty 
2004; Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, and Scholten 2017), they are not always able to deal with 
issues that have been delegated to them from above.
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The conclusions of the current study give little reason to believe that the policy impasse 
will soon be resolved. Yet, the national government has recently proposed a plan to 
stimulate municipalities to facilitate housing suitable for migrant workers. In the coming 
years, municipalities will become obligated to map the local migrant worker housing 
demand and develop regional visions on the facilitation of housing for migrant workers. 
Provinces will become responsible for overseeing these regional visions (Ministry of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations 2022). Based on our findings, it is to be expected that this 
plan will only be successful if formal accountability patterns are implemented that include 
means of enforcement in the case of neglected responsibilities. The fact that this has not 
happened in the past, despite the persistence of housing precarity among migrant workers, 
shows that accountability structures are inflexible and arise through a struggle for power.

Notes

1. For the sake of readability, the term “migrant workers” will be used in the remainder of this 
paper.

2. In 2017, the minister responsible for housing stated that the housing market was “fixed” and 
that governmental intervention was no longer warranted.

3. National government: https://www.tweedekamer.nl/zoeken;
Province of South Holland: https://pzh.notubiz.nl/zoeken;
Municipalities: https://zoek.openraadsinformatie.nl/.

4. The identities of participants in public positions have not been anonymized to enable us to 
present the statements of respondents in the right context. We obtained explicit oral or 
written permission beforehand.

5. Findings were shared with the chairman of the Booster Team Migrant Workers (Emile 
Roemer) and an expert in wicked policy problems (Prof. Wim van de Donk) who was 
previously involved in the provision of housing for migrant workers in North Brabant as 
provincial governor.

6. It is difficult to estimate the precise number of migrant workers in municipalities due to 
incomplete municipal registers. The registers are incomplete because migrant workers who 
are planning to stay for less than four months are not legally obliged to register their address 
(PBLQ 2020).
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