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URBAN RESTRUCTURING, 
DEMOLITION, AND 
DISPLACEMENT IN  

THE NETHERLANDS
Uncovering the Janus Head of Forced  

Residential Relocation

Reinout Kleinhans

Introduction

Across both sides of the Atlantic, continuous attention has been paid to improving the prospects of 
deprived neighborhoods and their residents since the 1970s. In the United States and many Euro-
pean countries, substantial housing and neighborhood restructuring programs have been imple-
mented to fit this purpose. While these programs usually involve economic and social interventions, 
the emphasis has been on demolition of public or social housing and new construction of rental and 
owner-occupied housing on the original site. Renowned examples of such restructuring programs 
are HOPE VI (U.S.), Housing Market Renewal (HMR) Pathfinders in England, urban renewal in 
France (based on the Loi de programmation sur la ville et la rénovation urbaine), and urban restructuring 
in the Netherlands. Such urban renewal programs have several goals, ranging from the creation of 
mixed-income neighborhoods and poverty deconcentration to improving area reputations and social 
cohesion among residents (Dekker and Varady 2011; Kleinhans 2012).

Regardless of the differences in context, problems, and housing stock characteristics, all physical 
renewal programs usually require temporary or permanent relocation of significant proportions of 
the original residents from dwellings slated for demolition or upgrading. While large-scale relocation 
has often been contested, laws and regulations that provide the basis for housing and restructuring 
programs, and that are an indispensable part of a renewal operation, enable public housing authori-
ties (U.S.) and housing associations (Europe) to relocate their tenants and sometimes also owner 
occupiers to other dwellings. In other words, the initial decision for relocation is usually not made 
by residents themselves, but by policymakers, housing authorities, and landlords. Hence, this type of 
residential mobility can be defined as forced relocation, as opposed to mobility as a “choice” made by 
households themselves.

Since the 1960s, forced relocation has fueled a large body of research connected to various urban 
policies, such as urban slum clearance in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g., Paris and Blackaby 1979; Thomas 
1986), gentrification in the 1980s (up to the present), and urban renewal policies with a strong hous-
ing market-oriented approach since the early 1990s. Across many European countries, post-1990 
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urban renewal policies (as discussed earlier) share the general aim to lower concentrations of social 
rented or public housing in certain areas, in favor of building more owner-occupied housing and 
thus strengthening the “social mix.” Forced relocation has been a recurring theme in these policies. 
However, the framing of this phenomenon in scientific debates shows similarities between countries. 
Research on relocation has been inspired by gentrification theory and research. A particular charac-
teristic of this framework is a mostly negative displacement perspective on the outcomes of relocation 
processes (Kleinhans and Kearns 2013). The debate around gentrification has been fueled not only 
by policy and research findings, but to a certain extent also by neoliberal ideologies that, according 
to critics, increase the role of markets and capital at the expense of poor people and state-provided 
social security (e.g., Hackworth and Smith 2001; Lees et al. 2010; Uitermark et al. 2007). An example 
of a gentrification-based perspective is provided by Lees (2008), who argues that the “movement of 
middle-income groups into low income areas creates overwhelmingly negative effects, the most sig-
nificant of which is the displacement of low-income groups” (Lees 2008, 2457). In sum, displacement 
of residents is one of the primary dangers mentioned by those concerned about the exclusionary 
effects of market-driven as well as state-driven gentrification (Newman and Wyly 2006, 27).

The discussion on neighborhood impacts of forced relocation has focused on concepts such 
as social mix and social cohesion (Uitermark 2003), whereas relocation outcomes for individual 
tenants have been framed in terms of displacement and (altered) place attachment (Kleinhans and 
Kearns 2013). This chapter focuses on the latter strand of outcomes. The scientific literature shows 
that scholars disagree about the extent to which the act of forced relocation is, by definition, a form 
of displacement that hurts households or if forced relocation may not necessarily be experienced as 
such, because it helps households to improve their living situation. This essay discusses the evidence 
from relocation research in the Netherlands and shows how it fits into the scholarly discussion on 
displacement. While pre-relocation expectations are usually negative, many households may actu-
ally be better off in terms of their housing and neighborhood situation after urban restructuring. 
Furthermore, the combination of counseling and legal compensations appears to have a mitigating 
influence regarding the negative impacts of both the process and the relocation outcome. The results 
give reason to counter-argue the predominantly negative discourse on displacement as an inevitable 
“dark side” of state-led gentrification (see also the chapter authored by Wouter van Gent, Willem 
Boterman, and Myrte Hoekstra) and urban renewal programs. The next section discusses theoretical 
perspectives on forced relocation and displacement. Subsequently, the Dutch policy context will be 
explained, providing a background for understanding relocation outcomes. The following section 
reviews the main outcomes, followed by conclusions and policy recommendations.

On Displacement, Relocation, and Gentrification

The first traces of the term “displacement” in the literature date back to the late 1970s. A particu-
larly detailed definition can be found in a report from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, where displacement was defined as the situation in which:

any household is forced to move from its residence by conditions which affect the dwelling 
or its immediate surroundings, and which: (1) are beyond the household’s reasonable ability 
to control or prevent; (2) occur despite the household’s having met all previously imposed 
conditions of occupancy and (3) make continued occupancy by that household impossible, 
hazardous or unaffordable.

(Grier and Grier 1978, 8; see also LeGates and Hartman 1986)

In essence, this definition does not include any reference to housing policy, market forces, or any form 
of neoliberal policy. However, the term has become intricately connected to gentrification, which was 
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coined as “the rehabilitation of working-class and derelict housing and the consequent transformation 
of an area into a middle-class neighborhood” (Smith and Williams 1986, 1). Marcuse used Grier and 
Grier’s definition to specify displacement as a consequence of certain processes and through the way 
in which it is measured (Marcuse 1986, 156). He identified four forms for any particular property:

• Economic/physical displacement, in which residents are priced out of a dwelling through rent 
increases or by physical means such as demolition and upgrading

• Last-resident displacement, a measure in which only the last resident is displaced
• Chain displacement, which includes all residents who have been displaced from a property dur-

ing a certain period
• Exclusionary displacement, which includes all people who have been unable to access property 

because it has been gentrified

In terms of the debate on implications of forced relocation, the importance of economic/physi-
cal displacement is obvious for renewal programs with a clear demolition component. However, 
exclusionary displacement has also gained recognition, in two forms. The first form of displace-
ment, Marcuse’s income-based exclusion (see preceding text), refers to the widespread phenomenon 
in gentrifying areas whereby previously affordable housing experiences rapid price increases and 
becomes unaffordable for the type of family that had lived in that area.

The second form of displacement is more subtle and does not require a move, because it relies on 
a different mechanism of exclusion. This type of exclusionary displacement often applies to long-
term residents who witness gentrification processes in their neighborhood. Both the characteristics 
of newcomers (e.g., middle-class gentrifiers) and place-based changes to social and service environ-
ments can create much uneasiness among long-term residents who are confronted with rapid and 
fundamental changes in their neighborhood. This second form of displacement has been labeled 
“the hidden costs of gentrification” (Atkinson 2000), “indirect displacement” (Davidson 2008), and 
the “class-based transformation of place” (Davidson 2011). As mentioned earlier, the result is not 
necessarily a move out of the neighborhood, but an increasing sense of feeling “out of place” among 
long-term residents, which may be partly counterbalanced by decreases in local crime and the open-
ing of new stores (Freeman 2006).

Over time, the notion of displacement has increasingly acquired a negative connotation. An 
important reason is that many gentrification studies have identified displacement as a significant 
problem (Atkinson 2004; Lees et al. 2010; see also the chapter authored by Dennis Gale), based on 
evidence or the premise that gentrification and displacement result in a degradation of the hous-
ing situation (broadly defined) of displacees. In fact, “[T]he fear of displacement has in the minds of 
many, however, come to dominate all other concerns regarding gentrification” (Freeman 2005, 487).

Another reason for the intricate relation between the concepts of gentrification and displacement 
relates to the roles of pure market forces vis-à-vis different forms of intervention by federal, state, 
or local authorities in urban restructuring programs that are not primarily driven by the market. 
Several scholars have argued that gentrification has become a well-considered strategy within urban 
regeneration policies (Atkinson 2004, 107; Hackworth and Smith 2001; Newman and Wyly 2006; 
Uitermark et al. 2007). In short, in this line of thinking, low-income groups are supposed to suffer 
most from displacement, especially in relation to having no access to a higher-quality dwelling and 
neighborhood, having to pay increased rents, and facing fewer housing opportunities in general. 
Schill and Nathan (1983) showed that those who experienced gentrification-induced displacement 
tended to experience improved housing and neighborhood conditions but also higher housing costs. 
Whether they were overall better off after relocation is unclear (Schill and Nathan 1983).

However, conflating forced relocation connected to state-led restructuring with displacement 
linked to gentrification ignores or downplays fundamental differences between these phenomena, 

15031-2759d-1pass-r02.indd   319 5/5/2019   3:57:45 AM



Reinout Kleinhans

320

especially in terms of institutional contexts (Kearns and Mason 2013; Kleinhans and Kearns 2013). 
First, the gentrification discourse tends to portray relocatees as rather powerless agents without 
any rights. However, in the Netherlands, national restructuring policies, based on Dutch Civil Law 
(Burgerlijk Wetboek), are implemented at the local level with legally established compensation mech-
anisms for residents facing a forced relocation (Kleinhans and Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008; 
Korthals Altes 2016). In the United States, types of compensation for public redevelopment projects 
are based on the Uniform Relocation Act (Manzo et al. 2008), while France’s are based on Urban 
Renewal Law (Loi de programmation sur la ville et la rénovation urbaine). Such legal arrangements are 
rooted in a consensus that forced relocatees should not suffer negative outcomes from redevelopment 
programs without a proper compensation. Apart from rent protection based in national housing laws, 
such arrangements are either absent or much less elaborate in the context of pure, market-driven 
gentrification (at least in the Netherlands). The next section will revisit the importance of the Dutch 
institutional context with regard to forced relocation and urban renewal.

Urban Restructuring and Forced Relocation in the Netherlands

The Netherlands is internationally known for its relatively large social rented housing stock. In the 
autumn of 1997, the Dutch government issued a white paper entitled “Urban Renewal” (Nota Ste-
delijke Vernieuwing; MVROM 1997) in which the government analyzed the problem and stated the 
goals underlying a renewal policy that was geared primarily toward postwar neighborhoods with a 
large share of social rented housing (Musterd and Ostendorf 2008; Van Kempen and Priemus 2002). 
This renewal policy was called “urban restructuring.”

Restructuring includes various measures: demolition, upgrading, or sale of social rented hous-
ing and the construction of new, more expensive owner-occupied or private rented housing. These 
interventions are intended to create more diversity in housing sizes and types, housing quality, prices, 
and tenure. Another characteristic of restructuring is the variety of goals, ranging from a stronger 
housing market position for restructuring areas, housing career opportunities, and poverty deconcen-
tration to improved livability, reputation, social cohesion, and safety (Bolt et al. 2009; Kleinhans 2012; 
Uitermark 2003; Van Kempen and Priemus 2002). This policy has been extended over consecutive 
national administrations, which have emphasized specific goals, partly depending on the political 
agenda of the ruling parties. Scholars have studied policy outcomes from various (theoretical) view-
points. With regard to in-movers and households moving within restructuring areas, many studies 
have reported positive outcomes of housing quality, livability, and housing career opportunities, while 
outcomes in terms of improved social cohesion, social capital, safety, and reputation are much more 
contested, ambivalent, or even questionable (Beckhoven and Van Kempen 2003; Dekker and Bolt 
2005; Kleinhans 2005). The remainder of this chapter will focus on the context and outcomes just 
listed in relation to forced relocation.

As mentioned earlier, the institutional context matters, especially for the legal compensation 
arrangements for forced relocatees. Regardless of differences across cities in the Netherlands, forced 
relocatees moving from social housing are legally entitled to three forms of compensation, based on 
Dutch Civil Law (Burgerlijk Wetboek):

1. Another property comparable in size, type, and tenure, for which a priority status on the social 
rented housing market is issued, which gives relocatees priority over regular house applicants for 
eligible social housing

2. A reasonable allowance to cover relocation expenses, which is based on a national cost standard 
and indexed yearly

3. Additional assistance and counseling from housing associations, such as help with their search 
for suitable housing
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Housing associations are allowed to relocate tenants only if these requirements are met (for full over-
views, see Kleinhans and Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008; Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014; Tieskens 
and Musterd 2013). Regardless of the fact that the official restructuring policy was ended in 2015, 
this legal framework with these three compensation principles has remained intact, because it is 
established as a basic law in the Dutch Civil Law. Hence, any policy that employs forced relocation 
with regard to urban renewal (but not necessarily gentrification) must adhere to this overarching 
framework, which will continue to determine future relocation efforts of housing associations in 
cases of demolition of social housing.

Housing and Neighborhood Outcomes of Forced Relocation

This section reviews the outcomes of forced relocation in the Netherlands, based on studies pre-
dominantly conducted by scholars at universities and research institutions. Apart from summarizing 
outcomes in relation to the housing and neighborhood situation, other aspects are addressed, such as 
the role of pre-relocation attitudes, perceptions of counseling offered to relocatees, and the changes 
in housing costs. Methodological details of these studies were beyond the intended scope of this 
chapter; the interested reader should consult the referenced publications.

Housing Outcomes

By 2012, approximately 20 Dutch relocation studies had been conducted (Posthumus et al. 2012), 
and the number has steadily increased since then. While these studies have, by and large, a similar 
focus, the findings are highly mixed. A common element is that the majority of forced relocatees 
were (initially) very pessimistic about the impending move because they feared the stress and costs 
related to the move and were also concerned about their post-relocation housing situation. By and 
large, however, many relocatees moved from relatively unpopular social rented dwellings, regardless 
of their state of repair, to larger and higher-quality dwellings, either in the restructuring area, an 
adjacent neighborhood, or a different area elsewhere in the city.

Moreover, many studies show residents’ subjective post-relocation evaluations matching changes 
in objective features of their new house compared to the old one, in terms of size, number of rooms, 
dwelling type, isolation, heating systems, and facilities (Bolt et al. 2009; Bolt and Van Kempen 2010; 
City of The Hague 2001, 2005, 2008; Doff and Kleinhans 2011; Kleinhans 2003; Leveling and Vos 
2004; Oude Ophuis 2004; Posthumus et al. 2013a, 2013b, Tieskens and Musterd 2013). In some cases, 
improving one’s situation was enabled by giving tenants priority to move to newly completed social 
rented housing. This had the favorable side effect of speeding up the demolition process (Kleinhans 
2003, 2005).

However, several studies have found that significant numbers of relocatees to new neighborhoods 
would have preferred either not to have moved (City of The Hague 2001, 2005) or to have been 
able to relocate back to their “old” neighborhood (Wolf and Vriens 2006) or to a different area, i.e., 
not the one they were currently living in (Van der Zwaard and De Wilde 2008. These discontented 
respondents felt that the benefits that they had experienced did not make up for the uncertainty, 
trouble, and stress of the relocation process.

Traditionally, the Dutch social housing sector has been known for its quality and size, in Europe 
and beyond. However, high demolition rates and continuing restructuring have raised concerns 
about declines in the social rented stock for low-income households, the so-called target group 
of social housing. The decline in social housing is a problem because (1) the existing social stock 
must continue to be able to absorb the regular demand for social housing, (2) it must be available 
as a relocation option and as a buffering influence against displacement, and (3) it is needed for 
refugees. Continued privatization of social rented units in, for example, Amsterdam (see also the 
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chapter authored by Wouter van Gent, Willem Boterman, and Myrte Hoekstra) and other large cit-
ies is a threat to the absorption capacity of the social rented sector. Overall, Dutch relocatees have a 
wider choice of available social housing and are therefore less constrained than, for example, Ameri-
can relocatees (Posthumus et al. 2013b). In general, Dutch cities are in danger of “going a step too 
far” in the further reduction of the social housing stock (Dol and Kleinhans 2012).

Neighborhood Outcomes

To a lesser extent, neighborhood improvement has also been reported. This is partly a reflection 
of the fact that urban restructuring areas are usually among the areas that are most disadvantaged. 
Consequently, relocation is very likely to move people into more prosperous neighborhoods (Bolt 
et al. 2009, 505; see also Wolf and Vriens 2006). But this type of mobility is different across different 
population groups. A crucial finding is that the share of non-Western immigrants (in the Nether-
lands, these are particular residents with at least one parent born in Turkey, Morocco, Surinam, or the 
Antilles) is a strong predictor of perceived post-relocation neighborhood improvement. Relocatees 
(whether they were native Dutch or immigrants) who managed to move to neighborhoods with 
lower concentrations of non-Western immigrants more often reported higher levels of perceived 
neighborhood improvement. There are two explanations for this finding. First, many native residents 
do not want to live in areas with high proportions of non-Western immigrants, so relocation enables 
them to separate themselves from immigrants. Second, neighborhood ethnic composition may be a 
(perceived) marker for the presence of concentrated poverty, crime and incivilities, and other prob-
lems leading to a poor image or reputation.

All else being equal, residents with a non-Western background appear to relocate less often to 
neighborhoods with a lower ethnic concentration than the “native” Dutch (Bolt et al. 2009; Doff 
and Kleinhans 2011; Posthumus et al. 2013b). There is disagreement on the extent to which this 
particular outcome is a result of non-Western immigrants who realize their preference to live in 
neighborhoods with clustered support networks (Doff and Kleinhans 2011; Tieskens and Musterd 
2013), or whether this is mostly determined by socioeconomic factors such as low income, a low 
level of education, and large family size, which make it very difficult to find comparable housing in 
a better neighborhood (Bolt and Van Kempen 2010).

It is commonly assumed that forced relocation destroys social ties that are important for residents, 
in terms of either emotional or practical support and trust. In fact, in the context of the Netherlands, 
only a few studies have indeed reported the loss of supportive social ties (bonding capital) with for-
mer neighbors and fellow residents (Kleinhans 2003; Van der Zwaard and De Wilde 2008). Overall, 
the effects of forced relocation on the number and type of neighborhood-based social ties have been 
limited in the Netherlands. There are several explanations for this finding including the fact that 
many movers consider social ties and networks with neighbors relatively unimportant in comparison 
to social ties with family and friends. Social interaction with neighbors is usually limited and of a 
practical nature.

Respondents who reported improvement or degradation of social ties mostly referred to the 
extent to which they could get along with their new neighbors and other neighborhood resi-
dents in the post-relocation situation. A few movers experienced such difficulties, which negatively 
influenced their perception of their new housing situation. Older respondents were more likely to 
experience social stress. A few of them were homesick and idealized their former situation because 
they had lost their sense of belonging and social contacts in their former neighborhood (Kleinhans 
2003). The extent to which meaningful ties are lost due to relocation is partly a function of moving 
distance. In some cases, residents relocated to dwellings only a few hundred meters from their previ-
ous location, enabling them to maintain ties with peers who had not relocated (Kleinhans 2005; Van 
der Zwaard and De Wilde 2008). People who experienced a loss of social ties and activities due to 
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relocation also evaluated their post-relocation neighborhood change less positively (Doff and Klein-
hans 2011). In the U.S., forced or unforced relocatees are sometimes happy to move from relatives 
and friends who are a burden for them (Briggs et al. 2010). However, this particular motivation has 
not been reported in Dutch research.

Pre-Relocation Attitudes and Search Strategies

Obviously, the difference between the pre- and post-relocation housing situation is strongly deter-
mined by objective and subjective differences between the two circumstances. In regard to the latter, 
there are initial attitudes toward relocation before the actual move, counseling provided by the hous-
ing association (as discussed later), and changes in housing costs (also discussed later). Several studies 
have looked at the issue of pre-relocation attitudes, inspired by the early example of Fried (1967), 
who found that “pre-relocation evidences of preparedness for change are the most important fac-
tors determining post-relocation adjustment-adaptation and tend to dwarf the importance of post- 
relocation situations and experiences” in Boston (Fried 1967, 100). Not surprisingly, many studies 
have found that anger, insecurity, stress, anxiety, and a range of other negative emotions are associated 
with impending forced relocation (Kleinhans 2003; Oude Ophuis 2004; Posthumus et al. 2012). On 
the one hand, many residents have reported highly mixed feelings, such as relief that they are enabled 
to leave disadvantageous dwellings, combined with a sense of insecurity in relation to their new 
housing and neighborhood situation (Kleinhans 2003; Van der Zwaard and De Wilde 2008; Wolf 
and Vriens 2006). On the other hand, several Dutch studies have found that residents who expressed 
a certain degree of understanding and approval before the relocation were more likely to report an 
improved housing situation afterward. These attitudes are based on several factors, such as (impend-
ing) changes in jobs and household composition, but also dispositional effects: Residents who were 
deliberately looking for opportunities to improve their housing situation often have succeeded in 
their attempts (see Kleinhans (2003) for a comprehensive discussion of this matter). The overall effect 
is that positive pre-relocation attitudes are associated with perceptions of better post-relocation out-
comes (Doff and Kleinhans 2011; Kleinhans and Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008; Posthumus et al. 
2013a; Wolf and Vriens 2006).

Negative discourses on forced relocation usually emphasize the resistance of tenants against forced 
relocation by stating that they do not want to leave. This assumption should be critically assessed in 
light of pre-relocation moving plans of tenants. A large body of research has shown that, on average, 
between 10 and 20 percent of the residents involved were already considering a move by the time 
they received the notice from the housing association. Because the priority status strongly improved 
their options on the housing market, many of them have been able to move upward in their housing 
career (Kleinhans 2003, 2005; Leveling and Vos 2004; Posthumus et al. 2012, 2013a, 2013b).

While there is an abundance of research about housing and neighborhood perceptions regard-
ing post-relocation outcomes, only a few studies analyze the underlying mechanisms and the ways 
in which relocatees arrive at certain neighborhood outcomes. This perspective emphasizes coping 
behavior, in particular the search strategies of tenants facing relocation under different local condi-
tions. The relatively scarce research on this matter has shown that relocatees adopt various strate-
gies to deal with the impending relocation. Some behavior can be characterized by panicking and 
accepting the first relocation opportunity offered by housing associations. More better thought out 
strategies range from compromising on preferences and broadening the search area to resisting or 
negotiating with housing associations, refusing to accept standard alternatives, and maximizing bene-
fits in terms of alternative dwellings offered by housing associations (Oude Ophuis 2004; Posthumus 
et al. 2012, 2013a; Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014). Many of these strategies are clear proof of reloca-
tees’ agency. These findings are in line with research in Seattle by Manzo and colleagues (2008), who 
state that “tenants are not passive victims” and that relocation research “reflects the human agency 
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of tenants as they actively work to make sense of the redevelopment, plan for relocation and weigh 
their relocation options” (Manzo et al. 2008, 1872).

The Role of Counseling

As mentioned earlier, forced relocatees in the Dutch social housing sector are legally entitled to three 
main forms of compensation. One of them is the right to assistance and counseling from housing 
associations, such as help with their search for suitable housing, but also with organizing the actual 
move. While providing counseling is a legal obligation for housing associations, the nature and 
intensity are subject to strong local differences in contexts and with regard to the applied counseling 
methods. Hence, research on the effectiveness of and relocatees’ satisfaction with the offered coun-
seling shows a highly divergent picture.

Research has identified various shortcomings in applied counseling procedures, such as offering 
only standard and succinct information leaflets, incomplete or scattered information, and the lack of 
a personal approach, especially for seniors (e.g., Kleinhans 2003; Oude Ophuis 2004; Posthumus et al. 
2012; Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014; Van der Zwaard and De Wilde 2008). A common reason for 
dissatisfaction among relocatees is the feeling that they are not being listened to by housing associa-
tions in general, and counselors in particular. Relatedly, many complaints refer to perceived promises 
of housing associations regarding specific information, the future availability of relocation options, 
or other issues. Another frequently observed problem is that counselors of housing associations are 
perceived to lack the necessary skills and/or proper resources from their own organizations in order 
to deliver well-tailored counseling to relocatees (Curley and Kleinhans 2010).

Apart from the content, the form of counseling also matters. Generally, the use of public informa-
tion meetings in neighborhood centers, schools, or town halls is commonly rejected by respondents, 
because attendees feel that they are not listened to and cannot have a say. Others feel that the infor-
mation offered at such meetings is too superficial to be of any use for one’s private circumstances 
(e.g., Kleinhans 2003; Leveling and Vos 2004).

Housing associations have often underestimated the impact of relocation on residents’ lives, espe-
cially on the lives of seniors or single-parent households. In some cases, substantial numbers of relo-
catees would have preferred the status quo, even if they benefited from the move (City of The Hague 
2001, 2005). Partly as a result of failures in the early years of restructuring, Dutch housing asso-
ciations have developed so-called “behind-the-front-door” approaches in collaboration with other 
renewal actors. Such proactive counseling approaches have been conducted to comprehensively 
tackle already existing social problems in relocation households (e.g., addiction, unemployment, 
debts) that might otherwise have been aggravated by relocation pressures (Curley and Kleinhans 
2010; Posthumus et al. 2012).

Notwithstanding problems related to counseling, there is also evidence of positive impacts of 
counseling on post-relocation satisfaction, not just in response to the process, but also with respect 
to the new housing situation. In their survey of four large cities in the Netherlands, Posthumus et al. 
(2013a) found that residents who appreciated the counseling they had received were also significantly 
more satisfied with their new housing situation. Other research, both Dutch and American, has also 
found associations between the perceived quality of counseling and post-relocation satisfaction with 
the new housing situation (Kleinhans 2005; Posthumus et al. 2012; see also Varady and Walker 2007).

Changes in Housing Costs

A final determinant of post-relocation satisfaction with the new housing situation concerns the differ-
ence in housing costs (i.e., rent and utility costs) before and after relocation. Rents in the Dutch social 
housing sector are highly regulated and capped at a certain maximum. Relocation studies consistently 

15031-2759d-1pass-r02.indd   324 5/5/2019   3:57:45 AM



Urban Restructuring in the Netherlands

325

show that almost all relocatees remain in the social housing sector (for an overview, see Posthumus 
et al. 2012). Changes in rent costs are subject to national regulations, and several factors play a role in 
determining the net change in housing costs. Thus the Dutch relocation model is successful because 
it ensures that housing costs do not go up too quickly. Several factors explain this finding.

First of all, urban restructuring usually targets the dwellings that have the lowest rents in the social 
housing stock. A move to another social rented unit often results in a higher rent for the new dwell-
ing. But the net difference may not be paid if households are eligible for housing allowances (huur-
toeslag), which are part of a general policy set of instruments to stimulate affordable housing in the 
Netherlands (see, e.g., Ronald 2013). In the context of relocation, housing allowances have a dampen-
ing effect on the net rent increase after relocation, with the result that eligible households can move 
to larger and better (sometimes even new) social rented dwellings without paying a much higher rent.

However, eligibility for housing allowances is capped in terms of household income. As a result, 
residents with incomes slightly above the eligibility criterion for housing allowances, who are never-
theless still entitled to social housing, pay the full net rent increase after relocation (Kleinhans 2003; 
Kleinhans and Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008). Consequently, it is more difficult for households 
with slightly higher incomes to attain a favorable price-quality ratio with relocation than for the 
lowest-income groups, who fully benefit from the compensation offered by their housing allowance.

In order to solve this problem, many housing associations have introduced the so-called rent 
habituation (huurgewenning). In this situation, relocatees do not pay the full rent price of their relo-
cation dwelling immediately, but can use a transition period of several years, in which the rent is 
gradually increased toward the final level, to accommodate the rent increase in their budgets without 
their getting into financial problems immediately.

Conclusions

Since the early 1980s “displacement has been a central concept in the gentrification debate, and one 
which has migrated to substitute for the consideration of relocation within restructuring studies” 
(Kleinhans and Kearns 2013, 167). In the context of the negatively framed debate on displacement, 
gentrification, and urban renewal, this chapter has sought to review outcomes of forced relocation in 
the Netherlands, as part of a national urban restructuring policy, with demolition of social housing 
as one of its key elements. The review has shown that, while pre-relocation expectations are usually 
negative, many households may actually be better off in terms of their housing and neighborhood 
situation after urban restructuring and forced relocation. The combination of counseling and legal 
compensations appears to have a mitigating influence regarding the negative impacts of both the 
process and the relocation outcome. These results give reason to counter-argue the predominantly 
negative discourse on displacement as an inevitable “dark side” of state-led gentrification and urban 
renewal programs.

This chapter emphasized the need for a critical, but nuanced perspective on the outcomes of 
forced residential relocation, refraining from unilaterally negative or positive stances. In fact, the 
review has identified the Janus head of forced relocation, in the sense that the process and outcomes 
of Dutch forced relocation show different and sometimes highly contradictory faces regarding mani-
festations of the process and perceived outcomes.

The first manifestation of the Janus head concerns the housing and neighborhood outcomes of 
relocation. By and large, the majority of relocatees in all reviewed Dutch studies have reported ben-
efits in their housing or neighborhood situation or both. This is partly a selection issue; as the most 
disadvantageous social housing and neighborhoods are targeted for urban restructuring, it is relatively 
easy to improve one’s position. On the other side of the coin, however, significant shares of reloca-
tees do not report improvements in their housing and/or neighborhood situation. Paradoxically, this 
outcome arises from the legal compensation mechanisms. While the priority status gives relocatees 
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priority over regular house applicants for eligible social housing, this status is limited to comparable 
dwellings. This limited validity of the priority status limits relocatees’ choice with regard to moving 
to different neighborhoods that do not suffer from similar problems as the restructuring areas.

Pre-relocation attitudes embody a second manifestation of the Janus head. Public discourse often 
emphasizes large-scale opposition from tenants against forced relocation. However, many residents 
often combine different perspectives in a nuanced perception of the impending relocation, such as 
relief to be enabled to leave disadvantageous dwellings, combined with a sense of insecurity in rela-
tion to their new housing and neighborhood situation. Many relocatees already had moving plans 
and/or perceived impending relocation and therefore saw relocation as an opportunity to move 
upward in their housing career. While they might be labeled as “displacees,” they do not classify 
themselves as disadvantaged (Atkinson 2000, 310).

The third manifestation of the Janus head concerns the impact of relocation on social ties. An 
argument often stated against forced relocation is that it hampers important local social ties of resi-
dents in terms of emotional or practical support and trust. Indeed, some studies found broken ties, 
which specifically affected seniors who felt uprooted and lost a sense of belonging. However, the 
overall negative impacts have been limited in the Netherlands. Relocatees tend to explain the impact 
on their social networks in terms of the extent to which they can get along with their new neighbors.

Fourth, housing associations offer counseling to facilitate the relocation process and mitigate 
undesirable and unintended side effects. Several studies have found associations between the per-
ceived quality of counseling and post-relocation satisfaction with the new housing situation (Klein-
hans 2005; Posthumus et al. 2012, 2013a). On the other hand, studies have shown frequent and serious 
complaints of relocatees about this counseling, not the least because one-size-fits-all approaches 
often fail to adequately deal with the individual needs of relocatees and make them feel that they do 
not have a say in the process.

A final manifestation of the Janus head appears in how relocatees cope with the impending move 
and choice of new housing. Research has shown that relocatees adopt various strategies to deal with 
the process of relocation, once they have coped with the first phase of anger or frustration. While 
left-wing politicians or activists tend to portray forced relocatees as victims of a game that is played 
at their expense, the discussion provides proof of relocatees’ agency, willingness, and ability to make 
the most out of it.

All in all, the Dutch experience with forced relocation provides a counter-narrative to the nega-
tive American and, to a lesser extent, European narrative that is predominantly rooted in a displace-
ment discourse in the context of large-scale gentrification and negative experiences with urban 
renewal. The Dutch experience reveals the buffering or sometimes even empowering influence of 
a relatively large social housing stock, legal compensation rules, and a still-strong welfare regime, 
regardless of recent state retrenchment and policy reforms (Dol and Kleinhans 2012). While it may 
not be possible to provide relocatees in other developed countries with “similar opportunities— 
particularly in light of cutbacks in funding on both sides of the Atlantic—the Dutch example can be 
used to support a plea for a wider set of choices for displaced residents as well as the need for high-
quality counseling” (Posthumus et al. 2013a, 29).

The findings in this chapter have implications for U.S. neighborhood redevelopment policies, in 
particular Choice Neighborhoods, the successor of the HOPE VI program. This initiative aims at 
improving housing and neighborhoods by replacing distressed public housing or distressed federally 
subsidized private housing with high-quality mixed-income housing, and improving neighborhood 
conditions. Local authorities need to clarify to residents much more explicitly how they can benefit 
from relocation, by providing a range of relocation choices (on-site, or to other neighborhoods) 
and further assisting them in the housing choice process. However, policymakers must be aware 
that increased knowledge may also lead to increased choices, such as relocatees moving to other 
homogenous low-income areas. Choice is the ultimate goal, and staying put is not by definition bad. 
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Counselors should make efforts to ensure that their clients understand the relocation process in gen-
eral and the regional housing options in particular. This requires a proactive approach by counselors 
to ensure that all residents are aware of their choices and thus to avoid unequal outcomes for different 
population categories (such as non-Western immigrants versus native residents) that result from differ-
ences in knowledge and ability to deal with complex institutional arrangements of forced relocation.

Another implication relates to the increasing scarcity of social/public housing. Further reduc-
tion of this housing may lead to unacceptably long waiting lists and extremely limited opportunities 
for relocation. To prevent this, neighborhood revitalization can apply the principle of one-on-one 
replacement; for every demolished social dwelling, a new one is built in the same or in another 
neighborhood (Dol and Kleinhans 2012). This approach not only ensures stabilization of the social 
housing stock, but also opens up housing opportunities for low-income people in neighborhoods 
different from typical social/public housing areas.
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