
 1 

Shared housing for students and young professionals: evolution of a 

market in need of regulation 

This is an author-produced PDF of an article accepted following peer review for publication in 

Journal of Housing and the Built Environment (https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-020-09778-w). 

Constance Uyttebrouck*1, Ellen van Bueren**, Jacques Teller* 

*Urban and Environmental Engineering Department, University of Liège, Liège, Belgium; 

**Department of Management in the Built Environment, Delft University of Technology, Delft, 

the Netherlands 

Abstract: This research addresses the shared housing market, that is, large-scale developments 

targeting students and ‘young professionals’, equipped with shared spaces and services for the 

residents. This housing segment has emerged in response to young adults’ demand for flexible 

and affordable housing. It has developed in cities that concentrate students and young single 

professionals, plan densification strategies and face housing commodification. We specifically 

explore the production side of this market, through the comparison of two projects in Amsterdam. 

Our objective is to understand the institutional context in which these projects were developed 

and their outcomes. Consequently, the research questions are: which actors develop these projects, 

what instruments do they use, and what are the outcomes in a commodifying housing market? 

From our analysis, the actors need to collaborate on shared housing developments and receive 

support from local governments, through the strategic use of planning instruments and tenure 

regulations. However, the shared facilities seem to merely serve to commercialize small housing 

production, while housing affordability and accessibility are threatened. We, thus, recommend 

local and national authorities to regulate the provision of shared spaces and suggest further 

research on the effects of the shared housing market in cities facing housing commodification. 
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1 Introduction 

This research addresses a new form of shared housing, the shared housing market, that is, large-

scale developments delivering a substantial number of small housing units (up to 900 units 

starting from 25m2 in this study), equipped with shared spaces and services (e.g., libraries, 

working spaces) for the residents. This emerging housing segment has been increasingly 

supported by local governments and generally targets students (e.g., Thomsen, 2007) and ‘young 

professionals’ (Druta & Ronald, 2020; Kemp, 2011). The latter are young (commonly defined as 

aged 20 to 34), often single and highly-educated adults, who are in the early stages of their careers 

and are expected to be flexible and mobile for their work (Bergan, Gorman-Murray, & Power, 

2020; Heath & Kenyon, 2001). Shared housing providers do not necessarily exclude other target 

groups, but the focus is implicitly reflected in the tenant demographic (Bergan et al., 2020). 

In response to young professionals’ demand for flexible and affordable accommodation, 

the shared housing market has been developed throughout Europe, considering that shared 

facilities can compensate for smaller–and supposedly more affordable–dwellings (Verhetsel, 

Kessels, Zijlstra, & Van Bavel, 2017). In countries such as the UK, young (single) professionals 

and students are the main drivers of inner-city and shared-housing developments (Bromley, 

Tallon, & Roberts, 2007; CB Richard Ellis [CBRE], 2018; Hubbard, 2009). The emergence of 

this market is further facilitated in cities with a commodifying housing market, which seek to 

attract a target group through land-use strategies oriented towards densification.  

Young adults’ pathways towards a time of ‘settling down’ have been increasingly studied 

in the literature (e.g., Heath & Kenyon, 2001; Hochstenbach & Boterman, 2015; Hoolachan, 

McKee, Moore, & Soaita, 2017), so have been their housing preferences (e.g., Nijënstein, Haans, 

Kemperman, & Borgers, 2015; Verhetsel et al., 2017). However, less attention has been paid to 

the governance of the related housing segment, which first emerged as a response to the housing 

shortage for young adults in cities before being progressively institutionalised. As a result, 

institutional analysis of the shared housing market has been scarce so far. However, the new 

alliances of actors and their roles in the creation of this market require further investigation 

(Maalsen, 2020; Mackie, 2016). Therefore, our purpose is to explore, through the comparison of 

two projects located in Amsterdam, the development of the shared housing market. This fast-

growing Dutch city has a tremendous housing shortage, especially for students (Fang & van 

Liempt, 2020) and young professionals (Hochstenbach & Boterman, 2015). This situation is 

partly due to the internationalisation of higher education (Fang & van Liempt, 2020) and young 

adults’ preference for urban living (Muhammad, Ottens, Ettema, & Jong, 2007). Amsterdam has 

also experienced an on-going restructuring of affordable housing provision, following housing 

policy changes making room for new, flexible tenure forms (Huisman, 2016b; Jonkman, 2020). 
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Moreover, the municipality promotes densification as a tool of urban development, in line with 

national policies. 

We have adopted an institutionalist approach (González & Healey, 2005) in order to 

understand the actors’ means and interests, and, in particular, the public sector’s supporting role. 

We further reflect on the balance between shared facilities and small housing, and on affordability 

and accessibility outcomes, as two key issues for the target demographic. This paper, thus, 

addresses these questions: (i) which coalitions of actors develop shared housing projects, (ii) what 

instruments are used in this process and (iii) what are the outcomes on a commodifying housing 

market. The next section analyses the drivers of the shared housing market in Amsterdam. We 

then present our analytical framework and discuss the results prior to the conclusions and 

recommendations. 

2 Understanding the drivers of a shared housing market in the Amsterdam context 

Three dimensions of the shared housing market are apparent in Amsterdam and examined here: 

(i) a growing share of students and young professionals, (ii) a commodifying housing market and 

(iii) a strong willingness to increase density in the city. 

2.1 Students and young professionals, shifting from ‘generation rent’ to 

‘generation share’ 

Having moved to cities to complete higher education, young singles tend to stay for the first years 

of their careers (Booi & Boterman, 2019). Amsterdam concentrates this fast-growing group (ibid), 

with one-person households representing half of the population, and one-third of all households 

being aged 20 to 34 (Onderzoek Informatie en Statistiek [OIS], 2017). Amsterdam’s housing 

agenda 2025 (Woonagenda 2025) estimates that students and ‘under 35, without children and 

with higher education’ (i.e., young professionals - Gemeente Amsterdam, 2017, p. 34; authors’ 

translation) will represent 15% of the population in 2025 and sets quantitative targets for this 

group (ibid). The concentration of young adults in urban areas has been linked to the development 

of the knowledge economy. The latter has also brought about a substantial highly-skilled working 

class, sometimes labelled as the ‘creative class’ (Florida, 2002). The creative talents 

conceptualised by Florida are assumed to live and work differently, being attracted to innovative 

environments and third places (Bontje, Musterd, & Sleutjes, 2017). However, scholars have 

heavily questioned the idea that a unique creative class could drive urban economic development 

(e.g., Bontje & Musterd, 2009). They have also denounced the myth of ‘young, hip professionals’ 

moving between locations with similar amenities (Bergan et al., 2020). In the Netherlands, the 

allegedly homogenous group of young adults entering the housing market was already questioned 

in the 1980s (Linde, Dieleman, & Clark, 1986). Nevertheless, local authorities still rely upon 
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these narratives, including in Amsterdam, where they inspire urban restructuring and housing 

policies (Hochstenbach, 2016).  

Housing is key in young adults’ transition to adulthood, as it impacts both quality of life 

and economic security (Arundel & Ronald, 2016). Hoolachan et al. (2017) have designated young 

adults as ‘Generation Rent’ to emphasize their tendency to live in the private-rented sector (PRS) 

for ever-longer periods, especially in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, making the time 

of ‘settling down’ more difficult for them to reach. Huisman (2016a) has introduced the notion of 

‘permanent temporariness’ to refer to this emerging risk in the Netherlands. Young professionals 

are also one of the main target demographics for the shared-housing market (Bergan et al., 2020; 

Druta & Ronald, 2020; Heath & Kenyon, 2001; Landriscina, 2018; D. P. Smith & Hubbard, 

2014). Maalsen (2020) introduced, provocatively, the ‘Generation Share’ concept implying that 

shared housing is not so transient any longer. In Amsterdam, even more than in other Dutch cities, 

young adults face long waiting times for social housing (Amsterdamse federatie van 

woningcorporaties [AFWC], 2018). They are often neither eligible for social housing nor able to 

obtain a mortgage (Boelhouwer, 2019). These conditions, combined with stagnating housing 

production (ibid) and the growth of (international) students following higher education (Fang & 

van Liempt, 2020), have contributed to the growing market pressure on the Dutch PRS and the 

housing shortage (Boelhouwer, 2019). Because it has become increasingly difficult for young 

adults to pursue a linear housing career in cities like Amsterdam (Hochstenbach & Boterman, 

2015), flexible life arrangements have expanded in Dutch cities (Hochstenbach, Wind, & 

Arundel, 2020). Although young professionals are usually expected to value urban living (Fincher 

& Costello, 2005; Muhammad et al., 2007), young singles show no intention to settle long term 

in Amsterdam (Booi & Boterman, 2019). This is consistent with the introduction of short-term, 

flexible tenure forms in the shared housing market. 

The next sub-section highlights how the recent development of the shared housing market 

has been facilitated in Amsterdam, and how housing policy has been adapted to facilitate 

temporary and flexible use. Beyond the need for (and constraint to) flexibility, these 

developments reflect a growing pressure to reduce the size of housing (Syntrus Achmea Real 

Estate & Finance B.V., 2016). 

2.2 Temporary and ever-smaller housing on the rise in a changing housing market 

Amsterdam has a long tradition of social housing, a fully rental market offered by non-profit and 

financially independent housing associations (Boterman & van Gent, 2014). The latter hold over 

40% of the total housing stock (Hochstenbach & Ronald, 2020) and are also the main providers 

of student housing through ‘campus contracts’ (see below for details). The Dutch housing 

regulations have been affected by welfare state restructuring since the 1990s (e.g., Kadi & 
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Musterd, 2015). Since 2012, housing associations have to focus on housing primarily the low-

income groups, whereas they previously accommodated a variety of income groups (Boelhouwer 

& Priemus, 2014), making this sector hardly accessible for young professionals. Moreover, 

housing associations are no longer allowed to develop mixed tenure or commercial activities (e.g., 

Nieboer & Gruis, 2016), which requires them to collaborate with other parties for mixed-use 

developments. Another important change in Dutch regulation is the emergence of short-term or 

‘temporary’ rental contracts, both in the PRS and for social housing, whereas the norm used to be 

indefinite contracts with regulated rents (Huisman, 2016a). In the late 1990s, ‘campus contracts’ 

were introduced to tackle the scarcity of affordable housing for students (Huisman, 2016b). More 

recently (2016), temporary, short-term rental contracts (from 2 to 5 years) were also approved for 

other target groups, including young professionals, with a focus on dwellings smaller than 40–50 

m2 (AFWC, 2016).  

The Dutch housing market thus has been partly deregulated with the progressive retreat 

of housing associations and the emergence of less secure forms of tenure. Housing deregulation 

has contributed to housing ‘commodification’—i.e., the utilization of housing as an asset 

(Madden & Marcuse, 2016). This trend was facilitated by ‘entrepreneurial states’ (Mazzucato, 

2013) and has permitted more influence of institutional investors (Theurillat, Rérat, & Crevoisier, 

2015). In Amsterdam, the housing market was deeply impacted by the 2008 crisis, leading to 

decreased property values (Nieboer & Gruis, 2016). Nevertheless, tremendous increase in 

property prices (from €200,000 in 2015 to €319,000 in 2018) have been observed in the after-

crisis recovery, placing Amsterdam well above the Dutch average, especially given the small size 

of Amsterdam dwellings (Hochstenbach & Arundel, 2019, p. 12). This has led to higher values 

in every segment, including in the PRS (Onderzoek Informatie en Statistiek [OIS], 2017), which 

has fuelled housing affordability issues in the city. 

In contexts under commodification, the opportunity to develop very profitable small 

apartments, especially for students and young professionals, has emerged. This development has 

been observed internationally, for example with inner-city, high-rise developments built for 

students and affluent, childless young professionals in the UK (Bromley et al., 2007; Hubbard, 

2009). To our knowledge, little research of the shared housing market has been conducted in 

Dutch cities so far, although different forms of ‘resurgent landlordism’ have been investigated in 

student cities (e.g., in Groningen, see Hochstenbach et al., 2020). Nonetheless, this phenomenon 

is well present in Amsterdam, where the number of studios produced more than tripled between 

2012 and 2016 and represented 40% of all newly built accommodations in 2016 (Onderzoek 

Informatie en Statistiek [OIS], 2017). Besides, the municipality monitors ‘youth’ and ‘student’ 

housing (34,000 housing units in total in 2019 - Gemeente Amsterdam, 2019). Amid these 

developments, 25 properties concern both students and young professionals and were planned 

and developed either by housing associations (44%), market parties (40%), or a coalition of both 
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types of actors (16%) (ibid). No data is available on the presence of shared facilities in these 

properties though. Moreover, despite recent investigations of the ‘buy-to-let’ sector 

(Hochstenbach & Ronald, 2020), the tenure forms of these new housing developments are under-

documented so that ‘an important shift in the Dutch rental system has gone unobserved’ 

(Huisman, 2016a, p. 102). 

The reduction in housing size has encouraged the development of new forms of shared 

housing, including the shared housing market. Sharing is expanding in a situation of investment-

driven PRS, fast-growing prices and reduced social housing provision (Maalsen, 2020). The 

initially innovative concept of sharing common spaces—e.g., a kitchen—was repurposed by the 

market through the development of new real estate practices, to meet students and young 

professionals’ perceived needs (Pfeiffer et al., 2019). In Amsterdam, the shared housing market 

is likely to contribute to the on-going commodification of the housing market and fuel the debate 

on housing affordability and accessibility issues. 

2.3 Shared facilities as a way to legitimize densification through small housing 

Densification has become central to urban development strategies in large European cities. 

Mixed-use developments, with amenities, are advocated in the public discourse to bring 

liveability to the built environment and to attract highly-skilled workers. The major Dutch cities 

have applied densification policies, which has led most housing developments to take place within 

existing urban boundaries since 2012 (Dembski, Hartmann, Hengstermann, & Dunning, 2020; 

Meijer & Jonkman, 2020; Nabielek, 2011). However, different spatial patterns have been 

observed locally, especially since planning policies have become decentralised (Meijer & 

Jonkman, 2020; Nabielek, 2011). Amsterdam emphasizes the provision of attractive living places 

as part of its investment in higher education institutes, which encourages a regular influx of 

highly-educated workers and knowledge companies (Bontje & Musterd, 2009; Hochstenbach, 

2016). The city has a strong economic position (Bontje et al., 2017), including in knowledge-

intensive sectors. Amsterdam is also actively involved in land-use planning with more than 80% 

of publicly-owned land, which is leased-out through a specific instrument: the land-lease contract 

(erfpacht) (Savini, Boterman, van Gent, & Majoor, 2016). The municipality works closely with 

builders, developers, housing associations and residents (Buitelaar & Sorel, 2010; Savini, 2016), 

but has tended to prioritize market interests since the financial crisis (Savini, 2016). 

Amsterdam’s structural vision (Structuurvisie Amsterdam 2040) and the Amsterdam 

2025 strategy (Koers 2025) both illustrate how densification and mixed-use development have 

been chosen as a way to develop the city in response to land scarcity, social control issues and the 

need to increase the housing supply (Bontje et al., 2017; Hochstenbach, 2016; Savini et al., 2016). 

The emergence of the shared housing market is supported by the municipality, given the 



 7 

aforementioned housing shortage for young adults. However, the development of youth and 

student housing can lead to ‘youthification’ and ‘studentification’, i.e. the creation of exclusionary 

spaces following the expansion of youth and student populations in particular neighbourhoods 

(Moos, 2016; Revington, Moos, Henry, & Haider, 2018; D. P. Smith & Hubbard, 2014). Young 

professionals can further impact gentrifying areas by enhancing the development of luxury mixed-

use buildings (Landriscina, 2018). In a context of on-going commodification, we expect that the 

growing shared housing market is subject to similar risks in Amsterdam. 

2.4 Shared housing: analysis of a market from the perspective of its creators 

We have shown how Amsterdam, through its attractiveness for young single professionals, its 

commodifying housing market and its densification agenda, fosters the development of a 

particular housing market for students and young professionals. Previous work has paid much 

attention to studentification issues and young adults’ housing pathways and preferences. Space 

sharing in community-led developments has become a well-established field of research as well 

(e.g., Tummers, 2016). Receiving less attention so far, has been the perspective of the actors who 

have used the concept of sharing to create a market-led housing segment (Maalsen, 2020; Mackie, 

2016), and the genuine reasons for governments’ support to these initiatives. Therefore, we 

examine the means and interests of the producers of the shared housing market, in Amsterdam, 

through the in-depth qualitative analysis of two illustrative developments. 

3 Analytical framework 

3.1 Data and methods 

The two shared housing projects selected for this paper are joint initiatives between the market 

(institutional investor or developer) and the third sector (housing association). The project 

programmes are depicted in Sect. 4.1. The first project consists of the conversion of an office 

building into housing while the second project is a newly built housing development in a 

densification area of the structural vision. The two projects illustrate the desire of the municipality 

to enhance densification and mixed-use development. In particular, project 1 was chosen as a 

pioneering development with a tenure mix, scale and dwelling size unusual for the time. By 

comparison, project 2 is an example of evolution towards shared housing, with additional shared 

spaces and services for the residents, but comparable development scale. The offset in timelines 

(project 2 started much later than project 1) illustrates the evolution of the shared housing market, 

impacted by its institutional and economic contexts.  

Table 1 details the empirical material collected and analysed. Interviewees have been 

anonymized and their statements are referred to following their designation in the table. Both 
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buildings were visited and twelve in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted over the 

period of February–May 2018. We interviewed a representative of each of the main actor groups 

(private developer or investor, municipality, housing association, architect and residents). Based 

on the analytical framework (see next sub-section), a qualitative coding of the transcripts was 

performed using NVivo. The programme and development process of each project was 

reconstructed to understand the decision-making process throughout the development. The 

qualitative coding was extended by analysis of project-related documents (see Table 1). In 

addition, the findings were presented and debated at a feedback workshop in January 2019, with 

a group including civil servants and local experts (11 people). The critical feedback received 

during this event allowed us to sharpen our conclusions and recommendations. 

 

Project 1 [2003 (building purchase) – 2015] Project 2 [2014 – 2017] 

Documents analysed: 

Building plans before/after transformation, land-
use plan, 2011 property division plan, developer’s 
annual report (2017), marketing brochure 

Documents analysed: 

Building plans, architect’s website, property 
manager’s website, terms and conditions, 
allocation process, FAQ, rental contract models  

Visits: March and May 2018 Visits: February and March 2018 

Interviews (February – May 2018): 

Planner 1 – Municipal urban planner in the district 

Developer 1 – Private developer, project manager 
for the south wing 

Housing association [HA] 1 – Housing 
association, project manager and head of the 
company 

Resident 1 – Student who lives in a privately-
owned studio, bought by his parents 

Co-working founder 1 – Founder of the co-
working space 

Architect 1 – Architect responsible for the design 

Interviews (February – March 2018): 

Project Manager 2 – (Former) municipal project 
manager in the district 

Investor 2 – Institutional investor and property 
manager of the young professionals’ component 

Housing association [HA] 2 – Housing association 
specializing in student housing, head of the 
company 

Resident 2/1 – Free-lancer from a starter studio 

Resident 2/2 – Student from a student studio 

Architect 2 – Architect responsible for the design, 
head of the architecture firm 

Participants at the feedback workshop (January 2019): Advisor for the municipal land and development 
department; Chief urban planner of the municipal urban planning department; Researcher for the 
municipal statistics department; R&D coordinator for the municipal housing department; Policy advisor 
for the AFWC; Practicing architect and urban planner both involved in mixed-use developments in 
Amsterdam; Academic researchers (4). 

Table 1 Empirical material (documents, visits, interviews, feedback workshop) collected for each 

project 
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3.2 Understanding the governance of the shared housing market for students and 

young professionals: an analytical framework 

Our analysis draws upon an institutionalist approach to collaborative governance (Healey, 1997) 

in order to understand which governance arrangements, and especially which actors and 

instruments, are pertinent to the shared housing market (see Fig. 1).  

 

Fig. 1 Analytical framework representing the institutionalist approach used to study the 

governance of each project’s development (actors and instruments), the product delivered, and 

the outcomes in terms of spatial balance between small dwellings and shared spaces, as well as 

housing affordability and accessibility of the dwellings 

 

The actors are referred to according to their ideal-typical differentiation (market, state, 

community and third sector), to discuss their overlapping areas of means and interests (Brandsen, 

van de Donk, & Putters, 2005). In both projects, real estate developers or institutional investors 

(market) and housing associations (third sector) collaborated to deliver a tenure mix, including 

social housing. On one hand, the real estate market, while also mitigating risks, is increasingly 

subject to speculative investment for short-term return (Landriscina, 2018), especially when 

regulatory policies are relaxed (Healey, 1997). On the other hand, housing associations (third 

sector), which are responsible for delivering social housing, have been constrained in their 

activities (see section 2.2). New tenure regulations allowed them to offer temporary rent to 

specific target groups. In a context of welfare state restructuring, including housing market 

deregulation, housing associations have been repositioned as ‘hybrid organizations’, 

encompassing public and private interests (Kleit, Airgood-Obrycki, & Yerena, 2019). Beyond the 
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partnership between the market and the third sector, the state also played a key role in our two 

cases. Amsterdam’s local authorities have carefully supported housing developments aimed at 

students and young professionals, as would an ‘entrepreneurial’ state (e.g., Harvey, 1989). 

Especially during economic downturn, a municipality may have an interest in not only ‘de-

risking’ the private sector but also operating effectively in order to ‘make things happen’ 

(Mazzucato, 2013). Within this approach, public and private sectors are no longer considered as 

adversaries and state actions contribute to creating/supporting markets (ibid). In Amsterdam, 

underlying interests motivate support for the development of the shared housing market (see Sect. 

4.2). 

Tenure and planning instruments are the main tools used by these actors to align their 

interests and agree on the product to deliver. The emergence of mixed tenure and demands for 

new housing forms has led to more complex land and property markets (Healey, 1997). Our 

projects exemplify these changes, and the related interdependence of housing associations and 

market parties with their complementary abilities to address certain functions and tenures. These 

new alliances require new management and planning skills, and consensus-building (ibid). 

Amsterdam’s spatial planning is intended to limit property owners’ rights, but it has been 

increasingly supporting and participating in the creation of markets (Healey, 2007). In both our 

projects, the municipality of Amsterdam used powerful land-use planning instruments, such as 

land-lease and development contracts, to formalize the agreement negotiated with the developing 

team. This reduced risks for the market while safeguarding public services and facilities (Taşan-

Kok et al., 2019). Furthermore, the choice of tenure, as a policy instrument, is an important step 

in decision-making and has effects on the housing market. The projects studied combine three 

different tenure forms with different levels of affordability and accessibility: (i) social housing 

for students, which is affordable but difficult to access (long waiting time), (ii) homeownership; 

i.e., the most secure tenure, but also difficult to access (conditions on mortgage, availability) and 

(iii) the PRS, which is increasingly unaffordable and insecure. 

We finally discuss the outcomes of the projects in terms of spatial balance between small 

housing units and shared spaces, as well as housing affordability and accessibility of the 

dwellings. After reflecting on the success of the products delivered for the target group, we 

consider the potential contribution of shared facilities on the spatial quality of the developments. 

Shared spaces and services should balance the inconvenience of tiny and high-density living, by 

offering quality spaces for sociability and work or leisure activities (Ellen, 2015). Social 

interactions help connect people and further contribute to a sense of community (Reid, 2015). 

However, the concept of sharing common spaces can be utilized by the real estate market to target 

specific groups rather than foster community aspects (see section 2.2). Then, we discuss housing 

affordability, generally seen as the ratio of housing costs over income, and housing accessibility, 

or the ‘ability of households to enter the housing market’ (Kadi & Musterd, 2015). To do so, we 
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examine possible signs of market pressure, the tenant selection process and the form of tenure—

based on the regulatory changes previously described—and we reflect on the related risks. In 

particular, a selective process can degrade accessibility and lead to more ‘exclusive’ housing 

markets (Grundström & Molina, 2016). 

The programme and the development process are described for each project, and the 

discussion is then structured as follows: (i) coalitions of actors involved, (ii) instruments used and 

(iii) reflection on the outcomes of the projects studied. 

4 Comparing two shared housing projects: results and discussion 

4.1 Reconstruction of facts 

Project 1 (651 dwellings of 25–47 m2, 40,000 m2 in total) is a conversion of large-scale offices 

into housing, with a mix of social housing for students (266 units) and privately-owned studios 

(385 units) for young professionals. The north wing (2013) includes a co-working space, a 

restaurant and a laundrette on the lower floors. Project 2 (869 dwellings, 45,000 m2) is a new 

construction, with a mix of social housing for students (590 units, 24m2) and temporary private-

rented studios (279 units, 41m2) for young professionals. The ground floor is partly commercial 

and shared spaces (e.g., libraries, meeting rooms) as well as services were promised, specifically 

for the young professionals, during the commercialization phase, but still being furnished in 

spring 2018. Both projects are located on the western edge of the inner city, with project 2 being 

located next to a large railway station. The development process for each project is described in 

what follows. 

Project 1. (Phase 1: Acquisition, 2003–2008). The developer bought the office building and 

formed a partnership with a housing association. Because the building was listed as a historic 

monument, they could not demolish it and were advised to reinvest in offices. (Phase 2: North 

wing, 2008–2013). The project was then put on hold due to the financial crisis. To reduce risks 

and release funds, the developing team decided to split the property development and to re-

establish a land-lease with the municipality for the north wing. The latter was the first part to be 

transformed. The housing association decided to buy studios, pre-sale, for student housing. All 

studios were rapidly sold or rented out. (Phase 3: South wing, 2014–2015). The success of the 

north wing confirmed the demand for studios on the housing purchase market. The transformation 

of the south wing started next. In contrast to the north wing, this included no commercial space 

and a greater proportion of owner-occupied dwellings. The studios were also more expensive in 

comparison. In the same period, the co-working space opened in the north wing; all business units 

were soon occupied. (Phase 4: Middle part, 2015–2018). The middle part was sold to another 



 12 

investor, who, at the time of the data collection in 2018, was reported to have redeveloped it into 

housing and a short-stay hotel (Architect 1). 

Project 2. (Phase 1: Previous project, before 2014). Before project 2, a high standing hotel and 

housing project was planned on the plot but these plans were withdrawn because of the real estate 

crisis resulting from the 2008 crisis. The investor, specializing in student housing, decided to 

work in partnership with a housing association with similar focus. (Phase 2: Negotiations and 

building permit, 2014–2015). The investor negotiated the student housing project with the 

municipality, who needed to get a financial return on investment for the plot after the other plans 

were cancelled (Project Manager 2). For the municipality, this large-scale development was also 

an opportunity to increase social control around the railway station, reported as unsafe, e.g., by 

Architect 2. Both the local alderman and the architectural review committee, for different reasons 

unconnected to the shared housing programme, were not in favour of the project (Project Manager 

2). Nevertheless, the municipality allowed the project to start and made a development contract 

with the investor. (Phase 3: Construction and concept for young professionals, 2016–2017). 

Construction started when the real estate sector was recovering. The investor decided to also 

appeal to young professionals concomitantly with the introduction of new tenure regulations. 

During building construction, storage rooms were transformed into shared spaces. The marketing 

phase was an immediate success (Investor 2) and the student units were allocated within two days. 

4.2 Coalitions of actors  

The key actors in both projects (see the list of interviewees and their roles in Table 1) were 

traditionally involved in residential developments, but their collaboration generated 

interdependencies, especially between the market and the third sector, who had to align their 

agendas and resources. During the projects, economic developments (financial crisis) and legal 

changes, resulting among others from the political debate on the key tasks of housing associations, 

constrained their ability to invest, which obliged them to collaborate with private parties. In 

project 1, all decisions were reported to be made by the partners together (Developer 1). 

Developer 1 needed to mitigate their risks through pre-sales. Those risks were important given 

the heritage status constraining technical and programmatic choices, the long development period 

and the uncommon housing product. At the time, the housing association was still (before 2015) 

able to develop commercial activities (here, the co-working space) and accepted to buy dwellings 

for student housing (given the shortage for this group) after a compromise was found on the 

programme. The following quotes illustrate the actors’ agreement on the programme and their 

common interest in mitigating development risks by combining their complementary abilities.  
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“We agreed upon the programme. We really believed in building smaller units for 

the residents, and there was no discussion about architecture, so… And [Housing 

association [HA] 1] had also another role, because they were, as an institutional 

housing company, also buyer. And we were only developer.” [Developer 1] 

 

“We have decided to look if it is possible to make small housing for students. But it 

was only possible ‘cause [Developer 1] is a commercial party, and we are social 

housing, so [Developer 1] doesn’t want to start without selling any parts of this 

building.” [HA 1] 

Nevertheless, after the success of the first phase, Developer 1 decided to make the second phase 

purely residential and with less social housing, which increased the company’s profit.  

In project 2, the housing association involved was specialized in student housing and had 

already collaborated with investor 2 on previous student housing projects. However, it was in an 

uncomfortable position as it was not directly involved in the design and was, unusually, not the 

owner of the property, by lack of financial means (HA 2). For this project, Investor 2 had a clear 

interest in attracting internationals and young professionals, hence selecting candidates aged 

between 20 and 34, with an employment contract and a certain income. The company used 

formulations such as ‘The Millennials Life Cycle’ or ‘Young Professional Living’ on the project’s 

website, as well as pictures with groups of young people making ‘selfies’, going to parties and 

practising sports, which further enhanced this narrative. 

“Let me say, we have a mix of people living here, and that was our philosophy, we 

want a mix of different people. Dutch nationals but also internationals. (…) Let’s 

see if we can attract those employees to the building, but in the same time, let’s see 

if we can attract also the creative sector, young entrepreneurs. So, then, we have a 

great mix of people, and also bankers and lawyers, and whatever.” [Investor 2] 

The collaborative partnerships observed in the two projects thus offered a combination of the 

financial means to invest and the ability to provide subsidized student housing, as well as an 

acceptable risk balance. 

The municipality actively supported both developments through the strategic use of 

planning instruments (see section 4.3). The city not only urgently needed a financial return on 

land investment in the crisis context, but also considered that these projects were the ‘right thing 

to do on the right place’ (as reported a civil servant who was aware of the project during the 

feedback workshop). The municipality was indeed preoccupied with the housing shortage for 

students and young professionals, whom the city also designates as ‘starters’, ‘urban nomads’, 
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‘millennials’, or ‘young urban adults’ (De Boer, 2020). The municipality was also worried about 

the areas concerned. Having a vacant building at the core of a neighbourhood with renewal goals 

was not positive for the city (Planner 1), nor was an empty plot on hold in an area already 

perceived as unsafe (Project Manager 2). This illustrates the broader interest of local planning 

authorities in real estate projects that are perceived as essential to redevelop neighbourhoods 

(Pfeiffer, Pearthree, & Ehlenz, 2019). 

“They had a presentation about it, and, yeah, in the municipality, it was like: ‘Well, 

this is actually what we need, the programme at least with the big amount of people, 

who are also going to move there with the station area, to hopefully make the station, 

make it feel more safety (sic)…” [Project Manager 2] 

 

“This was ok from the beginning, even though it was a large programme of housing, 

but (…) at that moment, there was not a lot of student housing in this whole area. 

(…) And there were no studios. And nowadays, there is a policy within Amsterdam 

because now they were made so many studios after this project, everywhere. And 

now we put up more effort in making more… Ja, differentiatie [Yes, differentiation] 

and other types of housing. But at that time, this was one of the first buildings where 

that was…” [Planner 1] 

Both conspicuous (e.g., housing shortage) and underlying (e.g., attracting the target demographic 

or improving the area) interests, thus, encouraged the municipality to play an entrepreneurial role 

and support the creation of this market.  

4.3 Instruments used  

The land-lease and development contracts were the main planning instruments used by the 

municipality to support the projects. In particular, the land-lease contract, which is specific to the 

Netherlands and extensively used in Amsterdam (OECD, 2017), was strategically used to reduce 

the risks for the market actors involved. For instance, re-establishing a land-lease contract, after 

the municipality had bought a part of the land back, allowed releasing funds for the developing 

team in project 1.  

“The municipality of Amsterdam also wanted this project to succeed, ‘cause they 

saw this as a monument, they wanted to keep it. And they also wanted to give this 

area of Amsterdam a boost. (…) They made the possibility to make a land-lease 

contract, which made the project possible. So, there was a big effort done by the 
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municipality to make this project work. (…) They really wanted to help us out, and 

to make the area better. And this was the way to do it.” [Developer 1] 

Similarly, negotiating a lower leasehold price and flexible quality requirements in a development 

contract, a ‘one-to-one agreement’ (Project Manager 2), facilitated the implementation of project 

2. Planning could be used to incorporate specific demands (Revington et al., 2018) regarding e.g., 

unit sizes or the quality of shared spaces. However, the analysis of the outcomes (see below) 

shows that, in the crisis context, planning instruments were more used to make real estate projects 

happen than to enhance quality requirements. 

Furthermore, in project 2, the investor opportunistically used the recent regulatory 

changes allowing temporary contracts (July 2016) to develop a new housing product, exclusively 

based on non-extendable short-term rental contracts. Given the housing shortage for young adults, 

the municipality supported this programme and let the market capture this regulation. Hence, 

while project 1, through its mix of student housing and studios for purchase, offers to young adults 

a spectrum of progress towards homeownership (Arundel & Ronald, 2016), project 2 offers less 

security. Indeed, the PRS, especially if temporary, is seen as delivering less security to tenants 

(Hoolachan et al., 2017). Since the Amsterdam temporary housing regulation entered into force 

in July 2016, the long-term effects remain unknown. 

4.4 Outcomes 

In both projects, the ‘product’ delivered is a large-scale building with small housing, shared 

facilities and tenure mix, including temporary rent. Such a product responded to young adults’ 

interest in having their own place, even though small (Verhetsel et al., 2017). Small housing was 

legitimized in both projects, but with different arguments, including the housing shortage and the 

presumed tenants’ profile. 

“The market for housing changed also a lot. People started to accept smaller flats 

than before. You know, to have a flat is more important than to have a big flat. (…) 

Younger people don’t have much stuff anymore, they don’t own books, because they 

read on the internet. So, the whole lifestyle was very important. I think people with, 

let’s say, a lifestyle of 2005 would not have survived these flats. But people with a 

lifestyle of 2012, they did.” [Architect 1] 

In project 1, the numerous expressions of interest and rapid sales, with almost half of the buyers 

younger than 35 (Developer 1), attest to the success of these projects for the target group. Older 

age cohorts, including retired people, bought studios as well, but as an investment rather than a 

place to live (Co-working founder 1; Developer 1). 



 16 

The shared spaces and services were key to the development of small housing dwellings, 

to balance the inconvenience of tiny living. In project 1, a co-working space was delivered, which 

was uncommon at the time. The facilities were planned from the start to enhance mixed-use and 

respond to the residents’ needs. Co-working companies, given their business model and expertise 

in new ways of working, get increasingly involved in new developments (Co-working founder 1) 

and might become key players in future developments. In contrast, the shared spaces developed 

in project 2 were inappropriate for their use (e.g., no daylight). These spaces were added during 

construction and seem to have merely served as a lately developed marketing concept for young 

professionals. The lack of quality of the shared spaces is not surprising since they were originally 

designed as storage spaces (Architect 2). Fair-quality shared spaces, however, would have helped 

compensate for limited space within the dwellings. 

“When I saw it [the shared working room] for the first time, it made me really 

disappointed about it.  Because I think, for sure if they had windows, I would make 

more use of it. (…) Most of the time, I just work here in my room. (…) Especially 

on those days [when his girlfriend is also working from home], it’s a downside that 

there’s not a second room. Because then you can imagine that if you are sitting here 

the whole day, or if you were sitting with your boyfriend and you have to work the 

whole day in the same room, that can be, after all, a bit annoying.” [Resident 2/1] 

Growing housing pressure was observed in the projects studied and might threaten the 

affordability of the dwellings over time. Although both projects delivered a significant amount of 

social housing, the weak position of the housing associations in both partnerships attests to their 

progressive retreat under market pressure (Nieboer & Gruis, 2016). Furthermore, in project 1, the 

overall affordability of the dwellings decreased rapidly. The apartments to buy were originally 

affordable, but vacancies and subletting were reported by several interviewees. 

“You also see that a lot of the apartments that are owned by people… Like I think 

half of the people are not here, they AirBnB it, or they live outside of the city and 

they only use it a couple of days. (…) It’s quite flexible how it’s being used, I find.” 

[Co-working founder 1] 

Moreover, the second phase of development delivered apartments that were more expensive, and 

a rapid increase in sale prices was observed; e.g., with €170,000 for a studio in spring 2018 (online 

platform) against €80,000 in 2013 (Developer 1). Some young professionals who bought a studio 

expected such a short-term added value and had an active role in this process. 
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“Another part of the market was young professionals, people who just graduated, 

had their first job in and around Amsterdam, but were not yet sure if they want to 

stay in Amsterdam for the rest of their career. Most of them were single. Imagine 

flight attendants, young lawyers, designers, people like that. (…) All of them were 

convinced they would be able to sell it for a better price and that’s actually the case. 

Those flats are sold for more than double right now.” [Architect 1] 

While the social units have regulated rents, these observations raise concerns about speculation 

and further risk of gentrification (N. Smith, 2005), especially in this location on the edges of the 

inner city as has been observed in cities like London (Theurillat et al., 2015). Young people often 

anticipate neighbourhood change and are pioneers in locations that allow them to access official, 

stable housing sectors (Hochstenbach & Boterman, 2015). 

Finally, accessibility issues were illustrated in Project 2. The intrusive process of 

selecting young professionals for the apartments in the PRS component was directly handled by 

Investor 2, who is also the property manager. Investor 2 may have seen the overall process as 

virtuous in providing young people with housing in a context of housing shortage, but was not 

wholly comfortable with having to make this selection in line with his “commercial point of view” 

(Investor 2). Selecting tenants based on an expanding range of criteria, in a non-regulated housing 

segment, also potentially raises discrimination and privacy issues (Maalsen, 2020). In addition, 

this process suggests an exclusive target group and emphasizes new forms of housing, which 

promote ‘housing as a form of distinction’ (Grundström & Molina, 2016). 

4.5 Highlights for the regulation of the shared housing market 

The analysis of the actors involved in two shared housing developments highlighted the shared 

interests and aligned means supporting a collaborative partnership between the market and the 

third sector. Mixed tenure and target groups justified the actors’ combination of complementary 

abilities and investment capacities. Moreover, the products delivered matched the municipality’s 

financial needs and goals to densify and upgrade the areas concerned through housing supply for 

young adults. The developments thus received active state support, through the strategic use of 

land-lease and development contracts. In one case, the market could also benefit from the 

introduction of temporary tenancy within Dutch renting law (Huisman, 2016b) to develop a more 

flexible (but less secure) shared housing product. 

Our discussion of the project outcomes emphasized that the shared housing market 

delivers products that respond to young adults’ interest in having their own place while sharing 

spaces for social interaction. We also pointed at the potential of shared spaces and services to 

balance the concentration of small housing dwellings, beyond serving marketing concepts. 
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However, we raised affordability and accessibility issues in this market, even in developments 

including regulated housing segments, such as social housing. On one hand, housing affordability 

may be affected by increasing market pressure, possibly inducing speculative behaviours and risk 

of gentrification. On the other hand, housing accessibility may be threatened by intrusive tenant 

selection processes, which can foster exclusive housing. Based on these highlights, the final 

section provides some conclusions and recommendations. 

5 Conclusions and recommendations 

This paper addresses the shared housing market, that is, developments delivering hundreds of 

small dwellings with shared facilities, aimed at students and young professionals. This market 

emerged as a product of the concentration of young singles in cities, with a commodifying housing 

market, competition for highly-skilled workers and expansion of their housing supply through 

densification. These observations increasingly apply to Amsterdam. From our empirical study in 

this city, with an institutionalist approach to collaborative governance, we conclude that the 

coalitions of actors developing shared housing for students and young professionals can involve 

third-sector housing providers (e.g., housing associations) and market parties (developers and 

investors). These actors rely upon each other and receive the support of local governments, 

especially in times of economic downturn. Using (new) regulatory instruments is also essential to 

implement these developments. In Amsterdam, several projects of this kind were initiated in the 

aftermath of the real estate crisis, quickly delivering a large number of small apartments. With 

the first projects completed and the progressive growth of the shared housing market, the 

municipality started becoming aware of the potential drawbacks, notwithstanding evident 

benefits. The outcomes of the projects confirmed young adults’ interest in this market, despite 

affordability and accessibility issues, and the need to improve shared space design. 

Reflecting on the outcomes of the projects provides insights for the regulation of the 

shared housing market. Among governance instruments, focusing on regulation seems relevant 

in institutional frameworks with regulatory traditions, the effects of softer instruments being 

expected to be more limited and easily diverted, especially in a context of globalisation and 

commodification. In particular, we advocate for the creation of specific standards for shared space 

design in building regulations such as the Dutch building decree, in which shared spaces are not 

subject to explicit rules at present. Apart from regulation per se, new actors (e.g., co-working 

companies) and instruments could facilitate the operation of shared spaces, which would help 

reduce the implementation risks of shared housing developments. These measures could enhance 

the added value of shared spaces for the residents of tiny living space. Most importantly, this 

would avoid that shared facilities mostly serve the marketing of small housing and are 

marginalized when market pressure grows. Furthermore, given our concern about the 
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affordability and accessibility of the shared housing market, we plea for further research on the 

long-term effects of this growing market segment and regulatory opportunities for improvement. 

Regulatory interventions at the local and/or national levels might be the most effective and easiest 

to implement in a context of housing commodification. 

Although the shared housing market may have grown particularly rapidly in Amsterdam, 

we expect it to develop in other cities facing housing commodification and a housing shortage for 

young adults, both in the Netherlands and in other European countries. Other Dutch cities, 

including university cities and cities with a high housing demand, will be probably confronted to 

this growing phenomenon, given their difficulties to accommodate similar target demographics 

(Fang & van Liempt, 2020; Hochstenbach et al., 2020). In other countries, the shared housing 

market is more likely to grow in liberal regimes such as the UK, where higher rates of shared 

housing arrangements have been observed (Arundel & Ronald, 2016). Nevertheless, former 

welfare states such as Sweden, where a shift from universal to market-led housing provision 

occurred in the 1990s (Hedin, Clark, Lundholm, & Malmberg, 2012), might experience similar 

developments to the ones observed in Amsterdam. 

Our methodological choices (limited sample of carefully selected interviewees; 

qualitative analysis) may have limited opportunities for generalisation of the aforementioned 

findings. However, the selected methods were conditioned to the low availability of case studies, 

since the shared housing market is a growing but relatively new phenomenon. Besides, our 

contribution improves knowledge of the shared housing market from an institutionalist 

perspective focused on actors and instruments. It also gives insights for the regulation of this 

market and advocates for critical attention, from both academics and policy makers, to an 

emerging market segment which is likely to expand in the future. 
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