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Demographic Patterns of Reurbanisation and Housing in 
Metropolitan Regions in the US and Germany*

Karoline Brombach, Johann Jessen, Stefan Siedentop, 
Philipp Zakrzewski 

Abstract: After decades of decline, fi rst signs of a central and inner city revitalisa-
tion were noticed towards the end of the 1980s in North American metropolitan ar-
eas. The repopulation and redevelopment of the metropolitan cores – often referred 
to as “reurbanisation”, “urban renaissance” or “back-to-the-city-movement” – has 
accelerated since then and is today one of the outstanding characteristics of re-
cent urban development in the US. In Western and Central European urban regions, 
reurbanisation patterns were detected some years later although starting from a 
different level, as the inner cities have never faced a process of decay to the extent 
that was known in North American cities. At present, reurbanisation is intensely 
debated in urban and regional research. Although the evidence of reurbanisation 
is hardly questioned any longer, there is considerable uncertainty about how this 
new pattern of population change can be explained, how long it will last and how it 
will change the spatial urban structure of metropolitan areas in the long run. In this 
paper, we comparatively investigate recent trends of urban development in the US 
and Germany based on both survey and case study methods, with a focus on demo-
graphic patterns and housing. Our results suggest that reurbanisation is a universal 
trend in large metro regions in the Global North, manifesting itself as a signifi cant 
repopulation and densifi cation of core areas. At the same time, we found consider-
able divergence in terms of scale, dynamics and sociodemographic composition of 
reurbanisation patterns in the selected regions of the US and Germany. 
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1 Introduction

The reurbanisation debate in Europe started in the early 1980s as something not 
too far away from an academic exercise. Van den Berg’s et al. (1982) classic work 
“Urban Europe: A Study of Growth and Decline” introduced the cyclic urbanisa-
tion model with its fourth phase of “reurbanisation” following after urbanisation, 
suburbanisation and disurbanisation. But shortly thereafter evidence of an urban 
resurgence during the 1980s was provided by empirical studies for both Europe 
and North America (Cheshire 1995; Bourne 1992; Frey 1993; Nowlan/Stewart 1991; 
Siebel/Häußermann 1987). Whereas most North American cities kept on growing 
during the 1990s, the delicate signs of urban recovery in parts of Europe have been 
washed away by world history shortly after they occurred. In the aftermath of the 
fall of the iron curtain, the European migration and urban development patterns 
have substantially changed compared to the 1980s. Especially in Germany, the ur-
ban development debate of the 1990s turned to a renewed suburbanisation phase. 
Also the issue of heavily shrinking cities entered the discourse around the turn of the 
century (see for example Müller/Siedentop 2004). But already in the second half of 
the 1990s, the Urban Task Force around the British architect Richard Rogers started 
reasoning about the challenges of English cities and the means of an “urban renais-
sance” (Urban Task Force 1999). And then, like phoenix from the ashes, reurbanisa-
tion raised again to become one of the most controversial topics amongst urban 
researchers from the mid-2000s until recently. Even though the discussion gained 
momentum on both sides of the Atlantic (for the US see i.e. Sohmer/Lang 2001; 
Fishman 2005; Landis 2009; and for Europe i.e. Buzar et al. 2007; Turok/Mykhnenko 
2008; Lambert/Boddy 2010; Brake/Herfert 2012; Rérat 2012), discourses seemed to 
take place separated from each other. 

However, the fragmentation of the reurbanisation debate is not only caused by 
the separation between a North American and a European point of view, but also by 
diverging concepts that have been employed to analyse and explain the reurbanisa-
tion phenomenon (Glatter/Siedhoff 2008; Engler 2013). At least four approaches can 
be distinguished: (1) quantitative concepts of reurbanisation as a process of demo-
graphic change in metropolitan regions, (2) qualitative concepts of reurbanisation 
focussing on consumer-preferences of private households or (3) on emerging new 
urban economies as predominant driver, and fi nally, (4) normative concepts of poli-
cy-driven reurbanisation. In many contributions more than one of these approaches 
is presented as essentially interconnected. 

(1) The quantitative dimension of reurbanisation can be addressed as a process 
of population concentration within the urban core of a metropolitan region 
(van den Berg et al. 1982). Alternatively, reurbanisation can be quantifi ed as 
a central city’s positive migration balance with its suburbs (Schmitz-Veltin 
2014) or as the growth of cities or city centres after a period of population de-
cline (Rérat 2012; Sohmer/Lang 2001; Birch 2005; Jessen et al. 2012; Turok/
Mykhnenko 2008). The impact of shifting demographic structures and migra-
tion patterns on urban population dynamics is highly complex and multifac-
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eted. Nonetheless two strong trends can be identifi ed which lead towards a 
demography-driven reurbanisation. One trend is the international immigra-
tion towards large cities (Fishman 2005; Rérat 2012). Following this line of ar-
gumentation, major cities are particularly attractive for in-migrants because 
of the larger labour market for non- or little qualifi ed workers and because 
of the larger rental housing markets. The other one is the positive internal 
migration balance of cities for the age group of young adults (Moos 2015; 
Growe/Münter 2010). This phenomenon is related to the concentration of 
education facilities and broader job opportunities in large cities. 

(2) Reurbanisation is also discussed as a qualitative improvement of the urban 
environment that meets the consumer preferences of certain sought after 
population groups, such as the creative class (Florida 2002). This understand-
ing is part of many urban regeneration policies. Via fl agship projects, the 
upgrading of public infrastructure such as transit, or increased private sector 
investment in inner city housing, young, well-educated and affl uent popula-
tion groups are attracted to recapture the cities (Lever 1993; Helbrecht 1996; 
Van Criekingen 2009). Additionally, certain types of private households like 
singles, childless couples or single-parents that always have prioritised living 
in central locations are growing due to social change (Glasze/Graze 2007; 
Ogden/Hall 2004; Siebel 2008). Some urban researchers focus on the grow-
ing demand for urban amenities (Glaeser/Gottlieb 2006; Clark et al. 2002) that 
is closely related to the increase of private income. Highly qualifi ed employ-
ees from service or knowledge industries apparently prefer inner city areas 
with easy access to a broad range of urban amenities. If so, the ever increas-
ing number of high-educated persons will enlarge the population potential of 
city dwellers. 

(3) Nevertheless, urban environments are not only appealing to private house-
holds but form also ideal settings for knowledge-based economic activities. 
In a knowledge economy, locational advantages and locally effective spillo-
vers are expected to become more and more important (Brake 2012; Storper/
Scott 2009). It is argued that a tight network and close collaboration between 
actors in the knowledge-based economy increase the competitiveness on 
a supra-regional level. According to this argument, major cities offer more 
opportunities for contact and exchange, they boast of more universities and 
research institutions, they are interconnected with global business networks 
and they offer a higher portion of highly qualifi ed labour force (Geppert/
Gornig 2010). The creation of new jobs in the knowledge-based economy 
stimulates demographic growth; thus, economy- and demography-driven re-
urbanisation processes are closely interrelated. Yet, as it is fairly unlikely that 
every city can participate in a job growth driven by the knowledge economy, 
the reurbanisation model only applies to a limited number of places.
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(4) Finally, we fi nd approaches that stress urban policies as a driving factor of 
reurbanisation processes. Thus, reurbanisation can be seen as a normative 
concern which unfolds as a set of hard or soft policies aiming at strengthen-
ing cities in general or certain fi elds of the urban realm, especially housing. 
The municipalities have reacted on trends of urban decline and stagnation 
by pursuing active policies to increase the cities´ competitiveness. In doing 
so, they were in parts supported by national urban policy programmes. Vast 
investments into prestigious urban infrastructure like sports or cultural facili-
ties are meant to be catalysts for brownfi eld regeneration. According to this 
understanding, reurbanisation is at least in parts a product of local and na-
tional urban policies. But as some studies from the US (Danielsen/Lang 2010), 
England (Lambert/Boddy 2010) and Switzerland (Koll-Schretzenmayr/Kramp 
2010) have shown, the population growth in inner city areas does not always 
correspond with increased housing production, although such a correspond-
ence is highly plausible (Jessen/Mayer 2010). Probably, in some cases, recent 
market development has benefi tted from, boosted and sometimes overtaken 
long-term planning and regeneration strategies. 

The debate on reurbanisation has been confronted with some fundamental cri-
tique for largely neglecting its social consequences. In this perspective it is argued 
that the reurbanisation discourse suffers from a hidden normative bias by ignoring 
the results of the gentrifi cation research (Holm 2012; Van Criekingen 2009). This 
shift is also refl ected in recent urban practice as municipalities have conducted 
studies on processes of gentrifi cation that they experienced. 

At present, reurbanisation is still intensely debated in urban and regional re-
search. There are multifaceted fi ndings on the variations in urban systems and pro-
cesses of change for selected cities. The evidence of reurbanisation – seen as the 
population growth in major cities following a longer period of population losses and 
paralleled by structural change – is hardly questioned any longer. However, there is 
considerable uncertainty about how these tendencies both in North-American and 
in European metropolitan regions can be explained, how long they will last and if all 
cities will be exposed to them in the long run. 

This comparative urban study contributes to the overall debate on divergence or 
convergence of trends in urban development in the United States and Europe (Le 
Galès/Zagrodzki 2006). The overall research question is whether universal forces 
of economic and social change lead to new population growth in urban cores and 
how urban policies as well as market forces intervene in this process. Thus it is 
very much about similarities and differences and how they can be explained (Nivola 
1999; Gordon/Cox 2012). We present some major fi ndings of the REURBAN research 
project funded by the German Research Foundation that focused on processes of 
reurbanisation in major metropolitan regions in Germany and the US. It pursued 
two goals: First, we wanted to generate hypotheses that allow for a well-founded 
social and spatial differentiation of reurbanisation and its driving forces. Second, 
we conceptualised our analysis as a contribution to the debate on convergence/
divergence of European and North American urban development and urban policy. 
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We consider German and American urban regions as suitable for such a compar-
ison, since renewed population growth in urban centres is evident in both countries, 
but stark differences have been put forward in signifi cant contextual conditions 
such as demographic development, housing preferences, path-dependent urban 
structures and the institutional framework of urban planning. We ask why a particu-
lar phenomenon such as reurbanisation has taken place even under strikingly dif-
ferent regional framework conditions. Comparative research thus allows the evalu-
ation of concepts across national (or in this case even continental) boundaries. We 
believe that comparative research on a particular phenomenon like reurbanisation 
sharpens our view on generalisable and specifi c, context-related patterns and pro-
cesses as well as their respective driving forces (Bourne 2008).

To date, there are relatively few empirical urban studies with an international 
comparative approach. One of the reasons lies in the tremendous methodological 
pitfalls of cross-cultural comparative urban research (Kantor/Savitch 2005). Pierre 
(2005) has rightly stressed the gap between the methodological challenges of com-
parative research and the evenly demanding conceptual requirements of urban re-
search in general: “Urbanists tend to emphasise the importance of adopting a ho-
listic and context embracing approach to understand the contemporary city or the 
historical trajectory of urban development. Embarking on a comparative research 
agenda entails by necessity some degree of reductionism as a step in preparing 
empirical observations for comparative assessment” (Pierre 2005: 447). This holds 
also true for the complex concept of reurbanisation, where highly ambitious con-
ceptual frameworks have been developed (among others: Engler 2013); compara-
tive studies on this subject are necessarily more “parsimonious” in character than 
“in-depth, context-embracing, idiographic studies that one sees much in urban poli-
tics“ (Pierre 2005: 445).

In order to address methodological pitfalls we decided for a multi-level case 
study approach. The comparison takes place on two levels that are interconnected. 
On the regional level, eight metropolitan areas in Germany and the US were ex-
amined in terms of population change patterns over the 1990s and 2000s (see for 
the results Siedentop et al. 2018). The selection of case regions was based on a 
comparative statistical analysis of population change in the 50 largest US American 
and 14 largest German metropolitan regions (section  2). On the local level, small-
scale spatial characteristics of reurbanisation and their driving forces were exam-
ined with two case studies: the metropolitan areas of Portland (Oregon) and Stutt-
gart (Baden-Württemberg), taken from the sample analysed on the regional level 
(as “embedded” case studies). Thus, we wanted to identify in more detail diverging 
and converging trends of reurbanisation in the US and Germany by investigating 
the modes of urban population growth on neighbourhood level and how they were 
materialised in the local built environment. Moreover, we tried to fi nd out how this 
growth was stimulated, channeled, protected or restricted through local planning 
strategies (section  3).
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2 Reurbanisation trends in Metropolitan Regions in Germany and the 
US

2.1 Selection of regions and data sources

In this section we examine patterns of population change at metropolitan scales 
in four German and four American regions: Dresden, Frankfurt/Main, Munich and 
Stuttgart as well as Atlanta, GA, Boston, MA, Philadelphia, PA and Portland, OR. This 
sample is selected from a comparative statistical analysis on population change in 
the 50 largest US and 14 largest German metropolitan regions that we conducted 
for the time period of 1990 to 2010 based on US census data and on German munici-
pal statistics. The choice of regions is based on the most-different systems design 
because a range of specifi c contextual conditions should be met: divergent patterns 
in urban form, demographic and economic dynamics or governance structures.

To neutralise the statistical effects of formally defi ned regional boundaries and 
subdivisions of the region we employed a ring zone model using rings with a de-
fi ned radius from a given centre (the townhall). Ring zone models are an established 
method for analysing spatial structures and developments; they are especially ap-
propriate for showing core-edge relationships and developmental gradients within 
urban areas (Estiri et al. 2015; Juday 2015). In this case, the outer ring zone (repre-
senting the outer boundary) has a radius of 50 km around a defi ned regional centre 
and the internal structure is defi ned by ring-zones with a width of 5 km in the inner 
regional areas and 10 km in the outer areas. Based on census tracts or municipal 
boundaries (0-5 km, 5-10 km, 10-20 km, 20-30 km, 30-40 km, 40-50 km) these six 
rings, were aggregated to three areas of analysis: The “core area” formed the in-
nermost ring zone, with a maximum distance of 5 km from the regional centre. An 
“inner suburban zone” comprised of statistical spatial units at a distance between 5 
and 20 km, while the “outer suburban zone” represented spatial units at a distance 
of at least 20 km. Thus, equivalent analytical regions were created with largely cir-
cular form and approximately the same dimensions.

For the study regions in the United States, data from the company GeoLytics 
were used covering the results from the census of 1990, 2000 and 2010. The data 
are available in a homogenised form for the territorial boundaries from the year 
2000, which means that the census data from 1990 and 2010 are projected onto the 
territorial boundaries of 2000. The German data originate from the respective statis-
tical offi ces of the federal states. To detect intra-city developments in German core 
cities we included data at the district level for the respective cities that the statistical 
offi ces also provided.

2.2 Convergent and divergent patterns of population change

A comparison of population change patterns in American and German metro re-
gions during the 1990s and 2000s initially – unsurprisingly – reveals marked differ-
ences that express the divergent demographic growth pressure in both countries. 



Demographic Patterns of Reurbanisation and Housing in Metropolitan Regions ...    • 287

Disparities particularly arise in regard to the intensity of population growth, but also 
in relation to its spatial distribution. Table 1 displays the population growth rates in 
American metropolitan statistical areas and German city regions with a population 
of more than one million (2010) in the 1990s and 2000s. The respective regions are 
geographic entities delineated by the Offi ce of Management and Budget (OMB) and 
the German Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial 
Development (Bundesinstitut für Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung BBSR). The prin-
cipal cities in the United States consistently showed population growth, while in 
Germany this was only the case since the 2000s. In the United States, the data bring 
out an uninterrupted dominance of suburbanisation, fueled by a tremendous overall 
population growth, while in Germany a transition into a phase of intraregional (re-)
concentration is apparent in the 2000s.

An evaluation differentiated according to ring zones in the eight selected metro-
politan regions shows that the highest growth rates in the American regions during 
both decades were predominantly focused on the outer suburban zone, which – as 
mentioned above – suggests sustained suburbanisation (Fig. 1a/b); an interesting 
outlier is the Boston region in the 2000s. Yet, it would be oversimplifi ed to diag-
nose an ongoing trend of deconcentration for the US regions. The inner areas of 
the American regions almost invariably experienced population growth during the 
1990s and this trend continued (and accelerated in many cases) during the last dec-
ade. Even the core area of the Philadelphia region, a city exposed to fundamental 
economic and structural change, turned from population losses during the 1990s 
to population gains during the 2000s. When the changes in population within the 
ring zones are normalised according to land area (change in population per km2 of 
land area) surprisingly powerful densifi cation processes can be identifi ed for areas 
close to the centre. The population density of the core of Boston rose by around 
450 residents during the 2000s, while Philadelphia and Portland still registered 210 
and 140 residents per square kilometer, respectively. Only in Atlanta, the core area 
population stagnated during this decade.

Tab. 1: Population change in US metro and German city regions (with more 
than one million inhabitants) in the 1990s and 2000s (percentage) (own 
calculation based on census data)

1990s 2000s
Principal Suburbia Region Principal Suburbia Region

cities cities

US Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas (n=50) 9.4 19.1 15.0 4.7 14.6 10.7
German City Regions 
(n=14) -1.2 7.4 3.2 3.0 0.6 1.7

Source: own calculation
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In Germany, the focal points of growth during the 1990s were also located in a 
certain distance to the urban cores. During the 2000s, however, the highest growth 
rates were achieved within the inner areas of the regions. A process of suburbanisa-
tion that stretched far into rural areas was therefore supplanted by an intraregional 
concentration of population. All regions considered here were characterised by 
strong densifi cation processes during the 2000s within the core areas. The Munich 
region, with a value of 880 residents per square kilometer, stands out in particular. 

To interpret the identifi ed demographic reurbanisation processes in more detail, 
additional analysis differentiating age groups was conducted.1 We calculated the 
location quotients (LQ) of different age groups indicating the structural composition 

Fig. 1a: Population change in ringzones of US metropolitan regions 
(percentage, 1990-2000, 2000-2010)
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of populations according to age and its change over time. The location quotient re-
lates the share of a demographic group (here: age group) within a territorial unit to 
the share of the same group across the entire region (Estiri et al. 2015). A value of 1.0 
indicates that the share equals the regional mean. Values greater than 1.0 indicate 
a statistical overrepresentation, while values lower than 1.0 display an underrepre-
sentation of the respective group within the considered territorial unit. 

Figure 2a/b displays the calculated values for the core areas in the US and Ger-
many. In all of the eight regions, similar as well as divergent structures and pro-
cesses of age-based segregation are revealed. Our analysis fi rst demonstrates that 
younger adults at an age of higher education and career starters are continuously 
overrepresented in the core areas. This is expressed in high and even rising LQ 
values for the 18- to 24-year-olds (with the exception of Portland and Stuttgart) 
and 25- to 29-year-olds. Yet, a striking result is an increasing LQ value for the 30- to 
44-year-olds in the core areas of all eight regions. At the same time it becomes obvi-
ous that families with children, however, are underrepresented, as the values for the 

Fig. 1b: Population change in ringzones of German metropolitan regions 
(percentage, 1990-2000, 2000-2010)
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0- to 17-year-olds show. During the last two decades, this trend intensifi ed in the US 
regions, but extenuated in the German regions. The elder population (people over 
64) is underrepresented in core areas of all regions in 2010 and the LQ values have 
consistently decreased over time.

In sum, our analysis yields similar basic patterns on both sides of the Atlantic. 
Starting from a much younger population in the US than in Germany, the core areas 
experienced signifi cant rejuvenation (also referred to as “young-ing” according to 
the Brookings Institution 2010: 83) during the 1990s and 2000s, which can primarily 
be attributed to gains in migration (Juday 2015; Estiri et al. 2015). Reurbanisation 
therefore does not just take place as residential densifi cation in the regional centres, 
but is also a process of increasing age segregation. In both the American and the 
German context, young adults at an age of higher education (18- to 24-year-olds) 
and career starters (25- to 29-year-olds) are participating demographic groups in 
the demographic revival of inner-city areas. Our fi ndings show, however, divergent 
trends for families with children. While families in the German regions appear to 

Fig. 2a: Location quotients of different age groups for 1990 and 2010 in core 
areas (0-5 km), USA
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play a role in the population growth of the inner regional areas, a strong negative 
trend can be discerned for the American regions, based on an underrepresentation 
in the regional cores that was already strong in 1990. 

In addition to the change of population we also analysed dynamics of housing 
production. Reurbanisation – according to our understanding – can only take place 
if new housing units are added or if existing housing units are used more effi ciently 
(for more detail see section  3). Due to limited availability of equivalent data, we had 
to confi ne the comparison to housing construction activities as derived from chang-
es in the housing stock. While this data does not allow differentiation between new 
construction and housing losses (i.e. by demolition), it is suitable to provide a rough 
overview on the intraregional dynamics of the housing market.

Our empirical fi ndings cannot be described in detail here due to space restric-
tions. But according to a main fi nding the core of the examined German regions only 
experienced moderate increases in housing units – compared to what could have 
been expected from the population increases –, while “over production” of housing 

Fig. 2b: Location quotients of different age groups for 1990 and 2010 in core 
areas (0-5 km), Germany
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took place in the more suburban zones (Table 2). Especially for the core areas, a mis-
match of demographic growth and housing production can be diagnosed. In these 
regions, reurbanisation processes to the extent pictured above could only rendered 
possible by a reduction in fl oor area consumption. In contrast, reurbanisation in 
American metro regions is stronger linked to expanding housing markets in core 
areas. Here, the real estate market dominated by private enterprises responded to 
the obviously growing demand for inner city living. Additionally, signifi cant plan-
ning interventions during the 1990s (such as up-zoning, introduction of rail-based 
transport, master planning for inner city conversion sites) paved the way for these 
developments.

Yet, these fi ndings do not explain the phenomenon of “childless reurbanisation” 
(Siedentop et al. 2017) that we found in the US regions and the fact that families ob-
viously took part in the process of inner-city densifi cation in German metro regions. 
It can be assumed that the regional housing markets in the US and Germany offer 
varying options for “family living“, and that cultural differences in acceptance of 
these options appear, that may be interlinked with questions of price and affordabil-
ity. The poor reputation of public schools in American central cities might also play 
a role here. Some authors also point to the small unit sizes of new inner city hous-
ing that makes them more suitable for childless households (Moos 2015), whereas 
others found evidence for a more family-friendly housing construction in German 
cities, especially in the owner-occupied segment (Frank 2016). Further inquiry on 
the background of these divergent patterns is presented in the following chapter. 

3 Comparing Reurbanisation in Stuttgart (Germany) and 
Portland (US)

The previous section provided evidence for a general trend towards reurbannisa-
tion in US and German metro areas – here understood as population growth in 

Tab. 2: Additional housing units per additional inhabitant in ringzones, 2000-
2010

Zone Atlanta Boston Philadelphia Portland Dresden Frankfurt Munich Stuttgart

0-5 5.0 0.6 -1.1 0.7 0.0 0.6 0.3 0.4

5-10 -1.6 1.0 3.8 0.6 1.8 1.0 0.6 0.5

10-20 1.6 0.9 0.9 0.5 -* 1.3 0.7 1.3

20-30 0.7 1.1 0.8 0.5 -* 1.4 0.7 1.2

30-40 0.5 0.9 0.6 1.0 0.0 -* 0.7 3.2

40-50 0.4 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.0 -* 0.8 3.7

Region 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.6 -* 1.2 0.5 1.2

* negative population change

Source: own calculation
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urban cores and densifi cation. At the same time, we observed a large variety of de-
mographic and housing trajectories in terms of spatial and temporal manifestations. 
In the following section we will analyse the interrelation of demographic trajectories 
and housing production in two (re-) growing cities – Stuttgart and Portland – in 
more detail. 

3.1 Reurbanisation and housing

Our case studies focus on the relation between reurbanisation and housing produc-
tion and its small scale manifestations within the inner city areas. We chose the cit-
ies of Portland (Oregon, USA) and Stuttgart. The reasons for this case selection will 
be unfold in the next section (3.2). The analysis is driven by the following questions 
which have so far largely been ignored in empiricial research on reurbanisation: 
How is population growth connected with housing construction activities in central 
city neighbourhoods (section 3.3)? How do regional and municipal governance and 
policies contribute to the emergence of reurbanisation (section 3.4)? What kind of 
changes in the built environment can be seen at neighbourhood level (section 3.5)? 
Our quantitative analysis was based on a small-scale examination of census data 
(from 1980 to 2010, with an update for more recent developments). We supple-
mented this data part by analysing city-specifi c research literature, market research 
literature as well as policy documents and by conducting expert interviews and site 
visits in both cities.

3.2 Selection of case studies and methodology

As shown above, a considerable number of city regions in Germany and metro-
politan areas in the US experienced population growth in their core areas during 
the 1990s and 2000s, but the degree as well as the spatial and temporal patterns of 
urban growth widely varied. Therefore, the panel for selecting single case studies is 
per se confi ned and the selected cases do by no means represent the development 
trajectories of the entire country, yet they cover an important section. Comparing 
development trends in two cities may contribute to understanding local expres-
sions of the supposedly global trend of reurbanisation, to identifying driving forces, 
and to reviewing the scope of policy and planning efforts. 

Stuttgart and Portland qualifi ed for further examination because they are not 
only part of the panel of conurbations that currently witness population growth 
and a large demand for housing in their cores, but also because they both look 
back on a long history of a comparably strict regional and local regulatory setting 
that focuses on the reduction of land consumption and revitalisation of the urban 
core (Abbott 2004; Harlander/Jessen 2001; Jessen/Mayer 2010). It can therefore be 
expected that reurbanisation is, at least partly, the desired outcome of planning, 
governance and regulation efforts in both cities, or as Engler (2013: 23) puts it, re-
urbanisation was “planned”. We are fully aware that the national contexts of both 
case studies vary considerably. Comparative studies on national contexts (among 
others: DiGaetano/Strom 2003; Sellers 2005) have stressed that urban governance 
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in the US is predominantly characterised by its “privatist”, and in Germany by its 
“statist” culture (DiGaetano/Strom 2003: 375). Though the overall cultures of urban 
governance contrast sharply due to different historical paths, there are very impor-
tant common characteristics that lie in the “devolved intergovernmental systems” 
(DiGaetano/Strom 2003: 375). In both national contexts, the municipalities, repre-
senting the local level of the national governmental system, boast a high degree of 
political autonomy, compared to other western countries like France or the United 
Kingdom. Therefore, municipalities can adopt individual modes of urban govern-
ance even within the same national context. These essentials of urban comparative 
research are not subject of our in-depth study in the sense of a full-fl edged com-
parative analysis of urban governance in both countries, but they form the basis for 
our selection of case studies and the interpretation of the fi ndings. 

In contrast to the choice of metro regions in section 2, the two study regions 
were selected according to the logic of the most similar systems. The idea is to com-
pare objects (in this case, regions) that share important characteristics (in this case: 
population size, economic and spatial characteristics), which allows for controlling 
explanatory context factors (Pierre 2005: 454-455). In sum, this part of the study 
focuses on fi nding out why reurbanisation processes are different in two rather 
similar regions. The major similar traits of the selected case study regions that are 
relevant for the phenomenon under examination are:

• Size and regional importance: Both, the city of Portland (583,776 inhabitants 
in 2011) and the city of Stuttgart (585,890 inhabitants in 2010) are the largest 
cities in the state they are located in (Oregon/Baden-Wuerttemberg). They 
both form the centre of a surrounding metropolitan region of similar size 
(Greater Portland: 2.07 m inhabitants in 2011, Greater Stuttgart Region: 2.62 
m inhabitants in 2010). 

• Economic base and development perspectives: Both metro regions are known 
for a strong, manufacturing-based, export-oriented economy (machine build-
ing, wood processing, electronics, and sportswear in Portland; car industry 
and machine building in Stuttgart) with a dynamic and stable development of 
jobs during the last decades.

• Early adoption of pro-active spatial regulation of urban and regional develop-
ment: Since 1972 (Downtown Plan), the city of Portland undertakes substan-
tial inner city regeneration efforts. Since 1979, the regional planning alliance 
Portland Metro steers regional development via an Urban Growth Boundary 
and other tools. Since 1974, the city of Stuttgart institutionalised and formal-
ised inner city regeneration efforts. In 1976, an inter-municipal cooperation 
for land use planning was established between Stuttgart and the neighbour-
ing municipalities. It was replaced by a regional planning alliance Verband 
Region Stuttgart and a regional parliament in 1994 that steer development 
via a Regionalplan.

3.3 Reurbanisation and Housing Market Development in Portland and 
Stuttgart

First, it has to be stated that reurbanisation – understood as an increase in inner city 
population – has been reported for both Portland (Abbott 2004; Birch 2005; Lewis 
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et al. 2013) and Stuttgart (Haußmann 2007; Brachat-Schwarz 2008; Schmitz-Veltin 
2014; Brombach et al. 2014) during the last decade. Recent studies show that labour 
and education driven migration seems to have the most substantial impact on reur-
banisation in both Portland (Schrock/Jurjevich 2012) and Stuttgart (Schmitz-Veltin 
2014: 10). In both cities, dynamics of housing markets play a crucial role in fostering 
(and in some cases also slowing down) processes of reurbanisation. At the same 
time, structural differences in terms of homeownership rates (much lower in Stutt-
gart) and dominating housing types (apartments in Stuttgart, single family homes 
in Portland) have to be taken into account.

In our research, in a fi rst step, population and housing developments were com-
pared for both cities by using small-scale census data for the years 1980, 1990, 
2000, 2010 and 2015. In analogy to the ring-zone model used in section 2, fi gures 
were analysed for three spatial units (Fig. 3): (1) the entire municipality (borders as 
of 2010), (2) the core area, a circle with 5 kilometres radius around the city hall, and 
(3) the central city, as it was outlined in important planning documents of both cit-
ies.2 In a second step, the calculated numbers were set in context to fi ndings that 
were derived from qualitative interviews, document analysis and site visits in order 
to interpret the developments against the background of local urban policies, plan-
ning and regeneration efforts.

The fi gures in table 3 show the absolute and relative population changes for 
the entire municipality, the core and the central city of Stuttgart and of Portland 
between 1980 and 2010/15. Although both, Portland and Stuttgart, since 2000, re-
port similar population sizes within their city borders, the number of residents in 
the core of Portland (160,000 inhabitants in 2010) is substantially smaller than in 
Stuttgart (270,000 inhabitants in 2010). Whereas almost half of the city population 
(48.4 percent) of Stuttgart live in the core area in 2010, only 27.3 percent do so in 
Portland. Only 6.4 percent of Portland’s citywide population live in the central city 
of Portland, whereas in Stuttgart 26.4 percent do so (2010).

When looking at the population development rates in both cities, a fi rst obvious 
interpretation is that reurbanisation – defi ned as population growth in the inner ar-
eas of the city – occurred earlier and more pronounced in Portland, with a clear lead 
of the central city, where growth rates exceeded citywide growth rates in each dec-
ade. In Stuttgart, the classic pattern of “inner city fl ight” prevailed during the 1980s 
and 1990s. During the 2000s, a trend reversal towards a citywide population in-
crease took place, yet on a level of very modest growth rates compared to Portland 
and not pioneered by developments in the central areas of the city. Only during the 
last half-decade (2010-15) the modest population increases witnessed after 2000 
clearly intensifi ed both citywide and in the core areas of Stuttgart. Yet, when look-

2 Statistical sub-units (census tracts for Portland, Stadtteile and Stadtviertel for Stuttgart) were 
merged to approximately rebuild these perimeters for data analysis. Both cities exceeded the 
number of 600,000 inhabitants after 2010, with Portland starting from a much lower population 
number. Constant growth of population occured in Portland during each decade, whereas in 
Stuttgart the process of population decrease only reversed during the 2000s and gained mo-
mentum after 2010.
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ing at the latest developments in each city, it has to be stated that while Portland’s 
central city had an impressive population growth rate of 37.7 percent during the 
2000s, the absolute population gain of around 10,000 inhabitants almost equals the 
population gain Stuttgart’s central city has experienced later and in shorter time, 
between 2010 and 2015.

Comparing the development of both cities, Portland appears as a growing city 
since the 1990s, with peak growth rates in its centre. Stuttgart joined the growth 
path later – after 2000 – and experienced much more modest population growth 
rates during the 2000s than Portland. While Portland’s central city faced impressive 
growth of residents of more than 37 percent, the growth rates in Stuttgart’s central 
city only slightly exceeded the citywide ones during the last half-decade (2010-15), 
before that, they mostly remained under 5 percent. The development of Portland’s 
less populated but rapidly growing central city seems to disconnect from citywide 
trends as growth rates here exceed the citywide growth rates by far. On one hand, 
this growth mirrors a “residentialisation” of the urban core that had previously not 
been dominated by housing, but rather by businesses and other uses (Central Busi-
ness District (CBD)). Similar observations have been made in other large downtown 
areas in the US like Atlanta, Miami and others (Sohmer/Lang 2001; Birch 2005: 5). 

The most striking difference between the two cities is the population density 
(calculated as residents per hectare; Fig. 4): In 1980, Stuttgart’s population den-
sity is almost three times higher than in Portland; even after 2000 it is still almost 
twice as high as in Portland. While Portland has started from a very low population 
density level compared to Stuttgart, it has seen constant densifi cation since 1980,3 
whereas for Stuttgart, densifi cation could only be witnessed after 2000, but the 
density value of 2010 even exceeded the one of 1980. Although both city cores are 
denser than the respective entire municipality, the density level in Portland’s city 
core did not reach Stuttgart’s citywide density levels at any time. 

The patterns of housing development in both cities resemble those of the popu-
lation increases, but there are also striking differences: In Stuttgart, a loss of hous-
ing units never occured, while Portland’s central city experienced a 5.8 percent loss 
of housing units during the 1980s.4 While Portland’s population growth, since the 
1990s, was accompanied by equally high increases in housing units for each analy-

3 In our research, we used the municipal borders of 2010 as a constant spatial delineation for 
analysis. In reality, Portland had incorporated large areas of land during the 1980s, 1990s and 
2000s, so the actual densifi cation effect must be assumed to have been less dramatic than 
these calculations suggest.

4 According to the Municipal Statistical Offi ce of Stuttgart (Interview 06/10/2015), there may be 
undercounted losses of housing units in the data for Stuttgart, because there is no obligation 
to report cases that do not require an offi cial legal permit, such as small scale changes of use 
(i.e. transforming an apartment in a larger building into an offi ce space). On the other hand, the 
methods of how to count vacant residential buildings seem not to be entirely consistent be-
tween different US census generations and counties (the territory of the city of Portland covers 
three different counties), which may have infl uenced the housing data for Portland. It is more 
likely though that the housing losses in Portland mirror the comprehensive transformation pro-
cesses in the Pearl District that started with demolition during the 1980s. 
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sis phase (citywide, core, central city), this was by no means the case in Stuttgart. 
Especially in the central city, the development of population and housing seem to 
drift apart with the highest population growth rates and the lowest housing unit 
development rates between 2010 and 2015. This seemingly paradox pattern was 
also observed in other large German cities and it characterises the entire German 
housing market (see section 2 and Henger et al. 2015). 

In 2010, 51 percent of Stuttgart’s housing stock is located in the core area, but 
only 33.5 percent of Portland’s housing stock. In both city cores, housing units were 
on average occupied by fewer users than in the entire municipality, which indicates 
smaller household sizes in these centrally located areas. At the same time, 28.8 per-
cent of Stuttgart’s citywide housing units are located in the central city, but only 
9.5 percent of Portland’s citywide housing units.

Comparing the housing occupancy rate (Fig. 5) describing the average number 
of persons living in one housing unit in a certain area, Portland city’s housing units 
are occupied by slightly more persons than Stuttgart’s. This is in line with average 
American household sizes being larger than German ones. During the 1980s, 1990s 
and 2000s, decreasing occupancy rates (calculated average number of residents 
per housing unit) were an overall continuous trend for Portland and Stuttgart that 

Fig. 4: Development of population density in Stuttgart and Portland 1980-2015
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resulted from increasing fl oor space area consumption and decreasing household 
sizes. But recently, the persistently declining housing production seems to have 
led to increasing occupancy rates in Stuttgart. Here, city dwellers seem to “close 
ranks” – a phenomenon that cannot be observed in Portland and was not observed 
in Stuttgart before 2010. 

To sum up fi ndings, Stuttgart is “lagging behind” in development compared 
to Portland, as population gains did not set in sooner than during the 2000s and 
gained momentum after 2010. Development rates in the central areas of the city are 
more modest and more or less congruent with citywide development rates. One 
can interpret the development of Stuttgart as experiencing a “renaissance” in the 
sense that the city is “returning” to some of its characteristics of the 1980s in re-
gard to population size, density and housing occupancy rates. Yet, a notably oppos-
ing trend is the decrease in housing construction efforts in Stuttgart’s centre since 
1990. In Portland, since the 1990s, central city development dynamics outperform 
the citywide ones, with a development of occupancy rates and population density 
that clearly deviates from citywide values after 2000.

Fig. 5: Development of occupancy rates in Stuttgart and Portland 1980-2015
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3.4 Regulatory setting and contribution of planning

In this section, we examine wether public policies have contributed to the part-
ly convergent and divergent patterns of reurbanisation in both cities. In order to 
analyse the governance settings and the contribution of planning policies in both 
regions, we used a multi-scalar approach, as recommended by Getimis (2012). In 
interviews with local experts we refl ected the relevance and effectiveness of the 
planning authorities, strategies and projects and therefore critically evaluated “the 
reality” of the two planning systems (Stead/Nadin 2009).

In both cities, the political goal of reducing land consumption and reviving the 
central city as a place for living was voiced very early (1960s and 1970s). For both re-
gions, important legal foundations became enacted on state level during the 1970s 
that allowed for subsequent implementation of comprehensive regional and mu-
nicipal growth management strategies. Powerful institutions were established that 
are responsible for regional planning and development (Metro in Portland, Verband 
Region Stuttgart in Stuttgart). Yet, it was a complex interplay between different 
levels of governance (local, municipal, regional, state) and constant adjustment of 
goals, policies and foci were necessary to steer this process during the following 40 
to 50 years. In both city regions, counter fl ow principles between local, regional and 
state level helped to harmonise planning and development strategies. 

In Stuttgart, municipal efforts in regaining a high quality of life for inner city 
dwellers set in very early, were continuously funded (mainly by state programmes 
for urban regeneration) and focussed on redesigning oversized traffi c infrastruc-
tures and promoting in-fi ll development. In 1994, a clear rejection of further green-
fi eld development was stipulated in the municipal land use plan and led to prioritisa-
tion of redevelopment and densifi cation of built-up areas. This political course has 
since then not been fundamentally changed even though it was challenged many 
times by the delays, funding problems and controversies around the major inner 
city redevelopment project “Stuttgart 21”, the restructuring of Stuttgart’s main sta-
tion and its surroundings.

In Portland, the demolition of an inner city highway was the starting point for 
a long-term city development process that centred on comprehensive downtown 
revitalisation by waterfront redevelopment and the re-introduction of rail-based 
public transport. Municipal regeneration efforts were backed up by regional growth 
management (introduction of an Urban Growth Boundary UGB), state-initiated fund-
ing opportunities (via Tax Increment Financing TIF) and a pro-active involvement of 
citizens (f.e. via neighbourhood associations). Investment was mainly concentrated 
in the so-called “Pearl District”, a centrally located former railyard and warehouse 
district.

Analysing the governance and planning efforts of the two case study regions 
revealed that an abundance of tools, concepts and programmes were being ap-
plied during the last decades that focused on improving the structure, quality and 
connectivity of the central city and increasing residential offers here. In this sense, 
reurbanisation cannot be seen as a predominantly market-driven phenomenon like 
some authors suggest (Krätke 2014; van Criekingen 2009). In Stuttgart and Portland, 
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public authorities, during each decade, “prepared the ground” for development 
and, today, fi nd themselves in the sometimes contradicting role of – simultaneously 
or consecutively – promoting, stimulating, permitting, distributing and controlling 
central city growth and the related socio-demographic, economic and environmen-
tal aspects (Tab. 5).

3.5 Reurbanisation on neighbourhood level – Modes of growth

Most theories on reurbanisation point out that various social groups, differing in 
age, status, and income, contribute to the population growth in the core city: in-
migrants, young urban professionals, silver agers, students and others. Though it 
is highly plausible that these groups fi nd themselves in different parts of the inner-
city, empirical research on reurbanisation has given only little notice to the fact that 
urban districts may participate in or contribute very differently to the process of re-
urbanisation, both in intensity and in form. Only very few empirical studies adressed 
the small-scale manifestation of reurbanisation or even came up with some kind of 
typology on a neighbourhood level (for exceptions see Heinig/Herfert 2012 for the 
city of Leipzig; Meng et al. 2008 for the city of Mannheim; Mulherin/Howell 2012 
for the City of Los Angeles). Obviously, the large scale urban regeneration projects 
on former industrial wasteland were very important drivers of reurbanisation pro-
cesses, but detailed analyses have shown that built-up districts – even suburban in 

Tab. 5: Intervention modes of public authorities

Stimulating investment Providing public subsidies, tax and fee charge exempts, 
density and height bonuses, improvement of infrastructure, 
levering resources via Tax Increment Financing (TIF) or 
Städtebauförderung

Directing investment Prioritisation of selected areas by overall plans and concepts, 
e.g. “Metro Growth Concept“, “Central City Plan“ (Portland) 
“Gebietstypenplan“, “Grünes U“ (Stuttgart), upzoning of 
selected areas.

Skimming investment Skimming of increment and appropriation of funds for 
public interests such as affordable housing, eg. via “SIM“ 
(Stuttgarter Innenentwicklungsmodell) and “TIF housing set 
aside“ (Portland).

Qualifying investment Safeguarding spatial quality standards (e.g. provision 
of playgrounds and child care facilities) of new urban 
development, e.g. via concept selection procedures and 
municipal contracting criteria, state building codes, urban 
development contracts, Charettes, citizen participation.

Confi ning investment Restricting new development in order to protect public 
interests, e.g. by downzoning selected areas, limiting 
building heights, mandatory quotas for affordable housing, 
securing ways of right and preserving view axes, nature and 
monument protection, development freezes, preservation 
statutes.

Source: own design
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character – experienced population growth as well, as Koll-Schretzenmayr/Kramp 
(2010) proved for the city of Zurich.

Stuttgart’s and Portland’s central cities obviously differ from each other, not only 
in regard to size and density as mentioned above, but also in regard to building 
structure, functional and land use patterns. Both central cities contain the down-
town and immediately adjacent neighbourhoods that developed in the pre-war era: 
in Portland, this is the CBD with its Southwestern settlement expansions and the 
so-called “streetcar-suburbs” stretching out to the Eastern border of the Willamette 
River. Stuttgart’s much older historic city centre expanded into urban extensions 
around the city centre called “Gründerzeitgebiete“ and less dense and more noble 
hillside construction called “Halbhöhenlagen“. Today, both central cities encompass 
large urban redevelopment areas. In case of Portland, the so-called “Pearl District“ 
at the Northwestern tip of the CBD is a former warehouse and railway area that 
underwent major transformation since the 1990s. “Stuttgart 21” is a major urban 
redevelopment and infrastructure project to restructure Stuttgart’s main train sta-
tion and its surroundings. It is expected to produce more than 7,000 new housing 
units until 2020.

It has been shown that in Portland and Stuttgart, an increasing number of peo-
ple live in the central city since 2000 and that new housing construction has layed 
the foundation for this development. During our small-scale analysis it became ap-
parent that neighbourhoods in both cities contribute in very distinct ways and de-
grees to central city growth: For example, urban transformation areas accounted 
for substantial population gains, driven by massive housing production. In contrast, 
built-up neighbourhoods experience growth on a middle-range scale either by ac-
comodating more inhabitants within the existing housing stock or by expanding the 
housing offer via smaller “patches” of infi ll development. Local growth rates may 
outperform the city average or stay below it, which is an indicator for the “speed” of 
growth taking place. Sometimes, the housing stock is growing faster than the local 
population, sometimes it is the other way round. And some areas in the central city, 
even if they are bordering hotspots of development, do not experience any popula-
tion nor housing unit increases at all.

In order to attain a differentiated picture of the relationship between population 
development and housing production, growth rates of both core areas (5 km radius 
circle around the city hall) were analysed for the decade 2000-2010 on a small-scale 
level.5 Five different “calculational” modes of growth have been identifi ed, that are 

5 For Portland, the analysis is based on 27 neighbourhoods as spatial units (by using the values 
for the underlying census tracts), in Stuttgart, 70 “Stadtteile” (urban districts) are taken into ac-
count (by using municipal data).
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illustrated in the following by local spatial impressions, development projects and 
housing types (Fig. 6):6

(1) Population-led growth: Here, population growth rates exceed housing growth 
rates and occupancy rates increase. For example, in both cities, the univer-
sities experienced an increase in student numbers that were partly accom-
modated in new dorms7 in downtown neighbourhoods such as “University 
District” in Portland or “Kernerviertel” in Stuttgart. Population-led growth is 
more common in Stuttgart than in Portland (24 districts versus 10 neighbour-
hoods). Most of the neighbourhoods in this mode experience “fast growth” 
(population growth rates above city average), only a minority “slow growth” 
(population growth rates below city average). 

(2) Construction-led growth: In this mode, the increase in housing units exceeds 
population growth rates while occupancy rates decrease. This is true for 15 
districts in Stuttgart and 12 neighbourhoods in Portland that partly experi-
ence “fast growth”, partly “slow growth”. In Stuttgart, neighbourhoods in this 
mode cannot be found in the immediate centre, but at the outer edge of the 
core. In Portland, large centrally located urban regeneration areas converted 
into new mixed-use neighbourhoods such as the “Pearl District” or “South 
Waterfront”. Here, exclusive residential high-rise developments emerge on 
former brownfi elds.

  In Portland’s historic “streetcar-suburbs“, densifi cation becomes visible 
along the major commercial arterials in the neighbourhood. Here, former 
single-storey commercial buildings or a row of small single-family homes 
are replaced by 5-storey apartment buildings, often containing several small 
housing units (studios, 1-2 bedrooms). The new buildings clearly differ from 
the existing fi ne-grain building structure; often there are shops or restaurants 
at ground level.

(3) Growth without construction: In four districts in Stuttgart and in one neigh-
bourhood in Portland, population increases while the total number of hous-
ing units decreases – therefore, occupancy rates increase. These areas are 
mostly built-up areas such as the Heusteigviertel in Stuttgart or Laurelhurst in 
Portland, where residents are “closing ranks”. In Stuttgart’s dense inner city 

6 These fi ndings are based on a comprehensive review of around 150 new housing projects with 
more than 15,000 housing units that have been built, were under construction or approved 
between 2000 and March 2014 in the core cities of Stuttgart and Portland. They were collected 
by analyzing real estate listings (local newspaper and websites), market reports, developers’ 
and city planning websites as well as documents and evidence from experts during interviews. 
Most of these projects were visited on site and documented by photographs. The average pro-
ject sizes were considerably larger in Portland (146 units per project) than in Stuttgart (65 units 
per project).

7 Dorms are not counted as “housing units“ in municipal housing statistics.
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neighbourhoods, some smaller building annexes can be identifi ed visually. 
But other measures such as attic conversions, changes of use (i.e. former of-
fi ce unit is turned into an apartment), or splitting a large housing unit into two 
smaller units are hardly visible from the outside. Often, the population gain 
is accompanied by no construction measures at all. In Portland, small-scale 
residential development can also be observed in the form of additional small 
housing units on existing residential lots (the so-called ADUs – accessory 
dwelling units, sometimes also called “granny fl ats“). They are encouraged 
by municipal regulation, as they are seen as a non-obtrusive and sustainable 
form of accomodating population growth in built-up neighbourhoods.

(4) Construction without growth: In these areas, the number of housing units in-
creases, but the number of inhabitants decreases, therefore, occupancy rates 
drop (true for 14 districts in Stuttgart, 3 neighbourhoods in Portland). Here, 
predominantly “slow growth” takes place. In both city cores, most of these 
areas can be found at the outer edge of the core. In some cases, this growth 
mode indicates an ageing population, which leads to decreasing household 
sizes. In others, it is an expression of new spacious but pricey housing offers. 

(5) No growth: Neither population nor housing units are on the increase in these 
neighbourhoods. 13 districts in Stuttgart are in this mode compared to only 
one neighbourhood in Portland. Even though these areas are spatially close to 
hotspots of growth, they seem to lack development potential and/or demand. 
In case of Stuttgart’s Europaviertel, an increase in population and housing 
is expected in the near future due to large urban transformation projects in 
preparation. Already today, one new inner city residential high-rise building 
is under construction in the Stuttgart 21 redevelopment area, an exclusive 
18-storey building called Cloud No.7 that contains apartments on top of a 
hotel.

This small-scale analysis of population and housing growth confi rmed the fi nd-
ings presented in section 2 indicating divergent trends of housing production in 
U.S. and German metro regions. We provided evidence for population-led growth 
patterns in the Stuttgart core area and a rather construction-led growth mode in the 
Portland core area. While the Stuttgart core area also shows large areas without any 
growth, this is not the case in Portland. Yet, fast growth is mainly concentrated in 
the central city of Portland and more distributed across the core in Stuttgart.

3.6 Built expressions of reurbanisation in comparison

It has been shown that reurbanisation can be, but is not necessarily, a result of 
comprehensive building activity. The relevance of housing for the central cities of 
Portland and Stuttgart is rooted in different traditions. In Germany, urban housing 
has a long tradition and makes for a substantial part of the land uses present in 
central cities. In built-up areas, population growth happens at rather modest rates 
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and is merely organised within the existing housing stock and at a small scale. The 
attractiveness of central living is also a product of ongoing, widely distributed re-
generation efforts in built-up neighbourhoods. In the US, the concept of creating 
“mixed use zones” is a relatively new effort to reconcile the traditional separation of 
land uses that is much stricter than in Germany (Hirt 2013: 220, 226). In areas that 
experience substantial urban transformation, as in the Pearl District of the Portland 
case study, reurbanisation eventually means a residentialisation of areas previously 
not known or designated as urban living destinations. It is the result of substan-
tial public investment into a spatially confi ned downtown area, in order to improve 
walkability and access to public transit. Here, it leads to strong densifi cation in and 
change of character of these areas, whereas in urban mixed-use neighbourhoods 
that were dominated by housing before, only weak densifi cation, little change of 
character or change in the social composition of residents takes place.

Also cultural differences become apparent when comparing the two cities: While 
there is a wide acceptance among families in Germany and especially in Stuttgart 
to raise their children in apartments in multi-family buildings, the concept of expen-
sive, inner city high-rise living is still very new in Stuttgart and it is not yet clear who 
actually buys these apartments. While the standard housing situation for families 
in the US and in Portland is still the single-family home, residential high-rises are 
moving to the front in the centre of Portland since the 1990s, however, more ac-
cepted by smaller households than by families – an observation that confi rms our 
interpretation of a “childless reurbanisation” in US cities as noted in section 2 (see 
also Greenblatt 2015 and Modarres/Kotkin 2013).

For both cities, it can be expected that the process of reurbanisation may con-
tinue at least for the next 10 to 15 years, as, in varying degree, local development 
potential is already being tapped today. Yet, this process is also limited by local 
availability of land and market dynamics. During the process of reurbanisation, 
a predominance of expensive residential development and neglect of affordable 
housing provision became apparent in both cities and was publicly criticised. Yet, 
substantial counteraction by means of planning and urban policy is generally con-
fi ned, at least in inner city locations and under the market pressure currently wit-
nessed. 

4 Conclusions and outlook

To sum up, our analysis at the regional level shows that a residential “rediscovery 
of the city” can be posited for all eight analysed regions, although this began much 
earlier in the United States than in Germany. In addition, the processes in both coun-
tries became more dynamic over time: In the US, the positive trend of the 1990s ac-
celerated during the 2000s, in Germany, a shift from strong suburbanisation during 
the 1990s to concentration occurred in the 2000s. However, reurbanisation in both 
countries is taking place under strongly contrasting demographic development 
contexts. In Germany, the population growth which took place in regional cores and 
parts of the suburban surrounding was embedded in a national trend of population 



•    Karoline Brombach, Johann Jessen, Stefan Siedentop, Philipp Zakrzewski310

decline. In contrast, the growth of urban cores in the American regions under con-
sideration was part of a process of dynamic population growth in the regions and 
the entire country. Demographic growth of the urban cores was superimposed by 
far stronger suburban growth.

The geography of reurbanisation also reveals differences. In the American re-
gions, reurbanisation appeared as a location-selective process according to which 
relatively few census tracts displayed very high relative growth rates (see for ex-
ample Dong/Zhu 2015 for Portland), which hints at a resettlement of vacant areas 
or areas that had previously not been used for residential purposes (“residentialisa-
tion”). Comprehensive building activity was the prerequisite for the onset of a more 
intense population increase. In Germany, these developments are spatially more 
diffuse; growth is more evenly distributed across the region’s built-up central areas 
and the growth rates are comparatively low. It is therefore evident that reurbanisa-
tion processes in both countries differ in their degree of location selectivity. 

The empirical fi ndings illustrate that reurbanisation must be assessed as a 
strongly context-dependent development with distinctly varying socio-spatial char-
acteristics and built manifestations of urban forms. The partially enormous growth 
rates in core areas may be seen as evidence for universal economic and social 
changes that have led to an increase in the signifi cance of dense residential areas 
with a high degree of centrality and above-average accessibility. At the same time, 
locally and regionally specifi c contextual conditions lead to a broad variety of socio-
spatial changes and structural developments. Here, the mechanisms of the land 
and real estate markets as well as urban and regional planning appear especially 
relevant. In other words, the space and image producing local modes of reurbanisa-
tion demonstrate a large variety so that “reurbanisation” should be understood as 
an umbrella concept encompassing a huge range of potential spatial outcomes and 
context-specifi c causal mechanisms.

This fi nding has been further confi rmed by our two case studies. We observed 
convergent patterns of development in general and comparable policy schemes in 
favour of a central city densifi cation. However, the spatial manifestation of reurbani-
sation processes in terms of distributional patterns of growth and urban form differ 
tremendously, partly as a result of path-dependent urban structures. 

In both cities, we found a “planned reurbanisation” insofar as the revaluation of 
central city locations is clearly the result of comprehensive public investment and 
policy action started around four decades ago that centred on the provision of ur-
ban infrastructure and urban amenities. Both case study municipalities succeeded 
in attracting new residents to their central cities and stimulating private investment 
there, even during and after the fi nancial crisis. But since then, during the last cou-
ple of years, market dynamics have accelerated so much that, today, the persisting 
demand for centrally located housing drives up real estate prices and rents. The 
provision of affordable housing is a major struggle for both cities and they only 
recently started to tackle the social and regional dimensions of this challenge (see 
Davidson/Lees 2010 and Atkinson 2004 for a general debate on the relationship 
of reurbanisation and gentrifi cation). Even though both cities had, beforehand, in-
stalled instruments and mechanisms to secure affordable housing for households 
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with average and below average income, they do not succeed in providing enough 
of it. In Portland, the negative consequences of the downtown rebound such as 
gentrifi cation, displacement and racial discrimination moved to the front of public 
debate (Coalition for a Livable Future 2007; Bates 2013; Goodling et al. 2015). In 
Stuttgart, the overall shortage of housing is in the centre of current political debate 
(Strauß 2016), a development that is connected to a decade-long neglect of provi-
sion of social housing and has recently been superimposed by the arrival of a wave 
of refugees from the Near and Middle East.

Comparing reurbanisation processes in the two case study cities has shown that 
neighbourhoods may contribute in very different modes and degrees to central city 
population growth. Housing production is an important factor, but it varies signifi -
cantly in quantity and quality due to different historic and structural backgrounds. 
Whereas in the city of Stuttgart inner city housing has a long tradition and sites for 
new housing construction are very scarce, in Portland, like in other US-American 
cities, extensive derelict land gave way to major schemes of urban regeneration 
with high-density housing. 

While our main intention was not to make forecasts on future trends of popula-
tion change in US and German metro areas, we nevertheless see some evidence 
for a certain revival of suburbanisation. In recent years, the core cities’ housing 
markets have increasingly priced out low and middle-income households. “The ur-
ban revival has been so thoroughgoing that it has even engendered a new crisis of 
success, whose symptoms are runaway gentrifi cation, soaring housing prices and a 
widening income gap between newcomers and longtime residents” (Florida 2017). 
In both countries, declining population growth rates of the core cities and a ris-
ing amount of city-to-suburb migration have been recently observed (Maciag 2017; 
Busch 2016). Although we do not think that reurbanisation might manifest itself as a 
short-term anomaly in the light of a longer-term transformation towards greater de-
centralisation, it becomes clear that the residential densifi cation of the urban cores 
is a fi nite process. The cities’ ability to further grow in the future will depend on the 
amount of land resources and infi ll potential, the implementation of policies for a 
more socially inclusive housing production and – last but not least – on a consensus 
among policy makers, investors, stakeholders and citizens on the aims and forms of 
urban development in general and growth in particular. 

Our case studies on reurbanisation show some specifi c limitations of compara-
tive international urban research. Apart from the familiar methodological problems 
with generalising the results of case studies, it should be considered that Portland 
is often seen as an “exceptional” case even within the US (variables such as inner 
city job and population growth rates; smart growth management and sustainability 
policies). It therefore does not represent “average” trends in US metropoles. The 
same holds true for the city of Stuttgart, as it belongs to the few German urban re-
gions with a polycentric structure that were not hit by economic decline and struc-
tural change and still boasts of a prospering regional economy. Nevertheless, we 
believe that a comparative approach is especially useful in its qualitiative aspects. 
Our housing market analysis has shown that the “built expression“ of reurbanisa-
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tion covers a wide range of possible building types, intervention depths and project 
sizes, design styles – and even the absence of construction measures. 

In closing, we believe that more comparative in-depth and context sensitive re-
search on the local drivers and outcomes of reurbanisation is needed. Our knowl-
edge on the causal factors of growth in some cities/neighbourhoods and stagnation 
or even decline in others is still limited. This also hampers future scenarios and 
forecasts of the persistence of inner-city densifi cation. Moreover, future research 
efforts should aim at better understanding the social implications of regional and lo-
cal development policies (such as “compact cities”, “urban sustainability” or “smart 
growth”). This could pave the way towards a more inclusive mode of (re-)urbanisa-
tion in cities of the Global north.
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