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Social sustainability in urban renewal:
An assessment of community aspirations
The lack of a proper building care culture has led to seri‑
ous problems of urban decay in most developed cities,
threatening community health and safety. To arrest urban
decay, redevelopment is a commonly adopted approach
for regenerating rundown areas. Redevelopment often re‑
sults in negative outcomes such as disturbances to existing
social networks and burgeoning construction and demo‑
lition waste. On the other hand, building rehabilitation is
a more socially and environmentally friendly alternative
to redevelopment, but its success depends much on resi‑
dents’ active participation. With a view towards a sustain‑
able strategy for urban renewal, it is necessary to balance

the interests of different stakeholders regarding the choice
between these two mainstream approaches to renewal.
Although economic and physical issues are important
decision‑making considerations, this study explores the
aspirations and preferences of local residents in relation
to the two options through a structured survey. The find‑
ings are conducive to the development of a balanced and
socially sustainable strategy of urban renewal.
Key words: social sustainability, building rehabilitation,
redevelopment, urban renewal, community aspirations
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1 Introduction
Most developed cities face the formidable problem of urban
decay (Chan & Lee, 2008a; Yau, 2008; Yau, 2009; Yau &
Cheng, 2010). A holistic policy for the long‑term manage‑
ment of their building stock is often absent, and there is a
general lack of a building‑care culture among homeowners in
multi‑owned apartment buildings. Building dilapidation pro‑
liferates, particularly in old districts, and threatens community
health and safety. This issue has been widely discussed in the
literature (e.g., Ho & Yau, 2004; Ho et al., 2008; Yau, Ho,
et al., 2008; Yau et al., 2009; Yau, 2010). To take Hong Kong
as an example, the local community has been suffering from
tragedies caused by derelict buildings. In January 2010, for
instance, an old and unmanaged six‑storey apartment build‑
ing collapsed, causing four deaths. This incident represents
only the tip of the iceberg. According to the Home Affairs
Department (2010), among the 39,500 private buildings in
Hong Kong, about 25% do not have any form of residents’
organisation. Moreover, two‑fifths of the building stock is not
managed by any property management agent. Most of these
unmanaged buildings are, in fact, old and probably the most
dilapidated of all.
It is a common belief that building dilapidation and urban de‑
cay should be urgently improved by means of urban renewal or
regeneration. Yet building rehabilitation and renovation pro‑
jects are often hindered by a lack of funding or lack of coopera‑
tion between building co‑owners. More importantly, a set of
general principles guiding the use of redevelopment or reha‑
bilitation to a particular urban renewal project is often absent
among the responsible local authorities. This creates disputes
among various stakeholders and delays the renewal process. In
light of the far‑reaching impacts of urban renewal on the qual‑
ity of the built environment and quality of life (Shye, 1989;
Ng et al., 2005), due consideration should be accorded to a
wide spectrum of perspectives (e.g., economic, physical and
social) when deciding on the best option for a renewal project.
There has been a large body of literature discussing various
aspects of urban renewal, such as the physical conditions of
buildings (e.g., Ho et al., 2004; Wong et al., 2006; Yau, 2008;
Juan et al., 2010) and the economics of building improve‑
ment (e.g., Needleman, 1969; Balchin et al., 1992; Yiu, 2007;
Ribeiro, 2008; Yau, Chau, et al., 2008; Yau, 2011). Nonethe‑
less, the community aspirations for different approaches to
urban renewal have seldom attracted academic attention. To
straddle the existing research gap, this study aims to assess
how the community perceives the two approaches to urban
renewal, namely redevelopment and rehabilitation, through a
structured survey. In particular, we aim to identify exogenous
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factors affecting an individual’s attitude towards these two ap‑
proaches. Policy implications would be discussed with respect
to the community engagement process for a balanced and so‑
cially sustainable urban renewal strategy.

2 Urban renewal and social
sustainability

2.1 Redevelopment vs. rehabilitation
A sustainable strategy for urban renewal should embrace
different options for action. Redevelopment usually aims to
eliminate the existing rundown areas or prevent an existing
area from turning into a slum (Warren, 1965). If properly
planned and executed, redevelopment projects can thoroughly
improve the built environment in the subject areas. Stephen
Messner (1968) and Christine Stevens (1995) pointed out that
the capital investment stemming from redevelopment could
offer social and economic benefits to local communities. Cer‑
tain social problems, such as crime and poor environmental
hygiene, could be reduced after the removal of poor‑quality
structures in rundown areas. Additionally, properties in the
vicinity of redeveloped areas could become more valuable.
Stevens (1995) added that redevelopment could bring about
significant indirect economic benefits by creating jobs and
improving economic activity.
Nevertheless, redevelopment often results in massive building
demolition and the displacement of existing residents (Stevens,
1995; Arthurson, 1998). It destroys the existing social fabric
and networks, leading to social isolation. Marc Fried (1966),
Stevens (1995) and Larry Keating (2000) believed that rede‑
velopment can create disruptions to individuals and commu‑
nities and reduce social capital as a whole. The Port Adelaide
waterfront redevelopment, for instance, has caused the work‑
ing class in that area to suffer due to the relocation of export
shipping activities, which has diminished economic prosper‑
ity (Oakley, 2007). Susan Oakley (2007) also mentioned that
the majority of local residents are concerned about the negative
impact of redevelopment on the continuity of a “sense of place”.
This is contrary to the principles of community building in the
contemporary urban planning concept. In addition to these
social problems, redevelopment also damages the environment.
For instance, Vivian Tam and Chi‑Ming Tam (2007) criti‑
cised Hong Kong’s comprehensive redevelopment projects for
generating a huge volume of concrete waste that would soon
exhaust all the available landfill areas. In addition, in typical
redevelopment projects, old and relatively low‑rise buildings
are torn down and replaced by new high‑rises. The erection of
these high‑rises may affect the natural lighting and air circula‑
tion in the neighbourhood. An increased development density
can be detrimental to a community’s health (Jackson, 2003).
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On the other hand, building rehabilitation is more socially
friendly because it upgrades the physical built environment
without relocating the residents. Building rehabilitation is
important in regenerating old urban areas (Hui et al., 2008)
and is needed to open the potentialities of city life to the lo‑
cal communities (Ogdul, 2000). It causes less social distur‑
bance (Needleman, 1965) and is a cheaper and faster method
to enhance the building quality (Yau & Ho, 2008). Robert
Simons et al. (2003) listed the economic and social benefit of
the Community Development Corporations (CDC)’s hous‑
ing rehabilitation programs, including job creation, increas‑
ing property values, improved quality of housing, provision
of low‑income households with affordable housing, and im‑
proved neighbourhood stability. A number of European coun‑
tries have replaced redevelopment with an emphasis on reha‑
bilitation in urban regeneration since the 1970s (Wood, 1991)
because rehabilitation improves building quality, strengthens
residents’ identity and contributes to the decrease of social
asymmetries (Mourao & Pedro, 2007). In addition, rehabili‑
tation adds value to both the improved properties and those
nearby (O’Loughlin & Munski, 1979; Yau, Chau, et al., 2008).
From an environmental viewpoint, rehabilitation is a means
of increasing housing space supply with a low expenditure
of energy and material consumption. It also preserves build‑
ing materials and develops tourism opportunities (McLaren,
1989). Rehabilitation, one of the methods for upgrading the
building quality of existing stocks, is very important for en‑
hancing the sustainability of the built environment (Cooper,
2001). This is why Nessa Winston (2010) recommended that
a sustainable urban renewal policy should put more emphasis
on rehabilitation rather than demolition.

2.2 Urban renewal and social sustainability
Urban sustainability has become an important issue when in‑
creasingly more cities are experiencing considerable physical,
economic and social transformations. Nicola Dempsey et al. (in
press) pointed out that sustainable development should not be
solely an ecological or environmental issue, but should also
encompass physical, economic and social dimensions. This is
particularly true when the concept of sustainable development
is applied to the arena of urban management, including urban
renewal. Given that the primary objective of urban renewal
is to improve the quality of life for the community affected,
the physical improvement of its built environment alone is
insufficient (Planning and Lands Bureau, 2001). As put for‑
ward by Peter Roberts (2000), urban physical conditions are
strongly linked to social responses. Urban renewal often creates
new social problems. For example, inadequate compensation,
lack of residents’ participation in the renewal process and the
unavailability of the option for original residents to return to
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the redeveloped areas often damages the diversity and vitality
of the neighbourhoods (Jacobs, 1961; Hartman, 1964). In ad‑
dition, urban renewal, particularly in the form of redevelop‑
ment, may destroy families, kinship and the social networks
of long‑established communities (Willmott & Young, 1957;
Meegan & Mitchell, 2001; He & Wu, 2007). Patrick Loft‑
man and Brendan Nevin (1995) emphasised that the negative
outcomes of urban renewal would be more profound for the
disadvantaged, such as those with low incomes and the elderly.
Because social capital plays a certain role in sustainable de‑
velopment (Danchev, 2005), planners should duly consider
various social issues so that they can map out a sustainable strat‑
egy of urban renewal for a city (Price Waterhouse, 1993; Ed‑
wards, 1997; Roberts, 2000; Stubbs, 2004; Friedman, 2007).
A successful renewal project improves the life opportunities
of the existing residents and promotes social cohesion and a
sense of belonging in the area (Arthurson, 1998). To a large
extent, renewal projects of this kind can achieve urban social
sustainability, which is defined by Oren Yiftachel and David
Hedgcock (1993: 140) as: “[t]he continuing ability of a city to
function as a long‑term viable setting for human interaction,
communication and cultural development.” With a view to
social sustainability in urban renewal, therefore, planners are
required to comprehend the appropriate approach that brings
fewer negative impacts to the existing social fabric and causes
less reduction in social capital.
Many previous studies (e.g., Needleman, 1965; Brookes &
Hughes, 1975; Alker & McDonald, 2003; Yiu & Leung, 2005;
Chan & Lee, 2008b; Yau, Ho, et al., 2008) focused on the
economic and physical dimensions of urban renewal. There
has been little empirical literature that has demonstrated the
relative significance of social networks in communities and
the perceptions of their residents towards various urban re‑
newal strategies. For instance, Michael Warren (1965) and
John O’Loughlin and Douglas Munski (1979) highlighted
that residents in the U.S. did not prefer housing rehabilita‑
tion because of the increased property taxes. Therefore, Rich‑
ard Travis (1973) and O’Loughlin and Munski (1979) sug‑
gested that residents’ attitude toward rehabilitation should
be examined before its implementation. The same applies to
other means of urban renewal. What is equally important is to
consider the value placed by residents on their existing social
environment in urban renewal (Brookes & Hughes, 1975).
Although urban renewal or regeneration can contribute to a
city’s sustainable development through recycling dilapidated
sites and buildings (Couch & Dennemann, 2000), planning
and implementing the projects in a “sustainable” manner can
be challenging. In light of the divergent views and conflicting
interests of different stakeholders, it is necessary to involve
Urbani izziv, volume 23, no. 1, 2012
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the local community in order to arrive at a more informed
and socially responsible decision in urban renewal (Ng, 2002).
Policymakers and administrators should bear in mind that
sustainable development should be based on the understand‑
ing of close links between the environment and society with
feedback loops that go both ways (Hopwood et al., 2005).
Sustainability in urban renewal projects can only be achieved
by engaging the community in the process (Fordham, 1995;
Edgar & Taylor, 2000).
All these studies explain why community involvement should
be a major part of the urban renewal process in order to con‑
vert the aspirations of communities into decisions that benefit
them (Warren, 1965; Jacobs & Dutton, 2000; Lloyd, 2002),
although Marilyn Taylor (2000) has cautioned that involv‑
ing the community in the urban renewal process could be
time‑consuming and complex.

3 Research design
Given that community aspirations are important to successful
urban renewal, this study aims to explore community percep‑
tions towards the two mainstream approaches to urban re‑
newal – namely, redevelopment and rehabilitation – and to
identify the determinants of the average individual’s attitude
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to these approaches. This study adopts a qualitative response
method to collate the views of the residents living in four
old districts in Hong Kong – Central and Western (CW),
Wanchai (WC), Yau Tsim Mong (YTM) and Sham Shui
Po (SSP) – with the use of a structured survey. These four
districts were selected because of the proliferation of dilapi‑
dated buildings there. Figure 1 shows the generally dilapi‑
dated buildings in the SSP district. They also happened to
be target areas for urban renewal under the Urban Renewal
Strategy 2001 (Planning and Lands Bureau, 2001). Only resi‑
dents living in private residential buildings were interviewed.
Prior to the interview, the definitions of redevelopment and
rehabilitation were explained to the residents. The question‑
naire set includes questions about the responding residents’
socio‑demographic characteristics, residential experience, per‑
ceived conditions of social networks, attitudes toward rede‑
velopment and rehabilitation, and reasons for their mindsets.

3.1 Analytical model explaining an individual’s
attitude
The preset questionnaire includes questions about a) the par‑
ticulars of each respondent, such as age, educational level and
household income; and b) attitudes toward the two urban
renewal approaches and social conditions conducive to their

Figure 1: A dilapidated building in an old district in Hong Kong (photo: Daniel Chi Wing Ho).
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choices, such as length of residence, moving decision and so‑
cial network. As suggested by the literature (e.g., Mendelsohn,
1977; Mayer, 1981; Shear, 1983), the choice between different
renewal approaches could be influenced by household char‑
acteristics, building age, moving decision and neighbourhood
features. Travis (1973) found that a resident’s attitude towards
housing rehabilitation depended on his or her socioeconomic
background, length of residence in the neighbourhood and
housing tenure. Based on these established links, we hypoth‑
esised that an individual’s choice (CHOICE) between rehabili‑
tation and redevelopment for an urban renewal project can be
expressed as a function (f), as shown in Equation 1:
CHOICE = ƒ (GEN, AGE, INC, EDU, EMP, TEN, LOR,
ITS, BAGE, SAT, IFM, FSI, REL, DIST)
Where
• GEN, AGE, INC, EDU, EMP and TEN denote the
gender, age, household income, highest educational at‑
tainment, employment status and tenure mode of the
individual, respectively;
• LOR stands for an individual’s length of residence at his
or her current address;

• ITS stands for the individual’s intention to stay in his or
her residential district;
• BAGE stands for the age of the building in which the
individual resides;
• SAT stands for the individual’s satisfaction with his or
her building’s conditions;
• IFM stands for the number of immediate family members
living in the district, but not with the individual;
• FSI stands for the individual’s frequency or regularity of
social interaction with his or her neighbours;
• REL stands for the individual’s perceived relationship
with his or her neighbours; and
• DIST is a vector of dummies representing the districts.
The function f(x) attempts to integrate socio‑demographic fac‑
tors (gender, age, household income, education level and em‑
ployment status), residential experience (length of residence,
housing tenure and intention to stay), housing characteris‑
tics (building age and location) and social network (regular‑
ity of contact, number of family members living nearby and
the quality of one’s relationship with neighbours). Table 1
describes the variables incorporated in Equation 1.

Table 1: Descriptions of the explanatory variables.
Variable
Choice (CHOICE)

Description
= −3
= −2
= −1
=0
=1
=2
=3

Strongly supported rehabilitation and opposed redevelopment
Strongly supported rehabilitation
Supported rehabilitation
Neutral between the two approaches
Supported redevelopment
Strongly supported redevelopment
Strongly supported redevelopment and opposed rehabilitation

=1

If the respondent is male, and zero if otherwise

=1
=2
=3
=4
=5
=6
=7

19 years old or less
20–29 years old
30–39 years old
40–49 years old
50–59 years old
60–69 years old
70 years old or more

=1
=2
=3
=4
=5
=6
=7
=8
=9

Below HKD 6,000
HKD 6,000–9,999
HKD 10,000–14,999
HKD 15,000–19,999
HKD 20,000–24,999
HKD 25,000–29,999
HKD 30,000–34,999
HKD 35,000–39,999
HKD 40,000 or more

Gender (GEN)
Resident Age (AGE)

Monthly Household Income (INC)
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Variable
Educational Attainment (EDU)

Employment Status (EMP)
EMP_1
EMP_2
EMP_3
EMP_4
EMP_5
Tenure Type (TEN)
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Description
=1
=2
=3
=4
=5

Primary or below
Lower secondary
Upper secondary
Non‑degree post‑secondary
Bachelor’s degree or higher

=1
=1
=1
=1
=1

If the respondent was an employer or self‑employed, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent was an employee, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent was a student or housewife, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent was retired, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent was unemployed, and zero if otherwise

=1

If respondent was an owner‑occupier, and zero if otherwise

Length of Residence (LOR)
Individual’s length of residence at the current address, measured in the number of years
Intention to Stay in the District (ITS)
ITS_1
ITS_2
ITS_3

=1
=1
=1

If the respondent intended to stay in the district, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent did not intend to stay in the district, and zero if otherwise
If the respondent had not decided if he or she would continue to stay in the
district, and zero if otherwise

Building Age (BAGE)
=1
30–39 years
=2
40–49 years
=3
50 years or more
Satisfaction with Overall Building Conditions (SAT)
=1
Very dissatisfied
=2
Dissatisfied
=3
Neutral
=4
Satisfied
=5
Very satisfied
Immediate Family Members (IFM)
Number of the respondent’s immediate family members living in the district
Frequency of Social Interaction with Neighbours (FSI)
=1
Rare or never
=2
Seldom
=3
Often
=4
Very Often
Perceived Relationship with Neighbours (REL)
=1
Very poor
=2
Poor
=3
Average
=4
Good
=5
Very good
District (DIST)
CW
=1
If the respondent lived in Central and Western, and zero if otherwise
WC
=1
If the respondent lived in Wanchai, and zero if otherwise
YTM
=1
If the respondent lived in Yau Tsim Mong, and zero if otherwise
SSP
=1
If the respondent lived in Sham Shui Po, and zero if otherwise
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Table 2: Residential distribution of the households surveyed in the four districts.
District

Building age

Total

< 20 years

20–29 years

30–39 years

> 39 years

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Central and Western

52

16.9

64

18.3

58

16.9

193

38.7

367

24.5

Wanchai

12

3.9

14

4.0

42

12.2

11

2.2

79

5.3

Yau Tsim Mong

99

32.2

196

56.0

173

50.3

174

34.9

642

42.8

Sham Shui Po

144

46.9

76

21.7

71

20.6

121

24.2

412

27.5

Total

307

100.0

350

100.0

344

100.0

499

100.0

1,500 100.0

Table 3: Distribution of the explanatory variables by attitudinal choices.
Variables

Pro‑rehabilitation

Pro‑redevelopment

Neutral

n

n

n

%

%

Total
%

n

%

Gender (GEN)
(= 1) Male

73

45.6

127

43.9

203

51.5

403

47.8

(= 0) Female

87

54.4

162

56.1

191

48.5

440

52.2

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

8

5.0

5

1.7

12

3.0

25

3.0

Age (AGE)
(= 1) 19 years old or less
(= 2) 20–29 years old

15

9.4

17

5.9

42

10.7

74

8.8

(= 3) 30–39 years old

35

21.3

34

11.8

50

12.7

118

14.0

(= 4) 40–49 years old

29

18.1

69

23.9

62

15.7

160

19.0

(= 5) 50–59 years old

36

22.5

68

23.5

69

17.5

173

20.5

(= 6) 60–69 years old

13

8.1

46

15.9

59

15.0

118

14.0

(= 7) 70 years old or more

25

15.6

49

17.0

100

25.4

174

20.6

Refused to answer

0

0.0

1

0.3

0

0.0

1

0.1

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

Monthly household income (INC)
(= 1) below HKD 6,000

29

18.1

47

16.3

87

22.1

163

19.3

(= 2) HKD 6,000–9,999

20

12.5

40

13.8

64

16.2

124

14.7

(= 3) HKD 10,000–14,999

32

20.0

52

18.0

75

19.0

159

18.9

(= 4) HKD 15,000–19,999

23

14.4

44

15.2

56

14.2

123

14.6

(= 5) HKD 20,000–24,999

18

11.3

40

13.8

30

7.6

88

10.4

(= 6) HKD 25,000–29,999

13

8.1

16

5.5

10

2.5

39

4.6

(= 7) HKD 30,000–34,999

7

4.4

20

6.9

22

5.6

49

5.8

(= 8) HKD 35,000–39,999

10

6.3

16

5.5

13

3.3

39

4.6

(= 9) HKD 40,000 or more

4

2.5

5

1.7

7

1.8

16

1.9

Refused to answer

4

2.5

9

3.1

30

7.6

43

5.1

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

Educational attainment (EDU)
(= 1) Primary or less

30

18.8

92

31.8

140

35.5

262

31.1

(= 2) Lower secondary

37

23.1

60

20.8

103

26.1

200

23.7

(= 3) Upper secondary

59

36.9

95

32.9

95

24.1

249

29.5

(= 4) Non‑degree post‑secondary

8

5.0

14

4.8

21

5.3

43

5.1

(= 5) Bachelor’s degree or higher

26

16.3

27

9.3

29

7.4

82

9.7

Refused to answer

0

0.0

1

0.4

6

1.5

7

0.8

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

(EMP_1 = 1) Employer or self‑employed

13

8.1

24

8.3

28

7.1

65

7.8

(EMP_2 = 1) Employee

83

51.9

122

42.2

135

34.3

340

40.7

Employment status (EMP)
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Pro‑rehabilitation

Pro‑redevelopment

Neutral

n

n

n

%

%

Total
%

n

%

Employment status (EMP)
(EMP_3 = 1) Student or housewife

25

15.6

72

24.9

109

27.7

206

24.7

(EMP_4 = 1) Retired

34

21.3

59

20.4

112

28.4

205

24.6

(EMP_5 = 1) Unemployed*

5

3.1

12

4.2

10

2.5

27

3.2

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

Tenure Type (TEN)
(= 1) Owner‑occupier

123

76.9

231

79.9

227

57.6

581

68.9

(= 0) Others*

36

22.5

58

20.1

165

41.9

259

30.7

Refused to answer

1

0.6

0

0.0

2

0.5

3

0.4

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

(ITS_1 = 1) Yes

123

76.9

182

63

195

49.5

500

59.3

(ITS_2 = 1) No

12

7.5

28

9.7

40

10.1

80

9.5

(ITS_3 = 1) Not yet decided*

25

15.6

79

27.3

159

40.4

263

31.2

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

(= 1) 30–39 years

76

47.5

113

39.1

155

39.3

344

40.8

(= 2) 40–49 years

80

50.0

155

53.6

200

50.8

435

51.6

(= 3) 50 years or more

4

2.5

21

7.3

39

9.9

64

7.6

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

Intention to stay in the district (ITS)

Building age (BAGE)

Satisfaction with the overall conditions of the building (SAT)
(= 1) Very dissatisfied

1

0.6

5

1.7

4

1.0

10

1.2

(= 2) Dissatisfied

1

0.6

26

9.0

29

7.3

56

6.6

(= 3) Neutral

38

23.8

99

34.3

171

43.4

308

36.5

(= 4) Satisfied

116

72.5

153

52.9

180

45.7

449

53.3

(= 5) Very satisfied

4

2.5

6

2.1

10

2.5

20

2.4

Total

160

100.0

394

100.0

289

100.0

843

100.0

Frequency of social interaction with neighbours (FSI)
(= 1) Rare

37

23.1

38

13.1

113

28.7

188

22.3

(= 2) Seldom

68

42.5

143

49.5

169

42.9

380

45.1

(= 3) Often

46

28.8

100

34.6

102

25.9

248

29.4

(= 4) Very often

6

3.7

6

2.1

7

1.8

19

2.3

Refused to answer

3

1.9

3

0.7

2

0.7

8

0.9

Total

160

100.0

394

100.0

289

100.0

843

100.0

(= 1) Very poor

1

0.6

1

0.3

2

0.5

4

0.5

(= 2) Poor

2

1.2

1

0.3

12

3.0

15

1.8

(= 3) Average

59

36.9

131

45.3

222

56.3

412

48.9

(= 4) Good

55

34.4

115

39.8

115

29.2

285

33.8

(= 5) Very good

19

11.9

22

7.6

14

3.5

55

6.5

Refused to answer

24

15.0

29

6.5

19

6.6

72

8.5

Total

160

100.0

394

100.0

289

100.0

843

100.0

(CW = 1) Central & Western

62

38.8

81

28.0

108

27.4

251

29.7

(WC = 1) Wanchai

13

8.1

27

9.3

13

3.3

53

6.3

(YTM = 1) Yau Tsim Mong

80

50.0

135

46.7

132

33.5

347

41.2

(SSP = 1) Sham Shui Po*

5

3.1

46

16.0

141

35.8

192

22.8

Total

160

100.0

289

100.0

394

100.0

843

100.0

Perceived relationship with neighbours (REL)

District (DIST)

Note: (*) denotes reference dummies in the ordered probit analysis.
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3.2 Data collection
We collected the data for empirically testing Equation 1
through a structured survey conducted from May to Octo‑
ber 2008. The 2006 Population by‑census revealed that the
total number of households in CW, WC, YTM and SSP were
88,088, 55,234, 100,589 and 126,103, respectively (Census
and Statistics Department, 2007). A total of 1,500 households
were randomly interviewed, comprising 367 from CW, 79
from WC, 642 from YTM and 412 from SSP. Table 2 shows
the distribution of the respondents with reference to local‑
ity and building age. Among the 1,500 residents interviewed,
843 resided in private residential buildings that were at least
30 years old. Only this group of respondents were asked about
their attitudes toward the two mainstream renewal approaches
for regenerating the buildings they lived in. Buildings that were
less than 30 years old were disregarded because private residen‑
tial buildings in Hong Kong built from the 1980s onwards are
generally less prone to dilapidation (Adams & Hastings, 2001).

4 Survey findings, analysis results and
discussion
4.1 Findings from the survey

As shown in Table 1, most of the explanatory variables in
Equation 1 were either dichotomous or ordinal, except for
LOR and IFM, which are continuous. For those 843 respond‑
ents living in older buildings, the lengths of residence at their
current addresses ranged from 0.08 to 60 years, with a mean
of 16.4 years and a standard deviation of 13.3. On average,
the respondents had 1.17 immediate family members living
in the district, but not in the same flat as they lived in. As for
the non‑continuous variables, their distributive statistics are
summarised in Table 3. Altogether, 29.7% of the respondents
resided in CW, 6% in WC, 41% in YTM and 23% in SSP. In
terms of gender, 47.8% of the respondents were male. Over half
of the respondents (55.1%) were age 50 or older. Given that
the median monthly household income of all of Hong Kong
was HKD 17,250 in 2006 (Census and Statistics Department,
2007), at least half of the households in the survey earned less
than this figure. Regarding education level, only 14.8% of the
respondents received a post‑secondary education. The sample
was dominated by employees (40.7%), and the “retired” and
“student and housewife” groups together comprised almost
half the sample (49.3%). There were 581 (68.9%) owner‑oc‑
cupiers in the sample, and 40.8% and 51.6% of them lived in
buildings 30 to 39 years and 40 to 49 years old, respectively.
Another 7.6% resided in buildings that were at least 50 years
old.
When asked whether they would continue residing in their
current districts if their flats needed to be demolished, 59.3%

of the respondents said yes and 9.5% responded negatively.
Despite the fact that 31.2% of the respondents had not yet
decided, the findings indicated a strong attachment of the
respondents to their districts. For example, over 40% of the
respondents enjoyed the company of their neighbours, whereas
only 2.3% thought poorly of them. However, 67.4% of the
respondents disclosed that they seldom or rarely socialised
with their neighbours. This confirmed the observation by Ray
Forrest et al. (2002) that neighbourly contact in Hong Kong
was weak. The proportion of respondents satisfied with the
overall conditions of their buildings amounted to 55.7%, with
only 7.8% dissatisfied. As for attitudes towards redevelopment
and rehabilitation, it was striking that 394 respondents out of
843 (46.7%) did not indicate a particular preference for either
option. Among the rest, 289 (34.3%) preferred redevelopment
and 160 (19.0%) opted for rehabilitation. Further analysis is
required to determine the characteristics of those respondents
that opted for redevelopment or rehabilitation.

4.2 Results of ordered probit analysis
Because the dependent variable in Equation 1 is cardinal
and ordered (from −3 to +3) in nature, a simple ordinary
least‑squares technique cannot generate credible estimation
results (McKelvey & Zavoina, 1975; Lu, 1999). In this re‑
gard, an ordered probit analysis was performed to estimate
the equation. After truncating for missing data, we included
714 observations in the analysis, the results of which are pre‑
sented in Table 4. The likelihood ratio (LR) statistic for the
analysis was 63.96 (statistically significant at the 1% level),
which implied that the subject model performed better than
the null model in predicting the respondents’ attitudes toward
rehabilitation and redevelopment. As the analysis results indi‑
cated, the gender and education level of the respondents did
not significantly affect their choices if all other variables were
controlled. The estimated coefficients of the variables INC and
AGE were positive and statistically significant at the 5% level.
These results implied that inclination towards redevelopment
increased with the respondent’s monthly household income
and age. That is, wealthier and older respondents tended to
support redevelopment, ceteris paribus.
Such findings are rather counterintuitive because many previ‑
ous studies (e.g., Eckert, 1979; 1983; Chui, 2001, 2008) ar‑
gued that redevelopments harmed older residents in various
ways. Older respondents in this study preferred redevelopment
to rehabilitation probably because of the inadequacies of their
living built environments. For example, the absence of lifts in
most old tenement blocks reduces the mobility of the elderly,
affecting their physical and social wellbeing. Although reha‑
bilitation can generally improve a building’s condition, few
things, if any, can be done to enhance the properties’ acces‑
Urbani izziv, volume 23, no. 1, 2012
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Table 4: Results of the ordered probit analysis.
Variable

Coefficient

Standard error

z‑statistic

GEN

−0.075035

0.095877

−0.782616

AGE

−0.083936

0.034209

−2.453628

**
**

INC

−0.053528

0.024274

−2.205116

EDU

−0.065055

0.043642

−1.490650

EMP_1

−0.332779

0.274057

−1.214269

EMP_2

−0.184300

0.238810

−0.771741

EMP_3

−0.123556

0.240729

−0.513260

EMP_4

−0.484834

0.253495

−1.912596

*

TEN

−0.184545

0.102457

−1.801190

*

LOR

−0.000416

0.003901

−0.106652

ITS_1

−0.104617

0.085180

−1.228185

ITS_2

−0.119178

0.137294

−0.868045

BAGE

−0.179490

0.066982

−2.679688

***
***

SAT

−0.263234

0.062631

−4.202954

IFM

−0.000584

0.015750

−0.037086

FSI

−0.096921

0.061390

−1.578767

REL

−0.002759

0.075035

−0.036766

CW

−0.058582

0.095253

−0.615010

WC

−0.628215

0.228916

−2.744304

***

YTM

−0.173540

0.095460

−1.817926

*

Dependent variable

−CHOICE

No. of observations

−714

Pseudo R‑squared

−0.032389

Akaike info criterion

−2.749033

Schwarz criterion

−2.915479

Log likelihood

−955.4046

Hannan‑Quinn criterion

−2.813315

LR statistic

−63.96037

***

Notes: (***), (**) and (*) denote statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.

sibility due to the physical and technical constraints of such
buildings. Redevelopment, in contrast, can offer an opportuni‑
ty to either incorporate better designs and provisions into new
buildings or to move the residents affected to other buildings
with better accessibility. In light of this, poor building perfor‑
mance may predispose older respondents to redevelopment.
The adaptability of a building to cater to the special needs of
its elderly residents would be a great concern for rehabilitation.
In fact, this explanation is in line with the other findings from
the empirical analysis. As the analysis results indicated, it is
more likely for respondents living in older buildings to tend
to favour redevelopment. From the perspective of structural
safety, buildings that are at least 40 years old are prone to
many problems (Adams & Hastings, 2001). For example, the
use of seawater in mixing concrete, poor workmanship and
inadequate supervision during the 1960s and 1970s rendered
buildings constructed in that era vulnerable to steel rein‑
forcement corrosion leading to concrete spalling. From the
residents’ viewpoint, their buildings, if not totally irreparable,
are not fit to rehabilitate cost‑effectively. Residents of older
buildings were hence more likely to pick redevelopment as
their choice. At the same time, the analysis results revealed that
Urbani izziv, volume 23, no. 1, 2012

respondents dissatisfied with the overall conditions of their
buildings also tended to support redevelopment.
The association between respondents’ age and inclination to
redevelop should be interpreted with care. The analysis results
also showed that, compared to those that were unemployed,
retired respondents tended to prefer rehabilitation, which is
seemingly contradictory to the finding stated earlier. The di‑
vergence can be explained from the perspective of one’s living
style. Compared to older residents that were still working, the
retired elderly usually have more time to spend in their own
neighbourhoods. Therefore, they may have a strong bond to
the local social fabric and would not prefer redevelopment,
which would disturb or even destroy their social networks
built up over many years.
Regarding housing tenure, owner‑occupiers tended to sup‑
port redevelopment compared to respondents in other tenure
modes, ceteris paribus. On the other hand, it is rather surprising
to see that one’s length of residence in his or her current ad‑
dress (LOR) and intention to stay (ITS) in the district turned
out to be statistically insignificant factors (even at the 10%
level). Moreover, variables representing the quality of existing
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social networks in the district (FSI, IFM and REL) did not
have any significant effect on a respondent’s attitude, even at
the 10% level.
As far as the locational factor is concerned, compared to those
in CW and SSP, respondents from WC and YTM preferred
redevelopment more. These findings diverged from those of
the District Aspiration Studies (DASs), which was commis‑
sioned by the District Councils in late 2009 (Urban Renewal
Authority, 2010). The DASs revealed a strong inclination to re‑
habilitation by residents in WC. The divergence between these
findings might have originated from their different opinion
collection processes. We used a structured survey of randomly
sampled households for this study, and workshops, in addition
to surveys, were held to collate people’s views in the DAS for
WC. The findings from the workshops may be subjected to
selection bias because active participants in these workshops
were more likely to be preservationists. In addition, respond‑
ents in the DAS for WC had mixed backgrounds, including
local residents, people that worked in the district, visitors to the
district and local retail business operators, whereas only resi‑
dents in older private buildings were surveyed for this study.
These methodological and respondent differences contributed
to the divergent findings.

4.3 Discussion
The analysis results suggested that building quality, be it meas‑
ured by residents’ satisfaction or by building age, was one of the
major determinants of their choices between the two urban re‑
newal approaches. When asked about the key reasons for their
choices, 49 of the 160 pro‑rehabilitation respondents (30.6%)
opined that their buildings were not so dilapidated. For those
choosing redevelopment, 43.6% thought that their buildings
were too decrepit. Therefore, perceived building quality played
a pivotal role in shaping the attitudes of the respondents. This
finding signifies that the way people intervene in their built
environment is contingent upon the person’s perceptions of
the quality of the building they live in.
The results of the analysis also indicate that our minds should
not be preoccupied by “logical” thinking when determining
the best option for an urban renewal project. For example, it
is commonly perceived that local social networks should be
preserved in renewal projects. In addition, much literature had
identified the elderly as one of the most vulnerable groups in
redevelopments. It seems logical that the elderly are against re‑
development, which has been accused of disrupting the social
fabric and displacing the disadvantaged. However, the empiri‑
cal findings of this study revealed that older respondents in
the areas surveyed preferred redevelopment to rehabilitation.
As implied by these findings, redevelopment is not necessarily
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socially unacceptable in an area with a high concentration of
the elderly. Many other factors, such as the employment status
and lifestyle of the local residents, must be considered when
evaluating the potential impact of a renewal project. It is highly
probable that the effects of a resident’s socioeconomic status
on his or her attitude also vary in a social and cultural context.
More importantly, understanding stakeholders’ aspirations or
preferences under each scenario is essential to a socially desir‑
able and sustainable project.
Furthermore, the research findings revealed that domestic
tenants, rather than owner‑occupiers, were opposed to rede‑
veloping the buildings in which they lived. This tenure‑based
empirical finding can be a sign of the discontent of the do‑
mestic tenants with the current compensation policy for re‑
development. Indeed, the current compensation mechanisms
for the residents affected by redevelopment are skewed. Only
property owners are compensated in the case of redevelopment
led by the private sector. Tenants or lessees are not entitled to
any reparation other than damages for early lease termination
from their landlords. In a redevelopment project initiated by
the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) before the enactment
of the Landlords and Tenants (Consolidation) (Amendment)
Ordinance 2004, the authority offered ex‑gratia cash payments
to the domestic tenants affected. For new projects carried out
by the URA, the domestic tenants affected can choose between
re‑housing in public housing and cash compensation based
on 3.5 times the rateable value of the properties occupied.
However, these payments are not as attractive as those offered
to the property owners. The government and URA should
consider reviewing the compensation policy for domestic ten‑
ants in redevelopment projects.
As shown by the findings from the survey, the residents in
Hong Kong’s older urban areas were divided over the preferred
approach to renewing their buildings. Although the govern‑
ment took a bold and determined step to engage the public in
the comprehensive review of the city’s urban renewal strategy
in 2008 and 2009, it seems that community involvement still
remains at the level of overall strategy formulation and has not
moved down to the level of project planning and operation.
As Avi Friedman (2007) cautioned, urban renewal is likely to
fail if the residents affected are not involved in the process.
The renewal authorities and their agents should work with
the local community on the strategy for each project (Percy,
2003). This can reveal the needs of the local community and
reduce the chances of other social problems occurring, such
as social exclusion (Stubbs, 2004).
The previous section highlighted that the findings of a commu‑
nity aspirations survey for urban renewal may be sensitive to
the methodology adopted. For the sake of public accountabil‑
Urbani izziv, volume 23, no. 1, 2012
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ity and credibility, the URA or related organisations should
have a set of consistent and transparent guidelines for conduct‑
ing community aspirations surveys for urban renewal projects
in the future. Serving as a preliminary study, this study targeted
only private housing residents. The views of other stakeholders,
including local retail operators and workers in the districts,
should also be included to produce a comprehensive evaluation
of each community’s aspirations.

5 Conclusion
Urban renewal is an urgent resort to address rapid urban decay
due to building dilapidation. Each redevelopment or rehabili‑
tation approach has its own strengths and limitations. Given
the significance of community reactions to sustainable urban
renewal, this study assessed how residents in older districts
perceived the two mainstream approaches of urban renewal
through a structured survey. The survey findings revealed that,
among those residents that were not indifferent to either op‑
tion, redevelopment was a more preferred option. Based on the
ordered probit analysis of the survey data, the authors found
that building age, the respondent’s age, household income,
retirement status, housing tenure and satisfaction with the
conditions of one’s building were significant determinants of
an individual’s attitude towards either urban renewal approach.
On the other hand, both attitudes straddled gender, education
level, length of residence, intention to stay and other social
network characteristics.
This study revealed some divergent views towards the two main
options for urban renewal. Therefore a balanced strategy of
urban renewal is needed for the long‑term sustainable manage‑
ment of a city’s building stock. Given the uniqueness of each
urban renewal project (Fung & Yau, 2009), a strategy for im‑
plementing each project should be specifically planned. With‑
out input from stakeholders, a top‑down approach cannot
achieve a balanced and sustainable urban renewal strategy in
the current “stakeholder society”. Social conditions and com‑
munity aspirations should be first assessed at the beginning of
each project’s planning process. More importantly, the com‑
munity should be genuinely engaged in key decision‑making
exercises to reduce instances of injustice and social exclusion.
Undoubtedly, different parties will have different priorities in
a renewal project. Consensus building among the stakehold‑
ers is thus essential, but will be challenging in most cases.
Although some studies (e.g., Sheffield, 1999; Dennis, 2006)
have proposed the use of advanced techniques and technolo‑
gies in urban planning, there should have been more studies on
consensus building or collaborative decision‑making for urban
renewal. The applicability of methods like the urban decision
room proposed by Neil Mayer et al. (2005) for urban renewal
warrants vigilant consideration.
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Notes
[1] The amount of ex‑gratia cash payment varies with household size.
Under no circumstance is it less than HKD 70,000 for a one‑person
household and HKD 80,000 for a two‑person or larger household.
[2] Tenants

opting for re‑housing must fulfil the eligibility criteria stated in the application for public housing of the Hong Kong Housing
Authority or Hong Kong Housing Society.

[3]

Tenants may also be offered a cash incentive equal to 0.5 times
the rateable value on top of the ex‑gratia payment, subject to certain
eligibility conditions.
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