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City of Copenhagen, Denmark:                                                                                               

Reestablishing Affordable Housing Post-Economic Recovery 

Summary  

This study examines the development of the city of Copenhagen’s housing market in the late 

twentieth century and the subsequent boom and crisis after 2007. It covers the period from 1990 to 

the present, illustrating the urban, demographic, and economic development that has been closely 

related to changes in the housing market, including a decline in affordable housing. The city itself is 

the core of a larger metropolis; only a fourth of the regional population resides in the city proper. 

Thus, Copenhagen’s bounded geography severely limits its ability to react to changes in housing 

demand and other neighborhood-level needs.  

Beginning in the mid-1990s, the city’s economic and demographic redevelopment, along with a 

more entrepreneurial municipal urban strategy and changes in national housing regulation, led to 

considerable changes in home-ownership types and to rising house prices, resulting in a decrease of 

affordable housing opportunities. This case study outlines changes in the housing market in the 

intervening decades and the reduction of affordable housing between 1990 and today. It then 

describes a new affordable housing self-management concept, Social Housing Plus, which targets 

middle-income households and has proven relatively effective. Moreover, Social Housing Plus has 

led to other innovative housing concepts in the social-housing sector. Finally, the study considers 

preconditions for success.  

Introduction 

 

The city of Copenhagen is the capital of Denmark, located at the easternmost part of the country. 

With a 2018 population of 616,000 in the city proper, and two million inhabitants in the 

metropolitan region, Copenhagen accounts for around a third of Denmark’s 5.8 million inhabitants. 

Following World War II, the city transformed from a compact urban environment to a less dense, 

more suburban area. The combined impact of well-planned infrastructure (“Fingerplan”1) and the 

expansion of the nonprofit housing sector (“social housing”) produced a suburban ring of 

affordable, high-quality housing, some of which was built on municipal land. Rapid declines in the 

manufacturing industry, however, produced major social and fiscal problems for Copenhagen, 

forcing the national government to act. 

 

After a long period of decline, wherein the city lost its main manufacturing base and nearly 40 

percent of its population throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, Copenhagen found that many 

young, well-educated families had left the city in favor of the suburbs, and, by 1990, the city was 

close to bankruptcy (Andersen 2017). The combined efforts of national government initiatives and a 

fundamental shift in the city’s own urban-development policies, however, produced an impressive 

resurgence in population, jobs, and the overall economy over the relatively short period of 1990–

1995. The state expanded public institutions, infrastructure, and urban renewal programs, while the 

city changed its development strategy from welfare-oriented to a more entrepreneurial orientation 

(Harvey 1989). For instance, the municipality became more receptive to developers’ projects and 

 
1 The Fingerplan is well-known among urban planners internationally; it has been in operation for 80 years and is still 

the ‘Leitbild’ of CPH. See fx https://planinfo.erhvervsstyrelsen.dk/fingerplanen  

 

https://planinfo.erhvervsstyrelsen.dk/fingerplanen
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more willing to develop local plans in coordination with private companies, investors, pension 

funds, etc. Yet, the more market-oriented Copenhagen’s housing and planning policies became, the 

harder it became for low-income groups to find accommodation. In an attempt to keep middle-class 

families living in the city proper—and to avoid looming bankruptcy—the city sold its stock of 

publicly owned housing units. Then, from 1995 to 2009, it refused to accept the construction of new 

social or nonprofit housing. They also stopped approving construction permits for small units (i.e., 

less than 1,020 square feet).  

 

Definition of the Problem 

 

The present lack of affordable housing in Copenhagen is closely related to the resurgence from the 

1990s. Since then, investments and population have increased, and annual population growth for the 

past decade has been more than 10,000 inhabitants per year (Figure 1). This increase is, according 

to demographic prognosis, expected to continue for several years.  

 

Figure 1: Changes in population in Copenhagen (number of inhabitants per year) from 1979 

to 2018, by surplus births, inland net migration, and international migration.  

 

 
 

Major changes in the housing market have followed these expansions: housing prices have 

increased, and affordable housing options have decreased, leading to more social inequality and 

increasing social segregation across different housing segments: owner-occupied, private rent, 

cooperatives, social housing, and public housing (Figure 2).  

 

In Denmark, the term “social housing” literally means “general housing”, as social housing in 

Denmark is meant to be housing for everyone, i.e. there are no limitations as to who can live there. 

The social housing sector is meant to support the municipality’s social responsibility: municipalities 

pay 10% of construction costs in return for the right to use social housing to house those in 

immediate need of housing, including refugees. The Danish social housing sector is governed by a 

relatively complex interaction among the state, the municipalities, social housing associations, and 

tenants, who have a widespread democratic influence on the operation of housing estates (Nielsen 

& Haagerup 2017). Social housing associations are in principle non-profit private owners, operating 
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under the regulation of Social Housing, with public subsidies. The rent is based on the “balance” 

principle, meaning that the rent must offset expenses for loans and operating the building, without a 

profit or deficit.  

 

Public housing, in contrast, means housing owned and operated by public bodies, such as 

municipalities, the state, or national institutions.  

 

Housing co-operatives are a housing type where tenants buy a share of the value of their building 

and subsequently have a right to live there and share ownership of the building. 

 

Figure 2: Changes in types of Copenhagen home ownership, by percentage of all dwellings, 

from 1981 to 2018. In total, Copenhagen had around 300,000 housing units in 2018. (NB: Due 

to changing definitions, categories after 2006 differ from earlier ones).  

 

 
 

Housing Cooperatives 

 

Between 1981 and 2000, Copenhagen’s housing cooperatives (“co-ops”) increased considerably, 

while private rental housing options decreased. National regulations dictated that property owners 

must offer their tenants the chance to buy a building at an artificially lower price before the property 

could be offered on the market, which led to the high share of cooperative options. Historically, 

price controls also kept private-sector rents quite low and thus limited potential capital gains for 

investors, leading to a large stock of already undervalued dwellings. Since 1981, approximately 

100,000 flats in Copenhagen overall have been converted into co-ops (Københavns Kommune 

2018). Until the 2000s, therefore, private co-ops were widely considered an affordable housing 

option because of the accessible price of joining and low living costs.  

 

In 1992, the option of market-based assessment of co-ops was introduced, and in the years 

thereafter, national governments promoted this methodology in an attempt to let market forces 

determine demand and supply for this housing sector—a change that led to price increases. Since 
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then, co-ops have become priced comparably to owner-occupied condominiums that have 

contemporaneously had a four-time increase in price (adjusted for inflation) since 1992 

(Københavns Kommune 2018). Moreover, 1990s urban-regeneration policies had refurbished old 

housing stock, including a large share of co-ops, which led to further decreases in the number of 

low-cost dwellings. Also, local policies for merging smaller flats to make them more attractive for 

families have lowered the supply of smaller and affordable dwellings.  

 

Private Renting 

 

As co-ops’ share of the local housing market grew, the private-rental sector decreased until the mid-

2000s to just 15 percent, but, due to new developments, this share has begun to increase in recent 

years, even though prices have been increasing since the mid-1990s (since 1993, newly constructed 

housing units have been exempted from rent control). Moreover, the exemption also applies to 

modernized flats with a certain level of investment (about US$26 per square foot), leading many 

landlords to reinvest in older affordable flats and thus rents rising to market levels.  

 

As costs of living in both co-ops and private rentals were affordable for many years, these housing 

segments were able to provide accessible space for low-income groups, such as students, 

immigrants, and citizens on welfare services. This situation changed, however, with recent 

developments.  

 

Public Housing 

 

The “others or unknown” category (Figure 2) includes a large share of public housing, that is, low-

cost rented apartments owned by the municipality of Copenhagen, which were traditionally used for 

emergency housing. Policy shifts in the 1990s from a welfare-oriented housing approach to a more 

business-oriented one, however, led to a sale of public assets, including publicly owned land and the 

municipal stock of housing; therefore, the share of “others” fell drastically from the 1980s to the 

1990s. This change also meant that an affordable housing option—public housing—more or less 

vanished from the market entirely. 

 

Social Housing 

 

The main type of remaining affordable, low-income housing is social housing. Social housing has 

expanded over the last 40 years and as of this writing makes up 19 percent of all housing units in 

Copenhagen, and 20 percent in Denmark as a whole. All social groups are eligible to apply, and 

low-income groups are entitled to income-regulated subsidies. Rents are set according to 

construction and operating costs; landlords may not profit, which is why the sector is sometimes 

also labeled “nonprofit housing.” With economic and population growth over the last several 

decades, however, social-housing waiting lists in Copenhagen have grown considerably. Access 

these days is quite limited: Local governments can reserve the right to place tenants in need of 

emergency housing in social housing units. The municipality of Copenhagen can do this for one out 

of every three of vacant social-housing dwellings. 

 

Both overall rising demand and the sale of municipal housing stock limited affordability, and the 

1995 municipal decision to stop building new social housing—due in part to an undesirable 

concentration of low-income households as middle-class families relocated to co-ops and owner-

occupied units—further reduced the supply of affordable housing. It was not until 2009 that the 
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Copenhagen began to build new social-housing units again, but newly built social housing is still 

typically far too expensive for low-income groups, so this reversal is unlikely to provide truly 

affordable options. 

 

The average rent for social housing in Copenhagen is US$12.5 per square foot (Landsbyggefonden 

2017), but in the older part of the social housing sector rent levels are lower, and in the newer parts 

higher. Still, the monthly rent level for a new-built social housing flat in Copenhagen is around 30% 

cheaper than monthly user costs in a newly built owner-occupied flat, 25% cheaper that in a newly 

built privately rented flat, and 20% cheaper that in a newly built private co-op (Københavns 

Kommune 2018). So, in this respect, newly built social housing is more affordable than other 

housing types.  

 

While prices have increased in all other housing segments in Copenhagen, rent levels in the social-

housing sector have remained relatively stable in recent years (1,7% increase per year from 2014 to 

2017, in absolute prices), with lower rent levels in the older parts of the social housing sector, and 

higher rents in the newer parts. There has been an increasing segregation, though, between the 

older, more affordable social housing estates and the rest of the housing market. The map in Figure 

3 shows areas where the share of low-income households exceeds 45 percent, which are typically 

older social-housing areas often characterized as “ghettos.”  

 

Figure 3: Distribution of persons with “low income” (more than 25 percent below Denmark’s 

median income) in 396 districts in Copenhagen, as of 2011.  

 

  
 
Source: Københavns Kommune, 2019.  

 

 

To create greater social balance in these neighborhoods, the social-housing sector introduced 

“flexible housing,” a policy prioritizing social-housing access for a certain number of students and 

workers, in order to create a more balanced social mix in the so-called “ghetto-areas”. However, at 

the same time, this policy reduces access for members of the lowest-income groups to these low-

rent dwellings.  
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Summary of Housing Market Developments 

 

Overall, the development of the Copenhagen housing market since the mid-1990s has seen 

“traditional” affordable options—co-ops, private rentals, public housing, and social housing—put 

under strong pressure due to both rising prices and increasing deregulation of different parts of the 

housing market The gradual decrease of truly affordable housing options has led to an increase in 

out-migration from Copenhagen of low-income groups; in 2017, net outmigration from 

Copenhagen comprised almost 5,000 low-income residents who had received welfare services. 

Many of them moved to more peripheral regions of Denmark, such as South and West Zealand and 

rural Jutland, where housing costs are lower (Ugebrevet 2017).  

 

Strategies and Solutions 

 

In principle, the decline of affordable housing options in Copenhagen can be reversed in various 

ways, including by tightening rent controls, formulating incentive policies, or simply building more 

affordable units. National regulations restrict some of these options, unfortunately, like selling 

municipal land at below-market prices and regulating rent-control mechanisms. Since 2016, though, 

municipalities in larger cities have been permitted to reserve up to 25 percent of the housing stock 

for social housing in urban development areas.  

 

The City of Copenhagen has primarily focused on increasing its supply through new housing 

developments and aims to maintain the overall share of social housing at 20 percent. Developing 

explicitly affordable social housing, however, has not been a municipal priority lately, but sector 

actors have developed a successful, affordable housing concept in response to the challenge of 

rising home prices in Copenhagen’s housing market. The following section describes this program 

and its implementation in detail.  

 

Solution: Implementation of Social Housing Plus 

 

As described above, the social, demographic, and economic evolution of Copenhagen since the 

1990s produced a number of changes in the housing market. Then, the 2007 financial crisis led to a 

market “bubble”; housing prices rose ever more rapidly, and lower-income families had difficulty 

finding affordable housing in the city—to the point of whether police officers, nurses, and teachers 

could afford to live in Copenhagen became a topic of national conversation.  

 

In 2005, the issue of affordable housing was put on the political agenda: in the election campaign 

for Lord Mayor of Copenhagen, eventual winner Ritt Bjerregaard declared a goal to establish 

affordable housing in Copenhagen to the tune of “5,000 houses for DKK 5,000 a month.” 

Bjerregaard failed, however, as only 20 dwellings were eventually produced in a collaboration 

between the municipality and an independent fund.2 Moreover, the dwellings became more 

expensive than expected, which had the side effect of encouraging the Copenhagen Social Housing 

Association (KAB) to develop a concept for affordable housing, Social Housing Plus 

(“AlmenBolig+” or “SH+”), in collaboration with two other social-housing associations. They 

proposed creating attractive social housing for lower middle-income families, with rents 30 percent 

 
2 “The Fund for Affordable Housing” is a non-profit fund established in 2006, as a collaboration between different 

institutional actors (private businesses and public bodies). Their aim is to establish affordable homes by building, 

selling, and managing them, or to support companies that pursue the same goals (Fonden for billige boliger, 2019). The 

funds building activity has so far been limited to the 20 houses built as part of Bjerregaards’ program.   
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lower than comparable new housing. The concept aims to lower costs of both housing production 

and operation through a combination of residential self-management, large-scale production of 

prefabricated housing units, low-energy solutions, and other innovative approaches. Key elements 

of SH+ include: 

• Standardized, prefabricated housing with wooden elements to reduce production and on-site 

operating costs by 10 percent compared to “normal” social housing; 

• Low-energy construction of buildings in accordance with the Danish Building Regulation to 

reduce operating costs; 

• “Basic concept” construction, wherein a number of interior elements are left to residents, 

such as establishing interior dividing walls; 

• Residential responsibility for shared parts of the building and outdoor areas to eliminate the 

need for on-site operational staff; and 

• Cost reductions for maintenance and savings for future renovations in the first few years in 

order to keep rents down. 

 

Individual SH+ units are low-rise style, up to three floors high, and usually grouped into buildings 

of 50–100 units, with up to 1400 square feet of floor-space, where a typical social housing unit in 

Copenhagen averages around 1100 square feet (Jensen and Stensgaard 2017).  This design was 

intentionally based on one of central Copenhagen’s most popular neighborhoods, where rows of 

two-story homes are renowned for their sense of community.  

 

The SH+ program was introduced as a test arrangement through the Ministry of Housing, which 

allowed exemptions from certain social-housing regulations that proved critical to the pilot’s 

success. It was regarded, however, as quite controversial among social housing associations, 

including some that had been invited to participate, primarily because they felt its target audience 

(the lower middle-income segment) was not the core group for whom social housing existed, and 

they felt the concept might exclude residents who could not take part in the building’s shared 

operation and maintenance. Ultimately, just two other housing associations (3B and Dominia) 

joined the partnership and built new developments in line with SH+ guidelines.  

 

Because development started before the 2007 financial crisis and was finished after it, when 

housing prices in Copenhagen and the metropolitan area had already fallen considerably, 

implementation was hindered. After the crisis, several municipalities in the greater Copenhagen 

region, who before the crisis had been under pressure for affordable housing, did not see it now at 

all; others did not want additional social housing; and some were concerned about the risks of the 

self-management concept. That said, municipalities did like the idea of a social housing concept that 

could produce more mixed residential compositions. In spite of extensive campaigning and 

promotion from the three housing associations to 17 metropolitan municipalities, mainly from the 

greater Copenhagen region, arrangements were made with only seven, whereas the rest were 

skeptical of the concept or reluctant to find land and provide capital (Jensen and Steensgaard 2016).  

 

Residential access to SH+ was regulated with “flexible renting” criteria, which enables housing 

associations to prioritize certain types of residents. In this case, prioritized residents were employed 

people with and without children living at home and those with housing maintenance experience, 

including people over the age of 55. For qualified candidates, units were distributed via lottery, and 

remaining applicants joined a waitlist. SH+ housing first became available in 2011, and massive 

interest resulted in a long waiting list—unheard of in the social housing sector.  
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Results 

 

From 2011–2016, around 1,500 SH+ dwellings were completed nationally, of which 1,200 were in 

the Copenhagen metropolitan region—about one quarter of all new social housing built in the 

region at that time.  

 

An evaluation3 showed that SH+ residents were very happy with their new homes and expenses, 

supported by the very low frequency of residential turnover (Jensen and Stensgaard 2016). Reports 

from the administrators of the SH+ departments indicate that turnover frequency is still low at this 

point. That evaluation also showed the self-management concept has so far worked out acceptably 

on a general level; the vast majority of residents are satisfied with the cooperative nature of their 

responsibilities, which average 1–2 hours per month. The most difficult aspects of the program are 

management-related, as budgeting, accounting, and maintenance can be challenging and time-

consuming for board members. Board members consist of residents volunteering in managerial 

duties, such as preparing and follow-up on budgets for the department, welcoming and informing 

new residents about the concept, making sure work groups are in place, managing internal 

meetings, etc. Freeriding is another problem, and the longevity of the volunteer-based management 

system remains unproven; though residents commit to taking part, in practice, many do not, which 

in some cases creates conflict on how to proceed.  

 

However, interviews with residents and local boards also show that maintenance responsibilities 

create tighter communities and a stronger, positive sense of ownership of the residence. This 

outcome resembles that of housing co-operatives in Copenhagen, and the evaluation showed that 

many SH+ residents actually come from private co-ops, as well as the owner-occupied sector, both 

great achievements for the SH+ concept.  

 

Thus, SH+ homes attract a tenant class that would not normally consider social housing, 

particularly working-age adults with children and those with advanced educations. Only 22 percent 

of residents in social housing in the Copenhagen metropolitan area have a college degree, but 60 

percent of SH+ residents do. The evaluation also showed that SH+ rent is 22 percent lower than a 

similar new housing project, another reason for its popularity (Jensen and Stensgaard 2016).  

 

Overall, SH+ has succeeded in creating affordable housing for “core workers” in the Copenhagen 

metropolitan region, and it has spearheaded new and innovative approaches to managing social 

housing and lowering costs. This relative success has led to other new housing concepts, including 

multi-generational housing, affordable housing for students (BasisBolig), and refugee housing 

where young people live cooperatively with and help to better integrate refugee families. In each 

concept, self-management and social inclusion are central elements.  

 

 

 

 

 
3 The evaluation was carried out by the Danish Building Research Institute in collaboration with KAB. The evaluation 

included three parts: 1) evaluation of building production, economic aspects, and the municipal collaboration, 2) 

evaluation of the operation of the buildings and the neighborhood effects, and 3) a concluding evaluation of the 

technical and economic elements in the concept (Jensen and Stensgaard 2016). The evaluations were carried out 

between 2011 and 2015. They were required by the Ministry of Housing, which accepted the SH+ project as a test case, 

and financially supported parts of the development costs.  
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Analysis and Evaluation 

 

A number of national regulatory factors restrict the City of Copenhagen’s options for providing 

affordable housing, but the SH+ case proves that an innovative concept for housing affordability 

can work, and the support from the Ministry of Housing certainly helped. This program also shows 

that cost reductions for construction and maintenance, combined with participatory residential 

management, lowers rent considerably and contributes to better social connectivity, local 

responsibility, and a sense of belonging. Furthermore, this concept has enabled the social-housing 

sector to attract new segments of residents—suggesting that developing new affordable housing 

concepts might create other benefits as well.  

 

There are several uncertainties related to this concept, however, especially regarding self-

management, in terms of organizational stability, handling free-riders, and administration issues, all 

of which depend on other factors, such as the long-term technical durability of the houses. These 

issues also might influence housing costs in the long run. Additionally, SH+ does not offer any 

solutions for low-income households and those outside the labor market, both of which have 

increasingly been forced to leave Copenhagen due to a lack of affordable housing options. Housing 

managers from KAB express doubt as to whether it would be possible to implement the concept of 

self-management in existing housing departments with many socially vulnerable residents, but they 

agree that other SH+ elements may inform future affordable housing concepts, including those 

specially developed for these groups, in helpful ways. 

 

Lessons Learned 

 

The City of Copenhagen’s shift to a more entrepreneurial urban policy since the 1990s has triggered 

convincing economic progress; however, it has also resulted in severely limited housing availability 

at affordable prices, and many low-income households have to consider suburban or exurban 

locations in order to find affordable accommodations.  

 

Copenhagen, like other Danish municipalities, has limited scope for regulating local housing 

markets and owner segments, as they are covered by national regulation. Therefore, the provision of 

affordable housing also needs the national government’s involvement.  

 

The development of SH+ should also be understood in the context of how Danish social housing is 

organized. Unlike comparable sectors in most other countries, Denmark does not limit access to 

social housing based on income, which has allowed middle-class families with more advanced 

educational backgrounds to take advantage of social housing. Such residents typically come from 

types of housing or homeownership that require a large degree of self-management and are thus 

better acquainted with the concept; that familiarity would not be possible in countries where social 

housing is reserved for low-income groups exclusively. When the city of Oslo, Norway, which 

faces similar challenges to Copenhagen’s, attempted to implement an SH+ concept, Norway’s 

different organization of its social housing sector proved a considerable barrier. Nevertheless, the 

innovative elements in the concept can be used as an inspiration, if not direct transfer, for 

developing local affordable housing concepts well beyond Copenhagen’s city limits.  
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