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The expansion of built-up urban areas progressively often leads to a loss of agricultural land and green
spaces. It tends to increase distance travelled by car and contributes to habitat fragmentation.
Accordingly, a number of cities and regions have adopted planning policies dedicated to fostering urban
densification, through in-fill development and urban consolidation, in order to prevent a further
expansion/sprawl of urban areas and the concomitant artificialization of open/green spaces. Other cities
have an ad hoc or laissez faire approach to planning, respond to specific proposed projects on an
individual basis or lack enforcement.
This special issue investigates the specific challenges, impacts and fragilities that urban densification
creates in many cities and the different scales where these can be found.
Until now, much attention has been devoted to the cost of urban expansion and the benefits of
densification. Those benefits typically include reduced land consumption, improved organization of
public transport, improved thermal performance of buildings, and the increased vibrant nature of
existing districts. The focus on the benefits of densification has often overlooked its potential negative
effects. These negative impacts include the physical and mental health implications of stress from
reduced living space, increased traffic congestion and concentration of air pollution in densely
populated areas, loss of access to public amenities (crowded public spaces), increased land and housing
prices in selected areas, lack of privacy, increased exposure to noise as well as negative environmental
impacts arising from increased energy demand / GHG emissions, changes to microclimates caused by
increased amount of built form and reduced green spaces and unsealed surfaces. The direct impacts of
densification on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), climate change, public health, and more
specifically on mental health and exposure to traffic pollution, are yet to be measured and contrasted
with the direct and indirect effects of urban expansion. As with the benefits, the costs of densification
may not be evenly distributed amongst the population and amongst different cities. Unintended
consequences of densification can reduce the affordability of housing and thereby cause displacement
and increase the commuting distances.
The process of densification can typically be observed through two variables, i.e. through the increase of
population and jobs or through the increase of built floor area within a defined area. These two

1

variables are obviously related but may present divergences over time and space. This is especially the
case when buildings undergo subdivision and subletting, which may imply an increase of population
densities that goes faster than the corresponding increase of built areas. However, the commodification
of housing may imply a subsequent growth of the building stock (and an increase in built form) without
a corresponding uptake by inhabitants/occupiers or fewer people in larger dwellings. Monitoring the
divergence between built and occupational densification is a key indicator of ongoing urbanization
dynamics. These indicators are to be contrasted with other variables like the quality of life or the
economic development of cities. More generally there is a need to focus on actual processes of
densification in order to assess the effectiveness of compact city/in-fill development policies adopted by
cities and regions.
The issue of densification is a boundary object necessitating an interdisciplinary approach. It involves
diverse disciplines such as human geography, urban and transport planning, economics and real estate
management, landscape architecture, architecture, sociology, environmental psychology, energy,
meteorology, health and wellbeing.
Papers are sought which provide evidence, investigate and analyse urban densification in a multidimensional perspective, considering economic, social, climate and environmental factors that impact at
different scales. These determinants typically include local (height and type of buildings nearby the area
under densification) and urban factors (accessibility, distance from central business district - CBD).
Resistance to densification may be related to socio-economic (defending the rights of existing
communities to maintain low-density in order to preserve affordable housing or local workplaces, etc),
environmental (protection of green areas included in already dense areas) or morphological (cadastral
inertia and difficulties in plot reallocation for larger developments). Higher densities may also introduce
new fragilities that reduce urban resilience. These different factors should be considered from a spatial
justice perspective, balancing the individual and collective costs and benefits of densification. What kinds
of balance are needed between neighbourhoods with different densities? What public institutions (at
national, municipal and neighbourhood levels) have agency to incorporate these issues into their policies,
assessments and practices? What links and connections operate between urban planning and individual
building site level, and vice versa? What are bottom-up (site level) approaches to densification?
Much research has been dedicated to urban densification in the Global North, whilst densification
processes in the Global South have been largely overlooked to date. These cities are typically faced with
a double process of densification, i.e. high density urban mega-projects and incremental densification of
informal settlements. Policies are often transferred from one city to another without sufficient
consideration for the institutional setting and conditions for an effective and beneficial implementation
of densification policies. In those conditions, densification processes may appear as a mere extraction
from land capital without any real added value at the local or global scale.
***
Densification is not easy to measure through conventional techniques, especially since this process may
develop without any change in the building footprint (as for instance in the case of vertical
densification). Administrative data related to densification are not always reliable. There are deficiencies
in the statistics about demolition/reconstruction projects, lack of information about changes of building
uses etc. Further on, as with urban expansion, one may distinguish between formal and informal
densification processes. The latter is especially present in those cities where densification occurs
through incremental extensions of existing buildings, without authorization or administrative overview.
In this case densification will not be recorded through administrative data sets and could be largely
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underestimated at the city level. There is a need for non-conventional tools for the monitoring of both
forms of densification processes at the city scale.
As cities increasingly compete to attract or retain businesses, investment and jobs, their livability and
densities are becoming an increasingly critical influence. Densification and expansion are usually
presented as opposite processes in many policy documents. Both processes are interwoven as most
historic cities witnessed cycles of expansion and densification over long periods of time. Densification
typically occurs in areas where expansion initially developed and expansion may be considered as a
counter-reaction when densification reaches its peak values. There is a need for a better understanding
of the complex relations between densification and expansion processes across different spatiotemporal scales. Densification may indeed be measured across a very wide spectrum of temporal units,
from the hourly concentration of pedestrians in given public spaces to the long-term consolidation of
low-density areas.
For either Global North cities or Global South cities, topics for the special issue may include (but are
not limited to):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Description, measurement and indicators of density and densification
The influence of rate of change (densification) over time (spatio-temporal scales)
Cross-scalar approaches to densification: city, neighbourhood, street / block, individual site
Planning policies / practices impacting on building level decisions and vice versa
Spatial justice (rights to commons) and demographic impacts
UN Habitat III and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) influences on densification
Implications for climate action – particularly net-zero carbon cities and neighbourhoods
Urban planning and design approaches and processes
Liveability, mental health and wellbeing: evidence, impacts and outcomes
Economic, social, environmental, morphological evidence: impacts and outcomes of densification
Financial impacts of densification on housing and workplaces (affordability)
Fragilities and unintended consequences of densification
Densification impacts on urban microclimates, sun and wind patterns, urban heat islands
Actual densification processes (where and how does it really occur)
Efforts to prevent or limit densification
What are indicators for density ranges of different neighbourhoods and cities (sprawl, compact, high rise)

Briefing Note for Contributors

You are invited to submit an abstract for a journal paper in this special issue of Buildings & Cities. In the first
instance, please send a 500 word (maximum) abstract defining the scope, methods and results to editor Richard
Lorch richard@rlorch.net by 02 March 2020. The initial submission should include:
• the author's and all co-author's names, affiliations and contact details
• the question(s) in this Call for Papers that the abstract and intended paper addresses
• the abstract (300 - 500 words maximum)

Timeline
Deadline for abstract submission:
Full papers due:
Referees' comments:
Revised papers due:
Publication:

02 March 2020
01 September 2020
15 December 2020
01 February 2021
April 2021

Buildings & Cities
Buildings & Cities is an international, open access, not-for-profit, double-blind peer-reviewed research journal. Its
focus is the interactions between buildings, neighbourhoods and cities by understanding their supporting social,
economic and environmental systems. More information including its Aims & Scope, Key Principles and Editorial

3

Board can be found online: www.buildingsandcities.org. Buildings & Cities is an open access journal and has an
article processing charge of £950. If you do not have institutional support, please contact the editor to discuss. We
endeavour to assist those without funding to publish in our journal.

Questions?
If you have a question, please contact:
Richard Lorch richard@rlorch.net Jacques Teller Jacques.teller@uliege.be
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