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ABSTRACT
Despite the massive forced relocation of residents during urban
restructuring in China, there is no systematic overview regarding
how residents experience the process and its outcomes. Most
studies concerning urban restructuring in China directly equate
forced relocation with displacement, which has a negative con-
notation. This predominantly negative view overlooks the multi-
faceted effects of forced relocation on relocatees. This paper aims
to provide a better understanding of relocatees’ experiences dur-
ing urban redevelopment in China by establishing a conceptual
model in which the time sequence of events and their context are
central. It conceptualizes forced relocation as a process with var-
ious and changing socio-spatial implications over time, and as a
specific type of residential mobility that occurs in the context of
urban restructuring. As such, the conceptual model divides the
process of forced relocation into a pre-demolition stage, a transi-
tional stage and a post-relocation stage and investigates the
social, economic, physical, psychological and behavioural dimen-
sions of the experiences of relocatees as affected by the macro
and micro context. The conceptual model is used to structure the
analysis of the existing literature about residents’ experiences and
to subsequently identify the gaps in the literature that should be
addressed in future studies of forced relocation in the Chinese
context.
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1. Introduction

Driven by market mechanisms and economic growth, since 1978, developers and
entrepreneurial local governments in China have formed pro-growth coalitions, which
have embarked on extensive urban housing demolition and redevelopment on profit-
able locations, featuring large-scale forced rehousing of residents. Local governments or
developers inform residents that their neighbourhoods are going to be demolished, and
residents have to move involuntarily, regardless of their moving intention. This has
resulted in the movement of residents from their original neighbourhoods to other
“destination” neighbourhoods. For example, in the city of Shanghai, roughly 1.1 million
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households were relocated between 1995 and 2012, and 72 million square metres of
housing were demolished. In 2008, in parallel with the local-state-initiated residential
redevelopment projects, the central Chinese government initiated the first round of
national Shantytown Redevelopment Projects (SRPs), which aims to improve the living
conditions of low-income residents and to stimulate the depressed housing market. In
2013, the central government triggered the second round of large-scale urban clearance
projects. It is estimated that between 2013 and 2017 approximately 10 million house-
holds will have been affected (Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018; The State Council of PRC
2013).

However, compared with the sheer numbers of affected residents in China, the
research on the experiences of relocatees during forced relocation in China is still
limited. Outside Europe and the United States of America, where a significant body of
research on forced relocation has been conducted, little is known about the micro
perspective, i.e. individual relocatees’ experiences and coping strategies (behaviours
and perceptions) with forced relocation. Furthermore, several key elements in the
discussion have hindered the possibility to further reveal the diversity and the dynamics
that underlies relocatees’ experiences in the Chinese context. First of all, the forced
relocation of residents, which often occurs in urban restructuring projects around the
world, has been criticized for having predominantly negative effects on residents and
their communities (e.g. Atkinson 2000; Davidson 2008). Several scholars have blamed
large-scale property-led restructuring projects in China for causing displacement of low-
income residents (He 2007, 2012; La Grange and Pretorius 2016; Gong 2012). However,
other studies have demonstrated real improvements in the relocatees’ (perceived) living
conditions after relocation (Li and Song 2009; Wu 2004a, 2004b). Thus, in general, it
appears that the effects of forced relocation on relocatees during urban restructuring
projects are diverse and not necessarily only negative; they may be simultaneously
positive in other respects. Second, some studies and news reports have shown the
conflicts and tensions between relocatees and local governments or developers from a
macro-, meso- or political-economic perspective (He 2012; Hin and Xin 2011; Qian and
He 2012; Sichuan News, 2009; Weinstein and Ren 2009), which gives an impression that
the role of residents in redevelopment projects is always passive. This impression can
lead to disregarding the active role and agency of relocatees before and during urban
redevelopment and forced relocation. Third, current studies about China mostly treat
forced relocation as a single event, which overlooks the sequence of events that
relocatees may experience during and after forced relocation.

This paper therefore aims to provide a better understanding of the experiences of
relocatees during urban redevelopment in China from the individual and household
perspective. In particular, this is achieved by (1) establishing a conceptual model in
which the time sequence of events and their context are central, and by (2) analyzing
the existing research on the implications of forced relocation for residents in urban
restructuring areas in China. As such, the conceptual model works as a structuring
element for the review of the literature. It divides the process of forced relocation into
three chronological stages: the pre-demolition stage, the transitional stage and the post-
relocation stage.

The following section will discuss the literature on forced relocation and displace-
ment in general and propose a conceptual model for studying forced relocation. Section
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3 will provide the specific context of forced relocation in urban China, while Section 4
will apply three stages in the conceptual model for a better understanding of relocatee’s
experiences by reviewing the current literature on Chinese forced relocation. The final
section offers our conclusions and suggestions for further research.

2. The Experiences of Relocatees in Urban Restructuring

Although this paper focuses on forced relocation in urban China, we will first briefly
discuss the international literature to establish a conceptual model that offers a better
understanding of the experiences of relocatees. The international literature has
advanced in studying this matter, which can help to improve understanding with regard
to related Chinese studies. Forced relocation refers to the process by which residents are
forced to move from their original dwellings and neighbourhoods to new destination
neighbourhoods, due to urban restructuring projects. Forced relocation of residents is
usually initiated and implemented top-down by local governments, housing associations
or developers. Residents who are forced to move (relocatees) are often involuntarily
involved in urban restructuring. This is commonly regarded as displacement.
“Displacement” is defined as the state which:

occurs when any household is forced to move from its residence by conditions that affect
the dwelling or its immediate surroundings, and that: 1) are beyond the household’s
reasonable ability to control or prevent; 2) occur despite the household’s having met all
previously imposed conditions of occupancy; and 3) make continued occupancy by that
household impossible, hazardous, or unaffordable (Grier and Grier 1980, 8).

Hence, relocatees and displacees are both forced to move involuntary and they have
little or no control over the decision-making processes underlying urban redevelopment
projects or gentrification (Kleinhans and Kearns 2013).

However, while the terms forced relocation and displacement are applied to related
contexts and situations and both have predominantly negative connotations, we argue
that the term forced relocation allows for outcomes that are not by definition negative.
Displacement exclusively focuses on the downsides caused by “the involuntary residen-
tial dislocation” process of gentrification (Marcuse 1985, 205), including worsened living
conditions, harassment by landlords or financial constraints caused by rising housing
rents (Atkinson 2000; Freeman and Braconi 2004; Newman and Wyly 2006). However,
urban restructuring policies in many countries, such as the United States, France and the
Netherlands include legally established compensation mechanisms for forced relocatees,
whereas compensation is non-existent in the case of gentrification-induced forced
relocation (Kleinhans and Kearns 2013).

We will now explain several features of forced relocation that should be recognized
while studying the experiences of relocatees, because they are conditional for various
outcomes. Firstly, forced relocation is a process that changes in content over time. The
content of forced relocation, including policies and implementation, stakeholders and
their interaction, social groups targeted or the aims of redevelopment, differ over time
(Goetz 2013). A redevelopment project consists of different stages with different period-
ical targets as it proceeds over time. For each target at each stage, it involves different
stakeholders, social groups and interactions between them. Goetz (2013) also

HOUSING, THEORY AND SOCIETY 3



emphasizes the significance of “time” and the “micro and macro context” in exploring
relocatees’ experiences, by showing how the implementation of the project, the local
housing market, related policies, and the family situation cause changes to relocatees’
experiences. Thus, the evaluation of the outcomes of forced relocation should take into
account the nature of variability, rather than focusing on a static event or unitary
measurement. Some studies have found that the experiences of relocatees are dynamic
and vary as forced relocation proceeds (Goetz 2013; Popkin et al. 2004).

Secondly, forced moves of residents can be considered a specific type of residential
mobility which occurs in the context of top-down imposed relocation decision.
Relocatees may have behavioural and psychological experiences that are similar to
voluntary movers, such as previously existing intentions to move, the search for (repla-
cement) housing and the housing choice. In some cases, local governments or housing
authorities provide relocatees with special housing options in terms of the location, size,
floor, and rental fees/housing price, in order to improve residential satisfaction and
promote a smooth relocation and redevelopment process. Relocatees also face similar
macro and micro constraints related to the housing market context, their socioeconomic
status, such as income and education, and their individual ability to search for informa-
tion on housing market (Kearns and Mason 2013, 189, Bolt and Van Kempen 2010,
161–164, Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014; Popkin et al. 2004). Thus, to understand the
extent to which residents are forced to move, how and why residents have different
perceptions of forced relocation, and how this leads to different outcomes, it is neces-
sary to investigate the experiences of relocatees from a micro and residential mobility
perspective (Doff and Kleinhans 2010; Popkin et al. 2004). Some studies have found that
some residents who expressed a pre-relocation intention to move also reported a higher
level of post-relocation dwelling improvement compared to those who had no intention
to move (Kleinhans and Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008). Other studies have found that
high-income relocatees are less likely to move into low-income neighbourhoods, while
people from ethnic minority groups tend to relocate to ethnically concentrated neigh-
bourhoods, regardless of their level of income or education (Doff and Kleinhans 2010;
Bolt and Van Kempen 2010). These findings show that it is simplistic to label (the
outcomes of) forced relocation by definition as negative, because this ignores the
complexity of relocatees’ pre- and post-relocation housing behaviour and moving
intentions, which may resemble that of regular movers without any top-down pressure
to move.

Thirdly, the institutional, economic and social contexts in which forced relocation is
embedded, as well as relocatees’ personal characteristics, also affect their experiences
(Chen and Lai 2013; He 2014). Forced relocation is accompanied by constraints but also
includes various social, economic and cultural resources unique to relocatees. For
example, compensation criteria and the time span of the relocation process determined
by local governments, affect relocatees’ mobility experience. Whether the forced reloca-
tion is enacted by the governments or market forces can influence relocatees’ experi-
ence differently, since developers might have more freedom on compensation criteria
than local governments. In addition, the social context, such as social movements or
media demands for public participation in urban restructuring projects, also affects the
experience of relocatees (He 2014). Other research in this context has emphasized the
importance of the social, psychological and cultural physical dimensions of relocatees’
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experience (Cernea 1997; Downing and Downing 2009; Scuddder and Colson 1982; Xi
and Hwang 2011). Local housing market plays a significant role with regard to reloca-
tees’ housing options and choices. Relocatees facing a relaxed housing market might
encounter fewer challenges and competition than in a tight housing market (see also
Section 3).

Although relocatees are forced to move, they have a certain amount of “freedom”
and agency to make their own decisions, even if limited within the criteria of compensa-
tion schemes (Manzo, Kleit, and Couch 2008), which may help to alleviate the stress and
disruptions resulting from forced relocation. Relocatees may develop positive coping
strategies in response to the relocation-based stress, rather than passively accepting
everything that forced relocation imposes on them (Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014;
Weinstein and Ren 2009). Some studies have found that those who feel in control or
positive about forced relocation may end up more satisfied with their new dwelling.
Relocatees may perceive forced relocation as a chance to improve their housing situa-
tion because compensation may effectively increase their options on the local housing
market (Allen 2000, 450; Kleinhans 2003, 487). However, others cannot effectively
respond to or make choices during forced relocation, especially those who have limited
resources and face multiple life problems, such as ageing people, people on low
incomes or with low levels of education, or particular ethnic groups (Kleinhans 2003;
Posthumus and Kleinhans 2014; Popkin et al. 2004).

The literature discussed above has demonstrated that time/stage, the context and the
various dimensions of relocatees’ experience are highly significant issues. Therefore, we
present a conceptual model for understanding the experiences of individual relocatees
during forced relocation in urban restructuring (Figure 1). Breaking down the time
dimension reveals the sequence of events that individuals/households may experience
and various factors that affect the experiences at different stages. The model divides
forced relocation into three stages: the pre-demolition stage, the transitional stage and
the post-relocation stage. First of all, the pre-demolition stage refers to the stage when
the original neighbourhood has not yet been demolished; relocatees still live in it. They
are informed that their neighbourhood will be demolished and that they have to move
out. In this stage, reaching an agreement on compensation between relocatees and the
evictors is the main focus (Chen and Lai 2013; Hu et al. 2015) . The nature and forms of
compensation will be discussed in Section 3.

Second, the transitional stage means that relocatees have moved out of their original
neighbourhood, live in temporary accommodation but have not been rehoused into
their final housing situation yet. In some countries, such as China this is a necessary and
normal stage. However, in Western Europe and the USA this stage is rare. In other words,
adding the transitional stage to the conceptual model is an added value for studying the
Chinese context. In China, the length of this stage is closely related to the performance
and management of local governments and developers who construct the relocation
neighbourhoods to which the residents can move (see Section 4.3).

The third stage is the post-relocation stage, which means that relocatees have moved
into a “permanent” housing situation and start with adapting their daily routines and
habits. Important factors are the new housing, the neighbourhood, social networks, but
also transportation and employment.
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It is crucial to divide the context into macro and micro levels. The macro level
concerns the institutional, social and economic context in which forced relocation and
urban restructuring are embedded, and conceives of the movement of relocatees as a
specific type of residential mobility. In China, huge number of people from various social
groups have been affected by the wave of capital accumulation through continuous
spatial (re)development and consumption. Obviously, various levels of government and
developers strongly affect the nature and course of the relocation process, as a result of
their (changing) roles, resources and interests (Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018). The
same applies to rules and regulations on various administrative levels, and the state of
the local housing market.

The micro level concerns the individual’s and the household’s socioeconomic features
and preferences. As with regular movers, relocatees’ experiences occur across the social,
physical, economic, behavioural and psychological dimensions. These dimensions

Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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change over time within the context of forced relocation. For example, the levels of
psychological stress vary in intensity throughout the relocation stages, associated with
uncertainty regarding compensation, temporary housing, the final destination and other
issues. In Section 4, we use the conceptual model to discuss the experiences of
relocatees at each stage, based on the available literature. We also demonstrate what
has been evident and what is missing in current research. The following section will
explain in more detail the background of forced relocation in urban China.

3. The Macro Context of Forced Relocation in Urban China

In order to give a clear and reproducible literature overview, we did a search and
analysis of the current literature. We used Scopus and Web of Science to conduct a
literature search with combinations of four themes and related key words: (1) China OR
urban China OR Guangzhou, Shanghai, Beijing (Chinese cities that often appear in
related literature); (2) forced relocation OR forced movement OR eviction OR involuntary
movement OR displacement or demoli*, etc.; (3) urban redevelopment OR urban
restructuring, etc.; (4) forced mover* OR relocatee* OR involuntary mover*. We mainly
(but not exclusively) focus on papers published in English, as including papers written in
Chinese would limit accessibility to readers who are fluent in this language. While we
searched for Chinese articles by using a popular Chinese search engine (CNKI), we found
that Chinese papers mostly relate to other issues than the experiences of forced
relocatees, such as laws, policy, regulations, techniques for dwelling size measurement,
urban economics and real estate market development. However, we identified some
dissertations with regard to relocatees’ experiences during forced relocation (Gong 2012;
Luo, 2012; Ma 2012), which are included in the review.

After checking titles and abstracts, we identified 52 articles in English (published
between 1995 and 2017) on forced relocation and urban restructuring in China, which is
a relatively small number considering the scale of forced relocation in China. We
categorized these articles based on relocation stage and the main issues covered
(such as interactions between different stakeholders, implementation of specific urban
redevelopment projects, relocatees’ coping strategies, experiences and outcomes). Most
articles use specific projects to illustrate how local governments, developers and resi-
dents interact with each other during the redevelopment, which provides an opportu-
nity to reveal the macro institutional, economic and social contexts with regard to
relocatees’ experiences.

In China, many conflicts related to forced relocation arise from the interactions
between homeowners and local governments or developers. Most studies, news reports
and regulations concerning forced relocation in China focus on homeowners – unlike
the literature on Western Europe and the United States, which predominantly focuses on
renters living in social or public housing. In the United States and Western Europe,
renters get compensation from local authorities or housing associations (Goetz 2016,
Kleinhans and Kearns 2013), which is quite different with the experiences of their
counterparts (renters) in China, who are usually excluded during the redevelopment
process. This difference arises due to the fact that homeownership in China determines
residents’ accessibility to different social resources, such as compensation during urban
redevelopment. In this paper, we focus on the experiences of homeowners. Local

HOUSING, THEORY AND SOCIETY 7



governments and developers need to reach agreements with homeowners about com-
pensation before the land is expropriated. This compensation is financially highly sig-
nificant to them, as most relocatees generally belong to low to middle-income social
groups.

In terms of the context, which has a significant influence on the experiences of
relocatees, not only the features of place and people should be considered (e.g. physical,
social and economic dimensions of neighbourhoods and demographic and socioeco-
nomic statuses of residents), but also their positions within the macro context, i.e. the
institutional, economic and social contexts (Goetz 2011; He 2012; Li, Kleinhans, and Van
Ham 2018).

The institutional context, in particular the regulations and governance on urban rede-
velopment, is rapidly changing the interrelationships between different actors in urban
restructuring (Shin 2016; Ren 2014). A key change concerns the evolution of the land
expropriation and dwelling demolition regulations (Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018).
There have been three versions of national regulations on urban redevelopment and
forced relocation, which were enacted in 1991, 2001 and 2011 (The State Council of PRC
2001, 2011). Compared with the regulations issued in 1991 and 2001, the latest one
specifically highlights the interests of residents. It sets out local government procedures
for land expropriation from relocatees. It also enables residents to get involved in the
decision-making of the compensation criteria and the project (Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham
2018). Generally, relocatees have to choose between in-kind andmonetary compensation.
In-kind compensation means that relocatees receive alternative housing, while monetary
compensation means that relocatees are given money for their dwellings. Local govern-
ments or developers determine the value of the dwellings slated for demolition, based on
housing conditions (dwelling size and location of neighbourhood) and the local housing
market (Chen and Lai 2013). Relocatees’ choices concerning compensation directly affect
the outcomes of forced relocation (Hu et al. 2015). If they choose in-kind compensation
and the value of their new housing is higher than that of their old dwelling, they must pay
the difference; if the value of the demolished housing is higher than that of the new one,
relocatees then either receive additional financial compensation or are given other hous-
ing. This mechanism is based on the estimated market value of the housing, but it does
not guarantee a certain quality of the housing. If relocatees choose monetary compensa-
tion, local governments and/or developers determine the compensation based on their
assessment of the dwelling value. Obviously, the institutional context varies in different
cities (see Section 4.2). This is due to differing local regulations, housing markets and
investment levels of local governments. Some studies have observed that local govern-
ments and real estate developers cannot meet their promises to relocatees. An example is
a change in post-relocation access to local social welfare systems. Xu, Tang, and Chan
(2011) showed that, in case of rural land requisition to the urban area of Shanghai, two
social security systems were at stake: city social security (chengbao) and town social
security (zhenbao). “In general, the city social security (chengbao) system affords greater
well-being than town social security (zhenbao).” (ibid., 61)

The economic context, especially the local housing market situation, influences reloca-
tees’ expectations of and housing experiences during urban redevelopment. First, the
amount of compensation is closely related to local housing prices. Second, housing access
in current urban China is largely dependent on a household’s income and status and
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whether people qualify for subsidized housing provided by the state or work units (Chen,
Yang, and Wang 2014; Lee 2000; “Wang et al. 2012”). Currently, dwelling not only means
home, but also an asset of growing financial importance because of rising housing prices.
Therefore, the relocatees, especially those who are deprived and cannot move out of their
declining neighbourhoods, need to rely on the offered compensation to improve their living
and economic conditions. The economic situation of relocatees can influence their housing
choices with regard to the location and the size of available dwellings and when they are
going to be relocated. Third, many relocatees are mainly from inner-city neighbourhoods,
work-unit (danwei) communities, urban villages, old public housing estates or suburban
villages. These neighbourhoods have relatively high land value locations, but are in run-
down physical conditions, making them a redevelopment priority for local governments
and developers. Table 1 shows the types of neighbourhoods, location and their residential
composition. Relocatees in these neighbourhoods are forced to move due to old inner-city
redevelopment, shantytown redevelopment or public infrastructure construction.

At last, the social context, such as public opinions about redevelopment projects and the
degree of public participation in the decision-making process, affects the experiences of
relocatees (He 2012; Qian and He 2012; Weinstein and Ren 2009). The central government
makes an effort to balance between economic growth and social equality (Li, 2015). If
market failure erodes social stability, the market transition process will be intervened by the
central government, as the social and political stability and economic development are
underlying principles of central government’s policy (Chen, Yang, and Wang 2014; He and
Wu 2007; Wang et al. 2012). This can be traced from the evolution of the land expropriation
regulations mentioned before (see also Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018).

4. Understanding the Experiences of Relocatees during Three Stages of
Forced Relocation

Using the conceptual model (see Figure 1), this section reviews the experiences of
relocatees in China during forced relocation across the three stages in the conceptual
model, against the macro and micro contexts. The model includes key variables under-
lying the mechanisms of various relocation outcomes. Because the mechanisms
between the key variables differ in and between each stage, we do not include all

Table 1. Targeted neighbourhoods for demolition.
Traditional
inner-city

neighbourhood

Danwei
community

Urban

village
Suburban village

Owners
Inner-city
citizens/Local
housing bureau

SOE or COE or
their employees

Rural farmers Rural farmers

Ownership of
the land

Stated-owned
land

Stated-owned
land

Collectively owned
land (by the villagers)

Collectively
owned land (by
the villagers)

Location Inner-city centre Old industrial
area

Between inner-
city centre and
urban periphery

Urban periphery

Source: Summarized from authors’ observations and the literature, such as He (2012), He and Wu (2007), Hin and Xin
(2011), Ma (2012), Wu (2004a, 2004b), Liu et al. (2017).
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mechanisms separately, as the model would become too complicated. However, the
relationships between the key variables will be explained in each of the Sections 4.1, 4.2
and 4.3. We will also reveal the gaps in the literature that should be addressed in future
studies of forced relocation in the Chinese context.

4.1 Stage 1: The Pre-demolition Stage

At this stage, relocatees have been informed about the impending demolition.
Relocatees negotiate with developers or local governments about compensation
(macro context), and they also grapple with issues such as what to agree to and when
to sign compensation contracts. Some studies have found that relocatees have little
influence on the decision-making process, while developers and local governments
dominate the process and displace original low-income residents to the urban periphery
(He and Wu 2005; He and Wu 2007; Ren 2014; Shin 2014). Tough disputes and conflicts
may arise between relocatees, developers and local governments regarding redevelop-
ment plans and compensation criteria (He 2012; Hin and Xin 2011; Hu et al. 2015). Some
scholars argue that the essence of the interactions between different stakeholders at this
stage concerns the mobilization of social relationships in the context of, and against the
accumulation of space-based capital, and they regard the relocatees’ strong response as
a claim to “the right to the city”, including the rights to the equitable distribution of the
social benefits of development and to engage in decision-making (Qian and He 2012;
Weinstein and Ren 2009).

However, these studies tend to overlook the individual experiences of relocatees, in
particular their agency. Ownership of property and land-use rights are the only resources
that residents can utilize against forced relocation (Zhang 2004). While relocatees can
usually choose the compensation (in-kind or monetary) that they prefer, there is little
research or evidence shows which option is the most popular. Relocatees’ decisions on
compensation choices depends on (1) the institutional context of forced relocation, and
(2) the factors that are similar to regular movers, such as local housing market, their
socio-economic and living arrangement. Many studies have shown how relocatees take
their life course, affordability and the location of the relocation neighbourhoods into
account when choosing compensation (An 2007; Ho 2013; Luo 2012; Ma 2012; Song
2015). For example, the amount of financial compensation is based on compensation
criteria that are set by the real estate assessment company employed by local govern-
ment or developers (Ma 2012).

Usually, relocatees expect more financial compensation than the local government
and/or developer intend to provide (He and Asami 2014). In addition to direct
confrontation with local governments or developers, relocatees use, sometimes ille-
gal, strategies in an attempt to increase the amount of compensation (Ho 2013; Hu
et al. 2015; Song 2015; He 2014). Relocatees can choose the timing of their signing of
the contract that transfers their land-use right to the local government and/or
developer (Ma 2012; Weinstein and Ren 2009; Shi and Zhu 2013). This may be
influenced by various factors. For example, to promote the pace of demolition, local
governments and developers use arguments, such as “the earlier you leave, the more
benefits you will get; the later you leave, the fewer benefits you will get; refuse to
leave, and you will get nothing” (Shi and Zhu 2013, 76). They also provide more
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positive incentives for those who sign the land-use right transfer contract at an early
stage. As a result, some relocatees choose to sign the contract earlier. However,
others wait until the last moment, because they believe that by doing so the local
government and/or developer will offer them more compensation than other reloca-
tees (Ho 2013; Ma 2012).

The second strategy is related to relocatees’ networks (Ho 2013). The amount and the
type of compensation are supposed to depend on the compensation criteria and the
size of the demolished housing and/or relocation household. Some relocatees try to
maximize compensation by looking for help from acquaintances (relatives, friends)
working in related departments of local governments. It was reported that some staff
members (e.g. those who work in a dwelling assessment company) were accused of
corruption because they illegally increased the amount of compensation for some
relocatees (Liaoning Daily 2015).

Thirdly, some relocatees attempt to increase their household size or construct
illegal buildings (Luo 2012; Wu, Zhang, and Webster 2013). Last but not least,
relocatees may organize online or real-world associations to exchange information
or launch collective action against forced relocation (Erie 2012; He 2012; Song 2015;
Wang 2009).

At this stage, the social dimension, i.e. relocatees’ attachment to and interactions
within their original neighbourhoods, also affects their response to forced relocation.
Gilroy (2012) found that older residents in an old inner-city neighbourhood facing
demolition had a strong attachment to the neighbourhood and were not willing to
move. The elderly heavily depend on the long-term mutual help in their neighbour-
hoods due to the changes in living arrangements and family support in current urban
China (Gilroy 2012). However, other research shows that strong attachment to the
neighbourhood does not equate to a strong desire to stay. Wu (2012, 546) found that
more established residents (those with a longer residential history and more highly
educated residents) of old urban neighbourhoods show a lower willingness to stay and a
preference to leave such neighbourhoods. The established residents deplore that many
of their former neighbours moved out to suburban neighbourhoods where their chil-
dren live, and that “there are more wailai renkou [outsiders] living here and everyone has
different habits now” (Wu 2012, 546). This reveals an on-going transformation of old
working-class communities and the dismantling of existing social networks and interac-
tions of residents who are otherwise strongly attached to the area.

The physical conditions of neighbourhoods greatly affect residents’ attachment to
place in China (Li, Zhu, and Li 2012; Zhu, Breitung, and Li 2012). Zhu, Breitung, and Li
(2012) found that intensive social interaction – a major source of attachment to place –
is regarded as less important now in urban China. These findings reveal that attachment
to the neighbourhood in urban China has multiple dimensions (including social and
physical spheres), and these different dimensions play different roles for different social
groups and affect their housing behaviour differently.

Political-economic theories explain the mechanisms that induce forced relocation and
urban restructuring, and demonstrate from a macro perspective why there are tensions
and conflicts between different stakeholders at this stage. At the same time, the ways
that relocatees cope with forced relocation are more complex and do not all end in
confrontation. Current research mostly displays how a specific redevelopment project is
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implemented at this stage, and has neglected the coping strategies of relocatees (He
2007; Hin and Xin 2011). This may lead to ignorance regarding residents’ potential
agency during this stage. Individuals have different coping strategies and make different
compensation choices, which also affect the experiences of relocatees in the following
stages.

4.2 Stage 2: The Transitional Period

The transitional stage is often absent in European and American relocation scenarios. In
the Western context, most people move directly into pre-existing properties elsewhere
rather than having to wait for new properties to be built elsewhere. In China, at the
transitional stage, residents leave their original neighbourhoods, but do not move
immediately into relocation neighbourhoods. This stage is especially significant to
those who choose in-kind compensation, because relocatees may have to wait for
some time before they can move into the relocation neighbourhood. These residents
need to find a temporary accommodation themselves to go through this phase. Local
governments and/or developers usually promise to rehouse relocatees within a certain
time (Song 2015; Chen and Lai 2013), and relocatees are given monetary compensation
for renting temporary accommodation. Some local governments stipulate that the
transitional period must not exceed a certain number of months. Nevertheless, in reality,
the length of this stage greatly depends on whether the designated dwellings for
rehousing are existing and readily available, or have not been completed. For example,
in a redevelopment project in Shanghai, the relocation dwellings were still under
construction (Jingan District Government 2015), and the relocatees therefore had to
find a transitional dwelling and wait until the relocation dwellings were ready.

Very few studies focus on the experiences of relocatees at the transitional stage of
forced relocation. Only sporadic news reports suggest that the long duration of the
transitional stage can cause distress to relocatees (Nandu News 2015; People.cn 2013).
This lack of interest in the literature does not mean this stage is not significant to
relocatees. In fact, there are many uncertainties embedded in this period. Firstly, the
time span of this stage varies, ranging from several months to several years, depending
on the project and the related local regulations. The expected length of residence in a
neighbourhood during this phase may affect residents’ attachment to place, satisfaction,
investment and neighbourliness. However, little is known about how the duration of the
transitional stage affect the experience of relocatees across these dimensions.

Secondly, the time span may turn out to be quite different from what the local
government or developer promised in the first stage, and hence from what was
expected by the relocatees. In some cases, relocatees waited for more than five up to
ten years due to delays in the construction of relocation dwellings (Xinhuanet 2014;
Xinjing News 2013; People.cn 2013). In the meantime, relocatees have to rent dwellings,
which creates challenges, in particular for people in disadvantaged social groups (the
aged, disabled or people on low incomes). News reports have suggested that some aged
relocatees have died while waiting to move into the relocation neighbourhoods because
the transitional stage was very long (Nandu News 2015; Xinjing News 2013). Thirdly, it is
unknown whether the compensation fee for the transitional stage can meet the needs
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of relocatees. In sum, very few studies address how the length and the uncertainties of
the transitional stage affect relocatees.

When relocatees make their housing choices during this stage, they have to consider
the constraints of forced relocation, such as the amount of rental compensation pro-
vided by the evictors and the duration of the transitional period. Their income, savings,
and job location(s) can also influence their preferences about location, size and rental
fee of their accommodation at this stage. Only sporadic evidence suggests that some
relocatees choose to stay with their relatives or friends during this stage (Fang and
Zhang 2003). Many questions are thus far from adequately studied, such as: What
housing options do relocatees have at this stage? How and why do they make certain
housing choices? How does their housing experience at this stage affect their subse-
quent housing behaviour and residential experience in the post-relocation stage? The
uncertainty about the length of this stage means that many changes can occur to
relocatees, such as changes in their household size and socio-economic situation. This
means that the compensation choice they made in the pre-demolition stage might not
fit their needs as the transitional stage proceeds.

The experiences of relocatees in this stage can also affect their general attitudes
towards local governments and/or developers. Previous research has shown that the
uncertain duration of the transitional period has negative effects on residents’ trust in
local governments (Li, Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018). This in turn has consequences for
relocatees’ perceptions of forced relocation. In sum, the transitional stage has long been
neglected with regard to relocatees’ housing behaviours and coping strategy. It makes it
impossible to achieve an overall evaluation on how the forced relocation process can
affect relocatees because of the absence of related studies about this stage. In Section 5,
we will argue how future research should address this gap.

4.3 Stage 3: The Post-relocation Stage

In Stage 3, the relocatees have been relocated to their final neighbourhoods. Most
Chinese studies about this stage focus on residents who choose in-kind compensation,
while there is little research about those who choose monetary compensation. This
might be because that it is easier to track the former group than the latter one, as the
former group (choosing in-kind compensation) is likely to move to a dwelling in the
relocation neighbourhood and the latter one can relocate to anywhere they can afford.

By studying the experiences of relocatees who moved into relocation neighbour-
hoods, it is possible to trace and compare the foundations and effects of the various
redevelopment projects. Since 1978, economic growth has become the overriding
objective in China, and it has motivated local governments and developers to promote
large-scale urban development and redevelopment for profit. Some studies argue that
these large-scale developments have substantial social costs, because the residents were
relocated to neighbourhoods with poor standards of housing and neighbourhood
maintenance (Fang 2006; Gong 2012; He 2012; Li and Yuan 2008). Other studies have
argued that the economic situation of some relocatees worsens because they are
relocated to the urban periphery, which has poor accessibility to public facilities, thus
increasing commuting costs and the time required to access job opportunities and/or
the city centre (Day and Cervero 2010).
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However, other studies found positive effects. Some studies comparing pre-relocation
living conditions with post-relocation living conditions, found that relocatees were
satisfied with improved dwellings and neighbourhood conditions after their relocation
(Li and Song 2009; Xia and Zhu 2013). By comparing different kinds of movers –
voluntary, involuntary – with stayers, some studies revealed that forced relocatees are
more satisfied with their housing and neighbourhood conditions than stayers, and
relatively less satisfied than voluntary movers (Day 2013; Li and Song 2009). In addition,
the level of relocatees’ satisfaction with their housing and neighbourhood conditions is
not much lower than that of voluntary movers (Li and Song 2009).

The experiences of relocatees at this stage can also be differentiated in terms of their
pre-relocation moving intentions and place attachment in relation to the (post-) reloca-
tion neighbourhood. Some studies have found that preceding demolition, residents
show strong neighbourhood attachment and expressed a strong desire to stay in their
old neighbourhoods, while after relocation, relocatees are less attached to their reloca-
tion neighbourhoods and their level of social interaction in the neighbourhood has also
been reduced (He and Liu 2013). Luo (2012) further demonstrated that after the initial
relocation, some relocatees decide to move back or closer to their original neighbour-
hoods, rather than stay in the relocation neighbourhood, because of familiarity with and
access to better job and education opportunities in the original neighbourhood (Luo
2012) .

In the United States and several Western European countries, urban restructuring and
forced movement have been used as deliberate instruments to achieve more social
mixing. Although there is no deliberate intention of development policies in China,
large-scale urban redevelopments and forced relocation have generated similar out-
comes (i.e. social mix). This is evident in the current national programme for Shantytown
Redevelopment, in which the central government is encouraging local governments to
purchase dwellings on the housing market rather than construct relocation neighbour-
hoods to compensate relocatees. As a result, forced movers and regular movers are
more likely to live in the same neighbourhoods. Generally, this results in three types of
relocation (destination) neighbourhoods, based on residential composition. Relocatees
may be moved into:

(1) A relocation neighbourhood that only consists of relocatees from the same
original redevelopment neighbourhood.

(2) A relocation neighbourhood that consists of relocatees from different original
redevelopment neighbourhoods.

(3) A relocation neighbourhood that consists of relocatees from one or more rede-
velopment neighbourhoods, and of regular (voluntary) movers.

The experiences of relocatees in these different types of neighbourhoods vary. Some
studies imply that relocation neighbourhoods with a concentration of relocatees with a
low socioeconomic status are more likely to become deprived urban enclaves (Day 2013;
Fang and Zhang 2003; Fang 2006; Gilroy 2012; He and Wu 2007; He 2010, 2012). Other
studies have revealed conflicts between relocatees and regular movers, due to differ-
ences in terms of lifestyle, shared values and behaviour within the neighbourhood (Fang
2006; Gong 2012; Li and Yang 2010). Even when fighting for their common interests
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against real estate management companies, relocatees and regular movers sometimes
cannot work together because of different social norms and behavioural patterns (Gong
2012; Li and Yang 2010).

The literature on the experiences of relocatees at stage 3 has shown that it has
various dimensions; relocatees may simultaneously experience various post-relocation
outcomes. Large-scale urban restructuring activities generate different neighbourhood
types and different forms of organization in relocation neighbourhoods. These further
affect the residential composition and the nature of interaction between different types
of residents. In a mixed neighbourhood consisting of relocatees and regular movers,
residents face issues, such as uneven spatial distribution of services and facilities (Fang
2006, 677; Song 2015). It is questionable whether this kind of social mix can help to
generate social cohesion and social capital. Meanwhile, relocation neighbourhoods
which purely consist of relocatees might also become concentration enclaves of low-
income residents.

5. Conclusions and Implications for Future Research

This paper aimed to gain greater insight into the experiences of relocatees during forced
relocation in urban China by reviewing the existing literature. To enable a structured
review approach, the paper proposed a conceptual model that considers the time
sequence, context and individual experiences in various dimensions to explore the
diversity, complexity and variety of experiences of relocatees in forced relocation in
general. By using this model to analyze the existing literature, we have shown the
relevance of the temporal feature of relocatees’ experiences of different dimensions
during the pre-demolition stage, the transitional stage and the post-relocation stage of
urban redevelopment.

We believe that the time dimension embedded in the conceptual model is the first
indispensable step to achieve a better understanding of relocatees’ experiences. Current
studies of China mostly treat forced relocation and urban redevelopment as a static and
single event (Day and Cervero 2010; Fang 2006; He and Liu 2013; Hu et al. 2015). They
mainly target the relocatees in the post-relocation stage to recall their pre-relocation
experiences to evaluate the outcomes of forced relocation. This might lead to distorted
retrospective accounts of their experiences and causes of their behavioural and emo-
tional responses to forced relocation (Goetz 2013; Higgins and Stangor 1988). However,
urban redevelopment and forced relocation often last for months or even years, during
which period various incidents happen to relocatees in parallel with changing macro
(social, economic and institutional) and micro (physical, psychological and socioeco-
nomic) contexts. The proposed conceptual model captures the sequence of the events
that occur to relocatees during urban redevelopment.

Overall, the experiences of relocatees are multifaceted and not necessarily unilaterally
negative. Displacement is one possible effect of forced relocation. Simultaneously,
neutral or significant positive effects may occur in combination with displacement.
Hence, a balanced, critical perspective on the individual experiences of relocatees
remains important (see also Kleinhans and Kearns 2013), helping to identify both
advantages and disadvantages of the processes of forced relocation and urban restruc-
turing. The conflicts and tensions between relocatees and other stakeholders show that
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relocatees may effectively cope with the process, mobilize resources and appeal to their
rights to enjoy benefits of urban redevelopments. This is partly at odds with the general
impression that the role of residents in urban redevelopment projects in China is
passive. Residents’ agency (see also Manzo, Kleit, and Couch 2008; Posthumus and
Kleinhans 2014) also indicate that, to some extent and under specific conditions, con-
sensus can emerge between residents, local governments and/or developers (Li,
Kleinhans, and Van Ham 2018).

Using the conceptual model, the paper identified gaps in the existing literature.
Firstly, most relocation studies overlook the pre-demolition and transitional stages.
We have argued that the transitional stage is an essential part of forced relocation,
especially in China, which requires more in-depth study focusing on relocatees’
housing choices and coping strategies, especially in the light of the uncertainties of
this stage.

Second, we found that most studies focus on relocatees’ physical and economic
experiences with regard to forced relocation, changes in dwelling and neighbourhood
conditions, and their pre- and post-relocation income. However, existing research has
significant shortcomings in analysing the experiences in the social, psychological and
behavioural domains. As a result, the diverse roles, agency and strategies of relocatees
are often overlooked. While some studies focus on relocatees’ relationships with neigh-
bours and the built environment, very few studies reveal how and why relocatees have
certain social interactions within different neighbourhoods under the influence of
impending or completed relocation.

The discussion of relocatees’ experiences and mechanisms in this paper cannot cover
all issues, as the outcomes are very diverse and time-dependent; the same applies to the
macro and micro contexts. However, the identified gaps in the literature merit further
research. In particular, the temporal feature of relocatees’ experiences during urban
redevelopment and lacking knowledge about the transitional stage merit further study.
Ideally, this should be done through longitudinal panel surveys following relocatees
throughout all stages. However, especially the transitional stage is notoriously difficult to
monitor, because of attrition and inadequate register data. Frequent visits (by research-
ers), GIS tracking (of relocatees) and analysis might help to keep track of relocatees’
temporary moves, enabling an interview approach to acquire insight in relocatees’
experiences in this stage. Obviously, ethical issues and incentives for carrying GPS
trackers must be carefully considered. Such a mixed-method research approach would
be instrumental to identify more clearly how forced relocation and urban redevelop-
ment differentially affect the well-being of the relocatees over time.
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