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Should I Stay or Should I Go? 

The Association between Upward Socio-Economic Neighbourhood 

Change and Moving Propensities 

Previous research on gentrification almost exclusively focussed on either the 

gentrifiers or those who are displaced. Those who manage to avoid displacement 

remain understudied. To shed new light on these original inhabitants, we link upward 

change in low-income neighbourhoods, measured by the changing socio-economic 

composition of the neighbourhood, to the propensity to move based on dissatisfaction 

with the neighbourhood or the home of both lower or middle-educated people and 

higher-educated people living in these neighbourhoods. We perform binary logistic 

multi-level analyses on the Liveability Monitor of Ghent (N=1,037), a midsized city in 

Belgium. We find that upward neighbourhood change is associated with a higher 

propensity to move based on dissatisfaction with the home for both the lower and 

higher-educated original inhabitants. Focusing on dissatisfaction with the 

neighbourhood, we find no association between moving propensities and the 

neighbourhood someone lives in. We therefore conclude that it is not the evaluation of 

the neighbourhood but the evaluation of one’s own house in an improving 

neighbourhood that is associated with higher moving propensities, for both higher and 

lower educated respondents. Displacement pressures based on rising housing prices 

might lead to these moving propensities but it seems likely that there are other factors 

at play too, like e.g. life cycle mobility. We therefore also conclude that both lower and 

higher-educated inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods deserve academic attention. 
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Introduction 

In their decision about where to live, people not only have to choose a dwelling 

that accommodates their needs, but also have to find a neighbourhood that fits their 

preferences (Clark and Dieleman, 1996). Neighbourhood characteristics like 

neighbourhood quality and safety, the amenities provided in the neighbourhood and the 

reputation, the location and the demographic composition of the neighbourhood are all 

factors people take into account when deciding whether and where to they want to move 

(Clark and Coulter, 2015). Living in a neighbourhood that fails to provide certain 

attributes can cause residential stress and makes inhabitants leave, or at least aspire to 

do so (Brummell, 1981; Feijten and van Ham, 2009). Demographic neighbourhood 

changes have been linked to residential mobility: increases of the number of ethnic 

minorities or people with a lower socio-economic status have been found to be 

associated with an increase of out-movers (Clark and Coulter, 2015; Feijten and van 

Ham, 2009; Frey, 1979; Harris, 1999; van Ham and Clark, 2009). 

Most scholars consider upward, socio-economic neighbourhood change 

through the lens of gentrification (Owens, 2012). Gentrification involves socio-

economic upward change in low-income neighbourhoods1 through migration and the 

(re)investment of capital in the neighbourhood, resulting in an upgrading of the physical 

environment and the partial or complete displacement of the original inhabitants 

(Atkinson, 2004; Lees, Slater and Wyly, 2008). Displacement, termed ‘the most unjust 

aspect of gentrification’ by Davidson (2008, p.2386), has been thoroughly documented 

in the gentrification literature (e.g.: Atkinson, 2002; Podagrosi, Vojnovic, and Pigozzi, 
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2011; Shaw and Hagemans, 2015; Smith, 1996; Van Criekingen, 2008; Walks and 

Maaranen, 2008). However, not all definitions of gentrification mention displacement 

(Hackworth, 2002; Lyons, 1996) and there are several studies empirically contradicting 

this inherent link between gentrification and displacement (e.g.: Freeman and Braconi, 

2004; Hamnett, 2003; Hochstenbach, Musterd and Teenstra, 2015; Kearns and Mason, 

2013; McKinnish, Walsh and White, 2010; Vigdor, 2001). 

These findings raise questions about the consequences of gentrification for 

those original inhabitants of gentrifying neighbourhoods who manage to remain in their 

neighbourhood. These people can still experience displacement pressures (Marcuse, 

1986) when the original inhabitants of gentrifying neighbourhoods feel pressured to 

leave due to the changes in their neighbourhood. Social displacement elaborates on 

these pressures and describes the loss of a sense of place or familiarity with the 

neighbourhood due to gentrification. However, those who “live through gentrification” 

remain understudied (Doucet, 2009; 2014). The few studies focusing on these 

remaining inhabitants often find that these inhabitants experience displacement 

pressures or social displacement but at the same time also welcome some or many of 

the changes taking place in their neighbourhood (Doucet, 2009; Ernst and Doucet, 

2014; Shaw and Hageman, 2015; Valli, 2016). Other studies find general appreciation 

for gentrification in Portland, Oregon (Sullivan, 2007) or ethnic differences in the 

opposition against and appreciation for retail gentrification in the same city (Sullivan 

and Shaw, 2011). 

This study wants to further develop the knowledge about those who remain in 

gentrifying neighbourhoods and will therefore focus on the propensity to move of these 

non-gentrifier, non-displaced inhabitants of socio-economically improving 
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neighbourhoods. This should shed new light on this understudied group and could even 

offer the benefit that it might allow to uncover forced stayers, those who may want to 

move but are unable to do so. We will theoretically link socio-economic neighbourhood 

changes to residential stress and dissatisfaction theories (Brummell, 1981; Speare, 

1974). The propensity to move is then considered to be a strong expression of 

experienced residential stress and dissatisfaction, as done by Feijten and van Ham, 

(2009) or Phipps and Carter (1984). Although this propensity is strongly related to 

actual moving behaviour (Coulter, van Ham and Feijten, 2011), it offers benefits over 

studying actual moving behaviour: it is less dependent on practical constraints 

associated with the stress and costs to move or the local housing market (Lu, 1999) 

which makes it possible to explicitly test sentiments instead of the necessity or 

possiblity to move. As the propensity to move offers both a measure of dissatisfaction 

and  a predictor of actual moving decisions, and thus displacement, we hope our 

findings will offer insights in the relation between gentrification and displacement for 

those residents who, at least initially, manage to stay put. 

Literature review 

Residential dissatisfaction ‘can result from a change in the needs of a household, 

a change in the social and physical amenities offered by a particular location, or a 

change in the standards used to evaluate these factors’ (Speare, 1974: 175). The bonds 

people have with their neighbours and the attachment they feel to their residence also 

help to determine residential satisfaction (Burie, 1972). In addition, residential stress 

arises when households feel that their residential needs are not satisfied enough and 

believe that these needs would be better satisfied elsewhere (Brummell, 1981; Clark 

and Cadwaller, 1973; Hartig, Johansson and Kylin, 2003). Moving is often found to be 
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one way in which households try to deal with this stress and dissatisfaction (Hartig et 

al., 2003; Priemus, 1986). Increasing levels of residential stress and dissatisfaction are 

therefore found to be associated with both moving decisions and the propensity to move 

(Coulter et al., 2011; Phipps and Carter, 1984). 

The demographic neighbourhood composition is one of the characteristics 

people take into consideration when deciding where to live. Low-income 

neighbourhoods, i.e. neighbourhoods having many inhabitants with a lower socio-

economic status, are avoided as people associate these neighbourhoods with social 

problems, a bad reputation and socially unacceptable norms and values (Harris, 1999). 

As these neighbourhoods are less capable to provide certain amenities, the inhabitants 

of these neighbourhoods are more likely to be dissatisfied and experience residential 

stress and are therefore more likely to move and want to move out (Clark and Coulter, 

2015; Feijten and van Ham, 2009; Skifter Andersen, 2008; van Ham and Clark, 2009). 

Moreover, people associate downward change, i.e. an increase in the number of 

inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status, with more social problems in their 

neighbourhood and a reputation that will go downhill (Harris, 1999). Downward 

change is therefore associated with dissatisfaction, residential stress and an increase in 

the number of people who want to move out (Clark and Coulter, 2015; Feijten and van 

Ham, 2009; van Ham and Clark, 2009).  

It could be that upward neighbourhood change is met by indifference when 

these changes are only minimal, when inhabitants of deprived neighbourhoods have 

more pressing concerns, like the further ethnic diversification of their neighbourhood 

(e.g. see Martin, 2005), or when they are dissatisfied with the pace of the changes or 

find them insufficient (Kleinhans, 2009). For Ghent, a study investigating the reasons 
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why people move to and from Ghent has already shown that the households leaving the 

city do so mostly when they want to buy an affordable, more spacious and qualitative 

house and pay less attention to their neighbourhood, with the exception of nuisances, a 

lack of green space nearby and an overall disdain to raise children in the city (Stad 

Gent, 2016).  

However, significant upward neighbourhood change will likely bring an 

improving reputation and an increase of neighbours that are considered more desired. 

It could also lead to a short increase (Mele, 1996; 2000) but eventual decrease of social 

problems (Barton and Gruner, 2016; Boggess and Hipp, 2016). All this could make 

people feel less ashamed of where they live as their neighbourhood is no longer seen as 

deteriorated and dangerous thanks to the upward change (Permentier, Bolt and van 

Ham, 2011; Permentier, van Ham and Bolt, 2007). Moreover, inhabitants with a higher 

socio-economic status are often better capable to draw attention to the problems in their 

neighbourhood and attract neighbourhood investments (Freeman, 2008; van Weesep, 

1994; van Weesep and Musterd, 1991), shops and other amenities (Aalbers, 2011; 

Doucet, 2009; Doucet, van Kempen and van Weesep, 2011). When these upward 

changes are appreciated, they will likely be linked to more, neighbourhood-related, 

residential satisfaction and a lower propensity to move.  

In addition, upward neighbourhood change can also be caused by incumbent 

upgrading rather than gentrification (Holcomb and Beauregard, 1981). This occurs 

when it are not in-movers with a higher socio-economic status who initiate the 

neighbourhood changes but original inhabitants who invest money – either private or 

public subsidies – and effort in the renovation of their own house. As there are little to 

no higher class in-movers, this form of upgrading can avoid the negative consequences 
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often found to be associated with gentrification. Moreover, incumbent upgrading often 

happens in deteriorating but still stable and attractive neighbourhoods (Holcomb and 

Beauregard, 1981). We therefore hypothesize that: 

H1a: inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods are less inclined to move out 

based on dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood than inhabitants of non-improving, 

low-income neighbourhoods. This holds for both inhabitants with a lower socio-

economic status and inhabitants with a higher socio-economic status. 

However, the influx of middle class people often leads to several changes in the 

neighbourhood as these middle class in-movers attract new amenities suited to their 

needs, often at the expense of original amenities catering to the needs of the original 

inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status (Zukin et al., 2009) or because the new 

inhabitants impose their own, more middle class, norms and values in the 

neighbourhood (Doucet, 2009; Tissot, 2011) which can lead to conflict and friction in 

the neighbourhood (Mele, 1996; 2000). In addition, gentrification-related displacement 

often damages the local social networks (Livingston, Bailey and Kearns, 2010; van 

Kempen and Bolt, 2009). Furthermore, the friction and conflict between newer and 

older inhabitants associated with social mixing is related to decreasing levels of social 

cohesion (Atkinson, 2004; Livingston et al.2010; van Kempen and Bolt, 2009). All 

these changes can lead to social displacement and a ‘not for us’-sentiment among the 

lower class inhabitants (Davidson, 2008; Doucet, 2009; Shaw and Hagemans, 2015; 

Valli, 2016). The original inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status can therefore 

be assumed to be more likely to be dissatisfied with their neighbourhood and therefore 

wanting to leave. We therefore formulate the alternative hypothesis that: 
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H1b: inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods with a lower socio-economic 

status are more inclined to move out of improving neighbourhoods based on 

dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood than their socio-economic peers in low-income 

neighbourhoods. 

Apart from changes in the neighbourhood, dissatisfaction with the home could 

also lead to reasons to leave. Firstly because many inhabitants – with a lower socio-

economic status – of gentrifying neighbourhoods get directly displaced when they are 

no longer able to pay the increasing rental housing prices or because their landlords can 

make more money by renting to other, more-resourceful, renters (Atkinson, 2004; Lees, 

2008). These rising housing prices can later displace other inhabitants with a lower 

socio-economic status who lived through gentrification too. But the home could lead to 

dissatisfaction even without rising prices: relative deprivation offers an additional 

reason why inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status might become dissatisfied 

after the influx of higher status neighbours. Relative deprivation states that people judge 

their own situation in comparison to that of others (Stouffer, Lumsdaine and 

Lumsdaine, 1949): what people believe they need is dependent on what others have 

(Frank 1997). When the original inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status 

compare themselves to their new, better-off, neighbours, they will be less satisfied with 

their own situation (Firebaugh and Schroeder, 2009; Luttmer, 2005) even though their 

objective housing situation did not change. This dissatisfaction will then be associated 

with higher moving propensities. As there are less, or even no, better-off in-movers in 

non-improving neighbourhoods, the relative situation of lower socio-economic status 

inhabitants of these neighbourhoods does not alter. We therefore hypothesize that: 



 

9 

 

H2: inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods with a lower socio-economic 

status are more inclined to move out of improving neighbourhoods based on 

dissatisfaction with their home than their socio-economic peers in low-income 

neighbourhoods. 

The Belgian Context 

Ghent is a midsized city in Belgium. The Belgian welfare policy can be assigned 

to the conservative, Christian democratic welfare state regime which is characterized 

by its embeddedness in the traditional societal organization with a corporatist-statist 

legacy and its focus on the traditional family (Andries, 1997; Esping-Andersen, 1990). 

However, contrary to certain other Christian democratic welfare states, the Belgium 

welfare state offers significant redistributional benefits and effectively tempers social 

inequality (Cantillon and Verbist, 1999). The Belgian housing policy is strongly 

focused on the individual acquisition of a home, preferably detached and found in a 

rural village. Of all people living in Belgium in 2011, 71.8% owned the house they live 

in, 2 while this percentage was 56% for Ghent.3 The importance of homeownership is 

of such an extent that homeownership forms an important part of the Belgian welfare 

state and is considered as an alternative to the provision of social security (De Decker, 

2008; Uitermark and Loopmans, 2013). Homeownership is promoted with tax 

reductions for the purchase of a first home, VAT reductions for home renovations and 

the provision of cheap/social loans. The consequences of this policy is a redistribution 

of the worse-off to the better-off and a nearly complete lack of private renting 

legislations or social housing (Heylen, 2013).  
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Data and methods 

Data 

We use the Liveability Monitor (Stad Gent, 2010, 2014), a cross-sectional 

survey used to collect information about the subjective well-being of the official 

inhabitants of Ghent.4 This monitor was initiated in 2002 and has been conducted every 

three or four years since then. The data offer information about the respondents’ moving 

propensities, housing and neighbourhood assessment, and sociodemographic 

characteristics. Only the last two rounds, collected in 2009 and 2013, can be used. Older 

rounds lack neighbourhood data. Respondents drawn from a stratified random sample 

of inhabitants of Ghent received the survey by mail and could either fill it out online or 

mail back their filled-in survey. Each respondent was offered the option of requesting 

a translated version. Thanks to extra efforts, the dataset is fairly representative for sex, 

place of residence, age and nationality and origin, although certain groups are still 

slightly underrepresented: people older than 65, men, and people of non-Western 

ancestry. Response rates were 36% in 2009 and 39% in 2013, resulting in 2,066 and 

2,380 valid cases, respectively. All cases with missing values on the included variables 

were deleted.5  

As we focus on people living through gentrification, only respondents who lived 

in their current neighbourhood longer than five years were included. Furthermore, as 

gentrification, with the exception of super-gentrification (Lees, 2003), only occurs in 

deprived neighbourhoods, we want to compare improving neighbourhoods with 

equivalent, non-improving neighbourhood. We thus only select low-income 

neighbourhoods. This filters out the association between a neighbourhood’s socio-

economic standing and the propensity to move of its’ inhabitants.6 We therefore only 
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selected the 1,037 respondents who resided in the top 33% most deprived 

neighbourhoods of Ghent.7 

The Neighbourhood Monitor8 and the Statistics Belgium websites9 offer 

indicators about the socio-economic situation of neighbourhoods in Ghent. This 

contextual information can be used to measure the socio-economic upgrading of a 

neighbourhood. The demarcation of the statistical sectors is used to delineate 

neighbourhoods (Jamagne, Lebrun, and Sajotte, 2012). These strongly resemble the 

census tracts used in Anglo-Saxon research. 

Variables 

Dependent variable 

Moving propensity. Two variables are computed as dichotomous variables with 

those who expect to move the coming two years because they are dissatisfied with either 

their neighbourhood – for the first dependent variable – or their dwelling – for the 

second one – classified as having moving propensities and all other respondents as not 

having moving propensities. This includes people who said they expect to move but for 

other reasons than dissatisfaction with the home or neighbourhood, for example due to 

work-related reasons or divorce.10 This variable is based on the two questions presented 

in table 1. The classification is illustrated in column 2 of table 1. 

[TABLE 1 AROUND HERE] 

“Dissatisfaction with the current neighbourhood” is selected as one dependent 

variable as we investigate neighbourhood changes and this seems the most 

straightforward measure to do so. However, relative deprivation states that people judge 

their own situation in comparison to that of others (Stouffer et al., 1949). Better-off in-
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movers will likely live in larger houses that they renovate. This could make original 

inhabitants less satisfied with their home. We therefore also include “Dissatisfaction 

with the current home”. As inhabitants could be satisfied with either of the two but 

dissatisfied with the other, for example happy with the home but feeling socially 

displaced due to the changes in their neighbourhood or appreciating the changes in the 

neighbourhood but also relatively dissatisfied with their home, we will analyse both 

reasons separately.11 This will also lead to more straightforward and less biased results. 

Independent variables 

Socio-economic upgrading. This is a dichotomous variable indicating whether 

a neighbourhood has improved socio-economically in the three years prior to the data 

collection of the Liveability Monitor. This was determined by constructing a 

deprivation index based on the median annual income and the percentage of 

unemployed inhabitants in the neighbourhood. This index expresses the extent to which 

neighbourhood socio-economic scores deviate from the average citywide socio-

economic standing. Based on Freeman (2005, 2009), Van Criekingen (2008) and Van 

Criekingen and Decroly (2003), neighbourhoods are considered to be a low-income 

neighbourhood when they are among the 33% neighbourhoods scoring highest on the 

deprivation index at the start of the considered period (2006 or 2010). Improving low-

income neighbourhoods are those low-income neighbourhoods that  also belong to the 

33% of neighbourhoods – city wide – with the strongest declining deprivation index 

during the investigated period (2006–2008 or 2010–2012).7 The non-improving, low-

income neighbourhoods are all other neighbourhoods, i.e. both the stable and declining 

low-income neighbourhoods.12 The included neighbourhoods in Ghent are mapped in 
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Figure 1. The majority of these neighbourhoods can be found in the most deteriorated 

part of the city, the 19th century belt. 

[FIGURE 1 AROUND HERE] 

Table 2 shows the index of deprivation values for both improving and non-

improving, low-income neighbourhoods, as well as the difference in those values 

between the start and finish of the two investigated periods (2006–2008 and 2010–

2012). How these values relate to the median income and the percentage unemployed 

inhabitants is presented in Table 7 in Appendix A. Both improving and non-improving 

neighbourhoods are substantially deprived, with respective average deprivation scores 

of 1.63 and 1.54 for 2006 and 1.50 and 1.51 for 2010. These can be compared to a 

neutral score of 1. These deprivation scores declined in improving neighbourhoods by 

an average of 0.15 points for 2006 and 0.13 points for 2010. The deprivation scores of 

non-improving neighbourhoods increased slightly, by 0.07 for 2006 and 0.08 for 2010.  

[TABLE 2 AROUND HERE] 

Educational attainment.13 Educational attainment is a categorical variable used 

to determine the socio-economic status of the respondent. Respondents are divided 

between those who did not attain a higher education degree and those who did. These 

categories are “ lower or middle-educated” and “higher-educated”, respectively.  

Control variables14 

We control for three background characteristics. Presence of young children is 

a dichotomous variable based on the presence of 0 to 6 year olds in the family. Families 

with 0 to 6 year old children belong to the first category, other families to the second. 

Homeownership is a categorical variable indicating whether or not the respondent is the 
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owner of the house or apartment he or she lives in. Those who indicated they own their 

home constitute the first category, all others the second. Age is a metric variable. It 

ranges from 10 years old to 80 years old. To account for the curvilinear association 

between age and residential decisions (Kim, Horner and Marans, 2005), age squared is 

also included. These control variables are all assumed to be related to residential 

mobility: people often move when they start forming a or expand their family; 

homeowners are believed to be more invested in their neighbourhoods and thus less 

inclined to move; and age is included as a proxy for life cycle transitions, which often 

initiate residential mobility (Clark and Dieleman, 1996; Coulter et al., 2011; Kim et al., 

2005). 

Table 3 presents all descriptive statistics. The individual level variables are 

cross-tabulated according to the type of neighbourhood a respondent lives in. The table 

is split in two columns, one referring to the dataset with the respondents who want to 

move because they are dissatisfied with their home and respondents without moving 

propensities15 and the other with these same respondents without moving propensities 

and the respondents who want to move because they are dissatisfied with their 

neighbourhood. 

[TABLE 3 AROUND HERE] 

Methods 

As individuals live in certain neighbourhoods and they are thus clustered within 

these neighbourhoods, it is necessary to conduct multi-level analyses. This technique 

allows to correctly measure the influences neighbourhood characteristics have on their 

inhabitants. Furthermore, given that the dependent variable, i.e. moving propensities, 

was constructed dichotomously, binary logistic multi-level models were estimated. 
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These models incorporated 1,037 respondents nested within the 55 most deprived of 

Ghent’s 201 neighbourhoods.7 We make extractions from this dataset for the two 

analyses, each time excluding those who said they expect to move because of the reason 

not analysed. The models were analysed using the lme4 R package (Bates et al., 2015). 

Chances are expressed in odds ratio’s. Odds ratio’s express the ratio between the odds 

of having moving propensities and those of not having it. 

Three models and the so-called null model are presented for the two dependent 

variables. This null model (Hox, 2010) provides information on the variance in moving 

propensity between the neighbourhoods in Ghent. It measures the extent to which 

neighbourhood characteristics are important for the variance in respondents’ moving 

propensities. The control variables offer a base measure in the first model. The second 

model examines the impact of educational attainment and living in a socio-

economically upgrading neighbourhood on moving propensities. When relevant, the 

interaction between these two variables is added for the third model. This model was 

used to test the formulated hypotheses.  

Results 

Dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood 

The left hand side of table 4 presents the results from bivariate analyses. On 

average, people with the propensity to move due to dissatisfaction with their 

neighbourhood are less educated and rented more often.  

TABLE 4 AROUND HERE 

TABLE 5 AROUND HERE (IN LANDSCAPE) 
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Table 5 presents the results of the four multi-level models. The neighbourhood 

variance in the null model amounts to 0.649 (SD: 0.809) which equals 16.48 percent of 

the total variance.16 From model 1 it appears that there is no association between the 

presence of young children and the propensity to move (OR: 0.973, p > .1). The other 

two control variables, at the contrary, are in line with what can be found in the literature: 

Homeowners are less inclined to express moving intentions (OR: 0.587, p < .05) and 

moving propensities reach their peak at age 45 (OR for one standard deviation 

difference, first order: 1.041, p > .1; OR for one standard deviation difference, first 

order: 0.748, p < .05).  

The second model shows the main effects of education and living in a socio-

economically upgrading neighbourhood. Higher-educated respondents have a lower 

chance to express moving propensities than lower or middle-educated respondents (OR: 

0.655, p = .087) but this association is only marginally significant. Respondents living 

in upgrading neighbourhoods are neither less nor more likely to express moving 

propensities than respondents living in non-upgrading, low-income neighbourhoods 

(OR: 1.096, p > .1). As neighbourhood improvements are not significantly related to 

moving propensities, the interaction between the two independent variables is not 

investigated. As there is no association between improvements and neighbourhood-

related moving propensities, we have to reject our first and second hypothesis. 

Dissatisfaction with the home 

The right hand side column of table 4 presents the results from bivariate 

analyses. On average, people with the propensity to move because they are dissatisfied 

with their home are parents of young children and rented more often. They are also 

younger than people without moving propensities. 
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TABLE 4 AROUND HERE 

TABLE 6 AROUND HERE (IN LANDSCAPE) 

Table 6 presents the results of the four multi-level models. The neighbourhood 

variance in the null model amounts to 0.065 (SD: 0.255), which equals 1.94 percent of 

the total variance.16 All associations between the control variables and the propensity 

to move in model 1 were in line with what can be found in the literature: homeowners 

are less inclined to express moving intentions (OR: 0.261, p < .001); moving 

propensities reach their peak at age 36 (OR for one standard deviation difference, first 

order: 0.647, p < .01; OR for one standard deviation difference, first order: 0.615, p < 

.001);and families with 0 to 6 year old children have a higher chance to express moving 

propensities than those without children between this age range (OR: 2.203, p < .01).  

The second model shows the main effects of education and living in a socio-

economically upgrading neighbourhood. Higher-educated respondents are neither more 

nor less likely to express moving propensities than lower or middle-educated 

respondents (OR: 0.767, p > .1). Respondents living in upgrading neighbourhoods are 

more likely to express moving propensities than respondents living in non-upgrading, 

low-income neighbourhoods (OR: 2.181, p < .05). 

The interaction between socio-economic neighbourhood upgrading and 

education is added for model 3. The main effect for education now expresses the odds 

ratio between higher-educated respondents and lower or middle-educated respondents 

who live in non-upgrading neighbourhoods. This odds ratio decreased from 0.767 (p > 

.1) to 0.502 (p < .1) and is now only marginally significant. This means that, when 

accepting this association as significant, higher-educated inhabitants of non-improving 
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neighbourhoods are now about half as likely to express moving propensities than their 

lower or middle-educated neighbours. The main effect for socio-economic 

neighbourhood upgrading now expresses the odds ratio for expressing moving 

intentions between lower or middle-educated respondents who live in upgrading 

neighbourhoods and lower or middle-educated respondents who live in non-upgrading 

neighbourhoods. This odds ratio decreased from 2.181 (p < .01) to 1.705 (p <.1) and is 

now only marginally significant. This means that, when accepting this association as 

significant, inhabitants with a lower socio-economic status are now less likely to 

express moving propensities when they live in socio-economically upgrading 

neighbourhoods, compared to their socio-economic peers in non-upgrading 

neighbourhoods. The interaction, however, is not significant (OR: 1.991; p > .1). This 

means that there are no significant differences between lower or middle-educated 

respondents and higher-educated respondents: higher-educated inhabitants of 

improving neighbourhoods respond the same way the improvements of their 

neighbourhood as lower or middle-educated respondents. 

Based on model 2, we accept our third hypothesis, lower or middle-educated 

respondents of improving neighbourhoods are more likely to express moving 

propensities than their socio-economic peers in non-improving neighbourhoods. 

However, contrary to what would be expected, the same finding holds for higher-

educated respondents. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Upward change in low-income neighbourhoods is standardly investigated 

through the lens of gentrification (Owens, 2012). This led to a predominant focus on 
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either the gentrifiers themselves or those who are displaced by gentrification. The 

original inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods who manage to, at least initially, stay 

put, however, are often ignored in the academic discussion (Doucet, 2009; 2014). We 

try to add to the knowledge about how this third group is affected by the improvements 

of their neighbourhood. We therefore try to link moving propensities to upward socio-

economic neighbourhood change in low-income neighbourhoods.  

Our results indicated that when focusing on moving propensities based on 

neighbourhood dissatisfaction, a relation between living in improving neighbourhoods 

and expressing moving propensities is lacking for both higher and lower educated 

respondents. We therefore have to reject our first hypothesis and its’ alternative 

hypothesis: people living through the socio-economic improvements of their 

neighbourhoods are neither less nor more likely to express moving propensities based 

on dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood than people living in non-improving low-

income neighbourhoods.  

That neighbourhood improvements appear to be unrelated to neighbourhood-

related moving propensities could be related to a number of reasons. A first explanation 

might be that the dissatisfied inhabitants have already left. Other explanations might be 

that these inhabitants are more concerned about the ethnic composition of the 

neighbourhood and therefore do not perceive the upward socio-economic changes of 

their neighbourhood as a problem, like Martin (2005) found in London, or that our 

results reflect the more mixed feelings of appreciation for these changes and social 

displacement Doucet (2009) found among lower educated inhabitants in Leith, 

Edinburgh. It could also be that these respondents are unconcerned with their 

neighbourhood, as it has been found that people who leave Ghent are not concerned 
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with their neighbourhood when deciding to move away (Stad Gent, 2016). A last 

explanation could be that we likely only deal with a mild form of gentrification, thus 

forestalling strong effects of gentrification.  

Looking at moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the home, we find 

that these are related to neighbourhood improvements for lower and middle-educated 

respondents. This confirms our third hypothesis and could point towards the displacing 

force of rising house prices for these respondents. However, the fact that both renters 

and homeowners respond in the same way to the improvements of their neighbourhood 

tempers the likeliness of displacement.17 In addition, higher-educated inhabitants are 

also more likely to express higher moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with 

the home in improving neighbourhoods than in non-improving neighbourhoods. 

Moreover, moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the home were 

significantly related to the presence of young children whereas the latter was not related 

to moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood.  

Based on these three additional results, it seems likely that there is a diverse 

group of people with higher moving propensities in improving neighbourhoods and that 

each has their own reasons to want to move. This is in line with what Van Criekingen 

found in Brussels (2009). Price increases and displacement can certainly be one of those 

reasons for lower educated people. Moreover, price increases could also motivate 

higher educated inhabitants to leave when higher educated renters have to pay more or 

when higher educated homeowners have access to greater financial possibilities thanks 

to rising prices and can therefore choose from a larger set of housing possibilities 

elsewhere. 
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But the function these neighbourhoods play for many of its inhabitants can 

matter too. Van Criekingen already showed in Brussels that many of the out-movers of 

improving neighbourhoods are so called marginal gentrifiers, young single headed or 

unmarried households in the transition to adulthood who moved in to these 

neighbourhoods when leaving the parental home but leave the city again when they 

start forming a family (2009). These people arrived in the neighbourhood while looking 

for cheaper housing close to the city center, but never intended to stay there. As both 

age and the presence of young children are also significantly related to the intention to 

leave due to dissatisfaction with the home, it seems possible that the same matters in 

Ghent: It could be that there are significantly more young couples and singles in the 

transition to adulthood in improving neighbourhoods who were never planning to 

remain in the neighbourhood after they start a family and therefore want to move. 

However, it must be born in mind that we do not focus on actual displacement. 

As Belgium has a very deregulated housing market, lower-income inhabitants of 

improving neighbourhoods can easily be priced out of their homes and neighbourhoods. 

Nonetheless, it seems unlikely that this is the case because neighbourhood 

improvements are measured for the short period of three years prior to the data 

collection, other studies show that those who move, do not do so because of the upward 

socio-economic transition of their neighbourhood (Stad Gent, 2016), and it could be 

doubted that there is a massive, selective, outmigration of certain groups in Ghent as 

the socio-economically improving neighbourhoods in our study do not change as 

dramatically as often investigated cities like London or San Francisco. In addition the 

social inequality in Belgium is less severe than in Anglo-Saxon countries, which could 

also temper the consequences of neighbourhood upgrading.  
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The choice to investigate moving propensities has two consequences. First, 

people may want to move for several reasons. Although upward socio-economic change 

can make them more or less inclined to move, other factors - such as tendencies to avoid 

ethnic minority neighbours or to live with co-ethnics (Anonymous, working paper A & 

B) - may cause the same moving propensities (Feijten and van Ham, 2009). Second, 

the focus on moving propensities because of dissatisfaction offers only a one-sided 

view in which the opportunities created by neighbourhood change are ignored. These 

opportunities could also be linked to higher moving propensities, as discussed above.  

Finally, the findings should be seen within the confines of the used data. First, 

the available data are not longitudinal. It is therefore not known what the direct effect 

of neighbourhood change is on the moving intentions of people living in improving 

neighbourhoods. This would require pre- and post-measurements in these 

neighbourhoods. Second, we now focussed on a short time period. Although there were 

certainly changes in this period, longer periods could offer more distinct changes and 

thus be related to different or more pronounced results. Third, we lack data on housing 

price increases. As displacement often operates through price increases, it would be 

informative to add this to our analyses. Fourth, where respondents want to move to was 

not considered. It is possible that respondents wanted to move to another improving 

neighbourhood. This could bias our results. Finally, it is impossible to distinguish 

between incumbent upgrading and gentrification with the measurement we adopted for 

the socio-economic upgrading of the neighbourhood (Holcomb and Beauregard, 1981).  

Notwithstanding these limitations, our results indicate that alienation from the 

neighbourhood, termed social displacement by Doucet (2009), seems unlikely in Ghent 

as moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood yielded no 
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significant results. However, caution is required against displacement due to rising 

housing prices as moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the home were 

higher in improving neighbourhoods than in non-improving neighbourhoods for both 

higher and lower-educated respondents. That both educational groups respond in the 

same way indicates that there are likely other factors at play too, like the life cycle 

mobility of those inhabitants who consider these neighbourhoods as only a transitional 

place to live. This implies that both higher and lower-educated inhabitants who live 

through the gentrification of their neighbourhood deserve scientific attention. 
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Notes 

1 The exception is super-gentrification (Lees, 2003) which occurs in already high-

income neighbourhoods. 

2 This information is found on 

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_lvho02andlang=en. 

3 This information can be found on the Neighbourhood Monitor. This can be accessed 

at http://gent.buurtmonitor.be 

4 The vast majority of higher education students living in Ghent return home, i.e. to the 

parental house, during the weekend. As these students do not officially register in the 

city of Ghent, they are not considered to be official residents of Ghent and are therefore 

not included in the dataset. 

 

                                                 



 

24 

 

                                                                                                                                            
5 This left 4,126 of the 4,446 cases (92.8%). Many deleted cases had missing values on 

either educational attainment or on the dependent variable. The missing values for 

educational attainment are assumed random because these cases were equally divided 

between all socio-economic status groups based on their income. 

6 If higher-income neighbourhoods would be included, our results would show 

inhabitants of improving neighbourhoods more likely to express moving propensities 

but these results would be biased as they compare inhabitants of low-income but 

improving neighbourhoods to inhabitants of all other, but mostly higher-income, 

neighbourhoods. 

7 This was calculated after removing all 31 neighbourhoods with less than 50 

inhabitants, leaving 170 neighbourhoods. There were 59 deprived neighbourhoods in 

total: 55 deprived in both 2006 and 2010, and 4 that were deprived in 2006 only or 2010 

only. However, some neighbourhoods are not included in the multilevel analysis as 

these neighbourhoods lacked respondents in the Liveability Monitor. Twice 52 of the 

57 deprived neighbourhoods were thus withheld. Of these deprived neighbourhoods, 

49 were included for both periods, 3 were only included for the first wave and another 

3 for the last wave. This results in a total of 55 neighbourhoods. 

8 This can be accessed at http://gent.buurtmonitor.be 

9 This can be accessed at http://statbel.fgov.be/nl/statistieken/cijfers/ 

10 We performed sensitivity analyses comparing people who said they want to move for 

either of the two mentioned reasons with those who answered “No” on the first question 

but this did not influence our results. Results  are available upon request. 

11 Like one of our reviewers suggested, the neighbourhood changes can also be related 

to the propensity to move because of reasons that are classified under “Personal 

 



 

                                                                                                                                            
circumstances”, “Other”, e.g. when people can no longer afford the remain, or under 

“Work”, e.g. when their jobs are displaced. We therefore performed sensitivity analyses 

comparing people who want to move with people who don’t and analyzing the other 

three answer possibilities. None of these analyses offered significant effects of 

neighbourhood improvements on the propensity to move, with the exception of a 

marginally significant association when comparing those who answered “Other” to 

people who do not expect to move. Results are not shown but available upon request. 

12 We performed sensitivity analyses where we divide between improving, stable and 

declining low income neighbourhoods. This did not alter the results in a meaningful 

way. Results are available upon request. 

13 We performed sensitivity analyses using household income as the proxy for socio-

economic status. This resulted in no association between neighbourhood 

improvements, income and the propensity to move. Results are available upon request. 

14 Sensitivity analyses with extra control variables were performed and did not 

substantially alter the results. These variables are: labour market participation, income, 

ethnicity (all on the individual level) and neighbourhood level turnover and percentage 

ethnic minority inhabitants (on the contextual level). 

15 Please note that this refers to all respondents without the intention to move or 
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Table 1: The questions used to operationalize the dependent variable. 
Question/Answer: Dependent variable classification: 
Do you think you will move the coming two years? 
No Does not have moving propensities 
Possibly See question 2 
I would want to, but cannot find a home that 
satisfies the needs of our family 

See question 2 

I would want to, but do not possess the 
necessary financial means 

See question 2 

Certainly See Question 2 
I already found a new home See Question 2 
What is the most important reason why you would move? 
Personal circumstances Does not have moving propensities 
Work-related Does not have moving propensities 
Dissatisfaction with the current home Has moving propensities based on 

dissatisfaction with the home. 
Dissatisfaction with the current neighbourhood Has moving propensities based on 

dissatisfaction with the 
neighbourhood. 

I want to leave the city*  Does not have moving propensities 
Other Does not have moving propensities 
* This option was added for the last survey. As it was not included in the former, people 
who chose this option are coded as answering “Other”. 
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Table 2: The deprivation scores of the included (deprived) neighbourhoods.  
 2006–2008 2010–2012 
Neighbourhoods: Non-

improving 
Improving Non-

improving 
Improving 

Amount 25 26 33 17 
 2006 2008 2006 2008 2010 2012 2010 2012 
         
Index of 
Deprivation  

        

Mean 1.54 1.60 1.63 1.47 1.51 1.59 1.50 1.36 
Median 1.51 1.51 1.56 1.47 1.46 1.53 1.33 1.25 
Minimum 1.08 1.11 1.15 0.65 1.14 1.14 1.11 0.84 
Maximum 2.29 2.62 2.56 2.03 2.00 2.15 2.51 2.19 
         
Difference 
between  

2008 and 
2006 

2008 and 
2006 

2012 and 
2010 

2012 and 2010 

Mean 0.066 –0.154 0.078 –0.132 
Median 0.037 –0.076 0.070 –0.075 
Minimum –0.023 –1.042 –0.012 –0.481 
Maximum 0.330 –0.027 0.214 –0.032 
Note: A higher score on the Index of Deprivation means that a neighbourhood is more deprived. 
Socioeconomically improving and non-improving neighbourhoods are both substantially deprived. 
Non-improving neighbourhoods have an increasing or stable deprivation index, socioeconomically 
improving ones a declining index. 
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Table 3: Descriptive analysis. 
  Dissatisfaction with 

the neighbourhood 
Dissatisfaction with 
the home 

 Neighbourhood: Non- 
improving 

Improving  Non- 
improving 

Improving  

Variable Range N  or Average (SD) N  or Average (SD) 
Dependent    
Propensity to move 0–1   

No propensity to 
move 

 437 379 437 379 

Propensity to move  53 52 44 66 
    
Independent    
Educational 
attainment 

0-1   

Lower or middle-
educated 

 
284 266 275 276 

Higher-educated  206 165 206 169 
Homeownership 1-0   
Homeowner  326 331 312 334 
Other  164 100 169 111 
Presence of young 
children 

0-1   

No young children  422 362 403 371 
Young children  68 69 78 74 
Age 10-80 45.77  

(17.92) 
43.08  
(17.55) 

44.75  
(17.79) 

41.99  
(17.29) 

    
Neighborhood 
characteristics 

   

In 2008 0–1   
Socioeconomically 
improving 

 26 (50.98%) 

Non-improving  25 (49.02%) 
In 2012 0–1   
Socioeconomically 
improving 

 17 (34.00%) 

Non-improving  33 (66.00%) 
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Table 4: Bivariate analyses.  
 Moving propensities based 

on dissatisfaction with the 
neighbourhood 

Moving propensities based 
on dissatisfaction with the 
home 

 No Yes Correlation No Yes Correlation 
Educational 
attainment 

  r:-.071*   r: -.045 

Lower or middle-
educated 

58.5% 69.6%  58.7% 65.7%  

Higher-educated 41.5% 30.4%  41.3% 34.3%  
       
Homeownership   r:-.082*   r: -.172*** 
Homeowner 72.6% 60.8%  72.6% 47.6%  
Other 27.4% 39.2%  27.4% 52.4%  
       
Presence of young 
children 

  r:-.002   r:.117*** 

No young children 85.1% 85.3%  85.1% 71.4%  
Young children 14.9% 14.7%  14.9% 28.6%  
       
Age (Mean) 44.76 45.67 r:.0157 44.72 39.66 r: -.089** 
* p < 0.05; ** p <0.01; *** p <0.001 
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Table 5: Results of multi-level analyses with the propensity to move because of dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood as the dependent 
variable 
Variables Null model Model 1: Control variables Model 2: Education & 

 socio-economic  
improvements 

 Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Intercept 0.111 0.079 0.158 *** 0.209 0.126 0.347 *** 0.241 0.137 0.423 *** 
Higher educated a         0.655 0.404 1.063 ° 
Socioeconomic 
improvements b 

        1.096 0.665 1.807 
 

Interaction: 
socioeconomic 
improvements & 
Higher education  

            

Young children c     0.973 0.515 1.838  0.969 0.513 1.830  

Homeowners d     0.587 0.365 0.943 * 0.615 0.381 0.992 * 
Age     1.041 0.813 1.334  1.024 0.799 1.313 ** 
Age²     0.748 0.592 0.944 * 0.723 0.572 0.915 ** 
Neighbourhood 
Variance 

0.649 (0.809) 0.645 (0.803) 0.547 (0.740) 

° p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
a  The reference category is formed by lower or middle educated respondents. 
b  The reference category is formed by non-improving, deprived neighbourhoods. 
c The reference category is formed by respondents who do not have young children. 

d The reference category is formed by renters. 

Age and age squared are standardized. 
Note: socioeconomic improvements in deprived neighbourhoods are not related to moving propensities based on dissatisfaction with the neighbourhood. 
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Table 6: Results of multi-level analyses with the propensity to move because of dissatisfaction with the home  as the dependent variable 
Variables Null model Model 1: Control variables Model 2: Education & 

 socio-economic  
improvements 

Model 3: Interaction 

 Exp(
B) 

95% C.I. 
 

Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Exp(B) 95% C.I. 
 

Intercept 0.123 0.096 0.159 *** 0.344 0.232 0.510 *** 0.263 0.163 0.426 *** 0.306 0.192 0.485 *** 

Higher educated a 
    

    0.767 0.486 1.209 
 

0.502 0.237 1.062 ° 

Socioeconomic 
improvements b 

    
    

2.181 1.364 3.486 
** 

1.705 0.966 3.010 
° 

Interaction: 
socioeconomic 
improvements & 
higher education  

            

1.991 0.782 5.070 

 

Young children c 
    

2.203 1.312 3.699 ** 2.354 1.392 3.981 ** 2.299 1.357 3.896 ** 

Homeowners d 
    

0.261 0.168 0.407 *** 0.239 0.151 0.379 *** 0.243 0.153 0.385 *** 

Age 
    

0.647 0.485 0.863 ** 0.667 0.497 0.894 ** 0.668 0.498 0.896 ** 

Age² 
    

0.615 0.473 0.800 *** 0.606 0.465 0.791 *** 0.604 0.463 0.788 *** 

Neighbourhood 
Variance 

0.065 (0.255) 0.012 (0.109) 0.011 (0.103) 0.006 (0.077) 

° p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 
a  The reference category is formed by lower or middle educated respondents. 
b  The reference category is formed by non-improving, deprived neighbourhoods. 
c The reference category is formed by respondents who do not have young children. 

d The reference category is formed by renters. 

Age and age squared are standardized. 
Note: socioeconomic improvements in deprived neighbourhoods are related to higher moving propensities for both lower and educated respondents. 
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Table 7: The median taxable income and percentage unemployed inhabitants of low-income neighbourhoods and their evolution. 
 2006–2008 2010–2012 
Neighbourhoods: Non-improving Improving City Non-improving Improving City 
Amount 25 26   33 17   
 2006 2008 2006 2008 2006 2008 2010 2012 2010 2012 2010 2012 
             
Median taxable income              
Mean €15980 €17170 €15980 €17900 €20600 €21960 €17860 €19340 €18620 €20290 €22710 €24850 
Median €16240 €17420 €16170 €17830 €20520 €21940 €17900 €19000 €18430 €20680 €22840 €24910 
Minimum €11710 €12390 €12610 €13630 €11710 €12390 €14420 €15510 €13810 €15150 €12810 €15150 
Maximum €19990 €21380 €23100 €25380 €33930 €31520 €22810 €25400 €22360 €25210 €35330 €39070 
             
Difference between  2008 and 2006 

 
2012 and 2010 

 
Mean €1263 €1927 €1351 €1481 €1674 €2142 
Median €1189 €1889 €1482 €1513 €1478 €1845 
Minimum -€138 €912 -€4193 €569 €195 -€1057 
Maximum €2718 €4550 €5449 €2596 €3044 €9926 
         
% unemployed              
Mean 13.65% 10.90% 15.09% 9.73% 7.77% 5.74% 12.24% 11.93% 12.34% 9.39% 7.05% 6.35% 
Median 13.80% 10.93% 14.50% 9.80% 6.05% 4.50% 11.80% 11.40% 11.20% 8.20% 5.95% 5.50% 
Minimum 8.30% 6.70% 8.10% 0.90% 0.00% 0.00% 8.20% 7.80% 6.90% 3.20% 0.00% 0.00% 
Maximum 21.90% 19.90% 27.10% 14.50% 27.10% 19.90% 18.00% 18.00% 23.80% 17.40% 23.80% 23.40% 
             
Difference between  2008 and 2006 

 
2012 and 2010 

 
Mean -2.80% -5.35% -2.03% -0.31% -2.95% -0.70% 
Median -2.72% -5.10% -1.60% -0.40% -2.50% -0.45% 
Minimum -4.40% -17.80% -17.80% -1.40% -7.10% -12.00% 
Maximum -0.90% -2.70% 2.60% 1.30% -0.80% 6.30% 
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Figure 1: the deprived and gentrified neighbourhoods of Ghent 


