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Abstract: Denmark’s private non-profit housing (almene boliger) sector provides 
affordable housing and social housing and is capable of being self-governing and self-
financing. We examine the private non-profit housing sector’s governance and financing 
model and assess the extent to which its institutional framework and revolving funds 
model may allow it to serve as a role model for the development of affordable housing in 
other countries and cities. The paper concludes that while Denmark’s private non-profit 
housing system has succeeded in providing affordable housing with relatively low levels 
of public financing, its exposure to state intervention risks weakening its governance and 
financial power. 
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Introduction 

 
This paper discusses and analyzes Denmark’s private non-profit housing sector, with the 
aim of identifying its strengths, weaknesses, and potential for adaptation to other contexts 
as a means of providing affordable housing. 

Large-scale urban redevelopment projects have become a cornerstone of 
entrepreneurial cities. However, these projects—whether funded and led by state, civic, 
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or business actors—frequently exist in tension with the imperative of keeping cities 
socioeconomically inclusive and affordable for diverse income groups (Noring, 2019; 
Tarazona Vento, 2017; Grydehøj & Ou, 2017; Gray & Porter, 2015; Graham & Marvin, 
2002). Booming urban property values and policy focus on high-income earners risk 
pushing the less well-off out of the city. Neoliberal policy tools have proven ineffective 
at encouraging housing affordability: as Rodríguez-Pose and Storper (2019) argue, lack 
of affordable housing is not necessarily solved by using deregulation to facilitate new 
construction—a strategy that often simply advances harmful gentrification processes. 
Urban growth strategies do not inherently produce ‘trickle down’ benefits for poorer city 
residents. At the same time, many governments find it economically or politically 
unfeasible to supply sufficient publicly owned housing to address this issue, and even in 
countries with large amounts of public housing, such housing is frequently stigmatized 
as the preserve of the poor and the disadvantaged. 

It is interesting in this context to consider Denmark’s private non-profit housing 
(almene boliger) system, which has developed over the course of many decades into a 
source of affordable housing that is utilized by the state for the provision of social housing 
yet is institutionally independent from the state. The private non-profit housing sector as 
a whole furthermore serves a wide range of demographic groups. It is thus worth asking 
whether the Danish model of private non-profit housing might be worth adopting or 
adapting by other countries and cities that are seeking affordable housing solutions 
without creating a burden on public finances. 

The present paper responds to Joseph et al.’s (2019) call for better understanding 
of the complex institutional structures and multi-organizational collaborations underlying 
housing provision. We examine the governance and financial model underlying 
Denmark’s private non-profit housing sector in order to ascertain the degree to which this 
housing model is self-sustaining both when taken on its own terms and when considered 
in light of its real-world entanglement in Denmark’s national and municipal political 
processes. We ultimately conclude that Denmark’s private non-profit housing system 
does indeed offer lessons for other cities and countries that are considering how to 
affordably boost affordable housing provision. Yet we also highlight the weaknesses of 
the Danish model as it exists today, particularly its openness to state interference, which 
has caused more-or-less unrelated political priorities to compromise the model’s 
sustainability. We do not express judgment concerning these unrelated political priorities 
(in this case, debate surrounding immigration) but simply consider how it has affected 
Denmark’s private non-profit housing governance and financing model.  

We proceed with a brief discussion of the concept of ‘affordable housing’, followed 
by a description of our research methods. We then provide an overview of the Danish 
housing market and set forth the key actors in and governance of the country’s private 
non-profit housing sector. This is followed by descriptions of the manner in which this 
sector is financed and utilized for social housing provision. We then discuss how 
changing political priorities have caused state intervention in the private non-profit 
housing system’s governance and financing. Finally, we offer conclusions regarding the 
strengths and weaknesses of the Danish private non-profit housing model. 
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Understanding affordable housing 
 
‘Affordability’ is a relative concept. As Leishman and Rowley (2012, p. 379) note, “the 
housing affordability problem relates partly to the ongoing cost of housing, and partly to 
household income levels.” An apartment that is affordable by the standards of one city 
may not be affordable by the standards of another. Furthermore, housing affordability is 
not straightforwardly related to social class: for example, students or young people from 
privileged backgrounds may struggle to afford housing even if they may be assumed to 
be on a trajectory toward being financially well off later in life. Finally, for someone who 
lacks any money, then all housing is unaffordable, regardless of cost. 

The situation is further complicated by ‘spatial mismatch’ (Leishman & Rowley, 
2012, p. 380): housing units of particular types, quality levels, and prices are frequently 
geographically clustered in a manner that does not reflect place of need, services, and 
employment. Thus, for example, transportation times and costs related to travelling to 
and from housing may cast doubt upon official measures of affordability that consider 
housing cost and income alone (Hamidi, Ewing, & Renne, 2016) or may even render 
certain livelihoods unviable (Ou & Ma, 2017). Furthermore, the geographical 
concentration of affordable housing and its separation from housing accessible only to 
higher-income residents risks entrenching or exacerbating existing disadvantages (Baker 
et al., 2016). Much of the research literature advocates mixed-use urban districts with 
mixed-income housing as a method of preventing inequality of opportunity, while also 
noting the difficulties involved in establishing such districts in practice (Aurand, 2010; 
Jackson, 2018; Read & Sanderford, 2017; Tighe, 2010; van den Nouweland et al., 2015). 

We do not apply a strict definition of ‘affordability’ in this paper, partially because, 
as we shall see, the affordability of Denmark’s private non-profit housing is determined 
not just by rent levels but also by the willingness of Danish municipalities to provide 
potential tenants with housing allowance for housing units in particular places through 
the social housing allocation system. That is, in our Danish case, affordability represents 
a negotiation between housing cost, household income, and state support. Not all tenants 
in Danish private non-profit housing receive housing allowance. Thus, individual private 
non-profit housing estates in Denmark combine provision of housing that tenants find 
affordable of their own accord and provision of state-assisted social housing. 
 
Methods 
 
This research involved a series of recorded key informant interviews by the first author 
and examination of materials made available by Denmark’s three largest housing 
associations: Arbejdernes Andels Boligforening (AAB), Dansk Almennyttigt 
Boligselskab (DAB), and Københavns Almindelige Boligselskab (KAB). Between 
January and June 2018, the first author interviewed the CEOs of AAB, DAB, and KAB 
in addition to the CEOs of the National Building Foundation and the Danish Building 
Defects Fund. These interview subjects were selected due to their roles as major 
decisionmakers in Denmark’s private non-profit housing system. Such reliance on key 
informants is a longstanding and well-recognized research approach (Marshall, 1996; 
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Tremblay, 1957). It is necessary though to acknowledge the limitations of this method: 
key informants of this kind can offer information about the perspectives of the leadership 
of the organizations they represent, but they cannot necessarily provide understanding of 
the perspectives of, in this case, the typical tenant on a housing estate. Since the present 
study focuses on the governance and financing of Denmark’s private non-profit housing 
sector as a whole, the perceptions and insights of key informants are more useful than 
would be the perceptions and insights of informants selected by other means.  

The authors used qualitative content analysis techniques to analyze the interview 
recordings and interview notes. Although these interviews are not quoted (in order to 
preserve anonymity among this small group of interview subjects), the interviews are 
drawn upon throughout the empirical section of this paper. The interview results played 
a significant role in guiding the authors’ analysis of media reporting, publicly available 
statistical data, and government documents. These various kinds of document not only 
helped confirm some of the key informants’ assertions but also helped balance the key 
informants’ outlooks, which were inevitably influenced by their positions within private 
non-profit housing sector leadership (rather than in government roles or as regular 
housing tenants). 
 
The housing market in Denmark and Copenhagen 
 
Denmark’s owner-occupied housing market places high financial demands on residents, 
especially in the cities of Copenhagen and Aarhus. Urban population growth, a tight 
housing supply, and historically low interest rates have contributed to high prices and 
increased the importance of affordable housing (Sadolin & Albæk, 2018).  

There are five primary forms of housing tenure in Denmark. The most common in 
Copenhagen are private cooperative dwellings (andelsboliger), a form of collective 
ownership with shared building costs. The second form of housing tenure is through 
private rental agreements or leases (privat udlejning) between tenant and owner. The 
private rental market for apartments is highly regulated in nearly all Danish cities. The 
third form is owner-occupied apartments or houses (ejerboliger), which generally come 
with the highest upfront costs and monthly payments. The official number of privately 
owned dwellings is misleadingly low because apartments purchased by parents and rented 
to their children with tax benefits (forældrekøb) are treated as rental apartments (Hansen, 
Østergaard Iversen, & Stephensen, 2018). Klarlund (2017) estimates that, in reality, 
privately owned dwellings constitute 28% of Denmark’s total housing stock. Copenhagen 
also has a small number of publicly owned apartments (kommune/stat). The final common 
form of housing in Denmark is private non-profit housing (almene boliger), which is the 
subject of this article. Twenty percent of Denmark’s 2.68 million dwellings are today 
classified as private non-profit housing (Danmarks Statistik, 2019), a figure that is 
generally in line with the approximately 20% of the Copenhagen Municipality and 
Greater Copenhagen Region residents who live in private non-profit housing 
(Landsbyggefonden, 2017a).The Danish model of private non-profit housing is a product 
of the country’s wider social, economic, and political context and developed as part of 
what Jørgensen and Ærø (2008, p. 23) describe as the ‘Scandinavian model’, which 
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“strives to secure good living conditions for all citizens via re-distribution of wealth 
though social benefits and extensive housing schemes.” Despite overarching similarities, 
the various Scandinavian countries followed different historical paths when it came to 
cooperative economies and social housing (Bengtsson et al, 2013; Larsen & Lund 
Hansen, 2015; Lund Hansen, Larsen, Grydehøj, & Clark, 2015). In the mid-19th Century, 
Copenhagen urbanized rapidly, leading to housing shortages and the spread of disease in 
the city’s densely populated working-class districts. The medical profession led reform 
efforts that resulted in the development of social housing in Denmark with the goal of 
improving working-class living conditions. The precursors to today’s non-profit housing 
organizations first formed in the mid-19th Century, independent of the government and 
before the introduction of the state-based welfare system. Early examples are still found 
in Copenhagen, including Brumleby, built between 1854 and 1872 by the Danish Medical 
Association, and Kartoffelrækkerne, built between 1873 and 1889 by the Workers’ 
Building Society. 

These developments were connected with what Kristensen (1989, p. 245) regards 
as “competition between several industrial models” in the form of production 
cooperatives on the one hand and union-backed mass producers on the other in Denmark 
in the second half of the 19th Century. The tradition of economic cooperatives that 
accumulate funds and share risks and rewards among members was balanced by strong 
trade unions, which established cooperative housing associations and were themselves 
modelled after the thriving agricultural cooperatives that continue to own and manage 
entire food chains, including farms, supermarkets, and even their own commercial bank 
today. Larsen and Lund Hansen (2015) argue that housing reform became the cornerstone 
of the Danish welfare state, driven by a strong labor movement and the Social Democratic 
Party. It is out of this context that both cooperative housing associations and private non-
profit housing organizations were born and continued to gain strength. Denmark 
continues to be among the most equal societies globally in terms of socioeconomic 
measures (Alves, 2017), though inequalities are rising. It is thus impossible to separate 
Danish private non-profit housing from what Amin and Thomas (1996, p. 184) term 
Denmark’s ‘negotiated economy’: “The hybrid aspect of Danish institutional life makes 
Denmark a good case for exploring the dynamics of models of economic governance 
which steer a path between the traditional opposition between market or plan-based 
regulation.” 

Danish private non-profit housing has three primary characteristics: it is private and 
non-profit, it is governed by tenants, and it is largely financed by tenants. We follow 
Alves (2017) in referring to almene boliger as ‘private non-profit’ housing. Larsen and 
Lund Hansen (2015, p. 264) describe almene boliger as “a model of association-based 
housing on the edge of the market economy (and the state).” Private non-profit housing 
is characterized by generally lower entry-level rents than comparable housing forms due 
to its relatively low construction costs, its favorable loans, and its non-profit nature. In 
addition, because Danish municipalities use private non-profit housing organizations to 
supply subsidized social housing (with tenants receiving municipal housing allowances), 
private non-profit housing plays a key role in supplying affordable housing in Denmark 
(Andersen & Jensen, 2020). 
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The private non-profit housing sector is also characterized by its self-organized and 
self-governing nature. Tenants govern private non-profit housing through elected board 
representatives. The private non-profit housing financial model furthermore accumulates 
rents and then reinvests them in renovations, infrastructure, new construction, and social 
activities within the housing estates. As a certain proportion of the accumulated rent is 
reinvested across the entire sector, the overall standard of all housing estates remains 
high. The private non-profit sector is closely intertwined with two additional actors, the 
National Building Foundation (Landsbyggefonden) and the Danish Building Defects 
Fund (Byggeskadefonden). Despite their names, neither the National Building Foundation 
nor the Danish Building Defects Fund are state entities but are owned and managed by 
the private non-profit housing sector to share risks and rewards across the entire sector. 
The private non-profit housing system thus deploys what we term a ‘revolving funds 
model’ of financing: when the model works as it was designed to, revenues are kept 
within the system and are only spent on items and activities directly related to the private 
non-profit housing system. As we shall see below, however, the model does not always 
work as it was designed to, and the state has found means of intervening in the system by 
extracting money from the National Building Foundation and by drawing the private non-
profit housing sector into wider political debates over immigration. 
 
Key actors in and governance of the private non-profit housing sector 
 
Denmark’s private non-profit housing organizations can be divided into: 1) Private non-
profit housing associations, which own housing estates (e.g. AAB), and 2) Private non-
profit housing administration companies, which administer independent housing estates 
(e.g. KAB and DAB). Independent housing estates contract with housing administration 
companies for services such as human resources and maintenance. Some small housing 
estates choose to handle their own administrative affairs without contracting with a 
housing administration company. 

The largest private non-profit housing organizations in Denmark are AAB, KAB, 
and DAB. AAB (Arbejdernes Andels Boligforening) was founded by trade unions in 
1912 and is the oldest and largest individual housing association in the country, with 
19,000 private non-profit housing units in the Greater Copenhagen region. KAB 
(Københavns Almindelige Boligselskab) was founded by civic reformers in 1920 and, 
with 60,000 housing units in the Greater Copenhagen region, is Denmark’s largest private 
non-profit housing administration company. DAB (Dansk Almennyttigt Boligselskab) 
was founded in 1942 and today administers a total of 50 housing associations, 360 
buildings, and 54,000 housing units across Denmark. 

Private non-profit housing is organized into three distinct stakeholder groups: 
tenants, boards, and building administrators. Tenancy in private non-profit housing takes 
the form of guarantees and can only be transferred by the private non-profit housing 
associations (e.g. AAB); administration companies (e.g. KAB and DAB); or through 
municipal allocation, in which municipalities place tenants in private non-profit housing 
units. Traditionally, municipalities have had an ‘allocation right’ (anvisningsret) to 25% 
of the vacant private non-profit housing units within their borders, taking precedence over 
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the private non-profit housing organizations’ own waiting lists. However, recent 
developments (discussed below) have increased the municipalities’ allocation rights in 
certain circumstances. Holding a guarantee for a private non-profit housing unit does not 
entail financial gain for tenants. From the tenants’ perspective, then, the tenancy in some 
senses resembles a private rental agreement, with the difference that it grants them the 
ability to contribute to the governance of their communities. It is important though not to 
overplay the liberatory or democratic nature of the private non-profit housing system’s 
self-organization system, given that individual tenants may not experience the system’s 
governance mechanisms in the same manner as they are conceptualized at the institutional 
level. As Hansen and Langergaard (2017, p. 1085) suggest, “the meta-story of democracy 
is disconnected from practice and the lived lives” of many of tenants. 

The self-organization system is grounded in tenants’ election of individuals to sit 
on tenant boards as representatives of the building or estate. In properties managed by 
DAB, for example, there is one representative for every 200 housing units. This self-
management system channels the elected representatives into the upper echelons of 
management in the private non-profit housing organizations, including the boards of 
directors. Harloe (1995, p. 495) argued that “tenants’ involvement in Danish social 
housing, plus its generally high quality and ability to retain a social and economically 
mixed occupancy, has made it much more difficult for the sector as a whole to be 
stigmatized and politically marginalized,” though as discussed below, this housing model 
has come under increasing political pressure in recent years. 
Governing boards vary depending on the size and type of organization. KAB’s (2020) 
board has 21 members, including 15 tenant representatives, two non-tenant 
representatives elected by the tenant associations, one representative selected by the 
guarantors (in practice today, the KAB-administered associations), and three employee 
representatives. DAB’s (2020) board consists of 17 members, including 11 tenant 
representatives; two employee representatives; two external representatives; and two 
mayors (from the Social Democrats and Conservative People’s Party respectively), which 
is indictive both of the process of political incorporation in Denmark and of the fact that 
support for private non-profit housing does not split cleanly along political lines. The 
boards manage operations and budgets as well as make decisions regarding the housing 
administration companies’ long-term orientations. In the case of DAB, this housing 
administration company operates as a key account manager for its board of directors by 
providing all the fiscal data required for the board to make qualified decisions. 

Individual building administrators play an important role in supporting the presence 
of large housing administration companies such as DAB and KAB. DAB acts as the 
human resources manager for the individual building administrators hired and funded by 
each housing estate under its management. The building administrators manage heating 
systems, maintain lifts, clear snow, and oversee other practical tasks involved in the 
smooth running of estates. DAB hires one housing administrator to handle the daily 
caretaking needs of the tenants and housing estates for every 80-90 units. Building 
administrators also serve an important social function through their daily interactions with 
tenants, including monitoring the welfare of elderly or vulnerable tenants. 

The National Building Foundation and the Danish Building Defects Fund are two 



8 

additional private stakeholders that create key points of financial connection and risk 
sharing across the entire private non-profit housing sector. 

 
Financing the private non-profit housing system: a revolving funds model 
 
Denmark’s existing private non-profit housing system generates nearly all its funding 
from tenants. Given that that the housing associations are tax exempt and receive a public 
guarantee on their mortgages, they can be said to receive a form of indirect state subsidy. 
However, the same could be said of owner-occupied housing, given that the state offers 
tax deductions on bank loans. 

The current financing model behind Denmark’s private non-profit housing system 
developed in the 1960s. At this time, mortgages on large numbers of older apartments 
were beginning to be fully paid off. This led to a precipitous drop in rental prices for older 
private non-profit apartments, with the result that more expensive new-build private non-
profit apartments—which were increasingly being constructed in large estates on the 
outskirts of Danish cities—struggled to find tenants, as the less expensive private non-
profit apartments undermined the real estate market. This prompted a 1966 political 
agreement to raise the rents on older private non-profit housing apartments from 1967 
onward as a means of price normalization. Regulation along these lines continues today, 
with a portion of the additional rental fees taking the form of ‘deposits’ that are paid into 
and subsequently reinvested in the sector by the National Building Foundation (KAB, 
2016). Although these efforts were not wholly successful in normalizing rental prices, 
they did lay the groundwork for the current revolving funds model and play a vital role 
in maintaining sustainable market prices. 

Each housing estate, association, and administration company sets its rental prices 
based on revenues. The additional deposits (G-deposits) by tenants cover part of the 
difference between this set rent and a unit’s estimated market rent. Under the current so-
called G-deposit system, the resultant money is split between the National Building 
Foundation (40%) and the non-profit housing organizations responsible for the housing 
in question (60%) (KAB, 2016), thereby allowing both large and small private non-profit 
housing organizations to redistribute funds across their own housing estates, paying for 
maintenance, financing new builds, and adding to savings. AAB alone contributes DKK 
21 million (US$3.3 million) annually to its G-deposit savings, which stood at around 
DKK 320 million (US$47 million) at the start of 2019 (AAB, 2019). 

The main roles and responsibilities of the National Building Foundation itself are 
renovating existing buildings, covering rent deficits, and making capital injections in 
private non-profit housing. In order to prevent sharp increases in rental prices, the 
National Building Foundation covers particularly large expenses and makes investments 
in properties. Renovations include maintenance, improvements, refurbishing, joining 
together smaller and larger entities, and climate adaptation measures. 

An equivalent of 1% of all construction costs across the private non-profit housing 
sector are paid into the Danish Building Defects Fund, which can pay up to 95% of an 
entire claim in the event of construction flaws and other forms of damage to private non-
profit housing buildings (KAB, 2016). Since 1 July 2011, renovation works of above 
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DKK 1,000,000 (US$157,000) per housing estate must also contribute 1% to the Danish 
Building Defects Fund. In 1991, the National Building Foundation also began supporting 
the Danish Building Defects Fund, contributing DKK 1 billion (US$157 million) between 
1991-2002, DKK 1.8 billion (US$280 million) between 2002-2006, and DKK 2.4 billion 
(US$380 million) between 2007-2010 (KAB, 2016). 

 Denmark’s private non-profit housing sector is built upon a complex financial 
model. The flow of funding begins with municipal governments, which provide interest-
free municipal loans that run for up to 40 years. Municipal governments provide 8% loans 
for units under 90 m2, 10% loans for units between 90-105 m2, and 12% loans for units 
over 105 m2. The national government offers a guarantee on the mortgages for new 
private non-profit housing in order to encourage construction and maintain accessible 
entry-level rents for tenants. Between Years 1-30 following construction, tenants repay 
the mortgages on the housing estate. Between Years 30-40, tenants repay national 
government subsidies. From Year 40 onward, after the mortgages and subsidies have been 
repaid, two-thirds of the rents go to the National Building Foundation, which then uses 
half of these savings for new construction and the other half for renovations on existing 
private non-profit housing stock, other infrastructural investments, and social activities. 
The final third of the rents go to the accumulated savings of the individual estates. The 
aforementioned G-deposits, which top up the rental fees to near-market rates, are in 
addition to these rental payments. 

Because the bulk of rental payments go to the National Building Foundation once 
the mortgages and subsidies have been paid off, the National Building Foundation’s 
savings increase as the private non-profit housing stock ages, providing the system with 
the financial basis for funding new housing in the future. In 2007, post-mortgage 
payments of DKK 229 million (US$36 million) were made into the National Building 
Foundation, a sum that is expected to rise to around DKK 3 billion (US$470 million) by 
2020 and DKK 3.4 billion (US$530 million) by 2030 (KAB, 2016). This massive increase 
in contributions over time reflects the aging of the housing estates and hence the 
repayments of mortgages and subsidies, yet it also coincides with a rising need for costly 
renovations and replacement. Danish municipalities likewise place money in the National 
Building Foundation to cover loans for developing new private non-profit housing. 
 
Denmark’s social housing system 
 
The above overview of the manner in which Denmark’s private non-profit housing system 
is financed illustrates some of the tensions regarding rental prices that have presented 
challenges for the sector. On the one hand, low rents are preferable for individual tenants; 
on the other hand, when rents on existing housing stock are too low, it becomes difficult 
to successfully construct and finance new private non-profit housing as well as to fund 
maintenance on existing housing. That is, the private non-profit housing sector is 
designed to be affordable, but efforts to ensure its long-term sustainability mitigate 
against the temptation to minimize rental prices. 

Some people, however, struggle to afford housing on market terms and require state 
assistance to fulfill their housing needs. We refer to housing supplied for low-income and 
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other tenants by the state as ‘social housing’. In Denmark, such social housing is provided 
by municipalities and is located exclusively within private non-profit housing estates. The 
private non-profit housing organizations receive direct public subsidies on behalf of 
social housing tenants in the form of a municipal housing allowance, which represent the 
difference between the total capital cost of the mortgage loan financing private non-profit 
housing and the percentage that the tenants must pay themselves. Over time, social 
housing tenants repay around 25% of the housing allowance they receive (Transport-, 
Bygnings- og Boligministeriet, 2018b). The National Building Foundation provides 
access to a website (www.danmarkbolig.dk) displaying all private non-profit housing, 
including prices. Municipalities determine which residents are eligible to receive housing 
allowance, and the individual housing estates work with the municipalities and receive 
information on rental prices (including housing benefits) to determine the amount each 
tenant should be charged. 

In the case of Copenhagen, private non-profit housing estates exist throughout the 
city, but they are particularly concentrated on the outskirts of the city. At 74 km2, 
Copenhagen is spatially quite small compared with other Danish municipalities. 
Copenhagen Municipality consists of around 20% private non-profit housing, but some 
other municipalities in the Greater Copenhagen region, such as Ballerup, Ishøj, Brøndby, 
Herlev, and Albertslund, lying between 9-15 km from Copenhagen’s city center, consist 
of around 60% private non-profit housing (Landsbyggefonden, 2015). Because the 
private non-profit housing administration companies operate in housing estates across the 
region, Greater Copenhagen’s municipalities have strongly interlinked housing markets. 

The laws governing the private non-profit housing sector mandate that rents must 
be set on the basis of the total costs in the local branch of the housing association and 
must not generate profits. Surplus revenue takes the form of the strictly controlled 
‘deposit’ systems discussed above. However, the mere fact that some private non-profit 
housing units are old and located on the outskirts of the city while others are new and 
located near the city center result in significant price variations across the sector 
(Landsbyggefonden, 2018). 

When choosing the private non-profit dwellings in which to place social housing 
tenants, municipalities typically seek to minimize their costs by allocating tenants to the 
cheapest available housing. In 2018, rents for social housing ranged from DKK 400/m2 
annually to DKK 1200/m2 annually, with half the social housing units having rents 
between DKK 720-920/m2. New-build private non-profit units, such as those in 
Copenhagen Municipality’s South Harbor and North Harbor large-scale redevelopment 
zones, have rents of around DKK 1200/m2 (Landsbyggefonden, 2017b). This is partly 
due to the new apartments’ high land prices and construction costs and partly due to their 
large size relative to older apartments (Kristensen, 2017). It is also significant that 
municipalities are barred from selling land to private non-profit housing associations and 
organizations at below-market rates. All this has combined to raise Copenhagen’s 
affordable and social housing rental prices over time (Turk, 2019). 

Municipalities have preferred to allocate social housing tenants to cheaper, older, 
private non-profit housing on the outskirts of the city than too more expensive, newer, 
centrally located units. The overarching private non-profit housing sector thus provides 
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relatively affordable housing throughout the city, but the very cheapest apartments are 
geographically concentrated in large estates on the edge of the city. It is these that are 
disproportionately used to house the economically weakest groups in society. As a result, 
many newer and centrally located private non-profit housing estates include very low 
levels of social housing tenancies, whereas some older, peripheral, and larger estates 
consist predominantly or even exclusively of social housing tenancies. This is not in itself 
an economic problem for the private non-profit housing system since tenants pay rents 
regardless of whether they receive housing allowance, but the situation has, as we shall 
see, presented political challenges to the sector’s independence in governance and 
financing. 

 
The ‘Ghetto List’ and political intervention in the private non-profit housing system 
 
It is obvious why municipalities, which are responsible for bearing the costs of social 
housing, seek to minimize these costs by making use of the cheapest private non-profit 
housing available. However, this use of the social housing allocation system has 
concentrated social housing target groups (the unemployed, individuals with immigration 
backgrounds, individuals with substance abuse problems, individuals with criminal 
records, etc.) in low-income enclaves on the outskirts of the city. 

The large private non-profit estates on the outskirts of Copenhagen have come to 
host very high concentrations of social housing not because of any essential element of 
the private non-profit housing sector’s financial model but because this suits municipal 
needs. Yet this has also made the private non-profit housing sector a target for politically 
motivated interference by a succession of national governments. Denmark’s robust social 
housing system has been protected precisely by the private nature of the private non-profit 
housing sector; it is far more difficult for the state to dismantle than was the case for the 
publicly owned social housing in countries such as Sweden and the United Kingdom 
under the push for privatization in the 1980s and 1990s (Larsen & Lund Hansen, 2015; 
Vidal, 2019). The system is not entirely free from state support and intervention though. 
The sector relies on low-interest, 40-year state loans as well as housing allowance 
payments, and because the National Building Foundation was established through an act 
of parliament in 1967, Danish parliament can ultimately exert authority over it. Because 
the sector is closely intertwined with both national and municipal government, it is 
influenced by politics and shifts in political priorities, making it vulnerable to sudden and 
unpredictable changes in the governance and financing aspects of its operations. 

Since the start of the 2000s, the private non-profit housing sector has become 
entangled with Denmark’s distinctive political debate surrounding immigration. In 2004, 
the national government lay the groundwork for an attack on the private non-profit 
housing system when then-prime minister, Liberal leader Anders Fogh Rasmussen (2004; 
translation our own), used his New Year’s Speech to warn that failed immigration policies 
were leading to the formation of “immigrant ghettos, in which the men are unemployed, 
the women are isolated, and the families only speak the language of their homeland.” 
Private non-profit housing estates were presented as a threat to Danish society as a whole. 
The government’s solution was to expand the proportion of units in an estate over which 
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municipalities possessed allocation rights, thereby allowing municipalities to engineer the 
demographics of these estates. This did not address one of the underlying reasons why 
low-income and immigrant groups were congregating on these estates to begin with, 
namely that it was less expensive for municipalities to concentrate social housing there 
than elsewhere and that low-income groups were struggling to find other affordable 
housing in the city. As noted by Social Democrat politician Anne-Marie Meldgaard 
(2004; translation our own), it was no good seeking to break up ‘ghetto’ estates by moving 
in socially resilient families and moving out socially vulnerable families unless the 
municipalities were actually capable of allocating both more social housing units and 
social housing units in better neighborhoods: “The municipalities need to be compensated 
for the extra costs. They need to find apartments in attractive areas for people who don’t 
have a hope in the world of paying the rent there.” The municipalities were being legally 
empowered but lacked the economic capacity to improve the situation (see also Turk, 
2019). 

The national government ultimately took a two-pronged approach: directly 
intervening in the private non-profit housing estates and drawing upon the National 
Building Foundation’s savings. Central to these efforts was the government’s annual 
compilation of a so-called ‘Ghetto List’ (formally, a list of Særligt udsatte almene 
boligområder), beginning in 2010. The most recent categorization of such ghettos, 
applicable to housing areas with 1000 residents or more, is determined by the five ‘ghetto 
criteria’ below: 

 
“1) The proportion of 18-64-year olds not in employment or education exceeds 

40% (averaged over the past two years). 
2) The proportion of residents sentenced for breach of the penal code, weapons 

act, or law on narcotic drugs represents at least three times the national 
average, calculated as an average over the past two years. 

3) The proportion of residents aged 30-59 years who only possess a primary 
education exceeds 60% of the total number of residents in the same age group. 

4) The average gross income for taxpayers in the 15-64-year age group in the 
area (excluding those in education) is less than 55% of the average gross 
income of the same group in the region. 

5) The proportion of immigrants and descents of immigrants from non-Western 
countries exceeds 50%.” (Transport-, Bygnings- og Boligministeriet, 2018a) 

 
‘Vulnerable housing areas’ fulfil a minimum of two of criteria 1-4, while ‘ghetto areas’ 
fulfil at least two of criteria 1-4 and criterion 5. ‘Hard ghetto areas’ are areas that have 
been classified as ‘ghetto areas’ for the past four consecutive years (Transport-, 
Bygnings- og Boligministeriet, 2018a). As of 1 December 2019, 40 areas are categorized 
as ‘vulnerable housing areas’, including 28 ‘ghettos’, of which 15 are ‘hard ghettos’ 
(Transport- og Boligministeriet, 2019). All nine of the areas within the Greater 
Copenhagen region that are categorized as ‘vulnerable housing areas’ are also categorized 
as ‘ghettos’, and four of these are furthermore categorized as ‘hard ghettos’. The largest 
of these is the Tingbjerg/Utterslevhuse area (owned by the private non-profit housing 
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associations fsb and SAB), with 6626 residents. 
Danish parliament has created special rules surrounding municipal allocation of 

social housing in housing areas on the Ghetto List (Trafik-, Bygge-, og Boligstyrelsen, 
2019). Municipalities are generally speaking no longer permitted to allocate social 
housing in these areas to individuals who have received unemployment benefits, early 
retirement payments, cash benefits, or other forms of state social support for six 
consecutive months or who have recently been released from criminal detention. The law 
furthermore restricts the decisionmaking powers of the private non-profit housing 
organizations themselves, for example, preventing them from renting property in ‘hard 
ghettos’ to new tenants who are receiving social support. Municipalities may additionally 
prevent private non-profit housing organizations in ‘vulnerable areas’ from renting to new 
unemployed tenants who are in receipt of social support. 

A May 2018 cross-party agreement (Transport-, Bygnings- og Boligministeriet, 
2018a) set forth a framework not simply for integrating or improving the demographics 
of ‘hard ghettos’ but also for reducing the extent to which they consist of private non-
profit housing estates. The private non-profit housing organizations in question are given 
six months following the designation of an area as a ‘hard ghetto’ to present a 
comprehensive plan (approved by the national Minister for Housing) for reducing the 
proportion of private non-profit housing units in the area to a maximum of 40% by 2030. 
Such a reduction can occur, for example, through densification (construction of new 
owner-occupied, private collective, or rental housing), sale of existing housing, 
demolition of existing housing, or attraction of new business or government workplaces 
(which can be calculated as housing units). Significantly, the agreement states that: 

 
Reducing the proportion of private non-profit housing units to 40% must not be 
hindered by the fact that there may in some towns be limited demand for the 
properties in question. To the extent that losses occur in connection with the sale 
of private non-profit property in one of the hardest ghetto areas, this loss can be 
covered by the National Building Foundation. 

 
The National Building Foundation is also being relied upon to fund the government-
enforced conversion, demolition, and upgrading of private non-profit property in 
‘vulnerable areas’, with the government earmarking DKK 12 billion (approximately 
US$1.8 billion) of the National Building Foundation’s accumulated DKK 21 billion 
(US$3.1 billion) savings for this purpose. This forms part of a pattern that emerged in the 
early 2000s, with the national government raiding the National Building Foundation’s 
savings in order to pay upfront for national government loans on the construction of new 
housing. However, the heightened focus on ‘ghettos’ means that the National Building 
Foundation is being directed where and how to spend its money, potentially overriding 
the wider needs of the private non-profit housing sector and risking estates across the 
country falling into disrepair (Lützen Ank, 2018). 
 
Drawing an independent sector into the state 
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The Danish state, at both national and municipal levels, has devoted considerable 
attention to housing policy in recent decades. Such policy focus has not, however, 
unambiguously improved the availability and quality of affordable housing. Alves (2017; 
2019) argues that land-use planning and housing policies reinforce divisions between 
Copenhagen’s diverse socioeconomic groups, while Larsen and Lund Hansen (2008) 
criticize urban regeneration policies explicitly aimed at gentrification. Skifter-Andersen 
(2017) suggests that the leading cause of residential segregation in Denmark is white 
flight, the individual choice of ethnic Danes moving away from ethnically diverse 
neighborhoods, and the overrepresentation of non-western minorities in private non-
profit housing. Prefiguring our findings here, Schultz Larsen (2014, p. 1386) argues that 
the Danish state’s political, economic, and spatial logics have contributed to transforming 
private non-profit housing estates that were once conceptualized as “prestige 
developments” into “neglected and stigmatized territories.” Meanwhile, the efforts at 
improving city finances and undertaking large-scale redevelopment in Copenhagen 
(Noring, 2019) have only recently begun prioritizing affordability and the needs of lower-
income groups. 

Larsen and Lund Hansen (2015) observe that the Danish model of private non-profit 
housing straddles the edge of the private sector and the state. This has traditionally 
partially freed the system from existing market structures and public institutional 
constraints as the sector is largely self-organized and self-managed by the private non-
profit housing associations, the private non-profit housing administration companies, the 
National Building Foundation, and the Danish Building Defects Fund. These 
organizations serve a crucial public function, providing not only units for social housing 
but also making relatively affordable housing more available across Denmark’s towns 
and cities. The private non-profit housing model is today largely self-financed through a 
revolving funds model that reinvests rental revenues in creating more non-profit housing, 
renovating existing buildings, and supporting social activities. The model furthermore 
empowers tenants through a system of self-organization that brings tenants to sit on the 
boards of large-scale housing associations. As Harloe (1995, p. 506) has argued, the 
“strength of Danish social housing was provided by its localized and decentralized 
institutional and management structures, which had been reinforced by the 
implementation of ‘tenant democracy’.” 

However, both the financial self-sufficiency and self-organization of the system are 
currently under threat, not because they have themselves failed but because of 
interference from the state. It is thus that the state has drawn funds out of the National 
Building Foundation to pay for politically motivated projects, which—whether good or 
bad—differ from the priorities of the private non-profit housing sector itself. It is thus 
that the state has exerted control over which tenants can be accepted by non-profit housing 
organizations. These actions have both challenged the independence of the private non-
profit housing sector and reduced its ability to effectively and sustainably provide 
affordable housing across Denmark. The fact that these reforms have also been driven by 
a political desire for greater social mixing and less segregation (Alves, 2019) points to 
the potential conflicts that arise when the state makes use of an ostensibly private sector 
to pursue social and welfare-oriented interests.  
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Denmark’s Liberal-Conservative coalition government (2001-2009) oversaw an 
administrative restructuring designed to distance housing from the welfare state and bring 
it more thoroughly into the market economy (Lund Hansen, Larsen, Grydehøj, & Clark, 
2015) while weakening the financial position of the National Building Foundation 
(Flensburg, 2006). This effectively prevented the private non-profit sector from severing 
its ties to national politics, despite having the governance and financial capacity to 
potentially operate free from political intervention. For all its material advantages over 
the years, state buy-in to the system—in the form of political representatives on non-
profit housing organization boards, favorable state loans, and municipal allocation 
rights—has not produced a solid political consensus in favor of the private non-profit 
housing system. It has only left the system vulnerable to state intervention. 

Whereas the public housing systems in many other countries have been 
straightforwardly privatized, Denmark’s private non-profit housing systems has been 
progressively pulled into the sphere of state activity. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Many cities and countries around the world face growing demand for affordable housing. 
This paper has analyzed the Danish model of private non-profit housing, a sector that 
provides shelter for one in five residents of Denmark. Rental revenues are accumulated 
and reinvested in expanding housing, renovations, and social activities. Because it offers 
an alternative to reliance on either state-funded housing or the vagaries of the market, this 
system may be interesting for other cities and countries struggling to provide affordable 
housing—or, indeed, simply more housing—to their residents. The Danish experience 
demonstrates how a private non-profit institutional framework and associated revolving 
funds model can take on a crucial public responsibility. 

Our study has though demonstrated a major pitfall in the Danish private non-profit 
housing model: however capable the private non-profit housing sector may be of 
undertaking independent governance and financing, its ultimate stability and 
sustainability depend upon a favorable political environment. If the state is capable of 
intervening in the operations of the sector’s institutions, then the sector’s independence 
will always be provisional. The ability for the state to intervene in this manner is rooted 
in Danish parliament’s role in the formalization of the sector and establishment of the 
National Building Foundation in 1966-1967.  

Other countries and cities considering establishing a private non-profit housing 
system will need to grapple with the fact that the Danish model’s long-term governance 
and financial independence does indeed require an initial large-scale investment by state, 
private, or civic actors. The manner in which this investment occurs and the 
institutionalization that it enables are crucial for the ability of the resultant private non-
profit housing sector to withstand hostile intervention from external actors. 
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