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Project description 
Today’s interlocking housing and climate crises demand innovative ideas and experiments.  Reusing 
vacant spaces is one of these potential solutions. The issue of property vacancy and abandonment, 
often occurring in cities’ downtowns, has become a growing problem, especially following the global 
COVID-19 pandemic (Friendly 2025). The idea is based what is called "obsolescence", meaning that 
buildings are not fully functioning, relating to diverse causes and effects (Buitelaar et al. 
2021). Despite a growing literature on this topic, there is a lack of clarity on what constitutes vacant, 
obsolete and underutilised spaces (O’Callaghan et al. 2018). For instance, Caramaschi and Chiodelli 
(2023) suggest four conditions comprising emptiness: (1) uncompleteness – unfinished property due 
to property crashes or reduced profitability; (2) long-term vacancy – empty housing available through 
the market which is vacant due to reasons other than an ordinary building lifecycle; (3) under – and 
unoccupancy – property that is materially functional but fails to accommodate a full-time household; 
and (4) abandonment – empty property detached from the housing market due to its physical decay 
and inhabitability. 
 
The issue of vacancy is a global one affecting multiple cities around the world; in this research we 
focus mainly on Europe. The relevance of the vacancy issue relates to inequity and exclusion in 
access to housing, especially given that vacancy is viewed as a key spatial process in the making of 
precarious cities (Ferreri and Vasudevan 2019). Such issues often force local governments to develop 
ad hoc and reactive approaches to deal with the problem, yet often, such approaches may fail to 
produce long term solutions. In this context, the reuse of vacant space may help to deal with 
community challenges and needs in local neighbourhoods. This challenge reflects an urgency to 
approach the issue from a long-term and context-specific perspective. Likewise, local stakeholders 
may prove to be key actors on these issues  in order to push the agenda towards tangible solutions at 
the local scale. At the same time, the issue often relates to and intersects with multiple factors 
including international investment, economic and physical decline, housing prices, criminal activity, 
and neighbourhood change, among others.  
 

Job requirements 
We encourage you to apply if you have a keen interest in housing / urban challenges, enjoy doing 
research and writing about your findings, have excellent English writing and communication skills, 
are organized and structured, and have a pro-active and hands-on mentality. 
 
The research assistant will engage in the following activities: 
- Conduct exploratory, desk research focusing on vacancy issues, the reuse of urban space, and 
innovative methodologies of vacant space across Europe 
- Support the development of various European case studies through partner organizations 
- Participate in preparatory activities for a grant proposal on the topic of vacancy.  
- Some possibilities for interviews with local stakeholders 

mailto:a.r.friendly@uu.nl
mailto:h.j.vannoorloos@uu.nl


Project proposal Bright Minds Assistantships – February 2026 

 
Bibliography 
 
Buitelaar, E., Moroni, S. & De Franco, A. (2021). "Building obsolescence in the evolving city. 
Reframing property vacancy and abandonment in the light of urban dynamics and complexity." Cities 
108: 102964. 
 
Caramaschi, S., & Chiodelli, F. (2023). Reconceptualising housing emptiness beyond vacancy and 
abandonment. International Journal of Housing Policy, 23(3): 588–611. 
 
Ferreri, M., & Vasudevan, A. (2019). "Vacancy at the edges of the precarious city.: Geoforum 101: 
165–173. 
 
Friendly, A. (2025). "Common Property in the City: Curbing Urban Vacancy in São Paulo." Urban 
Studies 62(6): 1062–1082. 
 
O’Callaghan, C. Di Feliciantonio, C. & Byrne, M. (2018). "Governing urban vacancy in post-crash 
Dublin: contested property and alternative social projects.” Urban Geography 39(6): 868–891. 
 


	Vacancy and the reuse of urban space:
	Exploring strategies across Europe
	Project description
	Job requirements


	Buitelaar, E., Moroni, S. & De Franco, A. (2021). "Building obsolescence in the evolving city. Reframing property vacancy and abandonment in the light of urban dynamics and complexity." Cities 108: 102964.

