
for more information visit: www.voorheescenter.comMARCH 2015

A supplement to The Socioeconomic Change of Chicago’s Community 
Areas (1970-2010)

GENTRIFICATION & 
NEIGHBORHOOD CHANGE

Helpful Tools for Communities



3

Mid Stage Gentrification

Late Stage Gentrification

1. Strengthened Rental Protections
2. Tax Abatement Policies 

3. Protections Against Condominium Conversion
4. Rehabilitation & Preservation 

1. Employer Assisted Housing
2. Affordable Housing Trust Fund

3. Housing Levies
4. Dealing with NIMBYism

1.  Coalition Building
2. Right to Purchase

3. Community Land Trusts
4. Inclusionary Zoning

5. Limited Equity Co-op Housing
6. Community Benefit Agreements 

Using This Toolkit

Contents

Before Gentrification

To Learn More

4

10

14

18



Using this Toolkit

GENTRIFICATION IS A PROCESS in which low-income households are displaced by rising 
costs as higher income households move into a neighborhood. When a neighborhood gentrifies, 
housing and land costs rise. As rents and house values increase, current residents and business 
owners can often no longer afford to live or operate there, and may move elsewhere to find more 
affordable opportunities. This is a process of displacement that destabilizes communities, and can 
result in significant financial and emotional stress for those affected. 

This toolkit presents strategies for addressing the pressures of gentrification in a community during 
different phases of gentrification: before it happens, as it is happening, and after a neighborhood 
has been gentrified. It is possible to have development without displacement. These tools may 
offer a starting point for collaboration with community residents, non-profit organizations, local 
businesses, elected officials, and even developers. We understand that not all neighborhoods are 
dealing with pressures of gentrification. In fact, many Chicago neighborhoods are struggling with 
decline and a lack of investment. Still, our goal is to ensure that all Chicago neighborhoods are 
accessible to households of any income level. 

This toolkit is intended for anyone who is interested in addressing or preventing gentrification. 
Tools presented here can be adapted to meet the needs of diverse groups. For example, using 
accessibility as a lens can result in tools that more fully address the needs of people with disabilities. 

The first step in any plan to deal with gentrification is to build partnerships among all stakeholders 
and interested parties: neighborhood residents, non-profit organizations, local businesses, and 
local officials. Most tools presented here are regulatory, and need support from City, County, 
and / or State representatives in order to be developed and implemented. Building a coalition of 
residents, business owners, non-profit organizations, and other interested parties is a key step in 
raising awareness and building momentum to advocate for affordable housing and addressing the 
negative effects of gentrification.

The tools presented here are organized into three key stages: Before Gentrification, Mid Stage 
Gentrification, and Late Stage Gentrification. Each of these stages requires unique responses 
to address the immediate context of gentrification. In all stages, communities should understand 
their affordable housing situation—how many people are paying too much for housing? CRN’s 
Affordable Housing Factbook (see To Learn More) can provide this and other useful community 
data. 

Each tool in this resource is presented in the same way: first, we offer a definition of the strategy. 
Then, we outline when each strategy is most useful, and to whom, as well as a note about how this 
tool is currently used in Chicago. Each tool has accompanying opportunities for and challenges to 
implementation. Many are not new, but have proven themselves helpful. At the end of this toolkit, 
we have provided real-world case studies where these tools have been used effectively. We hope 
this resource may help guide your community in practice.
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• Fosters political participation in the community through 
advocacy meetings and education workshops.

• Collaboration may generate fresh anti-displacement 
strategies as well as access to new sources of funding.

• Great way to share information about what’s happening 
in the community.

• Can provide legal resources to tenants and host 
community trainings to inform them of their rights to 
reduce risk of coercion and/or unlawful eviction. 

Before Gentrification

Coalition Building
Coalition building is a way to share information and to collaborate with others to advance a 
common cause. By building a network of committed actors, a community is strengthened and 
can advocate to elected officials and others for shared priorities. A coalition is also a way to 
support and train community leaders. Coalitions create a stronger, more cohesive voice for 
the community, and enable the community to draw up a more representative and consensus-
driven anti-gentrification plan for their neighborhood.

Sharing information, providing opportunities for people to discuss issues and strategies, and 
developing unified approaches to dealing with collective problems is ongoing work. Coalition-
building should begin as early as possible, and should continue to engage coalition members 
until the end of a campaign.

Defining scope and selecting a geography (neighborhood, city, state, etc.) for a campaign can 
help determine which community members would be appropriate to include in a coalition. This 
is an opportunity to involve a variety of stakeholders: housing and community organizations, 
elected officials, religious institutions, neighborhood businesses, and local residents. There 
might be organizations outside the geographic bounds of the community that can provide data 
or information who can be included.

• To be done well, coalition-building requires a large 
investment of time and energy.

• Reaching agreement on vision, goals, and objectives 
can be difficult due to clashing interests, poor 
communication and/or divided leadership.  

Opportunities Challenges  

Signs that areas are vulnerable to gentrification:
• Near areas that are already gentrified or in the process
• Areas close to downtown, especially with good transportation access
• Interesting ‘historic’ or ‘character’ buildings
• Where property values are lower than the surrounding areas
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There are many ongoing and active coalitions and neighborhood groups throughout the City 
of Chicago. These groups work together to address issues of importance to the community, 
including provision of safe, decent, and affordable housing units.



• Promotes local control of assets.
• Is an inexpensive first step to create relationships 

with present owners, and an opportunity to participate 
in negotiations with third party purchasers.

• Offers some assurance that an organization (in the 
case of non-profit purchase) is not paying more than 
Fair Market Value.

• Long term affordability is prioritized for both housing 
and commercial units.

Tenant or Non-Profit Developer “Right to Purchase”

A strategy where a current tenant or local non-profit developer has the first right of refusal to 
purchase before a property can be sold to a private developer. This strategy includes both 
acquisition and the adaptive reuse of vacant or brownfield sites. 

This strategy is most cost-effective before gentrification hits, but can also be employed after 
a period of neighborhood change. This strategy is best employed when community members 
want to keep local ownership of community land, affordable housing units, or commercial 
space.

This strategy will benefit community residents, tenants who want the opportunity to acquire real 
property, and non-profit organizations and developers. Right to Purchase must be implemented 
by the City, and requires collaboration between tenants / non-profit organizations, current 
owners, and City staff. Tenant opportunity to purchase may be offered by Departments of 
Housing & Community Development, including both financial and technical assistance.

• “Right to Purchase’” period is often a small window 
of time, which can make it difficult for tenants and 
nonprofit developers to obtain necessary financing.

• A right of first purchase agreement needs careful 
negotiation and drafting to achieve desired outcomes 
for the community.

• Tenants may not be able to afford the asking price, 
and may still face displacement.

Opportunities Challenges  

5YoChicago “View from Hairpin Lofts”, December 2011

Though Chicago does not have an overarching ‘right to purchase’ policy for tenants and nonprofit 
developers, Chicago’s SRO preservation ordinance includes a stipulation that mandates right 
to purchase to developers that will keep properties affordable. For condominium conversions, 
current tenants have ‘right to purchase’ before other buyers.



Community Land Trusts

A Community Land Trust (CLT) is a non-profit that owns, develops, and stewards properties 
on behalf of a community. Though a land trust typically focuses its efforts on the acquisition 
of residential properties, its principles can be applied in a commercial context to aid the 
preservation of affordable commercial space in communities.

This is a proactive, not reactive solution. Land trusts work best when established before land 
prices rise. Developing plans of this magnitude takes time and preparation. 

This strategy benefits low-income households and businesses. It can be employed by 
community non-profit organizations and land developers, and requires the development of a 
non-profit corporation to manage the trust.

• Properties held by a Community Land Trust may be 
perceived as undesirable because the property owner 
does not own the land.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Balances security of tenure with a community’s 

need to maintain affordability, economic diversity, 
and local access to essential services.

• Deed restrictions control the resale prices of 
property, ensuring their long-term affordability.

• Separation of land ownership from building 
ownership allows property owners to build equity 
over time.

6 Hilowitz, D. “Suburban Chicago from the Air” July 2009

The Chicago Community Land Trust was established in 2006. It works to preserve the 
long-term affordability of homes created through City programs and provide permanent 
homeownership opportunities. The First Community Land Trust of Chicago was created in 
2003 and is operated as a non-profit serving the West Humboldt Park area. It has built 
three new affordable for-sale homes on land provided by the city. In a high end market,  
Community Partners for Affordable Housing has built new housing and renovated foreclosed 
homes for re-sale in the North Shore area.



Inclusionary Zoning
Inclusionary zoning programs require developers to sell or rent a certain percentage of 
newly developed housing units at below-market rates to lower-income households. Often, 
developers are given the option of a fee in lieu of affordable units within a building.

Inclusionary zoning is most effective when enacted in early stages of gentrification to combat 
future damage. Inclusionary zoning most benefits a neighborhood when affordable units 
remain in the neighborhood and an option for in lieu fees is not accepted.

Inclusionary zoning ordinances need to be enacted by locally elected and city planning 
officials. Guidance from residents and community organizations will encourage local support of 
inclusionary zoning measures. This strategy benefits low- and moderate- income households 
and mixed-income neighborhoods.

• When developers are given the opportunity to pay an 
in lieu fee. This does not reflect the real cost of building 
an affordable unit in a high-income neighborhood. 
This often leads to further concentration of affordable 
housing in low-opportunity areas. 

• Housing developed through inclusionary zoning is 
usually targeted to moderate-income households, 
excluding low-income households that are most in 
need of affordable housing

• When the stipulations of inclusionary zoning are 
optional, affordable housing goals are rarely met.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Inclusionary zoning programs promote housing 

affordability without raising taxes or using public funds.
• Can foster mixed socio-economic neighborhoods 

and integrate low- and moderate- income housing 
into high-income areas. This is best portrayed in 
municipalities that set high in-lieu fees or who do not 
have in-lieu fees built into their programs.

• Can be done independent of zoning by simply requiring 
a percentage of affordable units or an in-lieu fee for 
new development.

Vance, S. “Rowhouses: Pullman” March 2008 7

Chicago first adopted an inclusionary zoning policy, the Affordable Requirements Ordinance 
(ARO), in 2003. The City recently reviewed the ARO and implemented changes that can 
effectively create, preserve, and improve more affordable housing across Chicago, by raising 
fees for developers, making it harder for them to opt out of affordable housing provision.



Limited Equity Co-op Housing
Limited equity co-op housing (LECH) creates shared ownership of housing units. Each 
resident owns shares of stock in the building corporation. Residents do not own their unit or 
obtain mortgages for their homes. Ownership obligations are shared, and co-op shares give 
residents a long term lease on their unit as well as a vote in cooperative governance. When 
residents leave, they sell their shares, not their unit. The value that can be obtained from each 
stock share is restricted to maintain affordable units for future residents.

LECHs require collaboration among an active resident base. Initially, a building must be 
obtained and maintained to provide the option for resident shareholding.

These housing cooperatives require time, planning, and preparation in order to be successful. 
They are best enacted before the pressures of gentrification raise housing costs and limit the 
availability of units.

• Maintaining cooperative relationships can be a 
challenge—much time must be invested into the 
community.

• LEHCs require long-term tenant participation and 
interaction.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Co-ops can provide benefits of property ownership 

without obtaining a mortgage. 
• Residents have direct and shared control over their 

housing.
• There is no landlord profit, which helps keep rental 

costs down.
• LEHCs can serve a broad range of income groups.
• Residents have control over building finances and 

repairs.

Ellerbrook, Z. “Merchandise Mart S-Curve” February 20148

Limited equity housing co-ops can be found across the City of Chicago. At this time, however, 
there are no City programs or incentives that make it easier to start or maintain limited equity 
co-op housing.



Community Benefit Agreements
A Community Benefit Agreement (CBA) is a legally binding agreement between a developer 
and one or more community groups. Each agreement is specific to the community. It might 
include provisions such as requirements for training and employment for local residents, 
construction of community amenities, funding for community programs and / or organizations, 
or mitigation for environmental concerns arising from the development. In exchange, the 
community groups agree to support the development.

CBAs work best when there is a strong coalition of organizations working together to present a 
unified front for the neighborhood. This coalition should include a wide variety of stakeholders, 
and might include neighborhood residents, business owners, affordable housing advocates, 
and representatives from community and labor organizations.

CBAs should be negotiated as early as possible in the development process, so that they 
have as much influence over the final development as possible. 

• When negotiations are led by the local government, 
community organizations may not have as strong a 
voice in the development of the CBA.

Opportunities Challenges  
• CBAs allow developers and community members to 

negotiate an agreement that provides benefit for both 
sides.

• These agreements decrease the risk for developers 
while ensuring that communities have a voice in what 
development takes place in the community.

CBAs have been used in Chicago, including in the bid for the 2016 Olympics. This particular 
CBA would have included affordable housing development and jobs for Chicago residents in 
affected areas. It was annulled when Chicago lost the Olympic bid.

9Jones, A. “18th Street L Station”  April 2011



Mid Stage Gentrification
Signs that areas are beginning to gentrify:

• Rents and property values are starting to increase
• New, ‘boutique’ stores and restaurants begin to move in
• Changes in neighborhood demographics (e.g. more White residents, fewer Latino 

or Black residents).
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Strengthened Rental Protections for Tenants
Tightened rental regulations encompass many strategies to protect renters in both residential 
and commercial contexts from unfair practices. These can include rent control (which limits 
how often, in what context, or how much rent can be raised) and rent reduction programs 
(which reduce a tenant’s rent in connection with missing or inadequate services). Rental 
regulations can also protect renters through just cause eviction controls and strict code 
enforcement, which prevent unfair eviction and enforce proper maintenance of residential and 
commercial buildings.

Tightened rental regulations have most the impact for neighborhood resilience if they can 
prevent displacement of current renters, and help prepare adequate affordable housing and 
commercial space options for the community’s next generation of renters. 

A city can implement tighter rental regulations. Partnerships between the legal community 
and neighborhood organizations can form to establish tightened rental regulations, as well 
as eviction free zones, which increase the cost of the eviction process and slow down the 
process of displacement. Tenants benefit from the security of predictable rental costs.

• Depending on how rents are regulated, affordable units 
may change hands less often, making it difficult to meet 
demand for affordable housing and forcing households 
into the more expensive pool of market-rate housing.

• There is no guarantee that rental protections will focus on 
low- or moderate- income households.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Can protect vulnerable residents and business owners 

while penalizing negligent landlords, developers, and /
or government agencies. 

• Protections can address rights under eviction, just 
compensation in cases of displacement, right to return 
if temporary relocation is necessary, and access to 
information about rights and opportunities.

• Stabilizes buildings because tenants tend to hold 
on to their units long-term, producing more trusting 
relationships between landlords and tenants.

Many rental protections are outlined in Chicago’s Residential Landlord and Tenant Ordinance. 
Chicago’s Protecting Tenants in Foreclosed Rental Property Ordinance, enacted in response 
to the foreclosure crisis, offers a tenant protections in the event of a foreclosure. The 1997 
Illinois Rent Control Preemption Act prohibits municipalities from enacting rent control policies.



Tax Abatement Policies

Tax abatement policies fix property taxes as land values begin to rise. Residents and business 
owners who meet specified criteria (e.g. income, length of time in the neighborhood) can 
apply for fixed property taxes. 

Tax abatement policies work best when they are installed before land prices have risen and 
pushed out long-term residents and local businesses.

Tax abatement is a policy which needs support from local elected officials. It can benefit both 
homeowners and renters in a neighborhood to combat rising property taxes.

• Fixing property taxes has an impact on the amount of 
revenue the government collects, potentially affecting 
community amenities and vital services. 

Opportunities Challenges  
• Fixing property taxes creates stability and 

security for residents and business owners who 
otherwise may have been threatened by rising 
land and property tax values. 

• Can prevent speculative pricing of units.
• Keeps payments for long term homeowners 

manageable, and stabilizes rents for tenants as 
well as long-term businesses.

Brubaker, C.W. “West Chicago Ave. Businesses” 1970 11

Chicago does not currently have any tax abatement policies that support the construction or 
preservation of affordable housing.



Protections Against Condominium Conversion

As property values rise, landlords may convert their apartments into condominiums in order 
to cash in on the increase in value. This reduces the number of affordable rental units 
available. Regulation of condo conversions can be effected through a local moratorium, or 
may be contextual (i.e. when the vacancy rate in a city or neighborhood drops below a pre-
determined number).

Restrictions on condo conversions should be put in place before the market is affected by 
rising housing costs.

These protections can be enforced through resident partnerships alongside local elected 
officials and state-level policy. Municipalities can also develop a permit system that tracks 
and regulates condo conversions and protects a community’s affordable rental housing stock.

• Condominiums can also be a form of affordable housing, 
particularly in (older) converted buildings, though for a 
slightly higher income demographic.

• Reducing the availability of condominiums may not ease 
a housing crunch.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Stabilizes a local rental market.
• When tied to vacancy rates, this strategy ensures 

that the rental supply does not shrink too quickly.

12 Hambright, A. “Rent Strike”, July 2013

Chicago does maintain an ordinance on condominium conversions and rights to tenants. 
Currently, however, the City focuses on rights of tenants in a converting building, not on 
provision of adequate affordable units. Uniquely, an Illinois law allowing for deconversion 
of underutilized condominium buildings has provided new affordable rental units in Chicago 
communities. 



Rehabilitation & Preservation
Rehabilitation and preservation of buildings can help communities retain affordable units. 
The preservation process can allow faster, easier, and cheaper maintenance of existing 
properties than building new. Rehab and preservation can also help low-income communities 
with maintenance of units, including weatherization and improved accessibility. 

This tool can be used in all stages of community change. It works best when current units are 
facing expiring affordability covenants, when units are at risk of redevelopment or conversion, 
or when landlords are choosing to opt out of the rental assistance voucher program.

This process may utilize Historic Preservation Tax credit funding, requiring a partnership 
between property owners, local officials, and tenants. Communities can advocate for rehab 
and preservation through adaptive reuse of buildings that have outlived original uses.

• If combined with historic preservation goals, the controls 
and regulations are often too strict for those interested in 
preserving housing units. This can add more money to a 
total cost of rehabilitation, and historic design regulations 
are often inflexible.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Can provide unique units in the community: often SRO, 

Resident Hotel, and efficiency units are found in older 
buildings.

• Can be combined with funding and support for historic 
preservation goals

• Can encourage affordable housing to be more 
adequately spread throughout a community, allowing 
rental housing to remain in job-rich areas and allowing 
neighbors to stay near one another.

13Rogers E.A. “House of the Day”, January 2012

The Chicago Rehab Network provides Chicago with a Section 8 Preservation Initiative, which 
includes a current database of Section 8 properties’ expiration dates throughout the City. The 
City also maintains a Department of Historic Preservation, which has goals that may align with 
affordable housing needs in Chicago communities.  



Late Stage Gentrification
Signs that areas have experienced gentrification:

• Only a small number of low-income households remain
• Shops and restaurants primarily cater to an upper-income clientele
• Little opportunity for low-income households to move into the neighborhood
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Employer Assisted Housing

Employer Assisted Housing is a strategy in which employers work to provide local affordable 
housing to their employees living in the same community. This approach keeps workers close 
to where they live, which reduces transit costs, and may provide financial assistance to help 
homeowners build equity or help tenants meet rent payments. 

Employer Assisted Housing programs are most successful when employers can offer high 
levels of choice and financial contribution for participating employees, and establish a solid 
base of local employees who can find decent affordable housing near work.

These programs benefit employees who can afford housing near their work, and employers 
who have a stable base of nearby employees. Employer Assisted Housing plans are private 
partnerships between an employer and their local employees, but may benefit from local 
regulatory assistance. Local or State agencies may provide additional financial incentives to 
employees who commit to living near their workplaces. 

• Smaller local employers may not be able to afford 
participation in employer housing programs.

• Often targets higher wage workers.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Employers can improve employee recruitment and 

retention by participating in an employer-assisted 
housing program. 

• Tax incentives can offset the cost of participation 
for the employer, making it more affordable and 
encouraging the expansion of affordable workforce 
housing.

Though employer assisted housing is not a municipally led program, many community 
organizations, businesses, and institutions in Chicago are working together to create affordable  
rental and homeownership opportunities for City residents.



Affordable Housing Trust Fund

Affordable Housing Trust Funds establish dedicated streams of revenue to create or preserve 
affordable housing for low-income households. They can be used as gap financing in support 
of rehab or new development, and revenues are often tied to other market-driven programs. 

Investment of trust fund dollars can be a critical tool in a neighborhood that has already 
experienced a rise in land prices and housing costs.

Affordable Housing Trust Funds rely on partnerships among elected officials, community 
groups, and residents.

• Relying on revenues generated through market-driven 
activities, such as housing construction fees or demolition 
fees can result in unstable streams of revenue.

Challenges  
• Trust funds can be flexible tools, supporting rental, 

homeownership, and mixed-use projects, and / 
or targeting special populations in the creation and 
provision of affordable housing.

Opportunities

Love, S.  “4 Houses on Damen” January, 2008 15

The Chicago Low-Income Housing Trust Fund was created in 1989, and operates two 
programs. The Rental Subsidy Program provides financial assistance to low-income residents 
in 55 of Chicago’s 77 community areas. The Multi-year Affordability Through Upfront 
Investment Program provides interest-free forgivable loans to replace up to 50 percent of a 
developer’s first mortgage loan.



Housing Levies

A Housing Levy is a property tax assessment which generates money designated toward 
affordable housing projects. These levies can be combined with affordable housing trust funds 
for ongoing development, or can be used for specific projects.

This strategy should be used to strengthen a base of affordable housing options in a community 
and to ensure the continuation of a robust local affordable housing stock.

Levies are enacted through the City. Advocacy and support from community organizations, 
engaged residents, and local elected officials can help to establish a levy. Low-income 
households will benefit from increased spending on affordable housing.

• Cost of assessment to landlords may be passed on to 
tenants, which would lead to increased housing costs for 
residents.

Opportunities Challenges  
• Can provide a dedicated stream of funding for affordable 

housing production and rehabilitation. 
• Funds are flexible, and can be applied through a variety 

of programs (e.g. housing construction, renovation & 
maintenance, emergency funding). 

Bentley, C. “Lawndale” October, 201216

Housing levies do not currently exist in Chicago.



Addressing NIMBYism
The best way to address NIMBYism (Not In My BackYard syndrome) is through education 
and relationship building before a proposed project begins. NIMBY attitudes can make it 
difficult to build new affordable housing in a community.

Addressing NIMBY attitudes is an ongoing project, and should be initiated before a 
‘controversial’ project begins.

Education and relationship-building increase residents’ comfort and support for new housing 
projects. Nonprofit housing organizations and specialty housing providers, as well as tenants, 
benefit from better understanding of the project. Everyone can help to dispel NIMBY attitudes 
by speaking up to support affordable housing projects and educating friends and neighbors 
about the plan and its anticipated impacts.

• It can be difficult to distinguish between NIMBY attitudes 
and  genuine fears and concerns about the proposal.

Opportunities Challenges  
• NIMBY attitudes can bring more community members 

to the table.
• Being proactive and anticipating NIMBY concerns 

can make a housing development process go more 
smoothly.

Fischer, T. “Glenwood Green Acres”  April 2009 17

Chicago is often home to development projects that result in community conflict. Many 
strategies are used by developers, community organizations, businesses, and residents to 
stem the negative effects that NIMBYism can have on affordable housing development.



To Learn More...

• Right to Purchase: visit www.cnhed.org
• Community Land Trusts: www.cpahousing.org. www.whpdevelopmentcouncil.net/Land-Trust.html 

and cpahousing.org
• Tax abatement policies: www.ui.uncc.edu.
• Rental regulations: www.policylink.org.
• Condominium conversion: www.masslegalhelp.org
• Affordable housing trust funds: www.housingtrustfundproject.org and www.urban.org/

UploadedPDF/411294_gentrification.pdf
• Employer assisted housing: www.metroplanning.org
• Housing levies: www.seattle.gov/housing/levy
• NIMBYism: www.rooflines.org

Fister, B. “Not For Sale!” July 2009

• Inclusionary zoning and Chicago’s Affordable Requirements Ordinance: www.cityofchicago.org/
city/en/depts/dcd/supp_info/affordable_housingrequirementsordinance.html
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• CRN’s Affordable Housing Factbook at/www.chicagorehab.org/crn/factbook/index.aspx
• Coalition Building:  http://www.cahealthyhousing.org/
• Community Benefit Agreements: http://www.huduser.org/portal/pdredge/pdr_edge_

inpractice_072012.html
• Rehabilitation and Preservation: http://www.psrc.org/growth/housing/hip/alltools/preservation
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