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Introduction
The dynamics of living in the Netherlands

The graduation studio AR3AD100 Advanced 
Housing Design focuses on the great challenges 
today’s society is facing when it comes to housing 
design in the Netherlands. There is a need to 
explore design solutions for affordable housing 
that can deal with diversity, live-work interactions, 
environmental challenges, and sustainable design 
solutions. The challenge for Rotterdam is to 
expand its affordable housing stock and create a 
sustainable living environment for its inhabitants.

Personal motivation
The social character of this studio was, for me, 
one of the main reasons to choose the Advanced 
Housing Design studio. Not only does Rotterdam 
have a shortage of affordable housing, but almost 
all of the Netherlands also has the same problem 
and challenges. There is a need for 1 million new 
homes before the year 2030 (NOS, 2021). Next 
to that, with the current housing market in the 
Netherlands, it is very difficult to rent or buy a 
house, especially for recently graduated students, 
who just started working, or are still looking for a 
job. Within a year, this will be my situation and this 
is already something I am worried about. The role 
of the architect in the complex world of housing in 
the Netherlands is a role I find very interesting to 
investigate. The studio Advanced Housing Design 
allows experiencing and examining the way 
architecture can influence the way people live in 
cities and how architecture can create an inclusive 
living environment. 

Relevance of  high-rise residential buildings
New concepts of affordable and sustainable 
housing could influence the way people live in 
cities. Cities in the Netherlands will get denser due 
to a growing population and the increasing amount 
of people who move to the so-called Randstad 
(PBL/CBS, 2019). Because of the rising amount of 
people that want to live in the cities, densification 
of the urban fabric is needed. This is a challenge 
for urban planners and architects. Densification 
is therefore one of the main focus points for the 
redevelopment of the Walenburghof in Rotterdam. 
One of the solutions for creating more dwellings in 
a city with a growing population is the realisation 
of high-rise residential buildings (figure 2). More 
and more high-rise residential buildings will be 
built in the Netherlands in the coming years. These 
buildings provide an efficient but anonymous 
way of living. The question, however, is whether 
anonymous living is a bad or a good thing, or 

whether that depends on the person you ask. 

Problem statement
When it comes to high-rise residential buildings 
there are many different opinions. Overall it seems 
that high rise living is one of the best solutions 
to the growing demand for housing in the 
Netherlands. However, there are some downsides 
such as the high cost of building a high-rise. 
Next to that high-rise buildings are experienced 
differently from conventional low-rise dwellings 
and other buildings. David Halpern (1995) even 
states that there is a relationship between living in 
a high-rise building and poor mental health. This 
has been proven for children who are more likely 
to develop behaviour problems when they live 
higher up. In the Netherlands however, there is 
still only a small group of families living in high-rise 
residential buildings (Raemaekers, 2011). One other 
disadvantage of high-rise residential living is that 
for most people, these houses are seen as a home 
to eventually move on from to an owner-occupied 
home, it is rarely the ultimate goal for a tenant 
(Raemaekers, 2011). Because of this, tenants do not 
have a connection with high-rise buildings. The 
residents do not have a sense of belonging when it 
comes to the high-rise residential building they are 
living in. Because of these problems concerning 
high-rise living, in my design and research, I 
will focus on children and one- or two-person 
households. It is important to design for these 
target groups to make sure that small households 
have more access to affordable housing and that 
there is a positive future for children living in high-
rise buildings.

Relation to the site
Within the Walenburghof in Rotterdam there are a 
few buildings that are quite high, they can however 
not be classified as high-rise buildings. In the 
Netherlands a building can be classified as a high-
rise when it is higher than 70 meters. Because of 
their height, the buildings at Walenburghof do have 
some characteristics a high rise building can have. 
There is no direct connection between the higher 
floors and the public space on street level. The 
connection between the building and the public 
space has also not been designed in a way that 
social interaction is encouraged (figure 3). 
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Drawing by Author (source: https://www.ed.nl/wonen/wonen-op-grote-hoogte-groeispurt-wolkenkrabbers-in-nederland~a5e41543/

Planned/under consturction high-rise residential towers (higher than 100 meters)

Figure 2 - High-rise residential towers in the Netherlands
Drawing by Author (source: https://www.ed.nl/wonen/wonen-op-grote-hoogte-groeispurt-wolkenkrabbers-in-nederland~a5e41543/
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the way people interact with each other and how 
they experience their surroundings. Inclusion is 
interpreted in a way that the final project should 
be accessible and liveable for all kinds of people 
that may have difficulties finding a house in the city 
centre of Rotterdam at the moment. 

Hypothesis
Within a city, there is always something to find 
that suits a certain person, this should also be the 
case in the redeveloped Walenburghof. With this 
redevelopment, there is a chance to create a high 
rise community for different types of households 
with varying incomes and different needs. Within 
this dense urban fabric, the building should be a 
place where people feel at ease and at home. I 
hypothesise that human scale, social interaction, 
privacy, territory and feeling at home are important 
aspects of improving the way people live in high-
rise residential buildings.

Research question

How can a high-rise residential building respond 
to the human scale and stimulate a sense of 

belonging in Rotterdam?

The research question consists of two parts: the 
human scale and a sense of belonging. To find 
an answer to the question, the research will be  
divided into several sub-questions:

•	 How can the human scale contribute to the 
design of high-rise buildings?

•	 How can a sense of belonging be stimulated 
in a residential high-rise building?

To answer these questions I will be studying 
the concept of environmental psychology in 
combination with literature research and the 
examination of several case studies. 

For the first sub-question I will look into the way 
people experience different scales in their physical 
environment.

To answer the second question I will be looking into 
the sense of belonging. This part of the research 
will be divided into the following key themes:
•	 Creating a community
•	 Stimulating social interaction 
•	 Identity

The aim of this research is to explore the ways 
of creating a high-rise residential building where 
the human scale has been taken into account 
on different scales from the public space to the 
dwelling. The building should also be a place 
where different people will feel at home and have a 
sense of belonging. 

By doing this research, I will develop design tools 
and guidelines that can help with designing a new 
high-rise residential building in Rotterdam. Within 
this building, the residents can enjoy life in their 
private individual houses, but can also enjoy the 
social interaction with their neighbours because 
they feel like a small community.

In and around these large and repetitive buildings 
it may feel like the human scale has not been taken 
into account.  To help create a high-rise residential 
community where people feel connected to 
their surroundings it is important to study the 
transactions between the residents and their 
physical setting. This can be done by studying 
environmental psychology. 

Frame of reference
The frame of reference for my research will be 
the study of environmental psychology which 
is a study of transactions between individuals 
and their physical settings (Gifford, 2014). This 
study will be used to learn more about the way 
people experience their physical environment. As 
an architect, it is difficult to design a building that 
is used exactly the way it was meant to be used. 
By learning more about the different transactions 
between people and their physical setting, I hope 
to gain more insight into how to design truly good 
buildings for everyone. 

The main theme of the graduation studio is ecology 
of inclusion. Ecology is the relationship between 
living organisms, including humans, and their 
physical environment (What Is Ecology? – The 
Ecological Society of America, n.d.). This refers to 

Figure 3 - Front doors at Walenburghof
Photograph by Author (2021). Entrances Walenburghof
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Research structure

Environmental 
Psychology
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How can the human scale 
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high-rise buildings? 
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Design tools and guidelines

Design
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Physical aspects of the case studies Social aspects of the case studies 

Case studies: Case studies:

Figure 4 - Research structure

Theoretical framework
Environmental Psychology

As stated in the introduction, the theoretical 
framework of my research will be the study of 
Environmental Psychology. To be able to use 
the knowledge from this specific field of study, I 
will start with a research on what environmental 
psychology is exactly and how it can be used to 
design better buildings. This part of the research 
can be seen as a separate part of the thesis (Figure 
4). However, the research on Environmental 
Psychology will form the basis for the rest of the 
research. Therefore it can be seen as glasses of 
Environmental Psychology that determine the 
point of view. The question on how environmental 
psychology can be used to design better buildings 
will be also used to answer the sub-questions.

Every part of the main research will be related to 
the topic of environmental psychology. This is also 
the case for the two sub-questions. The book by 
Robert Gifford on the Principles and Practice of 
Environmental Psychology (Gifford, 2014) will form 
the basis of this part of the research. 

Drawing by Author 
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Research methods

For this research, I want to introduce three 
research methods that I will be using as a guiding 
tool (figure 5) . The research will be based on: 
research methods from the field of environmental 
psychology, literature on the human scale and 
belonging, and the examination of case studies. 
For each method I will explain its relevance to 
the proposed research and how it will be used 
to answer the main research question and sub-
questions.

Research methods in Environmental Psychology
For this research, I will use the study of 
environmental psychology as a theoretical 
framework. Within the field of environmental 
psychology, there are many different methods of 
study. These methods are described in the book by 
Robert Gifford (2014). Depending on the research 
question different methods are suitable. Within the 
field of Environmental Psychology, there are many 
different kinds of research methods that can be 
divided into three broad paradigms. 
•	 The adaptation paradigm: which focuses 

on biological and psychological survival as a 
key process. The way people behave in their 
physical setting is determined by the need to 
survive as a species.

•	 The opportunity paradigm: in which the 
drive to actively fulfill goals determines the 
way people interact with their environment, 
instead of reacting to the threats and demands 
of their environment.

•	 Sociocultural environment: here researchers 
believe that the way humans behave in their 
physical environment is nested within other 
contexts and disciplines such as history and 
culture.

The different research methods of environmental 
psychology have often limitations because they 
cannot be used at the same time within the same 
research. One solution can be to look for patterns 
in multiple studies. Because I will be doing only one 
research, one way to validate the outcome is to 
compare it to other research that has already been 
done within the field of environmental psychology.   
Therefore I will be looking for existing research on 
living in high-rise buildings. 

For my research, I will focus on different themes 
within the field of environmental psychology. One 
of these themes is the way people experience their 
dwelling and the public space around it. To study 

this theme there are different approaches. One of 
these approaches is measuring home.
•	 Measuring Home

The sense of home can be measured in six 
different ways:
•	 Classifying based on the five structure-

and-use dimensions:
1.	 Permanent to temporary
2.	 Differentiated to homogeneous
3.	 Communality to noncommunality
4.	 Identity to communality
5.	 Openness versus closedness

•	 Measuring the financial value of the 
dwelling

•	 Objective listing of the attributes of the 
residence

•	 Measuring the quality of the resident for a 
particular purpose

•	 Measuring what a residence can do for a 
person

•	 Measuring the meaning of a residence as 
a home

Another theme that can be studied is place 
attachment. Studying place attachment can be 
done with two different approaches:
•	 The quantitative approach: where the 

strength and the type of attachment are 
translated into numeric terms.

•	 The qualitative approach: where meanings 
and personal experiences of the attachment 
are articulated by individuals and summarized 
into prominent themes. The approach 
can be used with case studies, where the 
summarized themes can be translated to new 
projects.

For both approaches, I will have to determine 
individuals’ feelings, thoughts, and motivations. 
One way of ascertaining these is to simply ask. 
This can be done by survey research. Especially 
in the case of place attachment, survey research 
can be interesting because its cognitive-emotional 
elements are not easy to observe.

Human-centred epistemology
In my research, the transactions between humans 
and their physical environment will be the focal point. 
The research will therefore be human-centred. The 
field of praxeology has become of greater value for 
architecture and it can be interesting to study the 
social-spatial practices and the user perspective. 
Praxeology is based on practice and everyday life 

and focuses on how people use their environment. 
By doing this the human individual can become 
more involved in architecture, the use of a building 
becomes more important than the aesthetic 
character. Doing survey research can be a part of 
this praxeological approach.

Human Scale
For the first sub-question on the human scale, it is 
important to focus on the way people experience 
certain scales and what design interventions can 
be used to create the human scale in a high-rise 
residential building. To find an answer to the sub-
question: How can a building be designed taking 
into account the human scale? I will study the way 
people experience the scale of their environment 
through literature. Next to that, I want to study 
several case studies that are designed to meet 
human needs concerning scale. 

Belonging
For sub-question 2 on the sense of belonging 
the theoretical framework of environmental 
psychology is again very important.  The second 
sub-question is: How can a sense of belonging 
be stimulated in a residential high-rise building. To 
stimulate this sense of belonging a few topics will 
be investigated such as: creating a community, 
stimulating social interaction and identity. “For 
almost anyone, a sense of collective and cultural 
identity is a powerful source of motivation for 
active involvement and leadership. If residents feel 
like they don’t belong to a place or a region, it is 
difficult for them to invest time and energy to work 
on improving things around them. (And it doesn’t 
hurt that sense of belonging contributes directly 
to health outcomes–since that’s the ultimate 
goal. Research has shown that people who feel 
attached to, and interact more with, others enjoy 
better health than those who are more isolated.)” 
(Stojicic, 2018)

Figure 5 - Research methods
Drawing by Author 
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8 House
BIG
Copenhagen - Denmark
2006 - 2010
Source: https://big.dk/#projects-8

Unité d’habitation
Le Corbusier
Marseille - France
1947 - 1952
Source: https://archixplore.com/nl/
unite-dhabitation/

Family Scraper
Van Bergen Kolpa 
Architecten
Rotterdam - Netherlands
2004 - present
Source: https://www.vanbergenkolpa.
nl/nl/16_family_scraper_de_maasbode.
html

Binck Blocks
LEVS
The Hague - Netherlands
2021 - 2024 (prognosis)
Source: https://www.levs.nl/projecten/
binck-blocks

Case studies
By studying both questions with the literature, 
the newly acquired knowledge can be used to 
study several case studies (figure 6). For each 
case study, I will describe why it is relevant for my 
research to look at that specific building. I will use 
these case studies to answer the sub-questions 
about the human scale and a sense of belonging.  
 
For the human scale, it is relevant to study 
the physical aspects of the case studies in 
combination with the knowledge about how 
people experience certain scales in their physical 
environment. To examine the physical aspects 
of the case studies, I will look into architectural 
drawings, maps, and other drawings about the 

buildings and their immediate surroundings.  

For the theme of belonging, I will look into the 
social character of the case studies. This part of 
the research will be more about the way people 
experience living in that building. The same themes 
that I will address in the literature research, can be 
interesting to look at in these case studies. These 
themes are: creating a community, stimulating 
social interaction and identity. It is important to 
look into the relationship between these themes 
and the sense of belonging for the residents. It can 
also be interesting to look at facebookgroups of the 
residents of these buildings. By doing this, I want 
to gather information about the way the actual 
residents, experience living in that building.

The case studies that I want to use for this research 
all have different qualitities. The first two are exisitng 
projects:
•	 8 House in Copenhagen is a very large 

complex with dwellings on high floors that 
are connected to a very interesting outdoor 
circulation space. Some houses on the 
upper floors even have front gardens that are 
connected to this elevated street.

•	 Unité d’habitation in Marseille is a very 
interesting case study because of it communal 
character and the housing typology. 

The second two case studies have both not 
yet been realised. They are, however, both very 
interesting and new concepts for high-rise 
residential buildings in the Netherlands:
•	 Binck Blocks in The Hague is an example of 

a high-rise residential building that tries to 
form conventional dutch neighbourhoods 
in the sky.  The building has elevated streets 
and squares where residents can meet and 
children can play.

•	 The Family Scraper in Delft is a high-rise 
residential building that has been designed for 
families in particular. It is interesting to study 
the principles that have been used to design 
this tower in a way that it is suitable for families 
with young children.

Graphic novel

The target group for my design will be mainly 
families with children, because of the proven 
negative effects on the mental health of children. 
These families will be combined with one- or two-
person households because of the shortage in 
housing for this group. To get a better understanding 
of the way children live in high-rise buildings, I will 
use the development of a graphic novel with two 
children as the main characters (figure 7).  I will 

Figure 8 - Research structureFigure 6 - Case studies

Figure 7 - Research structure

try to develop a storyline that highlights the way 
children experience living in a high-rise building. 
The story will be about two children playing in and 
around their houses on a high rise. (figure 8) With 
this graphic novel, I will try to understand what is 
important for children in their living environment.   
 
The graphic novel will consist of three parts that 
take place in three different timeframes:
•	 The first part will be about two children that 

move into the building right after completion. 
These children are used to living in ground-
bound dwellings and need to adjust to their 
new surroundings. 

•	 The second part will be about the two children 
that have spent their youth in the high-rise 
building and are fully ground up. They have 
both moved into their own space in the 
building. 

•	 The third and last part shows the two main 
characters that have now children of their own 
who have been born in the high-rise and do 
not any better. The play on the high floor like it 
is not special at all.

Drawing by Author 

Drawing by Author 
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