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New Life for Old Buildings
A new evaluation instrument for matching
the market supply of vacant office buildings
and the market demand for new homes

Rob Geraedts and Theo Van Der Voordt

Introduction
In the Netherlands, both the office market and housing market
show a mismatch between supply and demand, quantitatively
and qualitatively. In 2007 almost 14% of all offices are vacant,
i.e. 5.9 million square metres. Experts judge at least 1 million m2

as having no chance at all to be let again as an office. At the same
time we see a shortage of about 1 million dwellings.

The future is uncertain — the present must be adaptable.
A building must be able to be changed over its life cycle to adapt
to the inevitable evolving needs of its end users. Buildings must
remain efficient places to live and work to ensure real life-cycle
value, driven by the 3 R’s of reduce-reuse-recycle. The first real
challenge in the Netherlands is how to make adaptable buildings
without creating unnecessary redundancy and without significantly
increasing the initial cost. The second challenge is the re-use of
old vacant or unoccupied buildings — left by their tenants because
they no longer fulfilled their needs — because the available area
for erecting new ones is very scarce in the Netherlands. In this
matter, old buildings deserve a second chance in their life cycle.

Therefore it is important to have effective means of
determining the transformation potential of buildings that are
unoccupied or are likely to become unoccupied in the near future.
We need to be able to measure this transformation potential at
both location and building level, and it will be convenient to be
able to carry out both a quick, superficial appraisal (which we
may call a ‘Quick Scan’) and a more thorough, detailed study
(a ‘feasibility scan’). To this end, we have developed what we call
a ‘Transformation Potential Meter’ for office buildings (Geraedts
and Van der Voordt, 2002, 2004). This instrument is basically a
number of checklists containing both veto criteria and gradual
criteria that can be used to determine which features of the
location and the building favour successful transformation into
housing, and which hinder it.

The meter has been tested in practice by a number of market
players, and has also been widely used by students of architecture
who are nearing the end of their degree course. As befits good
students, they have subjected the instrument to critical appraisal.
Details of the use to which they have put the meter, and their
appraisal of it, may be found e.g. in the master’s theses prepared
by Nicole de Vrij, Klaas Jan Boer, John Magielsen, Kawai Pang
and Niels Jongeling.

This practical application has allowed the transformation
potential meter to be evaluated and refined in 2006. Two new
steps — the financial feasibility scan and the risk assessment
checklist — have also been added to permit further investigation
of the feasibility of a transformation project. In this paper, we
describe the principle of the new transformation potential meter
and its position in the go/no-go decision-making process in the

initial phase of a transformation project. This contribution is based
in part on a literature survey on how the features of locations and
buildings determine the choice of housing. Interviews were also
held with parties involved in the transformation process in the
Netherlands. The interviewees were asked, among other things,
which features of locations and buildings they considered to be
most relevant to the transformation process (fig. 1).

Vacant office buildings
According to experts from the world of professional practice, the
transformation prospects of the current offering of office buildings
depend primarily on the following three factors:
1. Duration of vacancy
The longer an office building is unoccupied, the readier the
current owner will be to convert it so that it can be used for
another purpose.
2. Reason for vacancy: market, location or building
When an office building is unoccupied because of market factors,
transformation would not seem to be an attractive option from
the owner’s viewpoint if the market is strengthening. If the location
is unsuitable for office purposes and/or the building does not
meet (or no longer meets) the requirements for office use,
transformation may be a good idea. If the vacancy is due to
building-related factors, the transformation potential is highly
dependent on the extent to which the building can be converted
by design interventions into an attractive residential property
meeting the requirements and wishes of local target groups.
Financial feasibility and permission to modify the zoning plan
are critical factors for success in this context.
3 . Municipal policy
When the office building in question lies in an area that has
been prioritised for residential use by the municipal authorities,
transformation into residential housing would seem to be an
obvious solution since this is in line with municipal policy.
If on the other hand the building is in an area earmarked for
development or redevelopment for office use, renovation and
reuse for office purposes would seem to be more appropriate.

Market demand for new homes
Transformation of unoccupied offices into homes only makes sense
if the dwelling units produced meet a need. The supply must be in
line with the demand, as regards both the location — which should
be a residential environment — and the features of the building (an
office building will in general be converted into a block of flats
comprising individual dwelling units). Since nearly a quarter of
people looking for housing in the Netherlands are under 25 (including
many students), transformation into low-cost accommodation may
be a good choice. Where high-rise office buildings are concerned,
transformation into accommodation for families with young
children is less appropriate. Conversion into flats for senior citizens
might be a good choice here for the Dutch situation (see Table 1)

If one wishes to use a Quick Scan to determine whether an
unoccupied (office) building is suitable for transformation into
residential accommodation for one or more specific target groups,
a demand profile must first be created for each target group. This
is also necessary when looking for a suitable building for a specific
target group. The five Dutch target-group profiles shown in Table
1 have been defined on the basis of the dwelling preferences of the
people concerned.
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Table 1: Five Dutch Target-group Profiles with
dwelling preferences for inner-city transformations

Table 2: The various steps of the New Transformation Potential Meter

Table 3: Step 1 – The Quick Scan with the aid of Veto Criteria



The new transformation potential meter
The information collected about transformation prospects, housing
requirements of potential occupants and target-group profiles has
been used as a basis for a number of checklists that can be used to
appraise the potential of the stock of unoccupied office buildings
for transformation into residential housing. This appraisal takes
place in a number of steps, from more superficial to more detailed
and specific (see Table 2).

Step 0: Inventory of supply at district level
Before starting to use the transformation potential meter proper,
an inventory should first be taken of the market supply of office
buildings in a given municipality that have been unoccupied in
the long term or may be expected to become unoccupied in the
near future. Information for this purpose may be obtained from
literature surveys, data from estate agents or the investigator’s own
observations. If adequate information is already available about a
given unoccupied building, this step can be skipped.

Step 1: Quick Scan; first impression, evaluation with aid of veto criteria
The instrument offers the user the possibility of performing a quick
initial appraisal of the transformation potential, which is not very
labour-intensive and does not require much data. This quick
scan makes use of eight veto criteria that fall under the headings
Market, Location, Building and Organisation (see Table 3).

A veto criterion is a criterion which if satisfied (if the answer
to the relevant question is ‘Yes’) leads to immediate rejection of
the idea of transforming the office premises in question into
residential accommodation. Further detailed study is then no
longer necessary. This is therefore an effective means of picking
out promising candidates for transformation quickly from the
overall potential market.

The veto criteria apply to all target groups. Veto criteria 2 and 3
at location level concern the situation of the building within the urban
fabric. If for example the office building is located on an industrial
site where serious public-health hazards have been discovered,
or if the municipal authorities do not allow any modification of
the zoning plan at this location, there is little point in taking the
investigation of the transformation potential any further.

Step 2: Feasibility scan based on gradual criteria
If the results of the Quick Scan indicate that there is no immediate
objection to transformation (no single question is answered ‘Yes’),
the feasibility of transformation can be studied in greater detail
with reference to a number of ‘gradual’ criteria, i.e. criteria that do
not lead to a go/no-go decision but that express the transformation
potential of the building in question in terms of a numerical score.
Taken together, these criteria allow a more rounded picture to be
built up of the feasibility of the transformation project (see Table 4).

The feasibility scan at location level (Table 4) comprises 7 main
criteria, subdivided into functional, cultural and legal aspects, and
23 sub-criteria. The feasibility scan at building level (Table 5)
comprises 13 main criteria, subdivided into functional, technical,
cultural and legal aspects, and 13 sub-criteria.

An answer ‘Yes’ to any question indicates somewhat lower
suitability for transformation — though not severe enough for out-
and-out rejection. At the end of the scan, the Yeses are added up
to obtain the overall transformation potential score — the lower
the better. This is described under step 3 below (see Table 5).

Step 3: Determination of the transformation class
The results of the feasibility scan can be used to calculate a
transformation-potential score for the building in question,
on whose basis the building can be assigned to one of five
transformation classes ranging from ‘ideal for transformation’
to ‘not suitable for transformation’ (Table 6).

Table 6: The total transformation-potential scores at Location
and Building level are determined by multiplying the number
of Yeses in the Appraisal column by the default weighting factor

The total scores for the location and the building are determined
by multiplying the number of Yeses in the respective tables by a
weighting factor, which has provisionally been chosen as 5 for the
location and 3 for the building to reflect the greater relative
importance of the location in these considerations.
On the basis of the transformation-potential score, the building
can be assigned to one of five Transformation classes. Buildings
in Transformation Class 1 (score lower than 40), are highly
suitable for transformation into residential accommodation, while
those in Class 5 (score higher than 161) are totally unsuitable for
transformation. All five Transformation classes are given in Table 7.

Table 7: Transformation classes for office buildings; in the
example shown, a total score of 77 corresponds to Transformation
class 2 (transformable)

Determination of the transformation class of a building completes
the first three steps of the transformation potential measurement.
If the results indicate that the building lends itself to transformation
(i.e. that it falls into transformation class 1 or 2), the analysis can
continue in two additional steps, aimed at studying the financial
feasibility of the transformation project and carrying out a risk
assessment for use in further planning.

-
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Table 4: Step 2a – Appraisal of suitability of an office building for transformation into homes at location level

Table 5: Step 2b - Appraisal of suitability of an office building for transformation into homes at building level



Step 4: Financial feasibility scan
If the transformation project is not financially feasible, there is
no point in taking the plans any further. The financial feasibility
depends among other things on the acquisition costs, the
current condition of the building, the amount of renovation or
modification work required, the number of dwelling units that
could be created in the building and the project yield in the
form of rental income and/or sales prices.

In order to determine the financial feasibility, answers must
be obtained to a number of questions concerning both the project
costs and the expected revenue. On the benefit side, we need to
know how many dwelling units can be created and for what target
groups they are intended. These questions can only be answered
if a sketch has been made of the intended layout of the building
after transformation. The financial feasibility can be raised by
increasing the size of the building, e.g. by adding extra storeys
on top, or by the inclusion of commercial functions alongside the
residential ones.

On the costs side, it is necessary to know the acquisition costs
for the premises, including the cost of the ground. Building and
installation costs are also an important factor. What is the current
condition of the building? Which parts can be reused, and which
will have to be demolished? What is the ratio of facade surface
area to gross floor area (GFA)? To what level should the building
be finished? To what extent can the existing stairways, lifts and
other means of access, and facade proportions be maintained?

Table 8 gives some key figures that can be used for a quick
cost-benefit analysis based on initial design sketches. It shows the
estimated range of total investment costs (acquisition and building
costs) for the transformation of existing (office) buildings to student
accommodation, per dwelling unit and per m2 of GFA, compared
with the costs of comparable new buildings. After a rough cost-
benefit analysis has been made on the basis of a sketch of the way
in which various dwelling types and layouts can be fitted into the
existing office building, this data can be used as input for the
development plans of the property developer.

Step 5: Risk assessment checklist
When the Quick Scan indicates that the office building in
question has transformation potential at both location and
building level and the results of the initial financial feasibility
analysis are also encouraging, work may proceed on the
subsequent development phases. It is of great importance to
be aware of the possible bottlenecks and risks that can occur
during this process. Two checklists that can prove useful in
this context have been developed, based on experience gained
in a large number of projects.

Conclusions
Practical trials of the Transformation Potential Meter in practice
have revealed its utility for mapping the potential of given office
buildings for transformation into residential accommodation in
a number of steps from general to more detailed. It was found,
however, that a number of veto criteria included in the original
version of the meter were too stringent. Some buildings that
failed to pass these criteria on paper were found in practice to
lend themselves well to transformation into residential
accommodation. For example, a project size of less than 20
dwelling units (2000 m2), a building that was still partially

occupied, a duration of vacancy of less than three years or an
age of less than three years for the building in question, were
not necessarily reasons for rejecting the idea of transformation.
It was moreover found to be highly desirable to combine the
first three stages of the Transformation Potential Meter
(Quick Scan, feasibility scan and determination of transformation
class) with a financial feasibility scan and a risk assessment
(the readiness of the municipal authorities to approve any
changes in the zoning plan required for success of the project is
one of the points that needs to be thoroughly explored in
advance in this context).
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1a
Rotterdam. Puntegale
Conversion (1999) of a former tax
building (built in 1940-1945) into
210 residential apartments for students
and starting households, 2.500 m2

of working accommodation, and
a parking garage

1b
Main hall

1c
Dwelling

Table 8: Expected investment costs per dwelling unit and per m2
GFA for student accommodation created by transformation of
office buildings (ref. Stadswonen Rotterdam, index April 2006)

1b 1c


