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Achieving urban regeneration without gentrification? Community 
enterprises and community assets in the UK
Alice Earley

University of Glasgow

ABSTRACT
There is a long-standing debate regarding how far, if at all, urban regenera-
tion can benefit existing residents, while the extent of gentrification is 
limited. Community management/ownership of assets, such as community 
centers or green spaces, by community enterprises (CEs) is one mechanism 
by which this could be achieved, by ensuring these remain in collective 
management/ownership. However, while research has explored the role of 
CEs and their assets within regeneration, further research is required regard-
ing their role in gentrification. This article contributes to this gap, based on 
two in-depth case studies of CEs managing community centers in Bristol, 
England and Glasgow, Scotland. The methods included semi-structured 
interviews, a focus group and analysis of organizational and policy docu-
ments and neighborhood statistics. The findings indicate that, despite great 
efforts, CEs are currently unable to achieve their potential contribution to 
regeneration without gentrification, in the absence of greater public sector 
support. Nevertheless, I argue that urban scholars, policymakers and practi-
tioners need to take greater consideration of the potential of community 
asset management/ownership as a mechanism for achieving more socially 
just regeneration, while the extent of gentrification is limited, and the sup-
port required to enable this.
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Introduction

Despite a plethora of research on gentrification, urban regeneration and the relationship between the 
two processes (for example, Leccis, 2019; Porter & Shaw, 2009; Slater, 2006), there has been limited 
recent research considering the role of community enterprises (CEs)—and specifically their commu-
nity assets, either managed or owned—within processes of urban regeneration and gentrification, in 
socioeconomically unequal urban neighborhoods (see Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010 for 
exceptions). Socioeconomically unequal neighborhoods have not traditionally been the focus of 
research on social/community enterprise and regeneration in the UK, which has tended to focus on 
deprived neighborhoods, perhaps due to the targeting of these within public policy (for example, 
Amin et al., 2002; Huggins & Williams, 2009; Johnstone & Lionais, 2004; see Varady et al., 2015a,  
2015b on the U.S. context). The neighborhoods of focus here are thus those broadly conceived as “a 
neighborhood” by residents but which are home to stark differences in socioeconomic indicators at 
smaller geographies. These areas may be at greater risk of gentrification or may even have started to 
gentrify, being less “risky” for investors if there are large “rent gaps”1 that can be capitalized upon (see 
Smith, 1979).

CONTACT Alice Earley alice.earley@glasgow.ac.uk UK Collaborative Centre for Housing Evidence, University of Glasgow, 
Third Floor, Olympia Building, Glasgow G40 2QH, UK.

JOURNAL OF URBAN AFFAIRS                           
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2023.2229459

© 2023 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the 
posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8088-750X
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07352166.2023.2229459&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-08-18


This article contributes to these gaps, with the aim being to explore the role of CEs, and 
particularly the community assets that they own/manage, within processes of regeneration and 
gentrification over time in socioeconomically unequal neighborhoods. It is based on in-depth, 
largely qualitative case study research2 with two CEs managing community centers—one in 
Bristol, England, and one in Glasgow, Scotland (see Earley, 2020). I develop a conceptual frame-
work based on Marche’s (2015) analysis of the varying roles of community gardens in 
gentrification,3 applying this to CEs that manage community centers. I do this to consider how, 
in these cases, these organizations, via their community assets, may contribute to resisting, limit-
ing/mitigating, reflecting or even exacerbating gentrification (and consider how this interacts with 
the potential for community-led regeneration). I thus respond to recent debates in this journal 
regarding alternative forms of community economic development (see Fields, 2015), including 
Community Land Trusts (CLTs; for example, Choi et al., 2018; DeFilippis et al., 2018) and 
Community Development Corporations (CDCs; for example, Heil, 2018).

While there is an extensive literature seeking to define gentrification (see Lees et al., 2008, for an 
overview), there is not space here to outline this. Rather, Hackworth’s (2002) definition of gentrifica-
tion as “the production of urban space for progressively more affluent users” (p. 815) is useful here. In 
contrast, regeneration has been characterized by Roberts (2000) as a:

comprehensive and integrated vision and action which leads to the resolution of urban problems, and which seeks 
to bring about a lasting improvement in the economic, physical, social and environmental condition of an area 
that has been subject to change. (p. 17)

Despite these different definitions, Shaw and Porter (2009) note that critical urban scholars have often 
argued that regeneration is a “euphemism” for gentrification, particularly within urban policy (p. 2). 
Shaw and Porter (2009) instead argue for a more nuanced understanding of regeneration and 
gentrification, viewing them “as occupying different spaces on a continuum of social and economic 
geographic change, where maximum disinvestment, or ‘filtering,’ is at one extreme, and ‘super 
gentrification’ (Lees, 2003) . . . is at the other” (pp. 2–3). In this conceptualization, the two do not 
have to be “synonymous” (Shaw, 2008b, p. 1719), with Shaw and Porter (2009) arguing that “regen-
eration becomes gentrification when displacement or exclusion occurs” (p. 3). This is the view adopted 
here. More recently, Lees and Ferreri (2016) have argued that the “radical urban critique” which 
characterizes some gentrification research “is no longer enough,” with a need to better understand 
how “a ‘true’ urban regeneration” could be developed by grassroots organizations seeking “neighbor-
hood investment without displacement” (pp. 22–23; see also Shaw & Porter, 2009). The issue of 
displacement is thus crucial to these definitions and my understanding of the terms. I thus understand 
“‘true’ urban regeneration” to reflect Scotland’s Regeneration Network’s (2016, p. 2) definition of 
community-led regeneration, being:

rooted in the particular identity, culture, assets and connections of people and places; based on the meaningful 
involvement of the community of focus in both planning and delivery; a collaborative, long-term process . . .; 
[and] a mechanism for appropriately linking local circumstances and assets to wider policies and resources.

In terms of other definitions, CEs have been described by Pearce (2003) as social enterprises that have 
a specific geographical remit (p. 29). A common type of CE in the UK is the Community Development 
Trust (CDT).4 These have been defined by the Development Trusts Association Scotland (DTAS,  
2021) as “community-owned and led organization[s], working to combine community-led action with 
an enterprising approach to address and tackle local needs and issues.” These organizations often 
manage or own community assets and aim “to create social, economic and environmental renewal in 
a defined geographical area, creating wealth in that area and keeping it there” (DTAS, 2021). This is 
a similar model to the CDC in the United States but, as Bailey (2012) notes, CDTs tend to be smaller in 
scale than CDCs. Community assets can be wide-ranging, including, for example, housing, green 
spaces, business incubators, and cafes (DTAS, 2012). Community assets have been defined by Archer 
et al. (2019) as:
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land, buildings or other large physical structures for which long-term ownership rights are in place . . . and where 
this is held by a community or voluntary organization which operates for the benefit of local people . . . [and is] 
controlled by local residents. (p. 3)

The article is structured as follows. I first synthesize the international Anglophone literature 
regarding the regeneration and gentrification debate, integrating information on UK-specific policy 
developments to contextualize the empirical research where necessary. This section ends by setting out 
the conceptual framework of the resistance-mitigation/limitation-reflection-exacerbation spectrum, 
building on Marche’s (2015) work, which is utilized in the following analysis. Subsequently, I outline 
the methodology before introducing the case studies. I then present the findings and analysis, before 
the discussion and conclusion. In doing so, I aim to contribute to three distinct gaps in knowledge, 
specifically: (1) the actual and potential role of asset-managing/owning CEs within regeneration and 
gentrification in socioeconomically unequal neighborhoods; (2) the specific role of the community 
assets managed/owned in regeneration and gentrification; and (3) wider conceptual debates regarding 
the interrelations between, and nuances of, regeneration and gentrification (see Shaw & Porter, 2009). 
I thus use community assets as a lens for exploring the complex interrelations between regeneration, 
gentrification and community enterprise (see also Ernst & Doucet, 2014).

I argue that urban scholars, policymakers and practitioners concerned with gentrification need to 
take greater consideration of the potential role of community asset management/ownership as 
a mechanism for enabling more socially just forms of community-led regeneration to be developed 
to benefit existing residents, while the negative impacts typically associated with gentrification are 
limited, as well as the additional support that is required to enable this (see also Colomb, 2009; Shaw,  
2009). Negative impacts can include direct or indirect residential displacement, commercial/industrial 
displacement, “changes to local services,” and “community resentment and conflict” (see Atkinson,  
2002, p. 7, for a full review of costs and benefits). While there are many constraints and limitations to 
the potential of community-led regeneration in the capitalist context (DeFilippis et al., 2010), it is vital 
to better understand these possible alternatives to gentrification, and the support required to enable 
these, if we are to continue the search for understandings of how “‘true’ urban regeneration” can take 
place (Lees & Ferreri, 2016, p. 22).

The regeneration and gentrification debate

Crucial to contextualizing this research is Shaw and Porter’s (2009) call for further research regarding 
the nuances between, and complexities of, regeneration and gentrification. In particular, they empha-
size the need to better understand how regeneration can take place while gentrification and its negative 
impacts are limited, to inform policy, practice, and academic debate (Shaw & Porter, 2009; see also 
Atkinson, 2008; Berg et al., 2009). Shaw’s (2005) identification of four factors that can help to limit 
gentrification is thus useful here: a “housing stock not particularly conducive to gentrification,” 
“security in housing tenure,” “the ‘embeddedness’ of local communities” and “political activism,” 
and progressive public policy (pp. 176–182; see also Levine, 2004; Rigolon & Németh, 2019). There are 
also other factors affecting the extent of gentrification, such as transport networks and physical 
boundaries, as well as the city’s positioning, nationally and internationally (Lees et al., 2008; Shaw,  
2009; Van Criekingen & Decroly, 2003). However, two of Shaw’s (2005) factors are most relevant for 
this analysis: the role of public policy and the nature of the local community, including community 
activism. These are further detailed below.

Regarding the role of public policy, Atkinson (2008) argues that to achieve mixed communities 
while limiting the negative effects of gentrification, as noted previously (see Atkinson, 2002), there is 
a need to combine macroeconomic interventions, for example, to reduce structural inequalities, with 
local activities, such as “community engagement and consultation in regeneration and planning” 
(p. 2633). Yet, Shaw (2008a) argues that while public policy can be used to “stop [or modify] 
gentrification,” this seldom occurs (p. 2637). This may be because gentrification serves the interests 
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of the state and others with power, for example, in relation to economic development (Shaw, 2008a). 
There is thus a need to develop and implement mechanisms to stop “regeneration becom[ing] 
gentrification” and the associated impacts of “displacement or exclusion” (Shaw & Porter, 2009, 
p. 3). This would arguably need to incorporate broader policy reforms, for example, in relation to 
welfare, housing and employment to reduce inequalities (see Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010; 
O’Brien & Matthews, 2016).

However, this potential has arguably been increasingly limited since the Global Financial Crisis 
(GFC) of 2007–2008 and, in the UK context, the introduction of austerity and so-called “welfare 
reform” since 2010 (see O’Brien & Matthews, 2016). In the UK, regeneration has been deprioritized as 
a policy area, with reduced funding, meaning that increased risks and responsibilities have been placed 
on communities to deliver regeneration through “enterprising” and asset-based approaches (Rolfe,  
2018), increasingly reflecting U.S. policy trends (see Bailey, 2012). These policy shifts have arguably 
increased inequalities between communities that possess the social, economic and cultural capital (see 
Bourdieu, 1986) to develop and deliver regeneration themselves and those that do not (Hastings & 
Matthews, 2015; Rolfe, 2018).

In Scotland, regeneration is devolved to the Scottish Government and scholars have noted 
increasing policy divergence since the Scottish National Party (SNP) came to power in 2007 (see 
Roy et al., 2015). Yet, despite the current Scottish government’s clear commitment to addressing 
poverty and inequality, it is arguably constrained by UK central government policy, described above 
(Hastings et al., 2015; Rolfe, 2016, 2018). This is important context for this article, given the locations 
of the case study CEs.

In both contexts, it is therefore vital to recognize the impact of wider factors, particularly austerity 
and the transfer of responsibility for the provision of services, such as affordable housing and welfare, 
from the state to the third sector (see Bailey, 2017; Hastings et al., 2015; Milbourne & Cushman, 2015). 
This “responsibilization,” combined with reductions in funding and a subsequent increased “need” for 
“enterprise,” will likely further limit the capacities of community groups to deliver community-led 
regeneration, resist or offer alternatives to gentrification, fill growing gaps in service provision and 
remain financially sustainable (Bailey, 2012, 2017; Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010; O’Brien & 
Matthews, 2016). While the extent of state withdrawal and the “responsibilization” of community 
groups is not as extreme in the UK as it is in the U.S. (Bailey, 2012), this is a key issue to consider when 
examining the role of these organizations in gentrifying communities and their potential to contribute 
to alternative community-led regeneration trajectories (see DeFilippis et al., 2010).

Local communities can also play a role in limiting gentrification (Shaw, 2005). There is a long 
history of community activism in urban regeneration and gentrification, for example, with commu-
nities being involved in, or opposing, interventions (Shaw & Porter, 2009). Despite this history, Lees 
and Ferreri (2016) note that few studies have focused on local resistance and alternatives to gentrifica-
tion in the UK (see also Lees et al., 2010). Lees and Ferreri (2016) thus argue for the need for increased 
attention to “realistic alternatives” which could contribute to meeting the definition of community-led 
regeneration set out earlier, for example, by ensuring “the meaningful involvement of the community” 
and community control of assets (see SURF, 2016, p. 2). Options can include “community land trusts” 
and “neighborhood planning” (p. 23; see Lees, 2014b for further explanation of how these models and 
others can offer alternatives).

Another potential example of a “realistic alternative” (Lees & Ferreri, 2016, p. 23) is the role of CEs 
more broadly, and CDTs in particular. However, research regarding the role of these organizations in 
gentrification is limited in the UK, with a need for up-to-date research that examines the role of CEs in 
the context of austerity. Nevertheless, a small number of exceptions are worth noting. For example, 
Colomb (2009) explores the role of the Shoreditch Trust in a socioeconomically unequal neighbor-
hood in east London. While recognizing the difficulty of assessing how far the trust truly “represents 
a successful form of community control over the area’s development,” Colomb (2009) argues that it 
has nonetheless “represented a positive form of local mobilisation against the negative impacts of rapid 
gentrification on social and community spaces,” aiming to achieve holistic regeneration aims and 

4 A. EARLEY



ensure that community assets remain in collective, rather than private, ownership (pp. 165–166). In 
contrast, some authors, like Lees (2014a), who uses the example of the Creation Trust in Southwark, 
London, critique the role of CDTs as complicit in market-driven processes of urban regeneration. 
Despite these exceptions, existing research examining the role of asset managing/owning CEs in 
neighborhood change in the UK has tended to focus on regeneration rather than gentrification (for 
Bailey, 2012, 2017), with a need for further research here.

In the U.S. context, there is a limited body of scholarship examining the potential of similar 
organizational types, such as CDCs and CLTs, in limiting gentrification, including via community 
control of assets (for example, Choi et al., 2018; DeFilippis, 2004; DeFilippis et al., 2010; see below). 
However, while Thibault (2007) asserts that CDCs “create the conditions, such as rising real estate 
values, that lead to gentrification” (p. 848), Varady et al. (2015a) cite that there are insufficient 
examples of “CDCs attempting to create stable mixed-income communities in areas experiencing 
gentrification” (p. 14). Moreover, Varady et al. (2015a) argue that:

[w]hile it is impractical for CDCs to ‘stop’ gentrification, they may address the problem of displacement by 
enhancing the stock of socially managed housing and by implementing programs promoting social interaction 
across class lines (DeFilippis et al., 2010; Hymowitz, 2013). (p. 14)

There is therefore a need for up-to-date research in this area in the UK to explore this potential. The 
next section considers the specific role of community assets in regeneration and gentrification, 
respectively.

Community assets, regeneration and gentrification

Scholars (for example, Aiken et al., 2011; Wyler, 2009) have traced how community asset management/ 
ownership largely became an explicit regeneration policy emphasis in the UK under the New Labor 
government (1997–2010), despite grassroots community organizations owning or managing assets in the 
UK and further afield for many years (see, for example, DeFilippis et al., 2010). Research exploring the 
role of community management/ownership in regeneration has grown accordingly (for example, Amin 
et al., 2002; Murtagh, 2019; Vickers et al., 2017). Scholars have identified several benefits of community 
management/ownership, such as “increased confidence, skills and aspirations locally; improved access to 
services and activities . . .; [and] jobs, training and business opportunities” (Aiken et al., 2011, p. 7). 
Moreover, the Development Trusts Association Scotland (DTAS, 2012) suggests that assets could 
hypothetically contribute, in a small way, to redistributive regeneration agendas, creating spillover 
benefits for neighboring, more deprived areas, and potentially reducing relative deprivation and inequal-
ity, if assets are used to deliver “key services” for those in need (pp. 16–17). More recently, Latham and 
Layton (2019) have emphasized the importance of “social infrastructure,” i.e., community assets, for 
both “their practical utility but also because they are spaces where people can socialize and connect with 
others” (p. 9). Conversely, Aiken et al. (2011) cite that community assets can reduce neighborhood 
stigmatization and make areas “more attractive to outsiders” (p. 54), thus potentially increasing the risk 
of gentrification.

On the other hand, scholars have highlighted how community assets can play a role in enabling 
communities to limit gentrification or mitigate its negative impacts if assets remain in collective, rather 
than private, management/ownership (for example, Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis, 1999, 2004; Tuckett,  
1988). While truly affordable housing is widely regarded as the key mechanism for limiting gentrifica-
tion and displacement (Bailey & Robertson, 1997), it is important to consider other limiting factors in 
areas with a small social housing stock (Walks & August, 2008). Ernst and Doucet (2014) have thus 
argued that there is a need for further research exploring the role of other types of community asset. 
They explored the role of working-class pubs in a gentrifying neighborhood in Edinburgh, Scotland, 
finding that if these continue to operate, despite gentrification, “experiences and interactions [may] 
remain positive” (Ernst & Doucet, 2014, pp. 202–203). However, they suggest that “if these spaces . . . 
disappear or become completely gentrified,” there may be “much more negative experiences” (Ernst & 
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Doucet, 2014). Furthermore, Colomb’s (2009) aforementioned work regarding the Shoreditch Trust 
explored how non-housing community assets, including a healthy living center, restaurant, shop and 
office complex (Shoreditch Trust, n.d.) were used for “property development and social enterprise 
activities,” helping to maintain “key social infrastructure for lower-income groups” (Colomb, 2009, 
p. 166).

Despite this potential, the role of community assets in gentrifying neighborhoods can be ambig-
uous; assets can reflect gentrification and gentrifiers’ wishes and tastes (DeFilippis et al., 2010; 
Fainstein, 2010). For example, regarding community gardens, Marche’s (2015) research in San 
Francisco found varied roles, with one garden “rather unambiguously enhanc[ing] gentrification,” 
another being “halfway between facilitating and merely accompanying it,” and the other “resist[ing] it, 
but mainly in a symbolic, immaterial—although by no means insignificant—way” (p. 9). These issues 
have also been examined in the broader literature exploring the relationship between green amenities 
and environmental gentrification (see, for example, Alkon & Cadji, 2018; Anguelovski & Connolly,  
2021; Maantay & Maroko, 2018; Martinez, 2010).

The relationship between regeneration, gentrification and community assets therefore depends on 
the type of asset, the nature of its use and the background and values of the individuals involved in 
both its governing board and as employees—their demographics, socioeconomic status and position-
ing in relation to gentrification (Benson, 2014; Collins, 2020; DeFilippis et al., 2010; Moore & McKee,  
2014). Existing research has found that volunteers involved in community-based efforts are often 
those with the time and social, economic, and cultural capital to facilitate participation (Bailey, 2012; 
DeFilippis et al., 2010). For example, in the U.S., Holifield and Williams (2014) found that park groups 
were “more likely to remain active at larger parks more common within affluent, predominantly white 
neighborhoods” (p. 70). Further, scholars such as Fainstein (2010) have cautioned how, even when 
initiatives are established by working-class residents or even altruistic middle-class residents com-
mitted to social justice, this ethos can be difficult to sustain as a neighborhood gentrifies, with CEs’ 
boards and potentially employees increasingly reflecting the changing population (Fainstein, 2010). 
Community-minded middle-class residents can thus experience tensions and contradictions when 
seeking to contribute to their community’s development, for example, when wanting to help but not 
always understanding the needs of working-class residents (see Jackson & Benson, 2014; Savage, 2010; 
Schlichtman & Patch, 2017). However, this is not always the case. Based on a case study in Brooklyn, 
Hamilton and Curran (2013) explored how long-term residents and incoming gentrifiers can colla-
borate “to achieve political pressure for change and to promote more just sustainabilities” (p. 1557).

Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize the more general limitations CEs can face when seeking to 
contribute to community-led regeneration and/or to mitigate the negative impacts of gentrification, 
via their assets, with structural inequalities in power (DeFilippis, 1999), no matter how enterprising 
they are (see also Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010). These constraints are arguably even greater in 
a context of state retrenchment and austerity, such as the UK (O’Brien & Matthews, 2016), but also 
other Anglophone countries, including the U.S. (for example, Bailey, 2012; Varady et al., 2015b) and 
European countries, such as the Netherlands (for example, Kleinhans, 2017; Kleinhans & van Ham,  
2016), despite different contexts in terms of the state’s role. These challenges can lead to a risk of 
“mission drift” as organizations seek to ensure financial sustainability, potentially distracting from 
social/community aims (see Somerville & McElwee, 2011; Thibault, 2007; Thompson & Williams,  
2014).

There is therefore a need for further research exploring the role of CEs, and their community 
assets, in urban regeneration and gentrification, considering these tensions and limitations, as well 
as the opportunities. In this article, I contribute to this research agenda, using community assets, 
specifically community centers, as a lens to better understand the complex interrelations between 
regeneration, gentrification and community enterprise, using the conceptual framework described 
below (see also Ernst & Doucet, 2014; Shaw & Porter, 2009). I extend Marche’s (2015) analysis of 
the role of community gardens in gentrification in San Francisco to the UK context, by considering 
the ways in which the case study CEs and their community assets may interact with regeneration 
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and gentrification on a spectrum of resistance-mitigation/limitation-reflection-exacerbation. This 
allows us to better understand these potential interactions and possible alternatives to 
gentrification.

The potential role of community enterprises and their community assets in regeneration and 
gentrification: A spectrum, extending Marche’s (2015) work

● Resisting gentrification and potentially developing grassroots community-led regeneration 
approaches: In this scenario, CEs might mobilize to resist development plans and/or develop 
alternative community-led regeneration strategies that ensure that existing residents are the 
primary beneficiaries, for example, by developing community housing schemes or neighborhood 
plans (see Lees & Ferreri, 2016). They could also lobby the local authority and other stakeholders 
to resist gentrification and displacement (Lees & Ferreri, 2016). Here, community assets could be 
used to organize resistance and maintain community activities and services, thus potentially 
reducing the risk of indirect displacement (see DeFilippis et al., 2010).

● Mitigating/limiting gentrification and enabling community-led regeneration: Community 
enterprises and their assets could play several roles in this respect. For example, they could 
continue to serve as spaces for the delivery of affordable, accessible and inclusive services, 
maintaining “social infrastructure” (Colomb, 2009; Latham & Layton, 2019; Varady et al.,  
2015a). This approach could also contribute to community-led regeneration, potentially redu-
cing inequalities in service provision (DTAS, 2012). Where services and/or activities generate 
surpluses, these could be reinvested into community regeneration (DTAS, 2012). Community 
assets could also be used to offer local employment/training opportunities, thus increasing 
residents’ economic capital, potentially reducing the risk of displacement (Choi et al., 2018; 
Colomb, 2009). Community assets could act as social spaces that bring different parts of 
a community together, thus contributing to community cohesion (Choi et al., 2018; Latham & 
Layton, 2019; Varady et al., 2015a). Further, community assets could be spaces for community 
development and capacity building activities (Colomb, 2009). These activities could help to 
improve residents’ social and cultural capital, potentially facilitating their engagement in debates 
about how community-led regeneration could be achieved and/or how gentrification can be 
contested (Bernstein & Isaac, 2021; Colomb, 2009; Hamilton & Curran, 2013; Lees & Ferreri,  
2016).

● Reflecting gentrification and limiting the potential for community-led regeneration: In this 
scenario, CEs and their assets are likely to largely reflect neighborhood and population changes, 
with their governance, aims and operations mirroring the needs and wishes of an incoming 
gentrifying population (see Fainstein, 2010). There may be tokenistic references to community- 
led regeneration, but CEs may face challenges meeting the needs of “traditional” residents, either 
due to a lack of effort or altruistic intentions which do not necessarily align with the needs of 
working-class residents (Fainstein, 2010; Lees, 2014a), unless great efforts are made to counter 
this risk. This approach could also legitimize gentrification to an extent by increasing the 
perception that “regeneration” efforts have community buy-in (see Lees, 2014a).

● Exacerbating gentrification and contradicting community-led regeneration: In this sce-
nario, CEs may use their assets to actively contribute to gentrification, for example, by 
developing high-cost services and activities that meet the needs of incoming gentrifiers and 
are economically prohibitive for “traditional” residents (see Fainstein, 2010). They may adopt 
a tokenistic, top-down approach to community-led governance, participation and engage-
ment, further disempowering and excluding traditional residents (Paton, 2014). CEs may 
even challenge alternative community-led regeneration plans proposed by these residents 
and/or promote gentrifying agendas led by the public and/or private sectors (see Lees, 2014a; 
Thibault, 2007).
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There are thus several ways in which the community assets managed/owned by CEs and the 
organizations themselves might interact with gentrification and community-led regeneration. These 
are explored in the following analysis.

Material and methods

This article is based on research with one CE based in Bristol, England, and one in Glasgow, 
Scotland (see Earley, 2020). Data was collected between 2017 and 2018. I selected the cities 
because they are both home to neighborhoods where there is debate about gentrification; they 
experience socioeconomic inequalities within and between neighborhoods (DCLG, 2019; 
Scottish Government, 2020); they have a history of community activism and a strong “social 
economy” (see Amin et al., 2002); and they enabled comparison of the role of different policy 
contexts in England and Scotland. The case study neighborhoods and organizations were also 
selected to reflect these concerns. After a scoping stage involving desk research and initial 
meetings, I selected Community Central Hall (CCH),5 based in the Maryhill/Woodside area of 
north-west Glasgow, and BS3 Community Development (BS3 Community),6 based in the BS3 
postcode area of south Bristol, with the two largest neighborhoods being Southville and 
Bedminster.

This study was informed by a constructivist and interpretivist framework, with emphasis on “how 
the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced [and] produced” (Mason, 2002, p. 3). Within 
this, I adopted a “relativist ontology,” with the view that a singular “reality” does not exist (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2013, p. 26). Rather, there exist a “series of alternative social constructions” (Snape & Spencer,  
2003, p. 16). In terms of my positionality, my interest in this research topic stems from my education 
and previous employment in this field, with a commitment to the potential of more socially just forms 
of urban regeneration, thus affecting my approach to the topic and every stage of the research process 
(Holmes, 2020; Snape & Spencer, 2003). I thus agree with Snape and Spencer (2003) that it is 
“impossible to conduct objective, value-free research,” with a need, instead, to “declare and be 
transparent about . . . [our] assumptions” (p. 17). Given these philosophical considerations, my 
positionality and the aims of the research, while analysis of some descriptive statistics was useful to 
better understand neighborhood change over time, I deemed a largely qualitative approach most 
appropriate (see Earley, 2020, for further details).

The college’s Research Ethics Committee approved the study, with principles including informed 
consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality and pseudonymization and anonymization of parti-
cipants being applied. At CCH, 34 individuals participated (sixteen employees, three board members, 
four volunteers, five service users and six local stakeholders). The majority of these were individual 
interviews, with four service users participating in a focus group. At BS3 Community, 39 individuals 
participated (eight employees, five board members, three volunteers, nine service users and fourteen 
local stakeholders). The majority participated in individual interviews (two responded via e-mail, 
instead), with two joint interviews conducted at the request of participants. The focus of the interviews 
and focus group was on the perceptions and experiences of participants in relation to regeneration and 
gentrification, and the role of CEs and community assets within these. Nevertheless, I also analyzed 
neighborhood statistics and organizational and policy documents, using these additional data sources 
for triangulation, thus strengthening the reliability of the findings (Bryman, 2012; Polkinghorne,  
2007).

I analyzed descriptive statistics using Microsoft Excel and qualitative data was transcribed, coded by 
hand and then inputted into NVivo for additional rigor, along with data from organizational docu-
ments (Crang, 2005). For most of the case study interviews, I used thematic analysis (see Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). For those participants who could offer a longitudinal perspective, I used narrative 
analysis to better understand “how [they] made sense of what happened and to what effect” (Bryman,  
2012, p. 582). I analyzed each case study separately; the same major themes were used for each to 
ensure consistency in relation to the research aims, although additional sub-themes were created for 
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each organization where applicable. The next section introduces the case study organizations and 
neighborhoods.

Case study introductions

BS3 Community, originally the Southville Community Development Association (SCDA), is 
based in south Bristol, serving the BS3 postcode area (broadly Southville, Bedminster and 
Windmill Hill wards). The organization was established in 1991 to manage part of a former 
school building owned by the local authority, which was redeveloped and named the Southville 
Centre (TSC), on a 999-year lease from the local authority. The remainder of the site was 
transferred to a housing association (Barker, 2014). BS3 Community Development’s (2018) aim 
is “to serve the community, develop its social capital, improve the local environment and help 
ensure that the area is a great place to live and work to improve the health, wellbeing and 
happiness of our community” (p. 4).

These formerly industrial wards experienced decline in the 1980s. However, participants described 
how the area has not typically been eligible for state regeneration funding due to its middling position 
on the Indices of Deprivation, with investment tending to be private sector-led, and gentrification 
beginning in the 1990s (Boyden, 2013). They explained how Southville gentrified first, being widely 
perceived as the more “desirable” part of BS3. Bedminster started gentrifying later, as Southville 
became increasingly unaffordable for many. BS3 is thus home to socioeconomic inequalities, as 
evidenced in Index of Deprivation data (DCLG, 2019).

Community Central Hall (CCH) is both the name of an organization and a community center 
based in the Woodside area of Glasgow, serving the Greater Maryhill area. CCH was formerly 
a Methodist church that also provided services and activities for the local community. The church 
closed in 1976 as the congregation declined, with a community campaign launched to save the 
building; the local authority subsequently bought the site, with management transferred to the 
community group in 1977 (Robertson et al., 1986). CCH’s (2021) aim is: “to be at the heart of the 
community by delivering diverse services to enrich people’s lives.”

Woodside is located between Maryhill and Glasgow city center, being close to the typically affluent 
west end and the University of Glasgow. The area has received extensive regeneration investment since 
the 1960s, with much change, particularly regarding housing (Hutton, 2005). However, relative 
deprivation remains, with great disparities in socioeconomic indicators, such as income and education 
levels, within Woodside and with neighboring areas, as demonstrated in the Scottish Government’s 
(2020) Index of Multiple Deprivation. Despite some signs of gentrification, participants cited that 
ongoing social issues, such as unemployment, in-work poverty and low educational attainment were 
also atypical of wholly gentrified areas, and may even limit gentrification, by making the area less 
attractive to certain types of incomer. Thus, while parts of the area may have experienced some 
gentrification and others are certainly at risk of gentrification, this is not uniform (Gray, 2015).

Both organizations are registered as charities and operate as community enterprises, being gov-
erned by a voluntary board (see Bailey, 2012). They offer a variety of paid-for and free services, 
including early education and childcare, older people’s services, youth services and room hire, using 
surpluses from paid-for services to cross-subsidize those that are free or low-cost (see Bailey, 2012). 
Both do outreach community development work. BS3 Community also hosts a café.

Results: The role of the CEs, and their community assets, in urban regeneration and 
gentrification

This section analyzes the role of each organization and asset in community-led regeneration and 
gentrification locally, using the conceptual framework described previously. It is first necessary, 
however, to analyze the extent of gentrification in each neighborhood, using both qualitative data 
and neighborhood statistics.
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The extent of gentrification

In BS3 (South Bristol), there was a view that the neighborhood had generally gentrified since the 1980s, 
but that the extent of change was not uniform across the area. For example, data on house prices at the 
ward level show increases in house prices since 1995 (when data is available from), albeit with 
variations between wards (ONS, 2022a, 2022b). Likewise, participants had varying views regarding 
how far different parts of the area had gentrified and what their view of gentrification was. Several 
participants described how they felt that parts of the area had “tipped over” the edge, with negative 
impacts associated with gentrification, for example, unaffordability, increasing inequality and exclu-
sivity now outweighing positive impacts, such as increased social capital, community pride and a more 
“vibrant” retail/leisure offer (see Atkinson, 2002; Shaw & Porter, 2009). There were concerns that more 
advanced gentrification was negatively impacting the nature of the community. For example, Jessie 
(Local Stakeholder) described how more recent incomers are “much more affluent, private sector 
workers” who are less “engaged in the community.”

Housing tenure statistics from the 1981 to 2011 Censuses show that there has been a decrease in 
socially rented housing (and a generally lower proportion of socially rented housing than Bristol as a 
whole) and an increase in privately rented accommodation (ONS, 1981, 1991, 2001, 2011). This again 
can signify affordability issues and a subsequent risk of displacement (see Atkinson, 2002). 
Participants also noted direct and indirect displacement locally (see Marcuse, 1986), recognizing 
that while some “traditional” residents may own their homes and thus be able to remain in the area, 
neighborhood change can nevertheless be very “disempowering” (Jessie, Local Stakeholder). However, 
Harriett (Local Stakeholder) felt that population change was largely due to older working-class 
residents passing away, rather than being displaced. While participants did not suggest that BS3 
Community, via TSC, had resisted gentrification, they had varied views regarding how far it had 
mitigated/limited, reflected, or even exacerbated gentrification (see Marche, 2015), as is discussed in 
the following analysis.

In contrast, participants had mixed views regarding the nature and extent of gentrification in 
Woodside and the Greater Maryhill area where CCH is based. While participants suggested that there 
had been significant change locally since the late 1970s, they generally felt that the “traditional” 
character of Maryhill’s community still largely remained, albeit somewhat fragmented, with relatively 
minimal gentrification. Further, Daniel (Organizational Representative) felt that the neighborhood 
“feels a world apart” from the generally more affluent and gentrified “west end” where the University 
of Glasgow is based, for example, lacking forms of middle-class consumption, such as coffee shops.

However, others felt that while there has been some gentrification, “it’s not encroached to the extent 
that it’s totally forced out an existing community” (Rosanna, Local Stakeholder). Furthermore, Isla 
(Local Stakeholder) gave quite a contradictory perspective:

I don’t think the regeneration that we are doing here is leading to gentrification. And, if it is, it’s not gentrification 
that’s leading to people being pushed out . . . the communities look better, feel better. That might . . . lead to more 
private interest in the area but . . . that’s only a good thing because it will sort of stimulate . . . mixed-tenure 
development.

Nonetheless, participants described changes that are commonly associated with gentrification, includ-
ing housing demolition and dispersal of residents. Several participants noted that these changes had 
increased isolation for some as friends and family have moved away, reducing their support networks 
and sense of community. For example, Jason (Organizational Representative) commented that “a lot 
of the families that I grew up with no longer live here . . . it doesn’t feel like a community anymore.” 
While there were varying views, these narratives arguably provide a counter to those who expressed 
a view that gentrification has either not occurred in Maryhill or that it is a “positive” thing in an area 
“requiring investment,” for example, in the creative industries.

Moreover, both qualitative and quantitative data indicate increases in house prices, a sign of 
gentrification, with Firhill intermediate zone7 (where CCH is located) experiencing a greater 
percentage increase in median house prices from 1993 to 2013 than the Glasgow average 
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(Scottish Statistics, n.d.). Participants noted that house price increases had not been uniform 
across the wider area, with greater increases in the more affluent parts of the area, potentially 
exacerbating existing inequalities. Notwithstanding, Woodside is home to some of Shaw’s (2005) 
factors that can limit gentrification, such as social housing and community assets, including CCH. 
Two of the neighboring wards, where many service users come from, have higher proportions of 
social housing when compared to Glasgow City (General Register Office for Scotland, 2001; 
National Records of Scotland, 2011).

The next section explores the roles of the organizations and their assets within regeneration and 
gentrification. Please note that there was little evidence of either organization, via their asset, resisting 
gentrification, although depending on one’s view, they have either developed or enabled community- 
led regeneration and development in different ways; these are now discussed. Under each subheading, 
the Bristol case is analyzed first, followed by Glasgow.

Mitigating/limiting gentrification and enabling community-led regeneration

In Bristol, several participants described how the Southville Centre (TSC) and BS3 Community 
Development as an organization more broadly had played an intrinsic role in reviving a sense of 
community in the early days, in a neighborhood which had suffered from deindustrialization. They 
explained how, at this time, the organization sought to encourage social integration between older and 
incoming residents via the asset, “recognizing that . . . even as an area becomes more affluent, there are 
people who are still very vulnerable” (Dennis, Organizational Representative). This approach thus 
helped to limit some of the negative impacts of gentrification and enable a community-led approach to 
regeneration and development.

The community asset, TSC, was generally described positively as a community hub that, over the 
years, had provided a meeting space for social interactions; activities and services, such as for children 
and older people, to be delivered; and community development work to be facilitated. For example, 
Erin (Local Stakeholder) described it as “a motor for change,” stating that “Southville would be 
a shadow of itself without this space.” Likewise, Morgan (Local Stakeholder) described TSC as “a 
vibrant active sort of place, well-used by all sorts of different activities and meetings and groups.” In 
addition, participants explained how TSC has, at times, facilitated mixing and interaction between 
different parts of the community. For example, William (Organizational Representative) explained 
how, in the early 2000s, childcare services may have acted as “a leveler,” being used by both working- 
and middle-class parents. However, previous studies have highlighted how social mixing does not 
necessarily lead to greater understanding (for example, Butler & Robson, 2001) and, in the case of 
Collins (2020) work regarding multiculturalism and gentrification, “does not necessarily lead to 
sociocultural connections” (p. 256). There was thus a sense that the space had helped enable commu-
nity-led regeneration, but also some concerns that it had reflected gentrification to a degree, as 
discussed later.

Regarding the organization’s role in community-led regeneration and community development, 
while there was some concern that the organization’s outward-facing work had declined over the 
years, as discussed later, participants described how BS3 Community has proactively aimed to do more 
community development since the early 2010s, creating a permanent community development 
manager role, funded partly by increasing surpluses from early education and childcare services. 
This has a focus on engaging less affluent, working-class community members, who arguably 
experience more adverse impacts from gentrification, such as displacement, unaffordability and social 
exclusion (see Atkinson, 2002). Participants spoke very highly about this work. While these activities 
are relatively small-scale, and although they are seemingly not a deliberate anti-gentrification strategy 
per se, they do aim to ameliorate some of gentrification’s impacts by expanding social and community 
services to meet a wider variety of needs. Participants also suggested that they can also have a great 
benefit at the individual level. For example, Arthur, a beneficiary of older people’s services and long- 
term resident, exclaimed: “I just enjoy it all!”
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In Glasgow, participants described the grassroots origins of CCH as an organization and asset, 
being led by a large community committee keen to develop community-led regeneration at a time 
when there was neighborhood change taking place, led by top-down forces. Several participants 
emphasized the asset’s longstanding role in the community, being used for a wide range of services 
and activities, such as those for children, young people and older people, over several generations. It 
was described as being “like a patchwork quilt” (Daniel, Organizational Representative) and “a support 
mechanism for people” (Alec, Organizational Representative). They described the inclusivity of the 
space in comparison to some local authority or privately run spaces. For example, Bruce 
(Organizational Representative) commented that the building is “always open,” with someone who 
“will listen.” Furthermore, given the range of services and activities offered, participants described 
positive impacts at the individual/community level. For example, Jacob, a beneficiary of older people’s 
services, explained how the service had helped to reduce his loneliness: “I’ve met people . . . I felt I was 
just stuck in the house after my sister passed away.” Further, Bruce, a beneficiary of young people’s 
services, expressed that “I wouldn’t like to picture my life without being involved here.”

Moreover, in terms of CCH’s contribution to (community-led) regeneration, respondents 
explained how the organization made particular efforts to align with, and contribute to, national 
and local “policy priorities” in relation to “social exclusion/justice, regeneration, community involve-
ment and health” in the New Labor years (Community Central Hall [CCH], 2003, p. 1). While there 
was concern that this commitment had reduced over time, partly as a result of austerity, at the time of 
data collection, participants described CCH’s efforts to increase its role in regeneration locally, having 
recently secured Scottish Government funding for two Community Regeneration and Community 
Development posts, which had this as an explicit aim. These roles involved developing a community 
cinema, partnerships with regeneration activities locally, providing training, volunteering and employ-
ment opportunities and contributing to wider social and economic regeneration activities (CCH, 2019, 
pp. 4–7). This thus arguably enabled community-led regeneration and helped to mitigate some of the 
challenges of gentrification encroaching from neighboring areas.

Thus, several participants, although by no means all, expressed a view that while things had 
changed over time, with external factors creating challenges discussed in more detail later), the 
original ethos still remained: “their commitment to the community has not changed . . . the priorities 
have changed, but . . . that’s due to funding and just times changing . . . it’s nothing that they have 
done” (Jason, Organizational Representative). Furthermore, Abigail (Local Stakeholder) commented, 
“CCH still remains the traditional vanguard to support the local community,” suggesting that the 
organization and asset may have helped to limit some of the negative effects of gentrification, such as 
a loss of community and social isolation (see Atkinson, 2002; Rigolon & Németh, 2019; Shaw, 2005).

Overall, while some recognized that the use of the halls had changed somewhat, they nevertheless 
emphasized that it continues to be a vital space for social interactions and the delivery of varied and 
affordable community services. Furthermore, participants generally felt that the original ethos to 
provide for, and represent, the existing community largely still remains. The findings indicate that 
CCH has remained committed to the community-led regeneration of Woodside and greater Maryhill 
over time, responding to and reflecting neighborhood changes and wider factors and mitigating some 
of the challenges, rather than acting as a mechanism for resisting or exacerbating gentrification (see 
Marche, 2015). Participants therefore suggested that the contribution to regeneration has been largely 
social, focusing on the delivery of services and activities and the development of social capital, as well 
as providing local employment and volunteering opportunities. This approach can have a great impact 
for some at the individual/community level, rather than necessarily being a catalyst for neighborhood 
change.

Reflecting gentrification and limiting the potential for community-led regeneration

In BS3, there was a view that in addition to limiting some of the negative impacts of gentrification, BS3 
Community and TSC had also reflected gentrification and potentially limited the potential for 
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community led regeneration to an extent. For example, in terms of the organization’s ethos and 
development, participants described how the organization was established by a socially mixed group of 
residents, benefitting from relatively high levels of social and (increasing) economic capital as a result 
of gentrification. However, participants described how this demographic meant that the organization 
faced pressure from an early stage to become financially self-sufficient, given increasing affluence 
locally and the ability of (some) residents to pay for services and activities. This created some 
challenges in doing community development work, with the organization focusing, at times, on the 
building and generating sufficient income to survive. Thus, incoming gentrifiers, and the wider 
process of gentrification, have created both opportunities and challenges for the organization, with 
some participants feeling that, over time, the challenges and negative impacts may have started to 
outweigh the positives as more extensive gentrification has taken place.

Moreover, the shifts described earlier in terms of housing and community coincided with the early 
days of TSC and subsequent private sector investment, particularly the development of a former 
Tobacco Factory into a theater and mixed-use space.8 Erin and Miranda (Local Stakeholders) argued 
that TSC had catalyzed private investment and gentrification in its early days, with Erin (Local 
Stakeholder) describing how they could:

trace a trail of events that this project led forward from . . . the Tobacco Factory was pretty much a direct response 
to what we were doing here and the bits we weren’t covering and the opportunities.

Yet, Andrea (Organizational Representative) felt that while the organization and TSC had initially 
“driven” a lot of change through its community development work, it had later reflected change, 
including gentrification, becoming more proactive again recently. However, others felt that the 
organization had played a less significant role, instead arguing that gentrification is driven by 
structural issues, particularly the housing market; for example, Jonathan (Organizational 
Representative) commented that TSC is “a product” of change.

There was a view that the organization’s community development approach had focused on 
supporting different groups to address local issues, such as environmental problems, in a self- 
sufficient way, for example, by establishing parks groups via initial meetings at TSC. This approach 
has arguably been enabled, in part, by the area’s increasing gentrification, with residents having fairly 
high levels of social, economic and cultural capital (see Bailey, 2012). Harriett (Local Stakeholder) 
described it “as being like doing community development in a grammar school!”9 However, Harriett 
(Local Stakeholder) was keen to emphasize that if there is a strong ethos of inclusion, positive 
outcomes can be achieved in terms of sharing “skills and education, confidence” between different 
parts of the community. Thus, participants described the role of BS3 Community, and TSC as 
a community asset in particular, in community development and regeneration over the years, 
potentially reflecting and catalyzing gentrification, making the area more attractive to future gentri-
fiers and investors, while also helping to mitigate some of its negative impacts, as described in the 
previous section, playing an ambiguous role (see Fainstein, 2010).

Participants explained how BS3 Community aims to balance the needs of different groups, such as 
those of long-standing, typically more working-class residents with those of predominantly more 
middle-class incomers, to reduce some of the cited tensions arising locally from gentrification (see 
Fainstein, 2010). Yet, there were concerns that the latter group, who tend to have higher levels of 
social, economic and cultural capital, are likely to vocalize their desires more loudly, and also have 
a greater ability to pay for services, thus meaning that they may have a larger influence on the 
organization’s aims and activities, potentially limiting the scope for truly representative community- 
led regeneration (see Somerville, 2016).

Moreover, the introduction of austerity in 2010 by the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition 
government arguably had an adverse impact on BS3 Community’s ability to meet the community’s 
needs, affecting the services and activities offered, and potentially meaning less scope to mitigate 
gentrification’s harmful impacts. Participants described challenges sustaining services that generate 
little or no income but that often address more acute needs, such as those for older people, without 
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greater public sector support to subsidize these in a context of gentrification, reflecting existing 
research (Bailey, 2017; Milbourne & Cushman, 2015; O’Brien & Matthews, 2016). Accordingly, Sam 
(Organizational Representative) explained how, despite good intentions, BS3 Community certainly 
cannot be expected to meet the needs of “harder-to-reach groups” or “a high level of need” in the way 
that the welfare state was originally intended to. This reflects existing literature (for example, Amin 
et al., 2002; DeFilippis et al., 2010) that has highlighted how addressing engrained structural inequal-
ities and the impacts of gentrification are largely outside the capacity of charitable organizations, 
however well organized, well meaning and “enterprising” they may be. Despite policy rhetoric and the 
good intentions of many involved, there is a need for far greater resources from the state to address 
structural issues (O’Brien & Matthews, 2016).

Furthermore, a small but notable number of participants commented that BS3 Community’s 
engagement with less affluent, more working-class community members often occurs outside of 
TSC, albeit with some exceptions. Andrea (Organizational Representative) explained how, given 
that the organization’s “sustainability model is prefaced on people spending money,” attracting 
different groups to use TSC may threaten the organization’s “ability to be sustainable,” with the 
need to appease those with economic capital to ensure financial survival. While several participants 
cited BS3 Community’s sustainability as a key achievement, particularly in the context of austerity, 
some expressed concerns about whether the organization had potentially over-prioritized income- 
generating services (and service users, often “gentrifiers” themselves, see Schlichtman & Patch, 2017), 
particularly early education and childcare, over community aims, leading to a risk of “mission drift” 
(Thompson & Williams, 2014). It is therefore important to consider how far, if at all, the organization, 
via TSC, can resolve some of the tensions arising from gentrification, for example, by using the asset 
for a more diverse demographic; or whether this role is more effective if indirect, with TSC generating 
the surplus for outreach activities.

Overall, the findings presented in this and the preceding section suggest that although BS3 
Community and TSC, combined with the efforts of other stakeholders, contributed to and catalyzed 
community-led regeneration and development in their early days, potentially attracting further private 
investment, over time they arguably started to reflect gentrification, including the associated tensions, 
while making efforts to ameliorate some of the challenges created. It is important to consider how far 
the tensions the organization faces in negotiating this process can be resolved in a synergistic manner 
through different activities/services to increase the scope and influence of BS3 Community’s work; or 
whether the organization’s agency is arguably too limited by structural factors, the challenges 
associated with gentrification and the finite level of resources, meaning difficult trade-offs must be 
made (Larner, 2014; Thompson & Williams, 2014).

In Woodside/Maryhill, there was less concern about CCH, as both an organization and community 
asset, reflecting gentrification, due to the general view that the extent of gentrification was much less 
significant. CCH’s approach to community-led regeneration and development thus reflects the 
neighborhood context of less advanced gentrification and greater poverty than BS3. Nevertheless, 
some participants felt that gentrification was a future risk. For example, Sarah (Organizational 
Representative) thought that gentrification was somewhat “inevitable” due to various factors, includ-
ing investments in green infrastructure and the area’s location close to the University of Glasgow and 
city center. Therefore, while stakeholders were aiming to address the needs of existing residents, 
attract investment and develop local social and economic opportunities, the findings suggest a need for 
very careful negotiation of regeneration and gentrification in the capitalist context; housing and labor 
markets, which are largely outwith the control of local stakeholders and/or organizations, drive much 
of this (DeFilippis et al., 2010). The issue of focus for this section about CCH is therefore largely about 
limits to the potential for community-led regeneration.

While participants described a lesser extent of gentrification, this does not mean that there have not 
been challenges in terms of the interactions between the organization and community asset with wider 
processes of neighborhood change. Regarding the organization’s ethos, participants described how 
CCH’s governance, working culture and operations had changed drastically over the years, 
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particularly since the mid-2000s, when there was a change in leadership. This coincided with an 
increased focus on activities and services that generate a surplus, particularly early education and 
childcare, as public sector funding declined. Several participants felt that these two shifts had reduced 
the level of community involvement in CCH’s governance and its contribution locally. Some were 
critical of these changes: “the committee fell down from over 20 to half a dozen. A lot of the good staff 
just left . . . . It’s been the ruin of CCH in the community” (Bonnie, Organizational Representative). 
However, others felt there was little alternative, given declining state support, the professionalization 
of the sector and the perceived “need” for particular skills sets amongst board members: “[In] other 
areas . . . you may well find the kind of skills that you need. But you won’t in this area; it’s one of the 
poorest in Scotland” (Callum, Organizational Representative).

Nevertheless, some felt that the halls were not used as much as they were in their early days, with 
a view that their social function had declined, potentially partly as a result of these organizational 
changes, reducing the potential of the organization and community asset to contribute to community- 
led regeneration. For example, Duncan (Organizational Representative) explained how, as public 
sector funding has reduced, CCH “lost a lot of the good [community development] projects,” as well as 
“services for the elderly.” He contemplated, “I don’t know if we’re [at the heart of the community] as 
much as we say we should be.” Participants described how funding changes have led CCH to expand 
its designated geographical area of benefit to reach more affluent populations in arguably more 
gentrified areas who can pay for services. Some felt these changes had challenged the organization’s 
community focus, and potentially reduced its ability to meet residents’ needs to the extent that it may 
once have done. In the context of austerity, there can thus be challenges sustaining the CE model, and 
particularly community assets, in areas that are less gentrified, with less latent economic capital 
(Bailey, 2017; Spear et al., 2017). This can subsequently limit their potential role in community-led 
regeneration.

Furthermore, participants described how the organization’s emphasis on contributing to the wider 
regeneration aims described previously had declined somewhat since the late 2000s, partly driven by 
austerity. Harry (Organizational Representative) described how, at this time, funding cuts and the 
closure of the café meant CCH had “becom[e] more narrowly focused.” In particular, participants 
described how early education and childcare services have grown as the main income-generator, while 
older people’s services have declined due to funding cuts, recognizing that “not everything can run as 
a social enterprise” (Rachael, Organizational Representative). Participants expressed ambiguous feel-
ings about the shift in services; while recognizing the need to increase income generation in the 
context of wider societal and political factors, there was also a great sadness regarding the decline of 
older people’s services.

Participants thus described how while CCH aims to be responsive to local needs in terms of the 
social/community services and activities offered, thus contributing to community-led regeneration, by 
necessity these and the use of the space have shifted over time, due to funding and other factors. Some 
were critical of these shifts. Bonnie (Organizational Representative) commented that the nursery is 
largely “filled with small children from the . . . [affluent suburbs] of Milngavie and Bearsden, whose 
parents come in to work in the city and drop them off,” rather than benefitting the “traditional” 
community. Further, Abigail (Local Stakeholder) commented that now, “who can afford, can get in.” 
She was worried that this may lead to “ill will” if traditional residents face difficulties accessing the 
halls. Others described a risk of “mission drift” as the activities that generate a surplus now dominate 
the use of the space, while others have been deprioritized (see Thibault, 2007; Thompson & Williams,  
2014). Despite these concerns, multiple participants expressed a clear aim to balance social/commu-
nity and economic/enterprising aims (see Bailey, 2012; Somerville & McElwee, 2011).

These findings again highlight constraints on CEs’ agency; while CCH may be less reliant on 
government funding than it once was, the organization has become more reliant on the market, which 
can cause challenges in deprived areas, particularly during times of austerity and “welfare reform,” as 
residents may not be able to afford to pay for activities and services (Spear et al., 2017). This has 
arguably led to an expansion of the area of benefit to include those with greater purchasing power, in 
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arguably more gentrified areas. Thus, a relative lack of gentrification locally may conversely challenge 
the viability of the CE approach (Spear et al., 2017). These challenges reflect cautions in academic 
literature that despite the policy promotion of CEs and community assets as mechanisms for 
regeneration, policy may actually be exacerbating existing inequalities, privileging those communities 
which already have high levels of social, economic and cultural capital to establish and maintain CEs 
and develop their own regeneration approaches, while other communities struggle to do this in the 
absence of sufficient state support (Bailey, 2017; O’Brien & Matthews, 2016; Rolfe, 2018). As Abigail 
(Local Stakeholder) explained:

when community groups are not in a position to provide, then there’s no one . . . the community is finished. It’s 
drawn out. It’s given all it can give—time, money, effort, it’s all gone, it’s used up . . . it’s the government that 
needs to put its hands in its pockets.”

Therefore, while the halls are an excellent example of the type of long-standing asset managing CE 
being promoted within Scottish Government policy (for example, Scottish Government, n.d.), the 
findings indicate that there are also challenges, tensions, and ambivalences regarding their role in 
neighborhood change over time. It is important to recognize that despite continual aims to remain 
“community” focused, organizations such as CCH are constrained by the neoliberal, capitalist context 
they are operating in, in countries such as the UK, with a need to generate a surplus to survive (Bailey,  
2012; DeFilippis et al., 2010; Thibault, 2007). This can lead to challenges balancing the social nature of 
the space as a facilitator of interactions with the increasingly commercial aspects (and necessities) of 
the organization and the needs of different service users within it, with increasing focus on ensuring 
the “necessary” economic transactions (see Somerville & McElwee, 2011). The asset is the mechanism 
through which CCH contributes to regeneration, as well as providing a space for generating surpluses, 
thus leading to an ambivalent role, given limited space and resources.

Exacerbating gentrification and contradicting community-led regeneration

Regarding BS3 Community Development, some participants expressed concern that the organization 
might be exacerbating gentrification and contradicting community-led regeneration efforts by other 
organizations and actors locally. There was little evidence of CCH exacerbating gentrification.

In this regard, participants described how BS3 Community has expanded paid-for services and 
activities over time to generate a greater surplus due to challenges gaining public sector funding and 
the more recent impacts of austerity. They explained some tensions balancing these services and 
activities with those that do not generate an income, such as community development work, compli-
cating the organization’s relationship with wider processes of gentrification. They thus explained how 
meeting varied community needs can be a challenge. Some reflected that those who access fee-paying 
classes and activities, such as yoga and tai chi, can be fairly homogenous, with a level of affluence 
needed. Jeremy (Organizational Representative) stated, “that’s not the way to be . . . community should 
be everybody.” Likewise, Charlotte (Organizational Representative) emphasized the aim to ensure that 
“we don’t exclude people on lower incomes.” Some thus described their efforts to increase awareness 
of existing free or low-cost services and activities and to expand these to mitigate some of the tensions 
arising from gentrification, highlighting the ambiguities regarding the organization’s relationship with 
gentrification.

Despite these efforts, some cautioned about the impact of increasing exclusivity within TSC as the 
neighborhood has gentrified, both in terms of the nature/aesthetics of the space and the economic 
model, with most services and activities being paid for. Rather than simply reflecting gentrification, 
some were concerned that this could contribute to gentrification and its negative impacts. For 
example, Taylor (Local Stakeholder) commented, “pretty bunting is OK, but it’s not going to attract 
working-class people . . . it’s all very nice for the yummy mummies.” He emphasized the need to 
remember the different concerns of people within BS3: “some of the middle-class values that most of 
us espouse, like BS3 Plastic Free . . . are not concerns of people who really hardly have enough money 
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to live on.” Thus, while many described their intentions to help less fortunate members of the 
community, the positionality of middle-class residents and some organizational representatives in 
relation to gentrification means that they may struggle to fully understand others’ needs (see Jackson & 
Benson, 2014; Schlichtman & Patch, 2017). Nevertheless, overall, this organizational approach can 
arguably be viewed as one of largely reflecting but occasionally exacerbating gentrification, albeit often 
in indirect ways, and with an aim to mitigate some of the negative effects.

Discussion and conclusion

In this article, I have explored the roles of two CEs, and their community assets, in regeneration and 
gentrification, over time, in their socioeconomically unequal neighborhoods. While the analysis is UK- 
focused, it speaks to wider debates in the international Anglophone literature (for example, DeFilippis 
et al., 2010; Shaw & Porter, 2009). It updates this existing body of literature, considering these issues in 
the post-GFC context, importantly examining the recent impact of austerity. Although recognizing the 
challenges of identifying the underlying causes of gentrification and measuring its impacts, given the 
many factors and stakeholders involved (for example, Colomb, 2009; Easton et al., 2020; Firth et al.,  
2020), the findings emphasize the often-ambiguous relationship between CEs, community assets and 
processes of regeneration and gentrification, with a variety of roles being played at different times, 
whether that be mitigating/limiting, reflecting or even exacerbating gentrification, with little evidence 
of resistance in these cases (see Marche, 2015).

Both case studies highlight the ways in which the extent of gentrification locally can impact on CEs’ 
abilities to deliver services and affect neighborhood change, with the social, economic and cultural 
capital typical of gentrifiers often playing a crucial role in the work of community organizations and 
community-led regeneration more broadly (for example, Bailey, 2012; Colomb, 2009; Spear et al.,  
2017). This is arguably more prominent in the Bristol case study than Glasgow, again highlighting the 
challenges that can face community organizations operating in more deprived areas (Spear et al.,  
2017), with disparities in community capacity to deliver regeneration as the state retreats in the 
context of austerity (Bailey, 2012; Hastings et al., 2015). On the other hand, in Bristol, the higher level 
of gentrification arguably somewhat limits the potential for more inclusive community-led regenera-
tion as described earlier (SURF, 2016), although efforts are being made to address this challenge.

Expanding upon Marche’s (2015) analysis, I have argued that the case study CEs, via their 
community assets, have tended to focus on mitigating and ameliorating some of the challenges arising 
from neighborhood change more broadly, and gentrification specifically, while seeking to enable and/ 
or contribute to community-led regeneration, rather than resisting gentrification. Nevertheless, they 
have also reflected gentrification and wider inequalities at times, potentially limiting the scope for 
community-led regeneration. There were some concerns that BS3 Community was exacerbating 
gentrification in the Bristol case, albeit perhaps indirectly. In the absence of sufficient state interven-
tion in key areas, such as affordable housing, the findings therefore indicate that it can be very 
challenging for CEs, via their assets, to influence these structural issues and develop wide-scale, 
sustainable alternatives to gentrification in their localities, with their activities being largely ameliora-
tive at best, corroborating existing research (for example, Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010; 
Nathan, 2016; Shaw & Porter, 2009). There are thus numerous constraints facing CEs in terms of 
scale and capacity, limiting this potential, particularly in the context of austerity (see also DeFilippis 
et al., 2010; Thibault, 2007). CEs will only ever be one part of community-led regeneration efforts, with 
a crucial role for housing associations (Bailey & Robertson, 1997) and other actors and organizations 
too (see Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010). The findings nevertheless provide up-to-date empirical 
evidence regarding the impact of national policy, including austerity, and other factors, such as the 
local socioeconomic context, on CEs and their roles in regeneration and gentrification over time.

In response to Lees and Ferreri’s (2016) call for research to better understand how “‘true’ urban 
regeneration” can be developed by grassroots organizations seeking “neighborhood investment 
without displacement” (p. 22), the findings thus suggest that structural inequalities, and 
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particularly the last decade of austerity, currently limit the potential role of CEs, and their 
community assets, in community-led regeneration, leaving little hope for substantial transforma-
tion and exacerbating the risks related to gentrification outlined in this article (DeFilippis et al.,  
2010; Murtagh, 2019). The findings demonstrate the complexities and challenges created by the 
transfer of resources, services and assets to communities in different urban contexts who are 
experiencing varying degrees of gentrification. They raise important questions about how far the 
CE approach, via community assets, can contribute to community-led regeneration in the current 
policy and political context; or whether government policy in this regard, combined with agendas 
around austerity and so-called “welfare reform,” may be fueling further gentrification, with 
insufficient state intervention in key areas, such as affordable housing and welfare, perpetuating 
and potentially exacerbating socioeconomic inequalities (see Hastings et al., 2015; O’Brien & 
Matthews, 2016; Rolfe, 2018).

In terms of potential recommendations for CEs, the findings highlight the need in some cases 
and at certain times for further efforts to diversify organizations’ boards, for example, in terms 
of age and ethnicity, while ensuring that board members are based locally, to better understand 
the needs of different parts of the community (see also Henderson et al., 2018). This may also 
help limit the dominance of incoming-gentrifiers, who typically have higher levels of social, 
economic and cultural capital. This may, in turn, facilitate the use of community assets by 
a broader, yet locally based demographic. Participants also highlighted scope for, and the 
potential of, further partnership-work between different CEs managing community assets, to 
increase the scale and scope of their roles locally, including in relation to community-led 
regeneration.

Yet, in both contexts, it is nevertheless vital to recognize the impact of wider factors, particularly 
austerity and the transfer of responsibility for the provision of services, such as affordable housing and 
welfare, from the state to the third sector (see Bailey, 2012, 2017; Hastings et al., 2015; Milbourne & 
Cushman, 2015). This “responsibilization,” combined with reductions in funding and a subsequent 
increased “need” for “enterprise,” has arguably further limited the capacities of these CEs to deliver 
community-led regeneration, resist or offer alternatives to gentrification, fill growing gaps in service 
provision and remain financially sustainable (Bailey, 2017; Colomb, 2009; DeFilippis et al., 2010; 
O’Brien & Matthews, 2016). While the extent of state withdrawal and the “responsibilization” of 
community groups is not as extreme in the UK as it is in the U.S. (Bailey, 2012), this is a key issue to 
consider here (see DeFilippis et al., 2010). The findings thus further problematize policy narratives 
which often uncritically promote the benefits of CEs and community management/ownership, 
corroborating and updating existing research (for example, Moore & McKee, 2014; O’Brien & 
Matthews, 2016). There is a need for a more realistic and nuanced understanding of the potential of 
this approach, and greater state intervention to address structural inequalities and redistribute 
economic and social capital to enable and support community-based efforts to reach their potential, 
within a wider framework of support for those most in need via the welfare state (see also Bailey, 2017; 
DeFilippis et al., 2010; Moore & McKee, 2014; O’Brien & Matthews, 2016).

Yet, despite these challenges, as Shaw (2009) emphasized over a decade ago, it is now more 
important than ever that researchers, policymakers, practitioners and others “continually fight” to 
develop more equitable policies and approaches for regeneration without gentrification (p. 260). I have 
therefore argued that those of us concerned with gentrification need to take greater consideration of 
the potential role of community asset management/ownership as a mechanism for enabling more 
socially just forms of regeneration to be developed, while the extent of gentrification is limited (see also 
Colomb, 2009; Shaw, 2009). Although there are many limitations facing, and challenges to, this 
potential in the capitalist context (DeFilippis et al., 2010), it is vital to better understand these possible 
alternatives, and the support required to enable them, if we are to continue the search for under-
standings of how “‘true’ urban regeneration” can take place (Lees & Ferreri, 2016, p. 22). This article 
has contributed to addressing this gap and extends Lees and Ferreri’s (2016) call for further research in 
this area.
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The findings in this article have therefore contributed to knowledge in three distinct areas. 
Firstly, they have provided qualitative evidence regarding the actual and potential role of 
asset-managing/owning community enterprises in processes of regeneration and gentrification 
respectively over time in socioeconomically unequal neighborhoods. Secondly, the findings 
contribute to knowledge about the role of the community assets managed/owned by CEs in 
regeneration and gentrification, and specifically the extent to which they can limit/mitigate, 
reflect or even exacerbate processes of gentrification, building on a limited body of work in 
this area (see also Colomb, 2009; Ernst & Doucet, 2014) and extending Marche’s existing 
(Marche, 2015) analysis regarding community gardens and gentrification in San Francisco. 
Finally, the findings contribute to international debates concerning the interrelations between, 
and nuances of, regeneration and gentrification, extending the work of scholars including 
Atkinson (2008), Shaw (2005), and Shaw and Porter (2009). The findings thus demonstrate 
how physical community assets can be a useful lens to explore the complex interrelations 
between regeneration, gentrification and community enterprise (see also Ernst & Doucet,  
2014).

Notes

1. The rent gap is defined as “the disparity between the potential ground rent level and the actual ground rent 
capitalized under the present land use” (Smith, 1979, p. 545).

2. Please note, while I used some quantitative data (statistics) to describe neighborhood change in the case study 
areas, the study was not a quantitative, impact assessment aiming to trace causality. Thus, I did not aim to 
quantitatively measure displacement or gentrification or the role of the organizations and their assets within these 
processes. This would also be extremely challenging to do, given the wide range of factors and stakeholders 
involved in processes of neighborhood change, with existing studies having highlighted these difficulties (for 
example, Easton et al., 2020; Firth et al., 2020; Lees et al., 2008).

3. Please note, Marche (2015, p. 9) identified that these community gardens interacted with gentrification in the 
following ways: “enhancing,” “facilitating,” “accompanying” and “resisting.” I build on this analysis but use 
slightly different terminology, reflecting the role of the case study organizations and community assets in their 
neighborhoods.

4. While this article focuses on CDTs, the term community enterprise is used for clarity, as organizations identify 
with different models over time.

5. Please see https://centralhall.org/.
6. Please see https://bs3community.org.uk/.
7. There are 1,235 intermediate zones (IZs) in Scotland, containing an average of 4,000 residents. These larger 

geographies “nest into local authorities,” but “do not necessarily delineate communities on the ground” (Scottish 
Executive, 2005).

8. Please see https://tobaccofactory.com/.
9. In the UK, modern-day grammar schools were introduced in Education Act 1944 as selective “state secondary 

schools” which pupils could attend if they passed an exam aged 11. Those who did not pass this exam 
attended secondary modern schools, thus creating a two-tier system. This began to be phased out from the 
mid-1960s due to criticisms that it “reinforced class division and middle-class privilege” (Richardson, 2016).
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