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Abstract 
Abu Dhabi and Doha have evolved rapidly in the twentieth century due to the investment of oil and gas 
revenues. The fast economic growth resulted in an extensive period of urbanization. The various urban 
dynamics had a great impact with regards to new housing typologies during the last few decades. 
Doha’s housing market is studied in comparison with Abu Dhabi’s market considering their population 
growth rates, real estate market conditions, socio-cultural characteristics, and political approaches. The 
study is focused on the period from 2004 to 2013 where rapid urban development took place in both 
cities. The comparative assessment is based on three key aspects: housing typologies, housing 

distribution, in addition to housing supply and demand. The paper highlights that the urban growth in 
both cities is initiated via government investments, especially in the real estate market. This is reflected 
in the case of very similar housing dynamics in both cities. A gradual replacement of low-rise 
residential villas by high-rise residential towers (apartments/ penthouses) is currently observed in both 
cities.   

 
Keywords: Housing development; housing dynamics; urban growth; residential market; 
Abu Dhabi; Doha. 
 

INTRODUCTION  

In the age of global interconnectivity, cities need to adapt and provide state-of-the-art 

infrastructure as well as dynamic real-estate markets. This has exerted a considerable impact on 
the development of housing typologies and urban development patterns. Generally, the essence 

of cities is represented in the agglomeration of various housing typologies accommodating all 

social groups (Ibrahim, 2015). Tracing the development of housing patterns throughout a city’s 
history can provide a general indication of the degree of urbanization that has been achieved, 

especially in the case of developing countries (Glaeser et al, 2008). In the Arabian Gulf region, 

capital cities have evolved rapidly during the second half of the twentieth century as a result of oil 

and gas discovery. It is evident that the Arabian Gulf cities suggest challenging questions about 
urbanization today. Such questions relatively arise from their showcase architecture and fast-

track development (Mohammad and Sidaway, 2012). Man-made islands, towers, stadiums, 

museums, and shopping malls are all intertwined with the projection of a global image for these 
cities (Ibrahim, 2015). During their oil boom period, urban sprawl has occurred leading to 

scattered urban settlements with low densities, caused by the dominance of suburban housing 

typologies and a large percentage of vacant lands (Wiedmann et al, 2012). Sprawling suburban 
developments in these cities suggest considerable challenges related to public expenditures and 

increased traffic due to the expansion of new housing settlements on the peripheries. This has 

shaped the dynamics of the housing markets in capital Gulf cities such as Abu Dhabi and Doha.  

High population growth rates that are caused by the ongoing migration of expatriates to Abu 
Dhabi and Doha have shaped very particular dynamics in their housing market. In turn, housing 

dynamics have caused rapid transformations in lifestyles in both cities. It is noteworthy that Abu 



                     
 International Journal of Architectural Research                          Hatem Ibrahim, Ashraf M. Salama, Florian Wiedmann, Reem Awwaad 

 
 

Archnet-IJAR, Volume 10 - Issue 3 - November 2016 - (152-169) – Original Research Articles  

                                                 Copyright © 2016 Archnet-IJAR, International Journal of Architectural Research 

153 

Dhabi has surpassed Doha in terms of accelerating urban development and global 

interconnectivity (Hopwood, 2010). In light of that, this paper aims to comparatively assess the 

dynamics of housing development in Abu Dhabi and Doha in terms of three main assessment 

aspects: housing typologies, housing distribution, in addition to housing supply and demand. This 
is conducted in view of the outward similarities between the two cities in terms of their population 

growth rates, population ethnicity, socio-cultural characteristics, real estate market conditions, 

and the political drivers for urban development. 
 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

The aim of this section is to introduce the research methodology and period that will aid in 

achieving the research objective. Considering that Abu Dhabi and Doha have gone through 
similar contextual evolution and planning approaches, the objective of the paper is to 

comparatively assess the dynamics of their housing development. A number of similarities 

between the two cities are found to justify the comparison, as represented mainly in their 
population structure, economic conditions, and political approaches. Therefore, selecting the 

appropriate tools, defining the study period, and identifying the comparison criteria will qualify the 

research objective.  
 

Study Period  

The study is based on the period of housing and real estate acceleration in Abu Dhabi and Doha 

starting from year 2004 to year 2013. Significant events are traced in Abu Dhabi and Doha 
related to the cultural, economic, real estate, and political events that took place during this 

period. Prominently, year 2004 has marked changes to real estate laws in both cities. It was the 

turning year in their housing development. Changes to property ownership law, which has 
included ownership rights of land by expatriates, has led to a massive surge in urban 

development (Murry, 2013). Consequently, two housing laws concerning real estate investment 

and landlord-tenant relationships have been issued in Abu Dhabi. These laws have opened Abu 

Dhabi to foreign investment and regulated housing rental procedures. Likely in 2004 in Doha, a 
law was issued allowing foreign ownership of real estates (Wiedmann et al, 2012). This has 

marked the beginning of the real estate boom and intensive government-led projects in both 

cities. In the period between 2004 and 2010, high-rise construction has increased significantly in 
Doha (Qatar Atlas, 2010). During this period, the government has witnessed an exceptional 

urbanization boom where the real estate sector has reached peak measures in Doha. Year 2009 

was the counter-turning year for both cities. The economy has dropped dramatically, which 
resulted in the falling of oil prices, which, in turn, resulted in a decline in the real estate market. In 

Doha, housing prices fell by 40% as result of that (Qatar Statistics Authority, 2010). However, 

year 2013 has marked significant economic steadiness in both cities where the residential market 

has stabilized with good residential sales and commercial standards (Shahbaz et al, 2014) 
(Figure 1). 

Methodology  

In this paper, the analysis of housing dynamics in Abu Dhabi and Doha is based on three main 
methodologies: literature review of housing statistics, survey of housing typologies, and analytical 

study to check the integration between the results of the housing survey with the statistical data.  

Literature review of statistical data related to housing supply and demand, maps of housing 
distribution, and population growth rates is conducted by reviewing governmental reports and 

census studies. This data will lead to a conclusion about the current and future trends in the 

housing markets in both cities, which, in turn, will aid in comparatively assessing their housing 

dynamics and future housing tendencies. Statistics of housing supply and demand are evaluated 
for the period between 2010 and 2013 considering the availability of data for both cities. Maps for 
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residential land uses and densities are used to study the spatial distribution of houses, which will 

give conclusions about their typologies and population ethnicity. Demographic data is analyzed to 

explore the economic development, population ethnicity, and political planning visions that are 

dealing with the population growth in both cities. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Major events that took place in Abu Dhabi and Doha during the study period (Source: Abu Dhabi 
Real Estate Market Forecasts, 2010; Qatar Statistics Authority, 2010). 

 
The survey of housing typologies in Abu Dhabi and Doha from 2000 to 2015 is conducted by 

collecting housing samples of villas and apartments, which were identified as the dominant 

typologies during this period. A total of sixty housing samples are collected in each city to rach 
conclusions about the typologies that are favored in the context of multicultural societies. These 

typologies are defined based on location: downtown, waterfront, and suburban. Abu Dhabi’s 

housing samples have been collected from websites of real estate companies. Doha’s housing 

samples have been collected from architectural firms, real estate companies, and governmental 
institutions. The analysis of housing typologies is reviewed based on the collected samples to 

compare between housing development tendencies in both cities. The established criteria for the 

study include the analysis of the total house area, which is significantly related to preferences of 
certain housing typologies and affordability measures. It also reflects the socio-cultural 

preferences of the diverse population, which can inform the dynamics of housing typologies in 

both cities. Additionally, the established criteria for the study include the percentage of private 
spaces (bedrooms and bathrooms) in the selected housing samples, which reflects lifestyle 

tendencies in the housing market in both cities. In general, the selected samples are analyzed to 

compare the local characteristics of housing in both cities with special focus on the regional 

particularities. An analytical study is conducted to validate the relation between the housing 
statistics and the survey of housing typologies in Abu Dhabi and Doha. This will give conclusions 

about the future of housing dynamics and tendencies in both cities. 

HOUSING DEVELOPMENT IN ABU DHABI AND DOHA 

The History of Housing and Urban Growth 

The transformation of Abu Dhabi and Doha from a fishing village to a modern metropolis has 

occurred with the aid of foreign technical expertise and migrant workers (Murray, 2013). Their 
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traditional urban form remained intact until the 1970s when modern urban development began 

(Kansara, 2016). Both cities had their urban structure evolving based on a grid-like planning 

pattern that has spread outward respecting the land form (Murray, 2013; Wiedmann et al, 2012). 

They have gone through almost similar urban development phases that have changed their urban 
morphology throughout decades (Figure 2). The transition phase has started with the oil 

discovery. From the late 1940s until the 1970s, oil wealth acted as a catalyst for modern urban 

growth in both cities (Murray, 2013). The following period was the period of unprecedented urban 
growth where the first master plans were developed (Salama and Wiedmann, 2013). In 1974, the 

first master plan for Abu Dhabi was developed in which the downtown area witnessed the first 

urbanization boom where new housing typologies emerged such as apartments and compound 

villas (Ghazal, 2013). The adoption of a Western urban design code resulted in a change in the 
urban morphology of Abu Dhabi (Khirfan et al, 2013). This was the main driver for urban 

development at that time aiming to build a city of modern character (Horn, 2014). Likely, in 1974, 

the first master plan for Doha was developed transforming its dense, organic urban fabric into an 
urban pattern dominated by a grid of ring roads (Salama and Wiedmann, 2013). In the 1990s, 

Abu Dhabi’s housing market rapidly developed in response to the massive population growth rate 

(Ponzini, 2011). While high-rise residential buildings started to emerge during that time in Abu 
Dhabi, Doha witnessed a period of stagnation. Yet, a need emerged in the late 1990s to diversify 

the economy of Doha. The government began to push Doha away from an oil-based economy by 

investing in education, sports events, infrastructure, and the quality of public realm (Ibrahim, 

2013). 
 

 
 

Figure 2. The changing urban morphology of Abu Dhabi and Doha. 

 

A period of new planning visions and strategies has started in the 2000s in both cities. In Abu 

Dhabi, changes to property ownership law occurred in 2004, including new ownership rights of 
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land by foreigners (Murray, 2013). This has led to massive developments and construction 

projects to satisfy the growing population. The government’s national vision 2030 is committed to 

focusing on housing as the indicative element of its urban growth. This implies that today the 

main driver for urban development in Abu Dhabi is the political strategy that aims to diversify the 
economy in the face of diminishing oil reserves. Likely, in the 2000s, Doha has grown fast 

becoming a key city in the Gulf region. Its fast-growing economy and cultural leadership has 

made it an urban exemplar in the region (Salama and Wiedmann, 2013). Though, recently, 
Doha’s government has been involved in extensive urban development processes after 

participating in mega sporting events in the 2000s. These strategies drove Doha to grow rapidly 

due to extensive migration in all economic sectors. During this period, Doha witnessed new urban 

development stages where a large number of expatriates gained important roles in the emerging 
private sector driving urban developments. This is contingent in order to achieve urbanization 

objectives toward 2030. Therefore, it can be implied that the urban development scenario in both 

cities took almost the same approach from the 1950s to 2010s. However, Abu Dhabi was seen to 
be involved in modern urbanization tendencies earlier than Doha due to the decision to establish 

a diverse city core accommodating various income groups, while Doha’s historic center 

witnessed deterioration. The rapid urbanization in both cities has led to the acceleration of 
housing expansion in the downtown areas and beyond, announcing the beginning of a newly 

formed residential fabric. Several housing typologies are included in this fabric in order to meet 

the diverse preferences of the multi-cultural population. 

The Similarities between Abu Dhabi and Doha 
The acceleration of urban development in Abu Dhabi is higher than in Doha. Abu Dhabi was open 

to foreign investment without considerable limitations in order to be a hub for political, industrial, 

cultural, and commercial activities. On the other hand, Doha has a conservative approach 
towards urbanization and global openness, which is confined to its participation in mega sporting 

events (Elsheshtawy, 2008). Both Abu Dhabi and Doha compete by using the political visions and 

economic engines for urban development. They have both developed new strategies aiming 

towards 2030 to sustain developments and to provide a high standard of living. They aspire to 
define the future with an environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable community (Abu 

Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2010; Qatar General Secretariat for Development Planning, 

2008). The 2030 national visions of the two cities have emerged from the main urbanization 
drivers: governmental investments and their direct impact on a growing private sector. This 

reflects that both Abu Dhabi and Doha have similar positions in which their development has 

been dependent on government initiatives. The fact of being capital cities justifies this 
governmental focus. Therefore, the analysis of the dynamics of their housing developments will 

give insights regarding future development patterns.  

ASSESSMENT OF HOUSING DYNAMICS IN ABU DHABI AND DOHA 

Criteria for Housing Comparative Assessments  
Notably, Abu Dhabi and Doha went through similar contextual evolutions and planning 

approaches. A number of similarities between the two cities are found to rationalize the 

comparison, being represented mainly in their socio-cultural characteristics, political approach, 
population dynamics, and the real estate market conditions. The general figures between the two 

cities (metropolitan city size, number of population, and Gross Domestic Product – GDP) relate to 

the key comparison criteria (Figure 3). Hence, a pre-assessment of housing dynamics in Abu 
Dhabi and Doha is carried out to lay grounds for the comparison. Three comparative assessment 

aspects are defined: housing typologies, housing distribution, in addition to housing supply and 

demand. They exert considerable influences on the past, present, and future of the urban 

development of both cities, and, thus, on their housing development.  
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Figure 3. Comparison criteria between Metropolitan Abu Dhabi and Metropolitan Doha – Cities Similarities 
in 2015 (Sources: 

(1)
City Population – UAE and Qatar, 2016; 

(2)
Abu Dhabi Statistics Centre, 2016; and 

(3)
Global Finance, 2016). 

 

Another important criterion is represented in the inflows of expatriates. Following oil discovery 

and the economic boom in UAE and Qatar, an interesting mix of nationals and expatriates began 
to emerge as a result of migrations to their capital cities. Generally, the UAE and Qatar share 

almost similar population structures and ethnic group percentages (Figure 4).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Criteria of population ethnicity in 2015 in UAE and Qatar (Source: IndexMundi, 2016). 
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Population growth rate is a fundamental factor for housing demand. In Abu Dhabi and Doha, 

growth rates of population are mainly due to the ongoing migration of expatriates. Their socio-

cultural differences require certain housing typologies. Thus, tracing population growth rates in 

both cities reflects the rapid increases in certain periods of their massive developments. During 
the period between 1990 and 1995, Abu Dhabi witnessed a considerable increase in population 

growth rates. This is followed by a steady increase until 2005 where another rapid increase 

occurred. This was the same period where Doha witnessed its first increase in population growth 
rates in 2005. It justifies the political approach of each city to invest its oil revenues in massive 

urban development projects. In the 1990s, the driver for Abu Dhabi’s development was the image 

of a modern city complete with all urban facilities and infrastructure. In the 2000s, the driver for 

Doha’s development was hosting mega-sporting events to present Qatar globally. This is 
interpreted by an increase in housing demand to accommodate the increasing population.  

A prediction for future populations in 2020, 2025, and 2030 attempts to outlook the housing 

development tendencies in both cities. According to Colliers International Abu Dhabi (2014), the 
population growth rate of Abu Dhabi is expected to reach 5.5% increase per annum. On the 

contrary, and according to DTZ (2014), a higher population growth rate is expected for Doha 

accounting for approximately 10.0% increase per annum. In 2020, the total predicted population 
in Abu Dhabi is expected to be around 3.3 million people, whereas in Doha it is expected to be 

1.5 million people. In 2030, and considering a higher growth rate for Doha, Abu Dhabi is 

predicted to have around 5.7 million people whereas Doha is predicted to have around 4 million 

people (Figure 5).  
 

 
 

Figure 5. Comparison of population growth of Metropolitan Abu Dhabi and Metropolitan Doha (Source: Abu 
Dhabi Statistics Centre, 2015; Qatar Statistics Authority, 2010; UAE: City Population, 2016; and Qatar: City 

Population, 2016). 
 

 

Since the 1970s, expatriates have made up more than 60% of Abu Dhabi and Doha’s total 

population. Inflows of expatriates have been guided by the economic boom, which has initiated a 
great construction boom in both cities (Salama and Wiedmann, 2013) (Figure 6). Abu Dhabi 

experienced a massive economic boom during the 1970s. At that time, Doha was less focused on 

urban development and more focused on governmental structuration and political stability 

Predicted Population 
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(Elsheshtawy, 2008). This unique population composition guided the pattern of housing supply 

and demand in both cities. In fact, their housing markets have been affected by shortage of 

supply for continuous years with little vacancies (Colliers International Abu Dhabi, 2014; Colliers 

International Doha, 2014). Housing demand in both cities is expected to continue for the coming 
years in response to the ongoing urban development processes, which are being driven by the 

following factors:  

• Rapid urban growth due to investments of oil and gas revenues 

• Multi-cultural population and diverse housing preferences 

• Increasing population rates 

Such factors suggest a shift towards a new housing typology in both cities, thus, defining new 

tendencies in their housing markets.   

 

 
 

Figure 6. Population estimates of the proportion of expatriates in Abu Dhabi and Doha. 
 

 

A summary of the historic traces of population growth rates and economic growth rates in both 
cities attempts to predict the future of Doha’s housing with reference to Abu Dhabi’s present. The 

period from 1990 to 2000 in Abu Dhabi corresponds to the period from 2000 to 2010 in Doha 

where major sporting events have guided urban development. Contiguous to this is the boom in 
tourism and cultural events. Abu Dhabi witnessed high hotel occupancy rates from 2000 to 2010 

with a rate of 70.8%. On the other hand, Doha witnessed a short period of high rates of hotel 

occupancy with a rate of 71.0% from 2006 to 2008. This implies that the present focus of Abu 

Dhabi include boosting tourism towards sustainable economy and urban development, unlike 
Doha, which is today witnessing great urban and infrastructure development. All of these growth 

factors indicate that Abu Dhabi’s housing and real estate market has developed faster and earlier 

than that of Doha (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. Comparison of the historic traces of urban growth in Abu Dhabi and Doha  
(Source: Authors). 

 

Urban Governance in Abu Dhabi and Doha 
Abu Dhabi and Doha share common features related to their urban governance, such as 

monarchical rule and central authority, and the plentiful financial wealth that is generated from 

their oil and gas production (Tok et al, 2014). Their wealth has contributed to the introduction of 
comprehensive administrative reform and the need to provide more public services. Public 

policies have been formulated and implemented in different sectors. By carefully observing Abu 

Dhabi’s urban affairs during the period of spectacular transformation, the new formula for 
infrastructure development in Abu Dhabi is known to be large-scale projects (Ponzini, 2011). 

Likewise, Doha is focusing on initiating large-scale projects to push its urban and infrastructure 

development. A good example is Masdar City in Abu Dhabi and Education City in Doha, both 

being developed to support their knowledge-based economy. Hence, it can be interpreted that 
urban development in both cities is governed by political decisions. Economic diversification, 

education, and cultural preservation are the key visions of various planning efforts (Abu Dhabi 

Urban Planning Council, 2010; Qatar General Secretariat for Development Planning, 2008). The 
recent approach of both governments is focused on the use of cultural attractors for triggering 

urban development (Tok et al, 2014). Consequently, this has affected the residential market and 

has initiated a housing construction boom at the peripheries of the cities during the last decade 

(Abdelfattah, 2013). Accordingly, urban expansion in the suburban areas is taking place through 
the provision of new housing. Also, dynamics of housing supply and demand in both cities are 

expected to increase, supported by the sound economic conditions and the ongoing migration of 

expatriates.  

Doha Housing Development in View of Abu Dhabi  

In this study, housing dynamics are representatives of the main residential characteristics: 

housing typologies, housing distribution, in addition to housing supply and demand. Since Abu 
Dhabi and Doha are found to compete by using the political and economic engines of large-scale 

projects, a number of aspects are found to affect their housing development tendencies (Al-Sallal 
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et al, 2013). These are: population growth rates, population ethnicity, socio-cultural 

characteristics, conditions of the real estate market, and the country’s political approach. These 

aspects are the research variables that aid in comparatively assessing the housing dynamics in 

Abu Dhabi and Doha (Figure 8). 
 

 
Figure 8. Relation between the comparative assessment criteria and aspects of the housing dynamics in 

Abu Dhabi and Doha (Source: Authors). 

 

In essence, the figure specifies a series of linkages between the comparative assessment criteria 
of housing dynamics in Abu Dhabi and Doha and the comparison aspects of these criteria. This is 

an explicit approach in which the established criteria for comparison will indicate the overall 

conditions of the housing market in both cities.  

Housing Typologies  

A total of sixty housing samples are gathered for Abu Dhabi and Doha to study their housing 

characteristics and dynamics. Being based on locational distributions, the samples include: 

waterfront apartments/ villas, downtown apartments/ villas, and suburban apartments/ villas. In 
fact, it must be acknowledged that there are two separate housing markets in both cities based 

on the population’s ethnicity and income groups: houses of high-income groups (mainly 

nationals) and houses of middle to low-income groups (mainly expatriates). High to middle-
income groups tend to afford living in villas, whereas low-income groups tend to afford living in 

apartments in both cities. Considering the average areas of each typology (Figure 9) and the 

selected housing samples (Figure 10), spacious villa design and compact apartment design can 
inform the affordability measures and socio-cultural preferences of nationals and expatriates in 

Abu Dhabi and Doha. More investment in apartment square meters is dominant in Abu Dhabi. 

Namely, apartments in Abu Dhabi have larger area as compared to the apartments in Doha. 

Socio-cultural drivers are found to affect this trend. According to Colliers International Abu Dhabi 
(2014), the ethnicity of Abu Dhabi’s population clearly delineates the demand for housing, where 

the majority of demand from nationals is for mid to high-end villas, whereas expatriates are far 

more likely to occupy apartments. 
Considering the large size of Emirati households (average of 10 members as per a survey 

in 2008), villas are seen to satisfy their socio-cultural needs represented in number of bedrooms, 

family spaces, and private outdoor spaces (Namatalla, 2009). However, the current demand for 
affordable housing in Abu Dhabi makes the focus on providing different types and sizes of 

apartments to satisfy the diverse preferences of expatriates. This reflects that Abu Dhabi is 

investing more in apartment construction, which makes it the popular housing typology there. 

Therefore, it can be implied that factors of socio-cultural characteristics and population ethnicity 
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affect housing typologies in Abu Dhabi making apartments the dominant housing typology. On 

the other hand, villas are much larger in Doha as compared to Abu Dhabi. According to DTZ 

(2014), the housing market in Doha is being driven by the consistent and strong population 

growth rates. Villas are mainly occupied by Qataris who represent a large portion of the high-
income families in the city. In Doha, the demand has been strong for family accommodation, 

particularly four and five bedroom villas (DTZ, 2014). Yet, apartments are considered the 

affordable housing choice to a large portion of expatriates, which also satisfies their socio-cultural 
preferences. Therefore, it can be interpreted that Doha will witness a gradual shift towards 

apartments following a similar path to Abu Dhabi. Moreover, average sizes of waterfront 

apartments in Doha are nearly similar to those in Abu Dhabi reflecting the political approach to 

developing master plan projects satisfying the socio-cultural needs of the high-income 
expatriates.  

 

 
Figure 9. Average total areas of the collected samples per housing typology (Source: Authors). 

 

In reference to the collected samples (2000 to 2015), the percentage of private spaces in villas 

ranges from 30% to 40% leaving more than half of the total living area to semi-private and guest 

areas. However, a separate guest space is still being built in the house of nationals (majlis) as it 

used to be in their traditional houses in the past. Today, apartments naturally offer less space for 
all needed functions. This has led to an adjustment of former local housing trends to global 

standards in order to accommodate the large majority of expatriates. Therefore, it can be implied 

that factors of population growth and new multi-cultural realities have led to the similar design of 
contemporary residences in both Abu Dhabi and Doha. Due to increasing land prices, apartments 

are kept more compact in design with a maximized use of space and have become the main 

housing typology for medium income groups in both cities. 

Housing Distribution  

In Abu Dhabi and Doha, the first elements of the city’s urban structure are represented in the 

early housing agglomerations on the seashore (old downtown area). Today, the downtown of Abu 

Dhabi and Doha is located near the sea where reclaimed lands on the shallow waters have 
defined the boundaries of new waterfront areas. Business areas and busy commercial avenues 

are located at the downtown of each city leaving neighborhoods and residential quarters to move 

to the suburban areas.  
In Abu Dhabi, the downtown area is dominated by commercial and retail activities. It 

includes a historical landmark, Qasr Al-Hosn fort, which has once defined Abu Dhabi as a trading 

hub (Kansara, 2016). The downtown location is dominated by medium to high-density residential 
uses. Apartment buildings and commercial towers are seen to define the skyline of Abu Dhabi. 

Away from the downtown area, low-density residential uses are concentrated in the suburban 

areas. These are partly dominated by the attribution of the square housing plots planned and 

dedicated to young Emiratis (Horn, 2014). Currently, not all attributed plots are built on, leaving 
vacant plots for several years between the houses. This has shaped the image of the residential 

fabric in Abu Dhabi. The residential land use is fairly distributed in the city, with a locational 

dominance on suburban locations (Figure 11a).  
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Figure 10. Selected housing samples of waterfront apartments and villas in  
Abu Dhabi and Doha (Source: Authors). 

 
Similarly, Doha has the greatest concentration of high-density residential land uses in its 

downtown areas. Apartment buildings reaching up to seven stories are the dominant housing 

typology in this area. In contrast, low-density residential uses are spreading in the suburban 

areas. Several large-scale mixed-use projects are taking place in the suburban areas, making 
Doha’s peripheries a potential location for future residential land use growth as it is the case in 

Abu Dhabi (Figure 11b). It is also noticed that the housing distribution in Doha is clearly 

demographically segregated, in which nationals prefer living in villas, mostly in suburban areas, 
while most expatriates live in apartments – one of the reasons being housing affordability 

(Colliers International Doha, 2014). In 2010, villas have outnumbered apartments being 

concentrated mainly in suburban areas. This has resulted in apartments being the second major 
housing typology in Doha. The key housing typologies in both cities are categorized and 

distributed as follows: 

• Villas of nationals (Qataris/ Emiratis) – in suburban locations 

• Residential compounds for expatriates – in suburban locations, especially along 
transition areas and main growth corridors  

• Apartment buildings and towers – in downtown locations and fringes  

• Exclusive large-scale projects – in different locations in the city, dominantly in 

waterfront locations  
 

As it can be seen, the distribution of housing typologies is guided by population ethnicity. 

Nationals tend to live in the suburban locations of the city. In the case of Doha, this is taking 

place towards the North where new neighbourhoods for Qataris are being developed and 
clustered. In the case of Abu Dhabi, this is taking place towards the South. The downtown 

locations are kept for apartment buildings where most of expatriates live. In the waterfront 
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locations, exclusive large-scale projects are developed, targeting nationals and high-income 

expatriates. 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Residential land use maps of Abu Dhabi and Doha. 

Housing Supply and Demand  

Factors such as high population growth rates and diverse housing preferences have contributed 

to an increased housing shortage in Abu Dhabi and Doha. In Abu Dhabi, the balance between 
housing supply and demand has been stable for consecutive years. The steady balance in Abu 

Dhabi and the increasing balance in Doha inform their state of urban development. Today, Abu 

Dhabi’s housing market is developing at a steady rate reflecting the steady construction activities 
in the city. In contrast, the housing market of Doha today is developing at an increasing rate 

reflecting the ongoing increase in construction activities. Despite the increase in housing supply 

and high population growth rates combined with the diverse housing preferences of the 

population, it is expected to maintain the demand at high rates (DTZ, 2014).  
Supply trends are generally considered to respond slowly to the increasing demand in both 

cities, particularly in Doha where population growth rates are strong. Abu Dhabi has a slightly 

stable rate of balance between supply and demand, in which the rate of balance decreased by 
1% from 2010 to 2013. On the other hand, Doha has an increasing rate of balance between 

supply and demand by 3% for the same period, making housing supply tendencies slowly 

responsive to the increasing demand (Figure 12). In both cities, housing demand is represented 

in the demand for affordable housing where expatriates (middle to low-income) seldom find 
acceptable rent rates for houses (Colliers International Abu Dhabi, 2014; Colliers International 

Doha, 2014). In fact, Abu Dhabi’s government is keen to supply the residential market with middle 

to high-end housing that is not affordable to much of its population. Consequently, the balance 
between supply and demand in Abu Dhabi is slightly stable but the demand for affordable 

housing is high. This results in a great housing crisis that has led to sharing of housing units 

(Colliers International Abu Dhabi, 2014). Therefore, it can be interpreted that housing 
development tendencies in both cities suggest the need for more affordable housing.  

The rapid increase in land prices has led to the increase of residential rents and hindered 

the establishment of more affordable housing. According to DTZ, this demand for affordable 

housing is slightly lower in Doha (DTZ, 2014). Notably, the shortage of supply in Abu Dhabi’s 
housing market has resulted in a significant degree of sharing housing units, in the form of both 
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shared villas and multiple family occupancy of apartments. Likewise, the high shortage of supply 

has resulted in increasing house prices making the sharing of housing units acceptable to many 

families and individuals. According to Colliers International Doha (2014), housing demand is 

clearly defined by nationality. While the majority of Qataris live in villas, the majority of expatriates 
live in apartments. Therefore, housing demand in Doha continues to rise at an increasing rate 

throughout the upcoming years as a result of Doha’s housing market strongly being 

undersupplied from 2010 to 2013. During the same period, Abu Dhabi showed a steadily 
decreasing rate of housing supply and demand, which informs a balance between supply and 

demand in the future. In general, both cities are facing a major problem in the case of affordable 

housing demand and supply. This reflects the need to supply the residential market with more 

apartments targeting expatriates of middle and low income. In recent years, Abu Dhabi has 
developed a number of high-end projects in a short time frame targeting the high-income 

population, which has resulted in high residential vacancies, which are higher than the case of 

Doha. 
 

 
Figure 12. Residential supply and demand in Abu Dhabi and Doha for the period 2010 to 2013 (Source: 

Abu Dhabi Real Estate Market Forecasts, 2010; Colliers International Doha, 2014) 

CONCLUSION 

This study has attempted a comparative assessment of the dynamics that have shaped the 
housing development in Abu Dhabi and Doha. Both cities are very similar in terms of population 

growth rates, population ethnicity, socio-cultural characteristics, real estate market, and political 

approaches. Both cities have witnessed major transformations in their urban development 
throughout decades. This has been followed by major transformations in their legislative and 

governmental structures. Future population predictions give insight into the future housing 

demand where massive construction of residential projects is expected to take place especially in 

Doha considering the high rate of ongoing migration (Figure 5). This translates the current status 
of Doha’s rapid urban growth similar to Abu Dhabi’s urban status. Certain events have shaped 

their urbanization processes exerting major impacts on the city’s urban fabric, especially the 

residential fabric. Abu Dhabi started high-rise construction in the 1990s and has witnessed a 
period of administrative and legislative strength in the 2000s. On the other hand, two major 

sporting events have accelerated the growth of the housing market in Doha: Asian Games in 
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2006 and winning the 2022 World Cup bid in 2010. These government-led projects have initiated 

and prolonged the first construction boom in Doha in the 2000s. Therefore, it can be stated that 

governmental policies and investments decide on the housing distribution in both cities, which is 

guided mainly by the availability of infrastructure. Tracing the urban growth of Abu Dhabi since 
the 1990s gives a predictable indication of Doha’s present and future. It is concluded that there is 

a certain difference in terms of similar events that took place in Abu Dhabi before Doha (Figure 

7). Abu Dhabi started its urban growth in the 1990s, whereas Doha started its remarkable 
urbanization in the 2000s. This difference is warranted to the governmental policies and initiatives 

to invest the oil and gas revenues for urbanizing the country and its population. This, in turn, 

reflects the development difference between both cities in terms of housing typologies and their 

spatial distribution. Therefore, Doha’s future housing conditions can be related to Abu Dhabi’s 
present, which implies a greater demand for high-rise apartment typologies in Doha’s central 

areas.  

Four housing typologies are concluded in both cities: villas of nationals (Qataris/ Emiratis) in 
suburban locations; residential compounds for expatriates in suburban locations, especially along 

transition areas and main growth corridors; apartment buildings and towers in downtown 

locations and fringes; and exclusive large-scale projects in different locations in the city, 
especially waterfront locations. This distribution of housing typologies is guided by population 

ethnicity. Nationals tend to live in suburban locations of the city, which is taking place towards the 

North of Doha and towards the South of Abu Dhabi (Figure 11). The downtown areas of both 

cities are more and more dominated by apartment buildings where most expatriates live. 
Waterfront large-scale projects are initiated by the governments in response to the great housing 

demand. This reflects the high similarity between the housing market of Abu Dhabi and Doha. 

The analysis illustrates the phenomena of very similar housing dynamics in both cities, which is 
represented mainly in their initiated urban growth via government investments, especially in the 

real estate sector.  

Newly emerging economies in both cities have resulted in a new housing demand for 

certain typologies accommodating differing socio-cultural preferences. The housing market in 
both cities is clearly defined by nationality. While the national population resides in villas in 

distinctive suburban locations, the majority of expatriates live in apartments. Due to continuous 

migration, it can be stated that apartments will witness an increasing diversification process 
regarding sizes and layouts accommodating the socio-cultural needs of the new population’s 

preferences. The development of apartments has been encouraged by the governments of both 

cities. Abu Dhabi’s shift towards this typology began in the 1990s, which corresponds to the 
2000s in Doha. Therefore, the study  the growing expatriate population and their diverse housing 

preferences. However, most nationals will still prefer the villa typology, which meets their socio-

cultural needs. A gradual replacement of low-rise suburban houses by high-rise residential towers 

and apartment blocks is expected in central areas. This is seen to help in providing affordable 
housing to expatriates.  

Today, Doha is in great need for more expatriates to accomplish the construction works 

towards significant urban development towards its National Vision 2030. This has led to the 
current population growth rate, which is higher than Abu Dhabi’s. In turn, the demand for housing 

has considerably increased to accommodate the ongoing migration, which is paralleled with an 

increasing shortage in affordable housing supply. However, this shortage of supply is expected to 
decrease in the upcoming years towards reaching the 2022 World Cup event. This is justified by 

the decrease in the ongoing construction rate where most of the large-scale projects and 

transport infrastructure will be finished (Salama and Wiedmann, 2013). Abu Dhabi’s Urban 

Structure Framework Plan 2030 is developed by the government to respond to current and future 
development needs, among the most important is to guide the increasing population growth rates 

(Abu Dhabi Urban Planning Council, 2010). By 2030, it is currently predicted that both cities are 
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expected to witness a consolidated housing market when growth rates will be lowered and 

knowledge economies are expected to replace construction-driven service sectors. 
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