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What is social housing? What are we trying to aahithrough social housing? The answer(s) to
guestions such as these go to the heart of whal dausing is. It provides the basis upon which
we develop social housing policies and upon whiehdetermine priorities and strategies for the
future.

Governments of different persuasions seek to aehgediverse range of objectives through social
housing, as do tenants, applicants, housing masager workers and, the community generally.

But is it enough just to list a diverse range ojecbives which are commonly held by the different
stakeholders (Bramley 1991, Yates circa 1994, MisN2001)? To some extent these different
stakeholders have mutual and overlapping objectiugsto some extent they are contradictory,
competing and in conflict. How can such a diveesege of objectives provide a basis for policies,
priorities and strategies? Is the operationalisaidd these objectives simply the result of the
ongoing power relationships between the stakehgPdAdmongst such diversity and volatility, how

can social housing be sustained and developedchavobjectives provide a basis for planning the
future of social housing?

The purpose of the paper is threefold. First, @pmses a heuristic understanding of social housing
as the starting point for developing a theory afigiohousing. It does this by exploring the aciest
that constitute social housing and proposing amdcibje for these activities which is integral to
these activities rather than imposed by the vargiakeholders. Second, the paper highlights the
need for an explanatory or theoretical understanpdfrsocial housing and its objectives as the basis
on which we can propose and implement policies Wit develop social housing over the long-
term. Third, the paper seeks to illustrate a wawlimch we might approach housing research and
policy, particularly social housing.

The paper is divided into three sections, each avitkntral question:
(1) What are the activities that constitute socialdnog?
(2) What is the objective of these activities?
(3) What are some implications of this for social hnggesearch and policy?

1 These slides are included at the end of the paper.




1.What are the activities that constitute social housing?

Social housing is constituted by a manifold of déee activities undertaken by whole range of
participants. Now, we could group these participant their different types - tenants, housing
officers, managers, governments, advocates etc.covi& then go on to discuss the particular
activities of each group and how these differenugs relate to one another. The focus here is on
each of agents/actors, their actions and respotisss attitudes and motivations. In doing this we
are trying to anticipate how these different typésctors respond in different situations. This is
important if we are to do business, particularlyhie everyday world of politics.

| want to take a different tack. | want to shiftadheory of social housing. So rather than foaysin
on the participants, | want to focus on the madifof activities that these participants undertake
and the relationship between these activities. iBhime of our tasks as housing researchers.

We can begin by grouping them. There are thoseviges concerned with dwellings — their
construction and their maintenance. There are thoseerned with leasing dwellings to tenants —
allocating dwellings to tenants, signing leasediecbng rent etc. There are those concerned with
consultation, with tenant participation, with gavance etc. We can then proceed to look for
patterns within these groups of activities, patetimat link groups of activities together, patterns
that are recurring, patterns and processes thatith other patterns and processes. Some groups
of activities operate in series — follow-on froneypious activities. Some groups of activities cointro
or produce other activities.

What is important here is not so much the dispavaers of the various participants but their
activities and how these activities link togethers how these activities relate to one anothat th
important. The views and interests of the varicaidigipants are secondary.

In this perspective — one which seeks to understeowd groups of activities are related to one
another — social housing involves sets of routimeprocesses which regularly, occur are serially
related and dependent upon one another. Thesegukary recurring schemes whereby particular
things happen. They are co-operatives schemes here set of activities relate to and add to the
activities of another set (Melchin 1999, 2003).

To get to such an understanding of these schemescafrence is a creative and constructive
process of intelligence. It requires a lot of swgtiout, distinguishing between activities and
processes that pertain to one scheme rather tlhearscheme and sorting out those activities and
processes which distort the proper functioning acheme eté.There is even the process of
working out which are the relevant schemes, whighnaajor schemes, which are minor schemes,
which are sub-schemes.

The task initially is to understand the internalisture or functioning of each scheme, how the
activities and processes link together.

< Slide 3

The diagram in slide 3 represents a possible setapbr schemes that constitute social housing. So
among the possible schemes for social housing welistinguish:

An eligibility/allocations schemewhich relates specific characteristics of applisamith
the processes for determining who is eligible focial housing, the processes for
determining their priority and the processes byolwhdwellings are chosen by or allocated
to applicants;

2 For a discussion of the distinction between thergday world of common sense (which relates thddmorus) and

scientific analysis (which seeks the relationshighings to one another), see Melchin 2003, McShag800 or,
more technically, Lonergan 1957, in particular, Qteas 1 and 7.
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A housing acquisition schemavhich relates a standard of housing with the pses for
raising of capital funds, the processes for deteingithese standards and the processes by
which land and dwellings are acquired;

An asset management schemehich relates a standard of housing with the pgses for
maintaining that standard, the process for bringingllings up to that standard and the
processes for deciding whether and when to upgditaolish or sell dwellings;

A property management schemevhich relates an ongoing standard of maintenande a
repair of properties with the processes whereby éine maintained;

A tenancy management schemwhich relates management of tenancies with presess
whereby tenants and staff can interact and whetetnts’ rights are ensured;

A finance schemewhich relates different transactions — capital aperating — with
processes for determining ongoing costs, with @ses for determining rents and with
processes for allocating subsidies.

And no doubt there are other major schemes thatrfiissed.

These schemes have their conditions and operagendrdre these conditions are fulfilled. Each of
the schemes consists not just of series of a@#vitut also a purpose or objective that draws these
activities together into a functioning whole in aywhich makes sense of these activities. This
purpose or objective is commensurate with the fonotg scheme, it operates at the level of the
scheme giving it an internal structure.

< Slide 4

As a taste of the complexity of such schemes, digegesents in diagrammatic form, the finance
scheme which operates around four sets of sub-shement, ongoing costs, capital and subsidies
— and their inter-relationshipsEach of these sub-schemes have sub-schemesiobiime For
instance, within the rent sub-schemes, there drenses whereby tenants pay rent, rent is collected,
where tenants do not pay their rent, then thera defensive sub-scheme of following up rent
arrears. On the other hand, the diagram alsoriéitet that the task of the housing researchertis no
simply to grasp each of these schemes. A subsetasiis to understand how each of the sub-
schemes function in relation to one another toea@hthe specific objective of the scheme, financial
viability; A further task is how the finance schear its various parts function in relation to athe
schemes within social housing — eligibility/allocats, housing acquisition, asset management,
property management and tenancy management. Aefuikk is how the finance scheme functions
in relation to other external housing — income supput also broader financial, economic, politic
and social schemes. Thus, to understand how themecloperates within a complex ecology of
recurring co-operative schemes.

2. The objective of social housing
Let us move to our second question: what is theative of social housing?

| have been proposing a theory of social housingreliy the manifold activities within social
housing form regularly recurring patterns, routimesschemes and that these schemes with their
specific objectives constitute social housing. Ewiehat social housing depends upon the ongoing
achievement of the specific objectives of eachheké recurring schemes. If one of these schemes
fails then social housing fails.

But these schemes are applicable, in some wayydype of housing — private rental or owner-
occupied housing. The question about the objeaifveocial housing is one which is seeking to
identify the distinguishing characteristic of sddiausing, one which unifies these various schemes

3 For a more detailed elaboration see McNelis 2006.
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— bringing them together. So just as the finans@ieme consists of a number of sub-schemes
which are brought together insofar as the finaretileme has a specific purpose or objective, viz.
financial viability, so too we are seeking to grasne purpose or objective which brings together,
unifies these various major constituent schemesoofal housing. Such an objective does not
supersede or destroy these schemes and theirybaripurpose or objective; indeed, social housing
depends upon their proper functioning if it is thigve its objective. Such an objective will make
sense of the schemes within social housing butalsth make sense of social housing as one of the
various ways in which our society ensures that fiemand individuals are housed.

< Slide 5

When we develop social housing policy or seek tpl@ment some social housing strategy, we
presume some view of what social housing is abehgt we are trying to achieve through social
housing, we presume that social housing has sortieyar objective.

Our difficulty is that if | ask you — what is théojective of social housing? — or ask that of a eang
of participants in social housing, | will get a niwide of answers: some competing and
contradictory answers, some which complement on¢hen

One approach to discussing the objectives of sdmwaking is just to list the range of objectives
which it is seeking to achieve (Bramley 1991; Yate$994).

A similar approach is again to list a range of obyes but to distinguish between the various
stakeholders and work out what is common to eadtesblder (McNelis 2001).

A third approach is to accept that governmentstla@emajor sponsors of social housing and that
their objectives (changing with different partieslavith different times) arthe objectives.

But how can we develop social housing policiegtetfies and activities around the competing and
often shifting views of stakeholders. What happensocial housing will depend which of these
stakeholders prevails. What is important to noteehie that these objectives relate to particular
stakeholders. These approaches seek to elabordke abjective of social housing as it relates to
the stakeholders. These objectives emerge outetomtmediate and practical interest of each of the
stakeholders: so applicants are interested in mibtpia dwelling which will meet their particular
needs and preferences and such needs and prefereatevary considerably from applicant to
applicant. They say that the objective of socialding is to meet their needs. On the other hand,
housing providers have their particular set ofresés: financial viability, managing the demand for
social housing, managing the broad range of neadspeaeferences of applicants, balancing the
various and often competing demands and expectatbrstakeholders (applicants, tenants and
governments).

But when we are speaking of the objective of sob@ising in the context of social housing as
constituted by recurring schemes, the particulggatives of the various participants are secondary.
So, what, then, is “the objective” of social howgsin

Social housing operates within the context of aetpand economy whose purpose is to provide,
among other things, a standard of living for aluseholds (McShane 2002). This is achieved
through a variety of social and economic processedding those undertaken by government.
This standard of living includes many different gmmnents, one of which is housing.

A range of standards of living operate within aisty; but the goal of social and economic progress
is to ensure that all households enjoy an equitabd@dard of living including adequate and
appropriate housing.

A society and economy can ensure that all its Hoalgls achieve this equitable housing standard in
a range of ways, some of which are in conjunctidgti wther elements of the standard of living.
Rather than initiating major changes in the ma@astr economic processes to achieve this housing
standard for all, Australia has adopted a seriealtefnative processes including the provision of
capital for social housing, the acquisition and agament of social housing, and subsidies for
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tenants, producers and managers of social houShege are not objectives in themselves; rather,

they are strategies by which this standard of ¢jvimn be achieved. These various strategies not
only relate specifically or predominantly to théneavement of a housing standard, but also work in

conjunction with other strategies to achieve tlosding standard, as well as achieving a range of
other standards.

In short, the objective of social housing is noigthing arbitrarily determined by the dominant

participant, it is not externally imposed as sontere goal but rather constitutes social housing as

recurring scheme which brings together a rangetloérorecurring schemes as we have already
noted. The formulation of the objective of socialubing is a matter of understanding the

functioning of social housing and what brings fiisctioning together.

< Slide 6
| propose a formulation of this objective whicHIsteeds further work as follows:

The objective of social housing is to ensure that all households have access to
housing which is adeguate and appropriate as a key component of an equitable
standard of living.

Seven points can be noted about this formulatich@bbjective of social housing.

First, it is around this objective that the vari@ehemes of social housing are developed, adapated
and refined. While this objective alters aspectsaifth scheme, the basic requirement formulated as
the purpose of each scheme continues to operateed®in scheme not only achieves its specific
objective but is required to contribute to the agbment of the higher objective of social housing
as a whole.

Second, it encapsulates and refines the ‘tradifipeaspectives on social housing:
» From a consumer/tenant perspective, social housigfs their particular housing needs;

» From a social perspective, social housing elimmédteusing-related poverty and ensures
that everyone has an equitable standard of housing.

Third, the objective refers to an ‘equitable’ stareof living. Equity is a complex term but | would
argue that it incorporates two aspects. On the harel, it incorporates a minimum standard of
living for all households. On the other hand, ttarporates a comparable standard of living among
household$. As such, it is the principle of equity that prossdthe guide for determining what is
adequate and appropriate housing at any time aue pl

Fourth, it allows for a developing appreciation ¥anat is incorporated in the key terms, adequate
and appropriate and for changing standards of hgusAdequacy’ refers to the standard and
quality of the housing relative to community stami$aas they evolve and the general standard of
living improves. ‘Appropriate’ can incorporate aryi@g number of elements such as the
relationship between the size of the dwelling dr@riumber of occupants, the type of housing and
security of tenure, its location in relation to urstty, the style of its management, the concempimati
of social housing in particular areas, linkageshvather support services, the relationship between
neighbours (social cohesion) and the relationshigmployment (workforce incentives).

Fifth, note that the objective does not refer ® alffordability of social housing. The objectivetas
provide adequate and appropriate housing. Affofdgbibrings in a further dimension which
involves the relationship between income, a stahddrliving and the cost of housing as one
particular component within that standard of livirgn equitable standard of living requires
sufficient income to pay for and meet that objextiThe objective, then, is about a standard of

4 Equity is often the assumed basis for public poli¢et it is subject to both various meanings amdisputes as its

proper meaning (Hicks 2000; Sen 1987; Rawls 197135, however, is not the place to explore morendagsly its
use and abuse, its role as the basis for publicygolvhether it is an adequate basis for publidgyoand how it
relates to other bases for public policy. See MN2006 for a preliminary discussion.
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living, not about the means by which this is ach@kvSocial housing is primarily a response to the
inadequacies of the private market which is unédblerovide adequate and appropriate housing at a
price that can be afforded by a significant numifenouseholds. The private market is inadequate
because households cannot achieve the objectiaelefjuate and appropriate housing’. The reason
why they cannot do so is because such housing tiaffiardable in the private market. Social
housing as a policy response addresses this réasdhe most cost-effective way compared with
other responses). But its objective is to providdequate and appropriate’ housing for these
households.

Sixth, in different countries, this objective ishéaved in different ways. Within the larger context
of economic, social and cultural process, vario@sses constitute social housing — capital is
raised, housing constructed or acquired, housingasaged, tenants apply for and are allocated
housing etc. In each country, the objective of adégand appropriate housing is achieved through
one or more variations in these processes.

Finally, this formulation of one objective putsdntelief and orders a range of other aspects of
social housing which have often been regarded gsctbkes, viz. affordability and financial
viability. These are not objectives of social hagsiRather, affordability is an indicator of the
achievement of this objective and financial vidpilis an objective of the social housing finance
scheme and, as such, like the specific objectiveanth of the major constituent schemes, is a
precondition for the ongoing achievement of theeotiye of social housing.

3.What are some of the implications for social housing research and
policy?

< Slide 7
In summary, the foregoing has proposed:

» That by focusing on the activities within socialusong and their relationship to one
another we can develop a theory of social housingeas of recurring and co-operative
schemes — the theory shifts from our concern alibat random motivations and
perspectives of participants to a concern to undedsthe role and the function of groups
of activities in relation to one another.

» That each scheme has a specific purpose or olgeetivich unifies the recurring
activities into a specific scheme and which isnimé to the scheme

» That each scheme is constituted by a number ogsbbmes which also have a specific
purpose or objective

» That, like each of the schemes, the objective ofasdousing unifies the set of schemes
that constitute social housing within the broademtext of the role or function of social
housing within our society.

» That these schemes that constitute social housagl@veloped, refined and adapted in
such a way that each scheme not only achievegésific objective but contributes
towards a higher objective, the objective of sodiausing — in this way we can
distinguish the objective of social housing frome tmore specific objectives of the
different parts or schemes constituting social haus

< Slide 8

What, then, are the implications of such an analfi housing research and policy? Let me briefly
point to five implications.




(1) Housing research and policy

Our social housing research and policy focusesasticplar aspects of social housing — allocations,
asset management, rents, capital funding, housamglards etc. These particular aspects operate
within the complex ecology of a range of schemesuiderstand these particular aspects we need
to understand how they function within differenntexts: within a particular sub-scheme, within a
larger scheme, within the different sets of scheares within the context set by the objective of
social housing. The import of this is twofold. Ejrhat the activities within a particular sub-satee
operate within the context the specific objectifeh® sub-scheme and the operation of the sub-
scheme depends upon the achievement of this speffective. Second, the sub-scheme and
scheme operate not only to achieve a specific tiagebut also contribute towards the achievement
of the higher objectives within larger schemes,dhgctive of social housing and the objectives of
other social and economic processes.

The constituent schemes and sub-schemes we hawerdfeering to demand a very specific and
detailed analysis of what is happening. It is simpbt enough to note thdifferent factors affect
the elements of an analysis. What is demanded isnaerstanding of the specific relationship
between the elements, halifferent factors affect an element — through whathanism.

The constituent schemes and sub-schemes have ath@mlement within this specific objective —
the scheme has to be arranged such that it wiltaetthis specific objective. The specific objeetiv
guides the process. Inherent in the theory that tise scheme is a policy element. | am speaking of
policy in a particular sense — it is policy as elates to an abstract theory. While this policy
provides guidance in relation to a particular scheon sub-scheme it cannot be implemented
without integration with other schemes and sub-ses

(2) Evaluation

The objective and specific objectives provide aiddsr an evaluation of social housing. This
evaluation does not bring in criteria from the alds in particular the criteria of the participants
Rather the overall objective and the specific dibjes of each of the constituent schemes and sub-
schemes provide criteria for each element of sdwalking insofar as that element operates within
the constituent schemes and sub-schemes.

(3) Development of social housing

Third, we come to the puzzle of the developmensaxial housing. The constituent schemes and
sub-schemes of 1950s public housing are not thibseday. (We could ask to what extent this has
been a development or a decline but let me noingethat complex question here.) The distinction
between the two aspects of social housing - thersel of recurrence and the objective — provides
a basis for understanding both the ever-changitgreaf social housing while at the same time
affirming that what was known as social housingha 1950s continues to be known as social
housing today. What drives this development isdherall objective and the specific objectives.
These operate as values — something valuable &sliieved — that drive change in the schemes so
that they better achieve what is intended by theeva

Different theories of social housing imply diffegirviews as to its future. For instance, the naive
realist view look at the current state of publiausimg, throw up their hands in horror and say no
more. The result — continuing reduced funding. Mawe could attribute such a naive realist view
which focuses on what is given rather than whainderstood to many Commonwealth politicians
and Commonwealth bureaucrats

On the other hand, there is an idealist view ofaddwusing which ignores the mess that is social
housing and dreams of something new — a visiontangried in imagination of what we want social
housing to be — in the mode of constructing a umice something detached from the current
reality. Many advocates of social housing tendgerate in this fashion.

Finally, there is a vision of social housing whislconstructed on the basis of an understanding of
the possibilities that are inherent in the schethes constitute social housing — in the mode of
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trying to ascertain its capacity to perform. Whilee idealist vision is a construction of the
imagination, this view is a construction that ped® from understanding these constituent schemes
of social housing and their possibilities in viefwdhat we look to achieve.

(4) Power structures

The analysis presented here has prescinded fronermpsinuctures which is the focus of much of
current housing research. What is the relationbbipieen these two different types of analyses? In
exercising power, we use the existing material, mmgaand structures to achieve our ends. Thus,
the schemes and exercise of power operate on fif@redit levels such that the exercise of power
involves the use and integration of these schemesab-schemes to achieve a particular end. The
schemes can be used in a way which is consisteht their internal dynamic, in view of their
objective, or they can be used in a way to sereeptrticular interests of actors. An analysis of
these power structures is a further analysis betsthemes provide a basis for distinguishing
between legitimate and illegitimate uses of power.

(5) Method in housing research and policy

Finally, a note on method in housing research asityp What the constituent schemes and sub-
schemes open up is a very detailed and compleysigadf social housing. To do this analysis
efficiently what is required is a number of diffatanethods which link together so that the results
of one method can be passed to another becomindataefor next — an ongoing collaborative
division of labour among housing researchers. [Héeissue is one of competence, competence in
thinking and acting, competence in utilising a noelth This division of labour differentiates eight
inter-related methods, four of which progressivelyd cumulatively seek to reach a better
understanding or theory of social housing and &hé&urfour which look to a change in current
practices.

Reaching for a better understanding:

(1) discovering activities within social housing whicbnfirm, complement or bring into question
our current understanding or theory of social hogisi

(2) striving creatively and intelligently to developexrhate or more comprehensive hypotheses
(theoretical constructs) which account for any miata;

(3) weighing up the evidence and verifying the thearthie data; and

(4) evaluating and accounting for the theoretical aqouess of past achievements, discerning
those elements which relate to the data and thdsehware based upon an inadequate
viewpoint of the objective of each of the constituechemes and the overall objective of
social housing.

Looking forward to a better future through changeaktices

(5) Such a viewpoint is foundational and operative inithousing researchers and an evaluation
of their viewpoints invites a transformation ofe@aschers and their world-view. It is from this
transformed viewpoint that housing researchers can:

(6) envision the future development of social housing &uture directions for the constituent
schemes and sub-schemes

(7) envision housing strategies which integrate possibnges in these constituent schemes and
sub-schemes with other schemes and with otherlsecanomic and cultural theories and

(8) envision the implementation of these future houslimgctions and strategies within particular
institutions, organizations and the roles peopds plithin them.
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Introduction

JPurpose of the paper

» to propose a theory of social housing and its
objective

» to use this as an illustration of the way in whiclwe
might approach housing research and policy,
particularly social housing

JThree gquestions:
» What activities constitute social housing?
» What is the objective of these activities?

» What are the implications for social housing
research and policy?
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Objective of social housing

JThe objective of social housing isto ensure
that all households have access to housing
which Is adequate and appropriate as a key
component of an equitable standard of
living.




Summary

] Activities form sets of recurring and co-operative
schemes

J Each constituent scheme has a specific purpose or
objective

J Each constituent scheme is constituted by a numbef
sub-schemes

1 The objective of social housing unifies the set of
constituent schemes within the broader context ohe
role or function of social housing within our socigy.

J The constituent schemes are developed, refined and
adapted in such a way that each scheme not only
achieves its specific objective but contributes toawgs
the objective of social housing
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Implications

JHousing research and housing policy
1 Evaluation

JDevelopment of social housing
JPower structures

JMethod in housing research and policy




