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New Visions for Social Housing
SUMMARY
●

Social housing is facing a major shake-up by the Coalition Government based around
reduced security of tenure for new tenants, rising rents, reductions in benefits and lower
levels of social housing development at a time of ballooning waiting lists and decline in
the home ownership market alongside persistent affordability problems.

●

HCI’s research - to be released in three reports - points in a different direction with the
objective to recast social housing as an attractive tenure of choice and an affordable
and desirable alternative to home ownership. This is imperative since home ownership
can no longer be afforded by most newly forming households and while low levels of
private house building are likely to remain for the foreseeable future. HCI proposes a
‘new vision’ for social housing that rests upon a ‘New Deal for Tenants’ linking
expansion of the sector to provide alternatives to home ownership with improved
tenant mobility, widening of asset ownership to reduce tenure inequalities, and
devolution of control to tenants and communities.

●

Expansion of the social housing sector overall should be undertaken by social landlords
but with a greater proportion of public funding per home enabling subsidies to be
recalibrated towards bricks and mortar, reducing the Housing Benefit bill and poverty
trap over time, as well as providing low cost housing and increasing tenant mobility in
housing and jobs markets. A more publically funded model of social housing
development will also help to improve its overall attractiveness since its average ‘price’
will eventually be lower. This represents a good deal for the public purse.

●

Narrowing the wealth divide between social housing tenants and home owners is
crucial in making social housing more attractive. The gulf in asset accumulation is
already £90,000 on average and moving more tenants into unsustainable home
ownership is no longer a realistic option. HCI proposes the creation of asset accounts
for all tenants managed by a Social Tenants Mutual that would lend back to social
landlords and social enterprises to build and improve social housing and upgrade
community infrastructure in areas of social housing concentration.

●

Housing associations in particular need to rediscover why they were created in
previous ‘ages of austerity’ and how they tackled poverty, disadvantage and
inequality. While many are committed ‘community anchors’ a return to a more
community-centred ethic for the sector overall, and putting distance between
themselves and the recently imported private sector ‘customers and call centres’
approach, will enable a rediscovery of founding principles and development of new
community development activities.

●

The UK’s small but flourishing co-operative and mutual housing sector has lessons to
teach social housing. Importing mutual values and models will enable social tenants a
greater say in the management of their homes and communities and add to the
attractiveness of the tenure.
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Introduction
The Coalition Government is announcing a major shake-up of social housing which looks set to
reduce security for new tenants, reinforce the perception of social housing as a residual sector,
portray the role of social landlords, especially housing associations, as actors in concentrating
disadvantage and worklessness, and push housing associations closer to market renting.
Research by the Human City Institute (HCI) challenges this viewpoint and points to an
alternative future by describing a new vision for social housing born out of changed realities
and drawing upon historic precedents. The vision is to seek to transform social housing into the
attractive tenure of choice it once was. The answer to the country’s housing crisis cannot
derive from private sector approaches or mimicry of private sector practices by social
landlords. Rather it requires updating the community-centred ethos that drove the creation of
social landlords and a reaffirmation of the historical successes of the sector. Yet crafting a new
vision presents serious challenges to both policy-makers and social landlords.
This bulletin discusses the future of social housing based on research from existing and new HCI
reports. It seeks to place social housing trends and developments in context of the wider
economy and housing system, and within an historical setting, which is crucial. Furthermore, It
argues that the historical creation and evolution of a social rented sector have not gone away
and that promotion of other tenures - especially home ownership - since 1979 have not
reduced the argument for the maintenance of a vibrant and transformative social housing
sector. Against this background we should resist the arguments that we no longer need a
social housing sector or that we can deal with issues of social exclusion and concentrations of
poverty by reducing the security and rights of tenants and by pushing up rents for new
developments. There is a positive role for social housing in the future inextricably bound up with
the need to enhance the tenure’s appeal and to take actions that enhance the real-life
experience in the areas where tenants live. The bulletin draws on HCI’s research into:
●

potential renewal of social housing;

●

the options for widening asset ownership among tenants;

●

the historic role of housing associations as transformative, community-based agencies;

●

the part that mutualism can play in transforming social housing for the better.

Acknowledging Changed Realities
Developing an attractive new vision for social requires that we acknowledge some perhaps
unwelcome truths about changed economic realities and the true state of the housing system.
First of all, some commentators (for example Morton 2010 for Policy Review) argue that social
housing should be a transitional tenure only and as a stepping stone to home ownership at a
time when, we argue, home ownership’s future growth from the current 69 per cent - already
one of the developed world’s highest - is unlikely given persistent affordability problems, a lack
of new housing development, the requirement for large deposits to qualify for mortgages and
the collapse in the Right to Buy - sales are down 70 percent over the last two years. Secondly,
we need to recognise that tenure has become a metaphor for inequality; the wealth divide
between home owners and tenants has been the main contributor to our ‘fetishising’ home
ownership, alongside almost universally positive portrayals in the media, while unfairly
relegating social housing to a secondary position in the UK’s housing system seen as a an
option of last resort for those with little choice.
Third and linked, social housing needs to grow proportionally for the first time in thirty years.
More households would willingly move into new social housing if available at affordable rents.
New development would aid tenant mobility, which has stalled; not, as some claim, because
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of the lettings practices of social landlords, or conscious concentration of disadvantaged
households, which our research refutes, but because of wider demographic, labour and
housing market trends. Fourth, the importing of a consumerist ethic by social landlords abetted
by regulators - often going hand-in-hand with private sector-influenced management styles has replaced the transformative, public value approach of social landlords in a community
setting with the rhetoric of the three ‘Cs’- customers, choice, call centres - superseding and
possibly undermining their ‘front-line’ historical legacy.
Social housing’s increased attractiveness must rest, then, upon a ‘New Deal for Tenants’ linking
expansion to provide alternatives to home ownership, improving mobility, widening asset
ownership to reduce tenure inequalities and devolving control to tenants and communities.

A Tale of Two Tenures - The Case for Expanding Social Housing
The most striking features of the period from the late 1970s until today is the decline of social
housing overall and its transfer from municipal to housing association management, and the
rise of home ownership as the predominant tenure. Social housing as a proportion of the total
housing stock has been on a downwards trend since 1979 partly because of the Right to Buy
and partly because of the lower level of social housing development in much of that period
compared to 1960s and 1970s. As chart (1) shows, social housing in England declined from 31
percent of all housing in 1979 to 17 percent in 2009 (3.8 million homes) while home ownership
grew from 57 t0 69 percent over the same period. In 2009, the number of housing association
homes, at 2 million in England, was greater than the number of local authority homes for the
first time. It is clear that promotion of home ownership as the predominant tenure, successful in
many ways, must now come to an end and room must be made for social housing to be
recast as an attractive alternative tenure. The growth in home ownership to some of the
highest levels in the industrialised world [see chart (2) overleaf)]

Chart (1) - Percentage Change in Tenure (In England 1979-2009)
[DCLG Live Tables (2010]]
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Chart (2) - International Comparisons of Levels of Home Onwership
[Wilcox, S. (2010) UK Housing Review]
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There have been recent marginal declines in the levels of home ownership in the UK of about
0.3 percent because of the drawn-out effects of the credit crunch. This means effectively that
the tenure has reached saturation point in market terms, and is unlikely to grow further in the
foreseeable future without massive Government intervention. Despite recent falls in house
prices, home ownership remains beyond the means of most potential first-time buyers. The
following maps illustrate the profound deepening of affordability problems in England. There
were 56.3 percent of English local authorities in 1999 where the median house price to median
income ratio was 4 or below. By 2009, this had fallen to 0.7 percent. Despite some marginal
improvements in affordability since 2007, there remain 14 percent of local authorities with ratios
over 10 and 29 percent over 8.
Despite austerity economics and a need to reduce the public deficit, the case for expanding
social housing generally, and specifically using greater levels of public subsidy and lower levels
of private finance, is compelling. Mounting housing needs - 1.8 million on council waiting lists
and poor or overcrowded housing trapping 400,000 more - are straining health, education and
social services, as well as the housing system.
While letting Housing Benefit ‘take the strain’ since 1988 has enabled considerable investment
in new social housing by housing associations using private finance to be ‘kept off’ the
national accounts, the consequences for unemployed and low income tenants looking for
work have been severe. Housing association tenants are more likely to be unemployed and on
low incomes than the general population so increasing housing costs (i.e. rents) through
introduction of progressively greater proportions of private finance since 1988 has two had to
linked effects - worsening of the poverty trap and greater tenant reliance upon Housing
Benefit.

4

Investigating Exclusion, Promoting Solutions, Building Futures

5

Investigating Exclusion, Promoting Solutions, Building Futures

Chart (3) - Percentage of Housing Association Tenants
Receiving Housing Benefit (1979-2008)
[Source: Wilcox S. (2010) Housing Review]
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Chart (3) above shows how growing unemployment during most of the 1980s from the
relatively low levels of the 1960s and 1970s, saw the proportion of housing association tenants
claiming Housing Benefit rise from 45 percent in 1979 to 56 percent in the late 1980s. Although
there was some decline from 1988 to 1992 as the economy began to recover from recession,
the combination of a second recession in 1993 and the growth in the use of private finance by
housing associations (today standing at more than £40 billion) saw the proportion of tenants
claiming Housing Benefit grow to a highpoint of 70 percent in 1998. It then declined somewhat
to 67 percent over the next ten years because of sustained economic growth and significant
reductions in unemployment. Over the thirty year period, the cost of Housing Benefit has grown
from around £2 billion per annum to more than £20 billion.
So expansion of social housing through a greater proportion of public funding per home will
enable subsidies to be recalibrated towards bricks and mortar, reduce the Housing Benefit bill
and poverty trap over time, as well as providing low cost housing, and increasing tenant
mobility in housing and jobs markets. A more publically funded model of social housing
development will also help to improve its overall attractiveness since the average ‘price’ will
be lower. These are all desirable outcomes. It can be estimated that significant increases in
aggregate social housing development based on a ratio of 80:20 in public-private funding
coupled to rent restraint over at least two Parliaments (to be planned in partnership with social
landlords) would enable the cost of Housing Benefit first to be stabilised and then brought
down. The aim for social housing would be a ‘back to the future’ strategy of greater levels of
housing development to tackle waiting lists and the problems of people living in poor or
overcrowded housing, lower borrowing costs, lower rents, more working tenants and greater
economic prosperity on social housing estates and in neighbourhoods where there is a
significant social housing presence.
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Tenure: A Metaphor for Inequality
Narrowing the wealth gap between social housing tenants and home owners to create an
‘asset-owning democracy’ is key to enhancing social housing’s attractiveness. The growing
divide between the income of home owners and social tenants, and their consequent life
chances, has been exacerbated by the chasm between asset accumulation in the two
tenures. Tenure is now an accurate indicator of the level of household prosperity and a
metaphor for social and economic inequality. The average home owner has more than
£90,000 in unencumbered housing wealth (total monetary value minus mortgage and loans)
and this quadruples when considering outright home owners. The total net housing wealth in
the tenure stands at more than £2.6 trillion [see table (4) below]. The average social tenant has
£800 in savings; two fifths have no savings at all and are often dependent upon legal and
illegal loan sharks at times of economic emergency.

Chart (4) - Net Housing Wealth (1970-2010)
[Source: Wilcox S. (2010) Housing Review]
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The ‘fetishising’ of home ownership (exemplified by the media’s concentration on ‘make-over’
and ‘trading-up/down’ TV shows) and the residualising of social housing through the Right to
Buy for example, has non-monetary effects too. Home owners receive a psychological ‘lift’
from the act of ownership itself, irrespective of housing quality and location. The opposite holds
true for social housing tenants who are often portrayed in negative terms through coverage of
anti-social behaviour for instance. This is borne out in HCI’s research by comparing satisfaction
levels between tenures in contrast to indicators of housing quality in an inner city Birmingham
housing market. The effects on the perceived lower status of tenants compared to home
owners has well-documented material consequences in terms of poor health, crime,
neighbourhood breakdown, anti-social behaviour, and, increasingly, a propensity to vote for
extremist and/or nationalist political parties.
Since home ownership is unlikely to provide newly forming households with the opportunity to
accumulate an asset, and social housing tenants are largely asset-less, HCI is proposing the
creation of asset accounts for all social tenants aggregated into a ‘New Deal Fund’ to be
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managed by a Social Tenants Mutual (similar to the now defunct Savings Gateway and Child
Trust Fund). Lending would be to social landlords and other third sector agencies to build new
social housing and neighbourhood infrastructure, so providing a virtuous cycle of investment in
disadvantaged communities while creating employment in fragile local economies.
This ‘New Deal for Tenants’ will help the UK re-balance its housing system and economy in line
with many other EU countries and renew the attractiveness of social renting. The public purse
would allocate an initial amount and then transfer annual amounts based on the appreciation
of social housing value nationally. The ‘New Deal Fund’ would be topped-up by social
landlords and tenants. Social tenants could save as much as they can afford, so fostering a
greater savings culture in the social housing sector.
Key benefits would be to reduce financial exclusion in the social housing sector and to provide
more stable and sustainable tenancies. Considerable savings in the housing management
costs of social landlords (e.g. via reductions in housing stock churn and vacancy rates) might
equally be achieved. The proposal would also enable social tenants to build-up assets for
themselves or their children. Wealth inequality between tenures would be reduced too and
allow social tenants a more equal stake in national wealth.

Housing Associations: Reclaiming the Historical Legacy
A third part of making social housing more attractive is for housing associations to reclaim their
historic role in tackling poverty, disadvantage and inequality and campaigning on behalf of
the homeless, poorly housed and vulnerable as part of an expanded ‘Big Society’ role. As the
new ‘age of austerity’ dawns in the wake of the Comprehensive Spending Review, HCI’s
research, by drawing upon a range of historical case studies, reveals that housing associations
were often created to combat the effects on disadvantaged communities of previous ‘ages
of austerity’ especially in depression eras like the 1920s and 1930s, as figure (1) over the page
illustrates.
Housing associations have been formed in waves in various historical eras over the last 100
years; often in response to the effects of previous ‘ages of austerity’ or periods where concern
about poverty and disadvantage were ‘rediscovered’. They sprang from the social concern
of the individuals and communities who created them and were sometimes linked with social
action movements and more active religious faiths, such as the Quakers and the Unitarians.
Housing associations have played a major role in tackling poverty, disadvantage and
inequality since the 19th Century operating as ‘front-line’ agencies in the endeavour. Their
activities have included focussing resources on physical, economic, social and environmental
interventions to relieve housing and socio-economic stress, especially in inner city communities
[see figure (1) overleaf which shows the beginnings of today’s housing association repertoire.
Housing associations have been active campaigners against poor housing conditions,
homelessness, economic and social disadvantage throughout their history but particularly in
key ‘ages of austerity’ which exacerbated and or/underlined the need for intervention by
community-based organisations following inaction or retrenchment by the state. Housing
associations after 1974 were brought closer to the centre of state housing policies and wider
social policies. This trend became more pronounced after 1988 when they became the main
providers of new social housing and later the dominant force in social housing overall. During
the 1990s, housing associations, although ostensibly in the third sector, were vehicles for social
policy interventions in community regeneration, ASB and crime, and tackling unemployment,
and became more heavily regulated and their activities determined by the state.
Today, housing associations are increasingly perceived by some commentators as
contributing to geographical concentrations of poverty and disadvantage and as blockages
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to social and geographical mobility. HCI’s research contradicts this view by showing that
many housing associations were created specifically to tackle geographically-based
deprivation; not to perpetuate it. The case study evidence from Birmingham shows that some
of the country’s oldest housing associations have worked in areas which were designated as
deprived going back to the late 19th Century. Research by the National Housing Federation in
2009 showed that housing associations currently invest £435 million per annum in community
development work of which 63 percent is from their own funds, although not all participate.

Figure (1) - HA Activities to Tackle Disadvantage & Poverty in 1920s & 1930s

Activity
Headings
Physical:

Typology of Activities in 1920s & 1930s
●
●
●
●
●

Economic:

●
●
●
●

Social:

●
●
●

Environmental:

●
●
●
●

Slum-patching’ in central areas of major cities
Comprehensive rehabilitation of ‘back-to-backs’
Partial/full demolition & replacement with part newbuild/part rehabilitation
Improvement in health (better transmission in air and light)
Reduction in urban densities
Rehabilitation of properties with retail outlets provided on ground floors
Creation of tenants savings’ schemes (early credit unions) encouraging
thrift & personal responsibility
Temporary assistance to tenants newly unemployed
Furniture provision via charitable donations and loans
Conversion of public houses into flats: temperance - linkage of alcohol to
social problems, idleness and crime
Creation of ‘community’ facilities & amenities for children & young people
(e.g. social, educational & sports clubs, workshops)
Provision of holidays & day-trips for tenants & children
Provision of improved bathing & washing areas
Large-scale landscaping of communal areas
Provision of gardens, bulbs & equipment, allotments
Periodic ‘cyclical’ improvements to environment

Housing associations today accommodate a relatively deprived client group because of their
stated role in meeting needs, because of the areas in which they have worked from their
inception, and due to wider developments in housing policy and the economy. While there is
a demonstrable correlation between neighbourhood deprivation and the concentration of
housing association homes, and with income, employment and health deprivation, there is a
much weaker correlation with high crime areas, housing or environmental deprivation.
Comparison of today’s profile of housing association tenants with that of thirty or forty years
ago is not a valid way of determining whether housing associations have played a role in
concentrating worklessness, for example, as some claim.

Importing Mutualism, Enhancing Localism, Building Social Capital
Our research points to the need for social housing to import mutual values, embrace localism
and play an active role beyond current activities in building social capital. To this end, the UK’s
co-operative and mutual housing sector has much to teach social housing. While there are
only 836 mutual housing organisations across the UK with an annual turnover of more £500
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million and an average of £1.9 million, the sector is flourishing qualitatively and developing
new models of development and management. These 836 housing co-operatives and mutuals
manage 169,000 homes which constitutes just 0.6 percent of all UK housing in contrast to norms
of 5 to 15 percent in the European Union. Of these organisations, 54 percent are owned by cooperative and mutual housing organisations and the remaining 46 percent are managed on
behalf of others (usually local authorities) through Tenant Management Organisations (TMOs).
Only 8 percent of TMOs are linked to housing associations of which most are within Walsall’s
unique WATMOS vehicle - a resident-controlled group of eight TMOS registered as an
independent social landlord. This implies that housing associations have a way to go to catchup with local authorities [see maps (3) and (4) overleaf in the creation of TMOs.
A wide and deep variety of co-operative and mutual housing organisations operate in the UK.
Housing co-operatives that collectively own and democratically manage their homes are the
largest part of the sector. More recently, Community Gateways and Mutuals have made a
start on injecting democracy into mainstream social housing and have facilitated large-scale
stock transfer from local authorities in Preston, Liverpool, London and parts of Wales for
example, so transforming the options available to sometimes struggling neighbourhoods. They
are proving to be attractive ways of transferring council housing where elected tenants often
form the majority of management board members. A high degree of involvement, sometimes
through a community gateway committee and/or devolved area-based resident committees,
around business planning, design, neighbourhood development, as well as housing service
delivery, is part-and-parcel of the organisational ethos from the outset.
Although co-operative and mutual housing is a small facet of the UK’s housing system the
benefits to those who live in housing provided by these organisations has now been well
charted. They achieve above average resident satisfaction ratings when compared to
housing associations and local authorities and provide high quality housing management
performance. Housing co-operatives and mutuals receive the highest scores of any landlord
type across all fourteen Tenant Services Authority indicators including quality of customer
service, repairs and maintenance, dealing with complaints, looking after the neighbourhood,
involving residents, and helping residents with jobs and skills.
They are also not the insular organisations sometimes portrayed by others in the social housing
sector; the proportion of their lettings to black and minority ethnic applicants is higher than for
housing associations. Around 1 in 10 new lettings by these organisations is to someone with a
disability, 55 percent are to women-headed households and the average age of those taking
up tenancies is younger than the population generally. And they are genuinely open to
disadvantaged groups - 1 in 4 of households accommodated were previously homeless
before moving in, more than one quarter were living in poor or overcrowded housing and one
fifth had incomes below £5,200 per year. Lone parent families are also a major household
group accommodated by co-operatives at around one fifth - the greater opportunities for
shared childcare in mutual housing organisations is a key attraction. The mutual support
provided in these organisations has helped many repair broken lives, to re-skill and obtain
work. Those living in co-operatives and mutual housing organisations tend to be more often in
employment than in other parts of the social housing sector. There is a growing body of
evidence too that housing co-operatives and mutuals contribute to cohesive communities
and active citizenship; whether tackling climate change or volunteering as school governors.
Expansion of mutual housing within the current social housing sector by social landlords
importing mutual values enabling tenants to have greater control over their lives will enable a
more attractive social housing sector to be realised.
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Conclusions
The bulletin summarises key findings from the research reports shown below. It seeks to
describe a new vision for social by recommending expansion through greater public subsidy in
bricks and mortar to provide an attractive, affordable and secure alternative to unsustainable
home ownership. The attractiveness of social housing can also be enhanced by the creation
of new ways for tenants to accumulate assets and have a greater say in the management of
their homes.
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