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The provision and management of social housing for those
who are unable to access the housing market is essential 
to the maintenance of the fabric of society. Roughly 20 
per cent of households in this country rely upon some form
of subsidised housing provided by local authorities and
housing associations, and many who would otherwise 
be homeless are housed in private sector accommodation
procured by state and voluntary agencies. Yet others rely
on housing benefits provided through tax receipts to help
them afford the homes they rent. The social housing indus-
try is vast and still growing, with an annual growth in the
number of housing associations and management bodies,
and is changing to adapt to new political and economic
forces. There are very few countries in the world where
some form of subsidised housing does not exist, and the
total number of social homes is likely to grow worldwide,
as are the challenges of the sector.

This book is aimed at students on housing and related
courses, ranging from HNC level through professional
qualifications to housing and related degrees. It covers the
main themes in the field, giving a broad overview as well as
detailed case studies exemplifying housing policy and prac-
tice in a mainly UK and specifically English context, although
drawing on best practice elsewhere, where alternative non-UK
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approaches are thought to be appropriate to the issues
explored. It is also meant for housing professionals at all
levels who desire a broader overview of the subject than may
be gained through working in a specific part of, or function
in, the sector. The overall aim is to enhance understanding
of the key themes in social housing, so as to increase the
effectiveness of housing management, and so the quality
of life of those who depend on the sector for a roof. It is
hoped that it may motivate some to consider or implement
positive changes, which will move housing policy and prac-
tice forward, in an uncertain and developing social and eco-
nomic environment where change is a constant.

Social housing is a phrase which has only really gained 
currency over the last fifteen years or so, and it is not with-
out its critics, both as an expression and as a concept. In
this book, it is taken to mean housing provided by local
authorities and housing associations (sometimes known as
Registered Social Landlords, although there is not an exact
equivalence), and extended to cover housing managed by
these bodies, regardless of ownership. The key feature which
defines the essence of the products and services provided
by all social housing providers is that these activities and
products are non-market, in that they cannot be obtained
by bidding with cash or other financial resources in com-
petition, and that the products are allocated principally on
the basis of housing need rather than effective demand,
although there has been some blurring of the boundary
with the increased prominence of low-cost home owner-
ship in general and shared ownership housing in particular.

Social housing bodies can be direct providers of housing –
such as when a housing association develops and manages
property, or enablers – where a body helps its clients or
customers to find housing through another agency, for
example, where a local authority (that is, a council) makes
a cash grant to a housing association to build housing, or
works through the planning system to enable land for
social housing development. Another example of enabling
is where a council contracts out the management of its
homes to another party. The largest housing enabler is the
government, which makes cash help available to back
council housing management and maintenance activities,

2 An Introduction to Social Housing
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and gives permission to councils to raise money to do major
regeneration or improvement schemes. The Housing Corpor-
ation, the housing agency responsible to Parliament for
part funding housing associations through the social hous-
ing grant regime, is another key enabler, as are private
finance institutions. It is important to understand the nature
and development of providers and enablers to gain a full
awareness of the scope and direction of social housing,
against a backdrop of macro-economic imperatives.

The historical trend since the late twentieth century has been
for councils to relinquish their development and in many
cases their management role in favour of enabling via hous-
ing associations and even private companies. It was not
always thus: from the end of the First World War to the
early 1980s, councils were indisputably the key providers
of social housing in all the senses described, and a combin-
ation of political and economic pressures led to the weak-
ening of the municipal provider role. The key reason for
this diminution is related to changing government fiscal and
monetary policies, especially a concern to control inflation
through public expenditure constraint, on the assumption
that the control of public sector finance is probably the
easiest and most acceptable way to regulate the amount of
money in circulation, rather than imposing credit controls
on consumers or by relying heavily upon the crude lever of
interest rate adjustments. There is little reason, on the evi-
dence of the past thirty years, to believe that there will be
a reversal in the move away from municipal housing provi-
sion and management, and it is highly likely that in twenty
years hence, the expressed wish of the 1987 Conservative
Housing Minister, William Waldegrave, that ‘there should not
be much of it’ (referring to council housing) – either in the
ownership or the management sense – will probably be
granted. Predictions in this field are always dangerous, but
the trend to date is quite clear, and students of housing
and practitioners need to be adaptive to changing circum-
stances, as in any other profession.

The book will deal with the UK social housing situation, but
national housing policy, if there can be said to be one, is
being increasingly influenced by European law and institu-
tions, as well as by concepts from further afield. Many of
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the problems and challenges faced by housing managers
in this country differ little in type and degree to those 
elsewhere, and policies and strategies to devise reasoned
reactions, measures for containment or even solutions may
frequently be found outside the UK or Europe, albeit with
modification as a result of cultural, political, social and eco-
nomic state and inter-state differences. This justifies exam-
ining case studies of housing policy and practice elsewhere
in illustrating possible ways forward. A good example is
given in the choice-based lettings system devised in Delft,
Holland, in the mid-1990s, allowing housing applicants to
bid for properties according to both their relative needs
and wants, which has been successfully applied in the UK
in both low and high housing demand contexts. Another 
is in the development of ecologically and environmentally
sustainable housing, pioneered outside the UK, mainly in
Scandinavia, which has provided a good role model for
development here. And the development of site-and-service
plots in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro to enable self-builders
to construct viable homes without recourse to massive
state subsidy or reliance on the national or local state, pro-
viding low cost housing for rent or for sale, is arguably a
reasonable model for assisting would-be home owners to
realise their ambitions on a low capital input basis here.
There are other models, such as an armed housing police
presence in many of the USA’s welfare housing areas,
which should not be lightly replicated in the UK, but the
issues surrounding the presence and control of anti-social
behaviour are often similar, and it is useful to consider the
variety of responses in various cultural situations, if only for
the sake of comparison and contrast.

This book will deal with housing in a people-centred manner,
looking at enduring themes in housing provision and man-
agement, rather than as a handbook or list of current housing
study topics, such as the law, housing finance, development,
planning, allocations, lettings, and housing associations. It
is impossible for a modern book on housing to cover these
details in an up-to-date manner, as the legislational and prac-
tice context is always changing, and going to relevant web-
sites (for example, the ODPM’s or Housing Corporation’s)
is probably a much better way of getting the up-to-date
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facts than reading a book where the lead-in time is prob-
ably around a year. At root, the basic themes of social
housing are relatively simple, but need talking through.
These themes are best summed up by considering certain
basic universals in housing. Households need somewhere to
live that is decent, and convenient, in an area where there
are reasonable road and rail links, schools, hospitals, shops
and recreation, as well as work. They have to pay for it
somehow, unless they cannot afford to, in which case there
is arguably a collective responsibility to help them do so.
The property needs to be looked after to ensure that it
does not fall down or get into disrepair, for the sake of the
household and those who will need it after them. There are
rights and responsibilities attached to living in the home,
to and from the provider, and to and from the wider com-
munity. If the household needs to move, they should be
able to without too much hindrance, and if its characteris-
tics change, there should be a way of dealing with it either
by moving or by changing the design or dimensions of the
home they live in. These universals have not changed much
in principle over generations, and the complexity of cus-
tom and legislation merely provide the clothes. This book
will stress the universal and little-changing underlying human
realities which drive social housing.

The ‘big picture’ themes of social housing are factors under-
lying housing supply and demand, housing management,
the finance of housing and the political and economic real-
ities which drives it, equalities and diversity issues which
run through the entire field, and ways of developing new
housing.

By way of introduction, the study of housing supply and
demand demands that we look at the variation in wealth
economic performance spatially. In some areas of the coun-
try, there is oversupply of housing in relation to demand,
and in others, there is a supply shortage. This reality is under-
pinned by differential economic performance – related
largely to the growth and decline of key industries and eco-
nomic sectors. An example is given by the growth of the
financial and related sectors in London and the South East,
and the consequent relative skilled labour shortages which
have helped generate higher average wage levels through
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relative and sustained labour shortage there than in more
peripheral areas such as the Midlands and North East. This
has had the consequence of driving up house prices, as
effective (or cash) demand for owner-occupation has grown
faster than supply. As growth has not been uniform, the
consequence of this is that many households find them-
selves priced out of the market: and developers have con-
sistently failed to develop sufficient housing, perhaps to keep
prices keen and profits at an acceptable level for them.
Social housing programmes have been unable to keep
pace with non-effective demand from those whose earnings
or other income has failed to keep pace with the overheated
sales and private rental markets, and the results – high
homelessness and temporary housing use levels in London
and the South East – are all too obvious.

Report after report has sought to identify the scale of the
affordable housing shortage, and governments have tried
from time to time to direct funds to housing agencies oper-
ating in high demand areas, or have tried to change the town
and country planning system to bring more land forward
for development. Major building enabling programmes,
such as those announced in 2003 in the Blair government’s
Sustainable Communities Plan for the Thames Gateway, and
various sites in the South East including Ashford, Milton
Keynes and the Cambridge–Stansted corridor, have been
formulated to ease demand by increasing affordable hous-
ing supply. From time to time, regional policies have been
involved or modified to try to refocus demand elsewhere in
the country – witness the development of the New Towns
between 1946 and the late 1960s, and the assisted areas
policies designed to revive flagging areas of the country,
such as the North East and South Wales, which had lost
their prime industries and suffered all but economic melt-
down as a consequence.

There are areas of the country at various levels – nationwide,
within counties, local authority districts, towns and cities –
where supply of housing in all or specific sectors exceeds
demand – which has led to mass demolition, partly due to
changes preference for house styles and perceptions of
neighbourhoods, and partly due to long-term economic
decline in pockets of areas or regions, or generally.

6 An Introduction to Social Housing
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It is very important for any student of housing to under-
stand the effects of the varying relationship between supply
and demand, as this is the key to variations in house pur-
chase and rental prices, and so for variation in the need to
develop affordable housing in general, and social housing
in particular, and approaches to allocating these scarce
resources by social gatekeepers like councils and housing
associations, and their representatives.

The management of housing is also a major theme in this
book. The roots of modern social housing management lie
in practices developed by nineteenth century charitable
housing reformers such as Octavia Hill, who adopted a
‘people-centred’ approach, stressing the importance of
personal responsibility for payment of rent, keeping the
home clean, and attempting to get on reasonably well with
neighbours, as well as the virtues of work. These early
approaches would perhaps seem patronising to today’s
social housing customers, but it is surprising how many 
of the approaches have survived, and have even, in recent
times, been brought back into prominence. Octavia Hill
would have applauded a return to the attempts to control
anti-social behaviour by dedicated legislation and policy
development, and would have recognised the motivation
behind attempting to restrict housing benefit entitlement
in cases of un-neighbourly behaviour and criminality. Fun-
damentally, the key tasks of social housing management in
its generic sense have not changed; they are to ensure that
the property remains decent through ensuring repairs and
maintenance, assisting tenants to keep to their side of the
bargain and punishing them when they fall foul of their
agreements, and making sure that they have access to a range
of other housing and related services, such as enhanced
support in sheltered dwellings. Housing law has, of course,
become much more complex and voluminous since those
early days, and new rights have been added, and there has
been a greater emphasis on self-management, although
even this has its roots in the co-operative movement which
has its beginnings in Victorian England. Readers should
reflect that there really is very little that is fundamentally
original in housing policy development, and that old themes
have been reworked and refined, and dwelt upon time
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after time. It is this continuity which is an abiding feature of
housing management.

Finance is another central theme of the book. To the casual
observer, and even the hardened professional, it some-
times seems as though the housing finance system in this
country was designed to confuse the unwary, and to ensure
that true power remains with those bureaucrats who main-
tain it on behalf of the state and its agencies! It is true that
the subject can be hard to fathom, especially if individual
guidance notes and legislative instruments are read in iso-
lation, but there is nothing fundamentally difficult about
the area. It is, however, essential to grasp the fundamen-
tals of how the construction of new properties and their
improvement are financed, and how money is spent on
running housing services, to go very far in appreciating the
detail of the systems; and the fundamentals are really very
simple. Loans are a major means of financing development
and major repairs and improvements in the housing asso-
ciation sector, and local authority housing. Anyone who
has bought a major item, such as a car or a house, will already
be familiar with the process of raising a loan, the repay-
ment schedules, and interest elements which go with it,
and may have had their knowledge sharpened by financial
difficulty, and it is the author’s belief that if the reader
applies personal knowledge and experience to the subject,
it will become far easier to understand. For example, it is
much easier to buy a house on a relatively limited income
if someone leaves you money (a ‘grant’) than otherwise,
since the amount you will have to raise (the loan) will be
correspondingly smaller, as will the total amount of interest
payable. First, it will be easier to raise a mortgage, because
lenders limit their advances to a restricted multiple of
annual income, and a smaller mortgage is easier to service
from day-to-day income than a larger one, depending on
income level. Second, the amount set aside to repay the
loan, added to the sum which one might keep by for repairs
and bills, will, all other things being equal, be smaller than
if the grant was lower, or if there was no grant at all. In the
context of social housing, this sum is generally reclaimed
from tenants as rent. If these points are grasped, then
understanding housing association finance will be no prob-
lem at all.

8 An Introduction to Social Housing
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Revenue finance is also fundamentally straightforward, and
linked to what has been said above. The subject concerns
current account income and expenditure activity. Every
household has bills to pay on a weekly, monthly and annual
basis, and has to try to meet these commitments from cur-
rent earnings plus, perhaps, interest from investments, and,
in some cases, from savings. Balancing the books is some-
times very difficult; spending economies may have to be
made, or more money may have to be earned through over-
time or getting a better paid job, to meet commitments;
and the level of these commitments may change, due to
new challenges such as a new addition to the family, or
divorce, or members leaving home. Similar challenges beset
councils and housing associations. Reduced stock numbers
through the sales under the Right to Buy, or transfer (sale)
to another body, may reduce rental income, but it will also
reduce the amount that needs to be spent on repairs and
management, and someone has to estimate the implica-
tions of such changes, planned or otherwise, ideally before
they happen. This is known as ‘business planning’, where
organisational aims are set in relation to all of its activities,
alternative routes to managing the changes needed to
achieve these aims are devised and costed, and the best way
forward is decided, and all social housing organisations 
do this. It is little different from rational domestic finance
planning.

Readers may find the whole area of central government
subsidy – so important to councils in helping them run
their housing affairs, to housing associations in trying to
build affordable housing for sale and rent to meet need
and aspirations, and to individuals who would otherwise
struggle to pay their rent – easier to appreciate if they think
of the state as a benevolent if rather dotty parent who
believes they have the best interests of their children at
heart. The children rarely have sufficient resources of their
own to buy what they need and want, and may have a
very different view of the amount they need than the main
provider. Ultimately, however, the parent considers him or
herself to be the final arbiter of how much the child should
receive, either to spend directly or to have spent on them,
and though they may listen carefully to what the child says,
will take it upon themselves to make the decision, even if
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the money used is in fact the child’s, but held in trust for
them. The state and its agency which helps fund housing
association development, the Housing Corporation, is always
prepared to listen, but at the end of the day, it will decide
how much or how little will be given out, or recycled, as it
considers itself to be the guardian of the public purse, and
has to juggle the needs of local authorities against those of
other considerations, such as national security, environ-
mental protection and running its bureaucracy. Analogy
always lacks complete accuracy, but can often be usefully
employed to make sense of what at first appears to be
arcane and almost poetic dialogue.

Development is the next great theme of the book. It is
about building flats and houses for rent and for sale which
those, now and in the future, who are on lower incomes
who cannot easily compete in the marketplace, or who are
out of the race entirely, can afford to live in, which is suit-
able for their needs, and which meets both their aspirations,
at least in part, and those of the provider. It links clearly to
the theme of supply and demand: how much, when and
where, are perennial questions raised and not always satis-
factorily answered. At times of very great demand, where
the state has perceived there to be a ‘housing crisis’, such
as after the First and Second World Wars, the establishment
has busied itself in rushing up new towns, enabling the
expansion of existing ones, and encouraging the construc-
tion of high-density estates and dwelling-types, including
tower blocks and the like, to house the people: and at
other times, it has encouraged the demolition of homes
deemed to be surplus to requirement. Changes in the law,
such as the 1925 Building Societies Act, which made it much
easier to get mortgages to buy homes over twenty-five or
thirty years, and the consequent growth of lending institu-
tions and products to help relieve individuals of their money
over the long term, prompted a massive development of
suburbs around London and other major cities from the
1920s onwards. As a result, three-bed semi land has become
an enduring feature of the built environment, as much as
high levels of owner-occupation as the preferred tenure
has become a prominent feature – and one of the most 
discussed aspect of – the social landscape of this country.

10 An Introduction to Social Housing
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This is the stuff of development, and the rest – the technical
bits including land assembly, planning policy and practice,
construction options and technology, the design of sus-
tainable communities if this is ever possible, and the improve-
ment of existing estate layouts and dwellings to address
social as well as structural issues – falls into place once the
big picture is defined.

The reality of housing studies is that all of these themes are
linked, and centred on the needs of households and the
constraints imposed by public policy choices and pressures,
and it is the links which will be stressed time and time again in
this book, to help the reader get a handle on the big picture,
which will perhaps motivate them to change the housing
system for the better, or at least to understand where they
fit in the housing provision and management system.

Introduction 11
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Housing is not free, and can be very expensive for the cus-
tomer to obtain and to live in. This may seem an obvious
statement, but why isn’t it free, or at least cheaper? It is a
necessity, but so is air, and that is free. Water is also essential
for survival, but does not cost very much to the consumer.
The price of housing to the consumer, in both the rented
and owner-occupied sectors, and certainly in the social
housing area, varies very considerably by area and type,
and the underlying reason for this is economics. The amount
of housing available compared to demand (and need) for
it varies across the country and the world, and over time as
well, and it is this relative variation which helps to deter-
mine the price of the good, as for any other, at least in the
private sector, but increasingly in the social housing sector
as well. This price variation is also the major stimulus 
to social housing programmes, and helps to explain their
variation in size – and the need for them – over space 
and time. The economics of supply and demand also
influences rent levels in the social rented sector directly –
those familiar with rent restructuring will know that one 
of the components helping to determine target rent levels
is the market value of property, as well as average manual
earnings levels, which addresses the element of effective
demand.

1Supply and 
demand
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What has supply and demand got to 
do with housing?

It is assumed for the purposes of this chapter that students
have a basic familiarity with the economic concept of sup-
ply and demand: a detailed treatise on the subject is out-
side the scope of this book. However, fundamentally, the
price of most goods is determined by availability and the
level of effective demand, where effective demand means
demand from people able to pay for the product.

The so-called laws of supply and demand can be summarised
as follows. Scarcer things that people want are more expen-
sive than less scarce things, given a similar level of cash-
backed demand for both, and the price of things varies
with variations in levels of supply and demand. If demand
rises and supply remains the same, prices tend to rise. If
supply rises, and demand remains the same, then prices
tend to fall. There are many number of variants of this law,
and much depends on whether one product can be substi-
tuted for another, or whether there is no substitute (yet),
and on the degree to which people really want the item, and,
of course, on fashion, but the basic principle is still recogni-
sed as correct by most economists, and has its origins in
the work of the eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith,
in his influential book, The Wealth of Nations.

The concept of price being determined largely by supply
and demand is well and relatively simply illustrated in the
sphere of housing. A subject which comes up with boring
regularity in saloon bars and golf clubs all over South East
England, at least in the 1980s to the present, is the way
that house prices have risen, and how much money people
have notionally made from a sustained rise in property prices
over most of the past three decades, with notable blips –
but why has the price of owner-occupied housing risen so
fast in this region of the UK?

The reason lies in the relative growth of the South-East 
UK economy, especially in the tertiary (e.g. service, retail,
office) and quaternary sector (e.g. finance, information and
communications technology, insurance and the like), and 
a relative shortage of appropriately qualified and skilled

14 An Introduction to Social Housing
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personnel able to fill the growing vacancies, leading to
significant wage-rises and increases in personal wealth,
notably in parts of the finance trading sector. This is a gener-
alisation, and masks important variations in unemployment
levels and sub-sectoral and sub-regional wage differentials,
but nonetheless helps to explain the relatively high average
wages apparent in the South East. This has led to the mas-
sive growth of effective demand for owner-occupied hous-
ing, again with significant sub-regional variations. Supply
has in no way kept pace with demand, for a number of 
reasons, partly due to developers keeping a lid on produc-
tion to maintain price levels and therefore profits, the high
price of development land, restricting the type of housing
which can be made available, planning policy restraint such
as the Green Belt policy, weakened in the early twenty-first
century, the planning policies of some local authorities,
NIMBYism (the ‘not in my back yard’ attitude of some
householders to the possibility of adjacent development)
and the more extreme BANANA syndrome in some commu-
nities (build absolutely nothing anytime nor anywhere is
one interpretation of the acronym), the influence of the
environmental lobby and rising river levels threatening
floodplain development, especially in parts of the Thames
Valley.

The reader is referred to the influential government Barker
Report, published in 2004 by HM Treasury, which indicated
that an additional 120000 private sector houses would have
to be built annually to 2015 in addition to current planning
targets in order to bring the price of housing in line with the
European Union average (Barker, 2004, p. 11). Crudely, this
approach involved calculating the extra supply which would
bring prices down to cope with predicted excess demand.
The author also deduced that between around 17000 and
23000 social homes in addition to existing targets would be
required to cater for households who could not exercise
effective demand, even if the additional private sector house
building targets were met (Barker, 2004, p. 11).

So with demand high and growing, and supply not keep-
ing pace at all, house prices have continued their seem-
ingly inexorable rise, cooled only occasionally by interest
rate hikes and recessions reducing effective demand levels.

Supply and demand 15
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The effect of this has been to price many households out of
the market, especially those not already owner-occupiers
and in the early stages of formation, or migrating from one
region to another in search of better work prospects, or
those with below average incomes.

Rental levels in some areas of very high effective demand
for owner occupation and hence high house prices have
also risen significantly, in response to the growing surplus
unmet effective demand for house purchase, themselves
varying with the changing relationship between owner
occupation supply and demand.

The effect of such hikes has been to exclude very many
households from the possibility of owner-occupation, at
least in the short term, and from private rental of suitably
sized and located accommodation as well. In such cases,
demand is ineffective, and the prospect of unmet need
looms. There is therefore a significant and rising level of
unmet housing need, which is related to but not the same
as the economic concept of demand, in the South East of
England, as well as in other parts of the UK. The EU in general
displays similar supply–demand characteristics. In crude
terms, many households currently cannot afford to become
owner-occupiers or private renters in the private sector;
hence it is said that there is a shortage of affordable housing.

What is affordable housing?

Affordable housing is, out of its proper context, an odd
phrase. After all, most housing is affordable by someone –
proved by the fact that it is occupied, or by estate agencies
taking properties in for sale, and if there were properties
which were genuinely not affordable, they would be empty,
but there are few empty houses around in the South East
which are inhabitable, unless they are simply temporarily
unoccupied and awaiting sale.

Official figures published in 2003 showed that in 2001,
roughly 3% of housing in all tenures was vacant – nearly
700000 dwellings, compared to 800000 in 1996. The
social sector was more likely to have empty property than
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the private sector (4% vacant compared to 3%) (English
Housing Conditions Survey, 2001).

So ‘affordable housing’ in this context really means the
number of houses and flats which households who can’t
afford to compete in the marketplace need. The need can
be calculated by deducting the number of households who
have not yet satisfied their housing needs who can do so in
the marketplace at a chosen point in time from the total
number of households who have not yet satisfied their
housing needs. In terms of homes to be built, the output
which would satisfy the requirement includes but is not
equivalent to the social housing programme required, 

Supply and demand 17

Table 1.1 Vacant dwellings by ownership 2001 – percentages
of total stock, England (total stock: 683 000)

Ownership Percentage of 
vacant stock (rounded)

Registered social Landlord 9
Formerly owner-occupied 47
Formerly private rented 28
Local authority 18
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Fig. 1.1 Empty homes in England (Source: English House
Conditions Survey 2001 (2003) p. 34).
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