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Housing as an engine of inequality and the role
of policy

Introduction

Housing is not only an outcome but also an engine of socio-economic
inequality. In many cities across the world, there are weekly headlines
about the ‘housing crisis’—our home countries Australia, the Netherlands
and the UK being no exception. In Australia, renters report stories of
having to frequently move further away from jobs and schools to find
more affordable accommodation. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, even once
affordable regional towns no longer offer much relief from rising rents.
An increasing cohort of young adults is facing renting for life, a precarious
housing future characterised by very little security and stability over lease
length or rent increases. In the Netherlands, late 2021 saw the largest
housing protests take place since the 1980s, with tens of thousands of
people, many of them young adults, taking the streets in Amsterdam,
Rotterdam and other cities. These protests highlighted the wide range of
housing problems: from rapidly increasing levels of homelessness and
parental co-residence, to growing social divides between owners and
renters. Housing has remained high on the public and political agenda
ever since. In the UK, policy-makers continue to tout homeownership as
a preferred tenure of choice, despite mounting difficulties for many to
access the tenure, particularly in London. Renting privately for longer
periods of your life has become the ‘new normal;, especially for younger
people without significant savings and parental support. While highly
precarious and unaffordable, private renting often remains the only avail-
able alternative in a housing system with highly inaccessible homeown-
ership and a severe shortage of social rental housing. This process of rising
precarity among the ‘housing-have-nots’ contrasts sharply with an accel-
erated accumulation of property wealth and rental income among the
‘housing-haves.

Recent years have seen a steep increase in studies, also published in
the pages of International Journal of Housing Policy, seeking to chart and
theorise such housing-based inequalities. These studies pay ample atten-
tion to homeowners’ wealth accumulation prospects, with many homes -
particularly those located in the centres of popular cities- recording house
price increases exceeding the annual salaries of middle-income workers.
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Or, simply put, these homes have come to ‘earn more than jobs’ (Ryan-
Collins & Murray, 2023). Rocketing house prices help generate stark wealth
divides between homeowners and tenants, who are excluded from these
capital gains (Pfeffer & Waitkus, 2021), as well as other outsiders such as
young adults who see no option but to prolong their stay in the parental
home. A further stratification exists among homeowners, between heavily
mortgaged, equity poor homeowners and the (sometimes outright) owners
of valuable property in coveted locations seeing the values of their prop-
erties inflate.

The reconcentration of property among the affluent sets the scene for
both increased inequalities in terms of wealth accumulation, and increased
rent extraction from (typically, relatively poor) renters to (rather affluent)
rentiers. Housing wealth is highly unequally distributed within societies,
regardless of the fact that this is even more so the case for other asset
classes such as shares or obligations (Smith, 2008). To illustrate, in 2017,
the top 10% richest households in Australia, the United States, and United
Kingdom held 45%, 53% and 39% of total net housing wealth, respectively
(Smith et al., 2022). In the Netherlands (Hochstenbach & Aalbers, 2024),
the top 10% similarly held 40% of net housing wealth, with the bottom
half of the population owning nothing (mostly renters) or finding them-
selves in net mortgage debt (such as marginal owners). In addition to
unequal wealth accumulation, disparities in housing costs also contribute
towards inequalities in income (i.e., after subtracting housing-related
expenses) and purchasing power, and increasingly so (Dustmann et al.,,
2022; Zhu et al,, 2023). Whereas rental housing affordability has deterio-
rated across higher-income countries, this has not been the case for many
owner-occupiers (Hick et al., 2024).

Wealth inequality is highly persistent, not in the least because wealth
can be handed down across generations. Housing, of course, is a key field
where the intergenerational transmission of wealth takes place, e.g., as
parents increasingly provide financial assistance for their children to pur-
chase a home. Recent evidence from the UK suggests that in 2020 more
than half of all first-time buyers were dependent on parental support—
ranging from helping with the deposit to gifting the entire property. In
2005, this share stood at less than 30%, and in the 1980s was lower still
at around 20% (Coggan, 2024). Interestingly, despite an emphasis on
individualised responsibility, this trend points to a growing reliance on
‘kinship, reciprocity and family exchange networks’ (Ronald & Arundel,
2023, p. 15) which amplifies inequalities within generations based on
parental resources (Howard, 2024).

Increases in multiple property ownership (Kadi et al., 2020) have further
fed the advance of housing as a rent-generating asset, e.g., through buy-
to-let investments and private landlordism more broadly. Colloquially, such
investments are typically driven by aspirations of generating ‘passive
income’ through strategically getting hold of in-demand rental housing.
Scholars have conceptualised this as part of ‘rentier capitalism’ (Christophers,
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2021) or ‘assetization’ (Birch & Ward, 2024; Langley, 2021). Both concepts,
essentially, centre not so much the trading of—in this case—housing, but
rather the possession of housing as a scarce and secure rent-
generating asset.

These developments have triggered new and important scholarly work
on housing as a basis for class formation, reinvigorating earlier debates
around ‘housing classes. This new literature does not stand on its own,
but should be considered in relation to other studies that see housing as
the basis of a score of socio-economic and other inequalities. In this
editorial, we first briefly discuss how this reinvigorated literature informs
contemporary thinking on housing and inequality. Then, we outline how
the International Journal of Housing Policy can make important contributions
to these ongoing debates.

Housing classes: property ownership as a determinant of
inequalities

The concept of housing classes was initially formulated in the 1960s by
Rex and Moore (1967) and the subject of lively debates during the 1970s
and 1980s (e.g., Dunleavy, 1979; Saunders, 1978, 1984). At its core, the
concept of housing classes argues that housing is not only a product of
class but also a basis for class formation, i.e., the process in which class
groups are delineated and (re)produced. These arguments ascribe an
important role to tenure, particularly owning and renting. Critics of the
housing classes idea countered that class formation remained primarily
routed in labour. They questioned the extent to which housing can gen-
erate market returns, for example for homeowners for whom house-price
inflation mostly represents a ‘paper reality’. Furthermore, they saw home-
ownership as too broad a class category, lumping together populations
with different social positions and interests (see Ruonavaara, 2024 for a
more elaborate recap of these debates). Subsequently, for a time, the
concept of housing classes lost traction in the field of housing studies.
Recent years have, however, seen a revival of the concept, perhaps
most forcefully proposed by Lisa Adkins, Melinda Cooper and Martijn
Konings in their work on the ‘asset economy’ (Adkins et al., 2020, 2021).
In it, Adkins and colleagues argue that in the tandem dynamics of wage
stagnation and unprecedented house-price inflation, it is house price
inflation that takes greatest precedence in determining economic outcomes
today. Or, in their words, ‘it is the relationship to assets rather than employ-
ment that operates as the key decider and distributor of life chances’
(Adkins et al., 2021, p. 567). The authors thus see assets replacing employ-
ment as the primary determinant of class position. Following from this,
Adkins and colleagues have drawn up an asset-based class scheme in
which class groups are delineated based on individual’s housing assets
and their ability to build equity and/or generate rental returns from these.
Their class scheme runs from rentiers at the top, i.e., those owning multiple
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properties to accumulate wealth and capture rents, to unmortgaged and
mortgaged homeowners in the middle, and those without assets (renters)
or any housing at all (people experiencing homelessness) at the bottom
(for a critical appraisal, see Christophers, 2021).

Other scholars have similarly proposed housing-based class schemes,
such as Forrest and Hirayama (2018) who add a familial dimension that
distinguished between ‘accumulating families’ and ‘dissipating families. In
doing so, they highlight the crucial generational dimension tied to the
intergenerational reproduction of property ownership. In his book The
Tenant Class, Ricardo Tranjan (2023) makes the argument that tenants
represent a social class, shaped by shared experiences of exploitative land-
lord-tenant relations but crucially also by class organising around common
tenant interests and collective struggles to combat landlord political power,
who certainly also share distinct class positions and interests (Hochstenbach,
2022; Kerrigan, 2024). This work underscores that housing position can
indeed be a basis for shared class interests and thus action.

In a recent sociological contribution, Nora Waitkus, Mike Savage and
Maren Toft (2024) added to these debates by offering a broader perspec-
tive on the position of wealth in Marxist, Weberian and Bourdieusian class
schemes. Their contribution does not focus on housing wealth per se, but
they do pay attention to the particularly important position of housing
in wealth-based inequalities and class stratification. Indeed, for many mid-
dle and upper-middle class households, housing is by far the most import-
ant source of wealth (and debt). Even if Waitkus and colleagues are
cautious about ascribing a primary role to wealth in class stratification—as
Adkins and colleagues do—they do agree that contemporary class analysis
needs to take serious the role of ‘capital, capital accumulation, and financial
markets’ (Waitkus et al., 2024, p. 3 citing Therborn, 2002, p. 223). A con-
temporary class analysis, they argue, simply cannot ignore wealth
stratification.

Notwithstanding enduring criticisms and debate surrounding housing
class theories (see Ruonavaara, 2024), the concept’s re-emergence reflects
the need to understand and conceptualise how housing increasingly func-
tions as an engine of inequality. Housing can massively amplify even minor
economic differences between households, and these inequalities can
subsequently be transferred across generations. The ability, decision, timing
and location of house purchase can put households with similar incomes
on highly divergent wealth accumulation trajectories that, over time, forge
insurmountable wealth gaps between these households.

Housing precarity: residential conditions as a basis for
inequalities

The literature on housing classes thus directs most attention to the eco-
nomic dimension of class stratification and to property owners and their
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capacity to generate market returns (i.e., capital gains and/or rent).
Conversely, other literatures home in on a wider array of social inequalities
rooted in housing and, in doing so, they typically zoom in on the ‘centrality
of housing for the urban poor’ (Desmond, 2018, p. 168), shifting attention
from one extreme to the other, from the property-rich to the property-
poor. For the property poor, academics have long conceptualised housing
as a potentially important source of precarity. Crucially, the concept of
precarity moves beyond opportunity to generate market returns from
one's home, or lack thereof, to instead focus on a broader range of poten-
tial disadvantages impacting the precariously housed. Those disadvantages
represent types of residential precarities that include, for instance, dispro-
portionally high housing cost burdens relative to their incomes, short-term
and insecure rental contracts, weak tenant protections overall, substandard
dwelling quality and overcrowding (Clair et al., 2019; DelLuca & Rosen,
2022). Even if these precarities disproportionally impact renters, they cer-
tainly do not impact all renters, let alone equally so. Likewise, marginalised
homeowners may also be confronted with specific precarities, such as
problematic debt levels, risks of mortgage defaults and evictions that
may follow.

While residential precarity may be considered problematic in itself, it
has potential consequences cutting across various domains (Zavisca &
Gerber, 2016). It is beyond the scope of this editorial to discuss at length
these different domains, but they for example pertain to life course,
health, politics and geography. In terms of life course, housing disadvan-
tage can frustrate key life-course transitions such as home-leaving and
family formation. Housing furthermore has a profound impact on both
physical and mental health (Swope & Hernandez, 2019), through the
combination of its material (e.g., quality), legal (e.g., tenure) and affective
dimensions (e.g., feeling at home). In terms of politics, it has been widely
documented that housing tenure and prices impact political preferences,
e.g., for more or less redistribution, as well as political participation
(Ansell, 2019). Housing inequalities will also translate into spatial inequal-
ities, reproducing spatial segregation and relegating marginalised popu-
lations to poorly serviced or stigmatised neighbourhoods (Musterd
et al, 2017).

It is important to conceive of these housing-based precarities not as
isolated issues, but as relational outcomes. They are inextricably linked to
the benefits enjoyed by others, specifically the property owning classes.
This is most evident in the case of rental relations, where high and increas-
ing housing-cost burdens among (typically lower income) tenants directly
feed into income generation and wealth accumulation among (typically
more affluent) landlords. More indirectly, the political preferences of home-
owners, who in many countries constitute an electoral majority, structure
a housing politics that promotes and stimulates homeownership in differ-
ent ways, while undermining affordable rental alternatives through aus-
terity and liberalisation.
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As these select examples of housing precarity’s fallout illustrate, housing
works as an engine of inequality, and its mechanical dynamics are not
purely economic (rent, capital gains) as emphasised in the housing classes
literature, and nor do they function through property ownership alone.
Moreover, housing appears to have a domino function, encouraging
inequalities in one domain (e.g., socio-economic) to cascade into inequal-
ities in other domains (e.g., health, employment, political participation,
spatial opportunity). To give an example, existing economic inequalities
structure who can afford and gain access to which types of housing. The
typical outcome, particularly in commodified housing markets where social
sorting is largely determined by market power, is that lower socio-eco-
nomic groups are restricted to lower quality, less environmentally sound
housing with worse access to jobs, services and amenities, which can have
profound repercussions for both physical and mental health.

Recognising the political-economic and policy context

The International Journal of Housing Policy is well-positioned to intervene
in debates on the housing-inequalities nexus by foregrounding the role
of housing policy, housing systems and housing institutions and promoting
critical reflection. In doing so, we advocate for a stronger focus on two
key, interrelated, dynamics of housing-generated inequalities: (1) the role
of state narratives and policies, and (2) wider context dependency related
to housing systems.

The first focuses on the role of policy in making housing into an engine
of inequality. Such a perspective crucially reveals that housing-driven
inequalities or class demarcations are conditional on institutional arrange-
ments and state policies. Discussing capital accumulation via housing,
Fernandez and Aalbers (2017, p. 156) speak of ‘inherently politically enabled
constructions’ that have allowed house prices to increase at a faster rate
than incomes, amplifying the returns on assets vis-a-vis employment. States
have long endorsed and facilitated housing wealth accumulation, e.g.,
through favourable tax schemes and fiscal regimes for property owners,
as well as through enabling the steady flow of mortgage credit as fuel
to boost house prices (Ryan-Collins, 2021). In case of a housing-market
downturn, political pressures to introduce policy measures that ‘get the
market going again’—boosting housing exchange transactions and, in
turn, price rises—are paramount. Such policies do not stand on their own
but are part of an enduring ideological project that casts homeownership
as the superior tenure form (Ronald, 2008) and considers housing-based
wealth accumulation as a viable, privatised alternative to welfare state
provisions (Doling & Ronald, 2010; Kemeny, 2005; Nethercote, 2019).

State institutions have also played a foundational role in making rental
housing an appealing asset class and integrating it in capital flows, along-
side other drivers. State interventions in this regard include, for example,
rental deregulation, landlord favouring, weakened tenant protections, and
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providing rental-housing investors with financial (tax) incentives. These
have helped remove barriers for generating rents and enhanced appetite
for investments in rental property, both existing (buy-to-let) and new build
(build-to-rent). The key role of state policies is furthermore illustrated by
a more recent shift towards re-regulation of rental markets, e.g., as evi-
denced by a notable ‘renaissance of rent control’ across countries, following
a longer-term trend of deregulation (Kholodilin & Kohl, 2023, p. 672; also
see Kadi et al., 2021). Along with rising interest rates, such measures have
restricted returns on rental housing, contributing to a slump in buy-to-let
purchases and triggering landlords to offload rental property. Such exam-
ples clearly demonstrate how housing policies have a direct and substantial
impact on the extent to which housing facilitates rent extraction and
wealth accumulation, and thus also its position as the foundation for
housing-based or asset-based class schemes. Through the journal’s focus
on housing policies, IJHP is well positioned to tease out how and to what
extent these policies, as part of broader of housing systems and welfare
state institutions, generate the conditions for housing to serve as foun-
dational to class.

A second focus in analysing housing-based inequalities is context
dependency. Welfare regimes and housing systems crucially shape hous-
ing-based inequalities, as well as housing class schemes. Of particular
relevance here are the ‘varieties of residential capitalism’ as outlined by
Schwartz and Seabrooke (2008). In their analysis, they categorise countries
based on levels of owner-occupation and degrees of mortgage debt rel-
ative to GDP. The former is a proxy for levels of housing-market commod-
ification, while the latter indicates whether housing finance is more
liberalised (higher levels of debt) or more controlled (lower levels of debt).
Their subsequent argument is that these housing-tenure and housing-fi-
nance structures condition ‘political behaviour, social stability, the structure
of welfare states, and macro-economic outcomes’ (Schwartz & Seabrooke,
2008, p. 237). They also discuss how these structures factor into residential
property wealth accumulation, particularly among the more affluent. In
so doing they sketch out the basic premise of asset-based class schemes,
while also crucially suggesting that such class schemes may be of more
relevance in some countries than in others. For example, Wind and Dewilde
(2019) found that welfare policies and housing regimes play a crucial role
in shaping the width of the ‘tenure wealth gap; even if results are complex.
They found the greatest wealth gaps between tenures in traditionally
familial housing systems, where homeownership is reproduced across
generations and tenant protections are weak. Wealth gaps are somewhat
smaller in more financialised regimes, although mainly due to the large
mortgage debts associated with homeownership. The smallest gaps were
to be found in countries with larger de-commodified rental sectors, improv-
ing tenants’ financial position and purchasing power. Such a contextual
and comparative perspective on housing, assets and class is as of yet
lacking though, with experiences from Anglophone countries dominating
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the debate. Indeed, Adkins et al. (2021) distil their asset-based class scheme
from the Australian experience, and in particular from Sydney, a context
that boasts some of the highest relative mortgage debts in the world,
high homeownership rates and an entirely residual social-rental system.
The focus of IJHP on housing institutions lends itself to comparative
approaches, which can contribute to contextually-sensitive assessments of
housing, class and social inequality.

With this in mind, we hope that IJHP can continue to constitute a major
forum for debate around housing and inequalities in the years ahead.
There seems no indication that the factors driving such inequalities in
recent decades are to be dramatically reversed anytime soon, even if
policies are shifting. Hence, inequality will remain a major focus for the
housing studies community and hopefully also for authors considering
submitting their papers to this journal.

The papers in this issue

The papers in this issue bring to light a myriad of ways in which housing
inequalities exist and are experienced. Much of this is related to the dif-
ferent experiences of housing agency, quality and security dependent on
tenure and ownership type. Many of these articles not just illuminate the
way housing inequality is experienced, but also how the different values
attributed to housing, as a home or an asset, mediate these experiences.

Landlord, tenant and ownership relations

McKee and Harris (2023) draw inspiration from Rex and Moore (1967)
sociological analysis to understand the dynamics and uneven experiences
of tenants in the UK private rental sector, primarily in relation to landlord
behaviour. The impacts of the landlord-tenant relationship are organised
around three themes: repairs, conditions and not ‘rocking the boat’; flex-
ibility with rents, tenancy length and personalisation; and discrimination,
exclusion, and moral judgements. Here they draw out links between neg-
ative impacts on wellbeing associated with poor property conditions and
a lack of action from landlords to undertake the necessary repairs, leading
to both negative mental and physical health outcomes. They highlight
further nuances, particularly that the fear of eviction remains even if the
tenant describes a positive relationship with the landlord, underlining the
highly unequal nature of the relationship.

Flexibility in leases emerged as contested across rents, personalisation
and length of lease. During the pandemic, while some tenants were able
to negotiate reduced rents or deferrals, others couldn’t broker a similar
deal. Tenants also struggled with the ability to make their rental a ‘home]
with autonomy too tightly entangled with housing tenure, knowing that
they could be asked to leave dependent on the landlord’s decisions.
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Discrimination also remained prevalent with tenants describing being
discriminated against based on their socio-economic status, something
that has increased along with pre-tenancy credit checks. Regardless of
income, however, McKee and Harris found that tenants broadly faced
challenges and that landlord-tenant relationships were ‘fraught with infor-
mal codes, personal judgements, and discretionary decision-making’ (2023,
p. 16). Across all three themes, it showed that tenants remained at the
‘whim of the landlord; offering a relational understanding of tenant and
landlord classes.

McCarthy and Simcock (2024) show how the unevenness of housing
experiences between homeowners and renters plays out in the context
of pet ownership, drawing on a UK study. There is documented evidence
that pet ownership is beneficial to mental and physical health, but in
many jurisdictions renters face barriers to owning a pet, and therefore
miss out on these benefits. Although in many places pets cannot rea-
sonably be denied, research shows that tenants are often denied tenancy
by landlords, citing concern over damage, even if they have never had
experienced this in previous tenancies. Renters also often pay a premium
for pet friendly accommodation, either through higher rents or being
charged a non-refundable pet fee. Even within renter cohorts, there are
uneven experiences of pet ownership with lower income households,
African American, domestic violence victims and the homeless, more
likely to be discriminated against because of having a pet (Stone et al,,
2021; Toohey & Krahn, 2018). Directly linking class relations to pet own-
ership and renting, research shows that breeds popular with lower income
groups are often labelled as ‘nuisance dogs’ and used as grounds for
eviction.

However, there is some work that shows that allowing tenants to have
pets can lead to better outcomes for landlords, with the tenants more
likely to stay in the property for longer, as well as helping to facilitate
better landlord tenant communication and relations (Graham et al., 2018).
Regardless, McCarthy and Simcock’s review shows that landlords generally
overestimate the costs of renting to tenants with pets while underesti-
mating the value and benefits that it can bring. The restrictions on renting
with pets that this subsequently leads to then imposes higher costs on
tenants and society, for example through potential savings to both the
tenants and healthcare system by taking advantage of the documents
benefits of animal companionship (McCarthy and Simcock, 2024).

In her article, Sowmya Balachandran (2023) shifts focus to homeown-
ership. Unequal access to homeownership has profound implications for
subsequent wealth accumulation trajectories. She zooms in on the per-
sistent and deep racial wealth divides in the United States and the role
of housing, particularly property ownership in producing and maintaining
these divides. The starting point of her analysis is the dual trend of deep-
ening racial wealth divides and decreasing Black homeownership rates
after the 2008-crisis. The study is furthermore embedded in a wider
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recognition that property and mortgage markets have historically been
central in structuring racial and class inequalities, e.g., through selectively
restricting credit access or charging higher interest rates. Balachandran’s
study shows how promoting homeownership among low-income and
minority groups, in an effort to let these groups benefit from hous-
ing-wealth accumulation, comes with specific risks and challenges. It
requires ‘transformative housing policy’ that strengthens ‘institutional struc-
tures that address vulnerabilities and risks for these groups under racial
capitalism’ This particularly concerns housing institutions, community
organisations and faith-based organisations that can provide crucial sup-
port networks.

Recognising that it is difficult to make poor and minority groups truly
benefit from homeownership, relates to a broader question. Should the
effort be to spread the promises of homeownership more widely across
populations, or should it focus on reducing tenurial gaps by shaping our
housing systems according to other values?

The values underpinning housing systems

Mirte Jepma, Federico Savini and Alessandro Coppola’s (2024) analysis of
the dynamics between affordability, accessibility and autonomy in collab-
orative housing projects argue that there is potential to embed these
values in collaborative housing projects. ‘Collaborative housing' is increas-
ingly endorsed as a potential solution to diverse housing market pitfalls,
and their study brings into view the factors helping and hindering single
collaborative housing projects to balance these goals. Trade-offs between
these ambitions are inevitable, the authors suggest, for instance with more
autonomy potentially encouraging more exclusion, and thus less accessi-
bility. Examining eight collaborative housing projects across Amsterdam
and Milan, the authors bring attention to the way the values of residents
(and communities of residents) get articulated (or not) in their housing,
but also the institutional and regulatory contexts, which together condition
to what extent affordability, accessibility and autonomy feature in housing
projects.

Rachael McClatchey, Katie McClymont, Emma Griffin and Laurence
Carmichael (2023) similarly focus on what they term community-led hous-
ing, which is characterised by meaningful community engagement, com-
munity ownership or management of the property, and legally protecting
benefits to the local community. Similar to collaborative housing, com-
munity-led housing is an umbrella term that includes various types of
co-operatives, co-housing initiatives and so forth. Through a systematic
review of academic literature, they paint a largely positive picture of the
potential of community-led housing to enhance residents’ health outcomes.
Positive impacts, for example, pertain to increased physical activity, healthy
eating and wellbeing. Furthermore, they find positive impacts on ‘psycho-
social housing factors which are known to be beneficial for health,
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including social contact, affordability, employment potential, safety, and
environmental sustainability’ (McClatchey et al., 2023).

Alternative housing models, such as collaborative or community-led
housing, are relatively more intentional and explicit in the values they
seek to embed in housing. This follows, since collaborative housing is
about giving agency to its residents—whether renters or owners—through
governance arrangements that support direct resident involvement.
Subsequently, despite the relatively marginal status of collaborative hous-
ing projects, they give us pause to reflect on the kinds of values main-
stream housing provision upholds. Whatever our system of housing, it
embeds certain values while others get demoted or shut down. Often
glossed over in public discourse are the ways those priorities are deter-
mined and the mechanisms through which they are embedded and rein-
forced. Collaborative housing makes this visible, as well as the ‘inevitable’
trade-offs involved.

The contributions by Jepma and colleagues and McClatchey and col-
leagues, not only challenge the ownership-renting binary central to hous-
ing-class schemes, but also encourage reflection on how housing systems
(through policy interventions, etc) manage ‘inevitable’ trade-offs. These
‘alternative’ housing models speak of concrete possibilities for housing
provision that centres other values, including those that upend largely
unchallenged orthodoxies of housing as asset, as well as homeownership
as autonomy.

Gabriela Debrunner, Michael Kolocek, and Arthur Schindelegger (2024)
write about the potential for certain legal institutions, such as tenancy
law, to assist in decommodifying housing. Their study examines tenancy
law (e.g., tenants and landlord rights) across Austria, Germany and
Switzerland. Through their analysis, the authors demonstrate how Germany
and Austria have relatively favourable tenancy protections, compared with
Switzerland, for instance. For instance, German and Austrian tenants cannot
be evicted at short notice, cannot be evicted/terminated unless the land-
lord plans to use the residence themselves, and cannot be hit with arbi-
trary rent raises.

Comparative studies of housing systems remain essential in exposing
key legal differences (e.g., in managing tenant housing needs) even in
three Western European social welfare states with unitary housing systems.
This study is helpful in reminding us about the foundational role of ten-
ancy protections in assuaging the polarising dynamics we have described
(e.g., the privilege property owners over non-owners). A key takeaway is
the role of policy and regulatory intervention in shifting gears, in sup-
porting a housing system that prioritises values beyond wealth generation.
As the Debrunner and colleagues’ discussion plainly illustrates, housing
systems are not static, and landlord-tenant relationships are not unchange-
able and undesirable outcomes need not be predetermined. Policy inter-
ventions and regulation can and do shift the values upheld in housing.
Here, tenancy laws clearly become levers through which to tame the
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mechanics of the housing system that do not ‘naturally’ offer any such
protections. Put differently, when housing is prioritised as an asset, housing
functions effectively as an engine for inequality. When it prioritises housing
as home, housing meets a range of socially beneficial needs and wants.
In sum, the more tenants’ rights get prioritised, the more housing’s function
as an engine of inequality gets tamed and housing-related vulnerabilities
are tempered.

Mikael Mangold, Helena Bohman, Tim Johansson and Jenny von Platten
(2023) situate their contribution on the economic and spatial impacts of
the housing sector through the lens of renovations. These have been
linked to gentrification, impacts on the quality of tenants’ lives, and long
term housing outcomes. Looking at the rental sector in Sweden, they ask
whether ownership structures matter for decisions to renovate and to
increase rents more. They hypothesise that private companies, who have
notably expanded their rental portfolios in Sweden, will more likely be
driven by increasing shareholder value, rather than social responsibilities.
The latter are more likely to be foregrounded by public housing companies.
Their research broadly confirms this hypothesis. Higher rates of renovation
and lower rates of rent increases were predominantly adopted by public
housing companies. Additionally, it was found that private housing com-
panies carried out less renovations in lower income areas, while increasing
rents more in the lower income segment than their higher income coun-
terparts. This leads to concerns around the provision of adequate afford-
able housing and has significant impacts for the ‘environmental and social
sustainability’ in the Swedish housing sector, particularly in light of the
increasing share of the rental market acquired by private housing
companies.

The policy review, the last contribution in this issue, focuses on social
mixing policies. A particularly contested type of housing policy as regards
its impacts, Rikke Skovgaard Nielsen and Steven Kromhout (2023) compare
such policies in the Netherlands and Denmark. These include highly con-
troversial mixing policies, such as the Dutch ‘Rotterdam Act’ which allows
municipalities to bar low-income tenants from renting housing in designated
areas, and the Danish ghetto policy which targets neighbourhoods with
low-income and minority concentrations for far-reaching policy interventions
including evictions, large-scale demolitions and punitive measures. These
policies are, among other things, hostile towards (prospective) renters, and
therefore need to be considered an outcome of housing-class politics.
Skovgaard Nielsen and Kromhout move beyond criticism to specifically
explore how the policy design differs with regard to the role of the national
government. Whereas in the Netherlands, the national level has reduced its
role in recent decades, in Denmark, the trend was the opposite. Skovgaard
Nielsen and Kromhout argue that this can have important consequences
for the impacts of social mixing programmes. They contend that the Danish
approach leaves less room for local adaptation ‘according to local views and
needs’ and may thus prove less effective than the Dutch approach. More
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broadly, and in relation to the papers above, the review may be read as
an argument that not only the values underpinning policies matter, but
also the specific ways how a policy is implemented.

Conclusion

Housing inequality will likely remain a significant area of research for the
foreseeable future. In this editorial we have highlighted approaches and
work that have been central to debates on housing inequality, from the
role that assetisation has played in the housing crisis to the intersectional
and compounding experiences of inequality that sees home ownership
becoming one of the main engines driving social sorting and discrimina-
tion. The contributions in this issue illustrate that this plays out across
different geographies and housing systems and provide insights for hous-
ing policy. As editors we believe that such research is critical to informing
debates and policy and essential to addressing housing inequality and
the host of associated impacts such inequality has across other domains
such as health, education and employment. We hope that [JHP will con-
tinue to profile work that brings light to these issues.

Acknowledgements

This editorial was written by the authors on behalf of the editorial team. Author
order beyond first author has been listed alphabetically.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Cody Hochstenbach http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9030-9102
Justin Kadi http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0363-0043

Sophia Maalsen http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6384-0785
Megan Nethercote http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5091-8029

References

Adkins, L., Cooper, M., & Konings, M. (2020). The asset economy. John Wiley & Sons.

Adkins, L., Cooper, M., & Konings, M. (2021). Class in the 21st century: Asset in-
flation and the new logic of inequality. Environment and Planning A: Economy
and Space, 53(3), 548-572. https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19873673

Ansell, B. W. (2019). The politics of housing. Annual Review of Political Science, 22(1),
165-185. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050317-071146


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9030-9102
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0363-0043
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6384-0785
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5091-8029
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19873673
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050317-071146

14 (%) C.HOCHSTENBACHETAL.

Balachandran, S. (2023). Making low-income and minority homeownership work:
Non-profit intermediary networks in the Chicago region. International Journal of
Housing Policy, 25(1), 56-77. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232201

Birch, K., & Ward, C. (2024). Assetization and the ‘new asset geographies. Dialogues
in Human Geography, 14(1), 9-29. https://doi.org/10.1177/20438206221130807

Christophers, B. (2021). Class, assets and work in rentier capitalism. Historical
Materialism, 29(2), 3-28. https://doi.org/10.1163/1569206X-29021234

Clair, A., Reeves, A., McKee, M., & Stuckler, D. (2019). Constructing a housing pre-
cariousness measure for Europe. Journal of European Social Policy, 29(1), 13-28.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928718768334

Coggan, P. (2024). How the Bank of Mum and Dad reshaped the British economy.
Financial Times, 30 November.

Debrunner, G., Kolocek, M., & Schindelegger, A. (2024). The decommodifying ca-
pacity of tenancy law: Comparative analysis of tenants’ and landlords’ rights in
Austria, Germany, and Switzerland. International Journal of Housing Policy, 25(1),
147-169. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2367835

Deluca, S., & Rosen, E. (2022). Housing insecurity among the poor today. Annual
Review of Sociology, 48(1), 343-371. https://doi.org/10.1146/an-
nurev-soc-090921-040646

Desmond, M. (2018). Heavy is the house: Rent burden among the American urban
poor. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 42(1), 160-170. https://
doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12529

Doling, J., & Ronald, R. (2010). Home ownership and asset-based welfare. Journal
of Housing and the Built Environment, 25(2), 165-173. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10901-009-9177-6

Dunleavy, P. (1979). The urban basis of political alignment: Social class, domestic
property ownership, and state intervention in consumption processes. British
Journal of Political Science, 9(4), 409-443. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123
400001915

Dustmann, C., Fitzenberger, B, & Zimmermann, M. (2022). Housing expenditure
and income inequality. The Economic Journal, 132(645), 1709-1736. https://doi.
org/10.1093/ej/ueab097

Fernandez, R., & Aalbers, M. B. (2017). Housing and capital in the twenty-first
century: Realigning housing studies and political economy. Housing, Theory and
Society, 34(2), 151-158. https://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2017.1293379

Forrest, R, & Hirayama, Y. (2018). Late home ownership and social re-stratification.
Economy and Society, 47(2), 257-279. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2018.1459368

Graham, T.M., Milaney, K.J., Adams, C.L., & Rock, M.J. (2018). “Pets negotiable”: how
do the perspectives of landlords and property managers compare with those
of younger tenants with dogs? Animals, 8(3), 32. https://doi.org/10.3390/
ani8030032

Hick, R., Pomati, M., & Stephens, M. (2024). Housing affordability and poverty in
Europe: On the deteriorating position of market renters. Journal of Social Policy,
1-24. https://doi.org/10.1017/50047279423000703

Hochstenbach, C. (2022). Landlord elites on the Dutch housing market: Private
landlordism, class, and social inequality. Economic Geography, 98(4), 327-354.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2022.2030703

Hochstenbach, C., & Aalbers, M. B. (2024). The uncoupling of house prices and mort-
gage debt: Towards wealth-driven housing market dynamics. International Journal
of Housing Policy, 24(4), 642-670. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2170542


https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232201
https://doi.org/10.1177/20438206221130807
https://doi.org/10.1163/1569206X-29021234
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928718768334
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2367835
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090921-040646
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-090921-040646
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12529
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12529
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9177-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9177-6
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400001915
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400001915
https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/ueab097
https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/ueab097
https://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2017.1293379
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2018.1459368
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8030032
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani8030032
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279423000703
https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2022.2030703
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2170542

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HOUSING POLICY 15

Howard, A. (2024). Seven propositions about ‘generation rent’ Housing, Theory and
Society, 1-22. https://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2024.2319758

Jepma, M., Savini, F., & Coppola, A. (2024). Property and values: The affordability,
accessibility, and autonomy of collaborative housing. International Journal of
Housing Policy 25(1), 170-192. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2388924

Kadi, J., Hochstenbach, C., & Lennartz, C. (2020). Multiple property ownership in
times of late homeownership: A new conceptual vocabulary. International Journal
of Housing Policy, 20(1), 6-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1697514

Kadi, J., Vollmer, L., & Stein, S. (2021). Post-neoliberal housing policy? Disentangling
recent reforms in New York, Berlin and Vienna. European Urban and Regional
Studies, 28(4), 353-374. https://doi.org/10.1177/09697764211003626

Kemeny, J. (2005). “The really big trade-off” between home ownership and welfare:
Castles’ evaluation of the 1980 thesis, and a reformulation 25 years on. Housing,
Theory and Society, 22(2), 59-75. https://doi.org/10.1080/14036090510032727

Kerrigan, D. (2024). In defense of ‘Landlord”: Why the term ‘landlord’ continues to
be essential to rental housing. Radical Housing Journal, 6(1), 9-31. https://doi.
org/10.54825/STUH8145

Kholodilin, K. A., & Kohl, S. (2023). Do rent controls and other tenancy regulations
affect new construction? Some answers from long-run historical evidence.
International Journal of Housing Policy, 23(4), 671-691. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
9491247.2022.2164398

Langley, P. (2021). Assets and assetization in financialized capitalism. Review of
International Political Economy, 28(2), 382-393. https://doi.org/10.1080/0969229
0.2020.1830828

Mangold, M., Bohman, H., Johansson, T, & von Platten, J. (2023). Increased rent
misspent? How ownership matters for renovation and rent increases in rental
housing in Sweden. International Journal of Housing Policy, 25(1), 78-100. https://
doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232205

McCarthy, L., & Simcock, T. (2024). Pets and private renting: A rapid evidence review
of the barriers, benefits, and challenges. International Journal of Housing Policy,
25(1), 119-146. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2308711

McClatchey, R., McClymont, K., Griffin, E., & Carmichael, L. (2023). Community led
housing, health and wellbeing: A comprehensive literature review. International
Journal of Housing Policy, 25(1), 18-55. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.
2232200

McKee, K., & Harris, J. (2023). The role of landlords in shaping private renters’
uneven experiences of home: Towards a relational approach. International
Journal of Housing Policy, 25(1), 101-118. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.
2023.2268349

Musterd, S., Marcinczak, S., Van Ham, M., & Tammaru, T. (2017). Socioeconomic
segregation in European capital cities. Increasing separation between poor and
rich. Urban Geography, 38(7), 1062-1083. https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.201
6.1228371

Nethercote, M. (2019). Kemeny revisited: The new homeownership-welfare dynam-
ics. Housing Studies, 34(2), 226-251. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2018.145
8292

Pfeffer, F. T., & Waitkus, N. (2021). The wealth inequality of nations. American
Sociological Review, 86(4), 567-602. https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224211027800

Rex, J., & Moore, R.S. (1967). Race, community and conflict: A study of Sparkbrook.
Oxford University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2024.2319758
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2388924
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1697514
https://doi.org/10.1177/09697764211003626
https://doi.org/10.1080/14036090510032727
https://doi.org/10.54825/STUH8145
https://doi.org/10.54825/STUH8145
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2022.2164398
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2022.2164398
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2020.1830828
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2020.1830828
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232205
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232205
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2024.2308711
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232200
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2232200
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2268349
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2268349
https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2016.1228371
https://doi.org/10.1080/02723638.2016.1228371
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2018.1458292
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2018.1458292
https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224211027800

16 (&) C.HOCHSTENBACHETAL.

Ronald, R. (2008). The ideology of home ownership: Homeowner societies and the role
of housing. Palgrave Macmillan.

Ronald, R., & Arundel, R. (2023). Families, Housing and Property Wealth in a Neoliberal
World. Routledge.

Ruonavaara, H. (2024). An idea that refuses to die. Rise, fall and resurgence of “hous-
ing class”. Housing Studies, 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2024.2409320
Ryan-Collins, J. (2021). Breaking the housing-finance cycle: Macroeconomic policy
reforms for more affordable homes. Environment and Planning A: Economy and

Space, 53(3), 480-502. https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19862811

Ryan-Collins, J., & Murray, C. (2023). When homes earn more than jobs: The rent-
ierization of the Australian housing market. Housing Studies, 38(10), 1888-1917.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.2004091

Saunders, P. (1978). Domestic property and social class. International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research, 2(1-3), 233-251. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1468-2427.1978.tb00749.x

Saunders, P. (1984). Beyond housing classes: The sociological significance of private
property rights in means of consumption. International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research, 8(2), 202-227. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.1984.tb00608.x

Schwartz, H.M., & Seabrooke, L. (2008). Varieties of residential capitalism in the
international political economy: Old welfare states and the new politics of
housing. Comparative European Politics, 6(3), 237-261. https://doi.org/10.1057/
cep.2008.10

Skovgaard Nielsen, R., & Kromhout, S. (2023). Imposed from above or applied for
from below: Comparing Dutch and Danish social mix strategies in deprived
neighbourhoods. International Journal of Housing Policy, 25(1), 193-202. https://
doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2282235

Smith, S. J. (2008). Owner-occupation: At home with a hybrid of money and ma-
terials. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 40(3), 520-535. https://
doi.org/10.1068/a38423

Smith, S. J., Clark, W.A., Ong ViforJ, R, Wood, G.A., Lisowski, W., & Truong, N.K.
(2022). Housing and economic inequality in the long run: The retreat of owner
occupation. Economy and Society, 51(2), 161-186. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085
147.2021.2003086

Stone, W., Power, E., Tually, S., James, A., Faulkner, D., Goodall, Z., & Buckle, C.
(2021). Housing and housing assistance pathways with companion animals: Risks,
costs, benefits and opportunities: Final Report. Australian Housing and Urban
Research Institute Limited.

Swope, C. B.,, & Hernandez, D. (2019). Housing as a determinant of health equity:
A conceptual model. Social Science & Medicine (1982), 243, 112571. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112571

Therborn, G. (2002). Class perspectives: Shrink or widen? Acta Sociologica, 45(3),
221-225. https://doi.org/10.1080/00016990260257210

Toohey, A. M., & Krahn, T. M. (2018). ‘Simply to be let in": Opening the doors to
lower-income older adults and their companion animals. Journal of Public Health
(Oxford, England), 40(3), 661-665. https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdx111

Tranjan, R. (2023). The tenant class. Between the Lines Press.

Waitkus, N., Savage, M., & Toft, M. (2024). Wealth and class analysis: Exploitation,
closure and exclusion. Sociology. https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385241275842
Wind, B., & Dewilde, C. (2019). In which European countries is homeownership more

financially advantageous? Explaining the size of the tenure wealth gap in 10


https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2024.2409320
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19862811
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.2004091
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.1978.tb00749.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.1978.tb00749.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.1984.tb00608.x
https://doi.org/10.1057/cep.2008.10
https://doi.org/10.1057/cep.2008.10
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2282235
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2023.2282235
https://doi.org/10.1068/a38423
https://doi.org/10.1068/a38423
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2021.2003086
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2021.2003086
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112571
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112571
https://doi.org/10.1080/00016990260257210
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdx111
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385241275842

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF HOUSING POLICY 17

countries with different housing and welfare regimes. International Journal of
Housing Policy, 19(4), 536-565. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1608113

Zavisca, J. R., & Gerber, T. P. (2016). The socioeconomic, demographic, and political
effects of housing in comparative perspective. Annual Review of Sociology, 42(1),
347-367. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-081715-074333

Zhu, Y., Yuan, Y., Gu, J., & Fu, Q. (2023). Neoliberalization and inequality: Disparities
in access to affordable housing in urban Canada 1981-2016. Housing Studies,
38(10), 1860-1887. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.2004093

Cody Hochstenbach
University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, the Netherlands
® c.hochstenbach@uva.nl

Justin Kadi
University of Cambridge, Cambridge, United Kingdom

Sophia Maalsen
University of Sydney, Sydney, Australia

Megan Nethercote
RMIT Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia


https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2019.1608113
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-081715-074333
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2021.2004093
mailto:c.hochstenbach@uva.nl

	Housing as an engine of inequality and the role of policy
	Introduction
	Housing classes: property ownership as a determinant of inequalities
	Housing precarity: residential conditions as a basis for inequalities
	Recognising the political-economic and policy context
	The papers in this issue
	Landlord, tenant and ownership relations
	The values underpinning housing systems

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References


