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Social housing policies:  
A Res Publica? 
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Thank you for inviting me. It is a special situation for me 
to stand here now „as a guest“;  after many years at TU 
Wien, it is just one month ago that I have changed to my 
new employer, the Austrian Federation of Limitedprofit 
Housing Associations (GBV). 

Thank you for giving me the chance to present our chapter 
on housing policy in the book „Public or Private Goods? 
Redefining Res Publica“ (GutheilKnoppKirchwald, Kadi, 
2017). I am also speaking on behalf of my colleague and 
coauthor Justin Kadi. 

I would like to structure my lecture into four parts: I will 
first talk about the relationship between Housing policy 
and the welfare state: Which role plays housing policy in 
the welfare state debate? I will then turn to two case stud
ies and look at Vienna and Amsterdam. In particular, I will 
delve into the main issue of our contribution in the third 
part and speak about spatial inequality in the two cities. I 
will end with some conclusions in the fourth and final part. 

1 housing policy in the welfare 
state debate

In the traditional welfare state literature (e.g. EspingAn
dersen, 1990) you will not find a lot on housing policy. 
The reason for this probably is that housing was for long 
not considered a public task or a sphere that showed a 
high degree of state interventions like pension systems or 
health care. Torgersen referred to housing as the „wobbly 
pillar of the welfare state“ (Torgersen, 1987), pointing to 
the limited and somewhat unclear role of housing in the 
wider welfare state. 

However, especially in urban studies, the role of housing 
policies for social welfare is broadly acknowledged. One 
can find several studies on the correlation of (specific) 
housing policies and housing outcomes such as segrega
tion patterns and the level of segregation (Arbaci 2007, 
Giffinger 1998, Musterd and Ostendorf 1998). Also, the 
vast literature on the „European City“, as well as writings 
about „the just City“ (in particular Fainstein, 2010) give 
housing policies much attention, mainly referring to the 
importance of social housing for dampening inequalities.  
Often, it is linked to the assumption that an integrated 
housing market, meaning a system with a large social 
housing sector that is able to compete with the private 
market and not only focused on the lowest income group, 
but addressing larger parts of the society, would result in 
mixed communities or at least would have a decreasing 
effect on segregation.

In the postwar period, housing policies also aimed at pro
moting economic competitiveness: At least in Austria, the 
intention was to keep housing costs low in order to allow 
lower and therefore internationally more competitive 
wage levels. With the objective to encourage social mix 
via housing policies also goes the expectation that “class 
differences would vanish because of spatial proximity” 
(LevyVroelant & Reinprecht, 2008). 

Figure 1 plots welfare state regimes in different Euro
pean countries against urban segregation patterns (Ar
baci 2007). The focus was on ethnic concentration. She 
described four ideal clusters that largely correspond to 
EspingAndersen’s welfare models, but additionally are 
characterized by their resulting degrees of sociospatial 
segregation. According to her results, cities with a corpo
ratist welfare cluster (e.g. Vienna) have both high shares 
of immigrant population and a low ethnic concentration. 
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Figure 1: Degree of Spatial Concentration (1999–1995). 
Source: Arbaci 2007, p.409

Segregation is somewhat higher in cities with social dem
ocratic welfare regimes (e.g. Amsterdam), but highest in 
cities of the liberal welfare cluster. 

2 case studies Vienna and Am-
sterdam

Now I would like to come to some empirical results of our 
study for Vienna and Amsterdam. 

Why did we choose these two cities? Mainly, because they 
have a lot in common concerning social housing policies. 
Both have a very long tradition of decommodified hous
ing provision and a strong commitment of the state to 
housing policies. If you look at the tenure structure, you 
can see that in both cities the majority of units is either 
owned by the municipality, by limitedprofit housing asso
ciations, or belongs to the regulated private rental sector. 
Approximately two third of the housing stock is – more or 
less – decommodified in both cities. Only a third belongs 
to the private market sector without price regulation. 

But both cities experienced strong changes within the last 
twenty years. We summed it up by “supplyside changes” 
and “demandside changes”. On the supply side you could 
discern political and economic driving forces that point to 
growing influence of the private market in both cities. In 
Vienna, for example, there was a certain liberalisation of 
the rental regime (1994), an termination of new construc
tion in the council housing sector (2004), and a strongly 

increased attractiveness 
of the real estate market 
for private investors (since 
2008). 

Similar, but even stronger 
so in Amsterdam: There 
was a very strong shift to
wards owneroccupancy, 
to a large part resulting 
from related policy chang
es (tax deductions and 
other incentives) and at 
the same time a reduction 
in supplyside subsidies 
within the rental sector. 
All these changes can be 
described as a trend to
wards recommodifica
tion of the housing sector, 
which is however more 
clearly discernible in Am

sterdam than in Vienna (GutheilKnoppKirchwald, Kadi, 
2014; Kadi, 2015, Kadi & Musterd, 2015). 

At the same time, one can observe very strong de
mandside changes: The low income population has in
creased in both cities, related to immigration and stag
gering income developments within the lowest income 
quartile.

So you have demandside changes and supplyside chang
es at the same time; some of them are “homemade” in 
the sense that they are the outcome of intentional pol
icies. And suddenly, the decommodified sectors are 
squeezed in from both directions: a weakened supply is 
confronted with a growing demand. This has a number of 
consequences:

i. In both cities, you had a very dynamic price in
crease in the residential real estate market, which 
is a logical market reaction to the supply short
age. 

ii. At the same time, there is a trend of residualization 
within the social housing sector, meaning that the 
lowest income group is increasingly concentrated 
in the social housing sector, which was not the case 
before. 

iii. Long waiting lists and reduced accessibility of the 
social sector and the regulated private sector, es
pecially for new entrants.  

iv. An increase of socioeconomic segregation and 
spatial inequality. 

Numbers 1 to 3 have already been discussed in this jour
nal in GutheilKnoppKirchwald & Kadi, 2014. For the last I 
would like to show some results. 
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3 Spatial inequality and the role 
of social housing

We looked at the spatial distribution in Vienna and Am
sterdam and studied the inequality through three indica
tors, at a rather rough spatial level of city districts. In this 
paper, I will focus on the results for Vienna. The three in
dicators are: 

i. The share of social housing in a district, 
ii. The GINI coefficient of the income distribution at 

the district level and 
iii. The mean annual personal income per city district. 

In our definition, a low spatial inequality is characterized by 
low income differences at the city level, but rather high dif
ferences within a city district, meaning that the urban so
ciety as a whole is rather equal, and the remaining income 
differences are not resulting in spatial segregation. Poor
er households and welloff households live nearby in the 
same district, resulting in o quite mixed neighbourhoods.  

And we are asking, which role is social housing playing for 
social mix. 

First, we saw that there obviously is no correlation be
tween the share of social housing and the income level 
within a district. It is the case for both cities, but I am show
ing it here only for Vienna. This means, that social housing 
is quite widely distributed over the city, and even where 
there are concentrations of the social housing sector, 

Figure 2: Share of social rental housing, income level and 
income inequality in the city districts of Vienna
Source: Gutheil-Knopp-Kirchwald, Kadi (2017), p. 182 
(Figure 10.1)

it is not necessarily in the rather „poor“ districts. We saw 
another interesting result, this time it was a significant 
negative correlation: When you compare the black and 
the white columns (Figure 2), you can see that in most 
districts the one is high and the other low, and vice versa.  
The black column is representing the share of social hous
ing, the white column the GINIcoefficient of the income 
distribution. A negative correlation (cf. Figure 3) between 
the two indicators means: the higher the share of social 
housing, the lower is the income inequality, or, put differ
ently, the lower is the social mix within the district. In dis
tricts with predominantly private rental sector, there are 
more mixed societies; people of different income strata 
live nearby. 

What can be concluded from that? 

First, you could say: The income distribution is more po
larized in the private rental sector, and in fact, this is true 
for the old „Gründerzeit“ districts. But you also could say: 
In these districts, the mixture works out better than in the 
districts dominated by social housing. Partly this can be 
explained by the different rental regimes within the old 
private rental sector, which allows different income groups 
to live there. For example, old rental contracts that have 
been issued before the semiliberalisation1 of 1994, offer 
low rents to tenants and allow lowincome households to 

1 “Semiliberalisation” refers to the introduction of „benchmark 
rents“ in the preWWII housing stock, which still are regulated rents, 
but in most cases can be considered as „closetomarket“ rents.
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Figure 3: Correlation of the share of social housing and 
income inequality within the 23 city districts of Vienna
Source: Authors’ draft

stay put in attractive areas. They would not be able to do 
so under a new contract, which is significantly more ex
pensive. At the same time, the refurbished homes in the 
old buildings of innercity districts are also very attractive 
for highincome households who can afford the (closeto) 
market rents. This might explain why there is a mix of so
cial groups present in these areas.   

We also saw that in both cities lowincome households 
and migrants are increasingly concentrated in the social 
housing sector, for Vienna especially in municipal housing. 
At the same time, the sector becomes less accessible for 
new entrants, as waiting lists are growing and rules for ac
cess have been tightened. 

These results are in line with findings from a paneurope
an study on housing segregation (Tammaru et al, 2015, 
Hatz et al., 2015). In this study, a rise in spatial segregation 
was observed in many European cities, including Vienna 
(however, not for Amsterdam). The index of dissimilarity 
between households of low and high education is shown 
to be quite high in Vienna. Given the integrated social 
housing sector in Vienna, one would expect low segrega
tion rates. This relationship seems, however, not to hold in 
Vienna anymore.  

4 conclusions

I try now to link our results back to the scheme that Bri
gitte Unger showed before (after Heath, 2011). What is 
the justification of the public sector within the housing 
system (table 1)? 

We had the three justifications efficiency, morality and 
equality. In fact, for all the three you could find examples 
of housing policy. And all three targets are pursued in the 

Efficiency Community/ 
Morality Equality

Allocative housing 
policies justified by 
market failures

„Housing as a 
social right“; „Right 
to the city“

(Re)Distributive 
housing policies

Imperfect and asym
metric information

„Immoralities“ of 
the housing market

Exclusion or market 
barriers for/of certain 
groups (financial / 
formal / informal) 
=> Ensuring housing 
provision for lowin
come and vulnerable 
households

Externalities Merit goods Spatial distribution: 
Preventing cumulati
ve discrimination of 
residents of deprived 
areas

Slow market reaction 
to changing demand

Table 1: Justifications of public intervention within the 
housing market
Source: Authors’ draft
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respective policies of Austria and the Netherlands. Con
trary to Heath, who draws the conclusion that efficiency 
is the superior justification for state intervention, we think 
that it is not sufficient to focus on efficiency only.  An effi
ciencyfocused housing policy is not addressing all needs 
in housing. 

A redistributive housing policy is necessary in the case 
market barriers exist for certain groups, may they be fi
nancial, formal or informal. But also a different meaning 
of equality, namely the spatial inequality, has to be taken 
into account, in order to prevent cumulative negative dis
crimination of residents of deprived areas. This means not 
to focus only on the individual level of the income distri
bution, but also on the spatial level. Even in case that this 
may result – at least in the short term – in less efficient 
solutions. It often was often criticized that integrated mar
kets are less efficient than residual social housing policies. 
But there is strong evidence that this is not necessarily 
true in the long term. Our colleague Robert Wieser has 
done a comprehensive study on the comparison of differ
ent housing schemes in Europe (Mundt & Wieser, 2014), 
and one of the results was exactly that: countries pursuing 
clear social targeting, focusing on tax deductions and di
rect allowances often have higher costs in the long term 
than countries focussing on supplyside subsidies.

To come to the conclusion: As we have seen, also the 
goodpractice examples of Vienna and Amsterdam have 
experienced difficulties recently, because of the discussed 
supplyside and demand side changes. We saw in our 
case studies that the “social mix” seems to be contested 
without a remarkable increase of social justice.  And we 
make out a clear tradeoff between purely socially target
ed housing policies and policies that encourage social mix. 
However, it is not easy to link these competing goals with 
either leftwing or rightwing policies, because you could 
justify both targets with arguments from both political 
wings.  

Traditionally, social targeting and a residual social housing 
sector is linked with conservative justifications, and the so
cial mix policy rather with corporatist or even sociodemo
cratic justifications. But if you go back to the roots you can 
see that in the afterwar time it was especially for the goal 
of competitiveness that integrated housing policies were 
introduced: To make the market more competitive, to al
low lower wages, because average housing costs are low. 

And on the other hand, when we see the difficult access to 
the affordable sector, the claim to increase equality and to 
focus more on low income groups, is nowadays also pro
moted by leftwing politicians. 

In our book chapter we come to the conclusion that 
you need a combination of different policy instruments 
to ensure a sufficiently large affordable housing sector 
– which is not shrinking but growing as long as the de
mand is growing. But that does not simply mean “build 
more social homes”. It could also mean to secure (resp. 
to facilitate) accessibility and affordability within the exist
ing housing stock and to mobilize land reserves. We also 
believe it is essential to consider all three sectors of the 
economy in housing policy: the state, the civil society (like 
limitedprofit housing associations) and also the market in 
policy approaches. 

For policy makers that accept housing policy as a “res pub
lica”, we suggest the following approaches: 

 » First, to consider housing policy alongside land pol
icy and urban development: to foster mixeduse 
developments including different sectors of the 
housing market and addressing different income 
groups.

 » Second, the principle that homes that have been 
built as social housing units should remain within 
the social housing stock – including limitedprofit 
housing. This does not necessarily mean to prohibit 
the transfer of ownership, but a restraint in a way 
that the label “social housing” together with the 
respective regulation remains upon the apartment. 

 » Third, the idea of differentiation of quality stand
ards in the new construction. Especially in Austria, 
new social housing units often have higher building 
standards than market units because of the high 
requirements of the subsidy schemes, which run 
counter to the goal of affordable housing produc
tion.

These are some ideas we could develop further in the 
discussion. I tried to show that especially in social hous
ing, which shows many links with urban policy and urban 
development, a single target strategy hardly will lead to 
desirable results. 

Thank you for your attention.
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