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Abstract 
This special issue on housing and socio-spatial inclusion had its genesis in the 5th Housing Theory Symposium (HTS) on 
the theme of housing and space, held in Brisbane, Australia in 2013. In late 2013 we put out a call for papers in an at-
tempt to collect an initial suite of theoretical and empirical scholarship on this theme. This collection of articles pro-
gresses our initial discussions about the theoretical implications of adding the “social” to the conceptual project of 
thinking through housing and space. We hope that this special issue will act as a springboard for a critical review of 
housing theory, which could locate housing at the centre of a much broader network of social and cultural practices 
across different temporal trajectories and spatial scales. This editorial presents an overview of the theoretical discus-
sions at the HTS and summarises the six articles in this themed issue, which are: (1) The meaning of home in home birth 
experiences; (2) Reconceptualizing the “publicness” of public housing; (3) The provision of visitable housing in Australia; 
(4) The self-production of dwellings made by the Brazilian new middle class; (5) Innovative housing models and the 
struggle against social exclusion in cities; and (6) A theoretical and an empirical analysis of “poverty suburbanization”. 

Keywords 
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Issue 
This editorial is part of the special issue “Housing and Space: Toward Socio-Spatial Inclusion”, edited by Dr. Dallas 
Rogers (University of Western Sydney, Australia), Dr. Rae Dufty-Jones (University of Western Sydney, Australia) and  
Dr. Wendy Steele (RMIT University, Australia). 

© 2015 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

 

1. Housing and Space: Reflections from the 5th 
Housing Theory Symposium 

This special issue on housing and socio-spatial inclusion 
had its genesis in the 5th Housing Theory Symposium 
(HTS) on the theme of housing and space, held in Bris-
bane, Australia in 2013. Some of the highlights of the 5th 
HTS include Stephen Graham’s keynote address on the 
verticality of cities and urban space. Graham’s (2014) 
provocative inclusion of a vertical politics of space, as 
both a compliment to and challenge against a horizontal 
socio-spatial-centrism in studies of urbanity, provides a 
fitting contextual frame for this special issue. Graham’s 

contribution forces us to rethink horizontal theories of 
urban space by shifting the conceptual axis of the Carte-
sian coordinate system from the x to the y—from a flat 
urban ontology of city landscapes towards a three di-
mensional politics of high-rise urban space and the “aer-
ial view”. His critique of horizontal mapping and plan-
ning was both timely and significant (Graham, 2014). 
The increasing verticality of cities requires us to recon-
ceptualise urban space as a dialectical vertical-horizontal 
spatial practice. To question where the new class lines 
might be drawn within vertical cities at the level of the 
individual, or to inquire about the structural implications 
of the three dimensional city, are but only two of a 
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whole set of emergent research questions and theoreti-
cal tasks. How should we theorise the stairs leading 
down into underground basement housing in Beijing 
(Schindler, 2014), or the lifts up into gated penthouse 
apartments in Latin American cities (Borsdorf & Hidalgo, 
2008) within the vertical politics of urban space? These 
are questions still to be explored, but we know that 
these vertical spatial practices will increasingly demar-
cate and locate people and places in new ways. 

Following from Graham’s city-level contextual re-
framing of urban space, the second keynote address by 
Robyn Dowling turned to the scale of the home. Draw-
ing on international collaborative work with Harriet 
Bulkeley (Durham University) and Pauline McGuirk 
(Newcastle University) the focus was on housing and 
home interventions in Carbon Reduction Projects. Their 
emphasis is on the need to reconceptualise houses and 
households as central to critical interrogations of, and 
responses to, climate change. Collectively their work 
develops deeper understandings of housing, domestic 
spaces and governance through: i) an investigation of 
how house and home are becoming governmental sites 
in the project of carbon reduction; and ii) how related 
governance interventions are reshaping notions of 
home and homemaking identities. With an emphasis 
on two Sydney-based interventions—the City of Syd-
ney’s Smart Green Apartments and the Smart Grid 
Smart City retail trial—Dowling et al. seek to contribute 
to a better understanding of the home-making subject 
as a key site in/though which the “conduct of carbon 
conduct” is governed (Dowling, McGuirk, & Bulkeley, 
2014; McGuirk, Bulkeley, & Dowling, 2014).  

Building on the spatial focus of housing and home, 
Wendy Steele and Cathy Keys explored the interstitial 
spaces between spaces and focused their analysis on the 
liminal spaces within the home. Steele and Keys ex-
plored the use of the interstitial spaces within the build 
form of the home as an important place to store familial 
objects. They used the iconic Australian “Queenslander” 
housing type as a case study. The Queenslander typically 
consists of a low-set timber house with wrap-around ve-
randas and an elevated underfloor supported by long 
supporting timbers beams stretching down to the 
ground. Steele and Keys used the interstitial spaces un-
derneath the Queenslander to theorise these in-
between spaces as an important part of the Australian 
psyche. They contrast the placement of important family 
objects into the interstitial spaces of the Queenslander 
with the older practice of Indigenous Australians, where 
the small space between the bed and the wall of a tem-
porary natural shelter is used to store personal belong-
ings in an otherwise collectivist culture of shared belong-
ings. The spaces between spaces within the home 
represent an important site for investigating the inter-
section and perhaps clash of individual and collective 
identities (Steele and Keys 2015). 

Lucy Groenhart conducted—what we would call—a 

genealogy of housing theory. Groenhart provided a his-
tory of housing theory from 1945 through to the early 
21st century. The implication of Groenhart’s work (alt-
hough this might not have been Groenhart’s aim) is that 
a genealogy of housing theory can demonstrate the very 
limits of our historical knowledge about housing practic-
es and systems. That is, we build housing histories by 
drawing on, and through, the theories, analyses and re-
porting that is popular or available at particular points in 
time. But how do we account for the housing theories 
that are not popular or available? We think this type of 
questioning disrupts the idea that we can create a relia-
ble history of housing theory and practice in the present 
and is worthy of further exploration. Keeping with this 
structural and historical focus, IIan Wiesel tracked the 
politics of deinstitutionalisation and housing to show-
case how the shifting policy frameworks in Australia 
were underwritten by discourses of “normalisation” to 
“choice” (Wiesel & Bigby, 2015). 

Dallas Rogers (2013), Jacqueline Nelson (2013) and 
Rae Dufty-Jones (2012) brought their housing and racism 
scholarship into conversation to examine the desire to 
protect a social, cultural or geographical space from the 
other as a process of place-defending (Nelson, 2014). 
They showed that place defending includes, but is cer-
tainly not limited to: physical and emotional violence 
against minority groups that are constructed as invading 
a majority group’s space (Nelson, 2013; Poynting, 2006); 
local political and discursive resistance toward providing 
(Davison et al., 2013) or removing (Rogers & Darcy, 2014) 
affordable housing projects; national political and discur-
sive resistance to acknowledging the claims of asylum 
seekers (Magner, 2004); monitoring and policing gen-
dered or radicalized spatial practice (Amin, 2012); sensory 
conflicts, such as cooking smells or cultural music perfor-
mances, within urban spaces (Wise, 2010); and housing 
morphologies within urban areas whereby an imagined 
other threatens to invade a space through their occupa-
tion of newly constructed housing projects (Rogers, 2014).  

The 5th HTS concluded with six PhD papers and a PhD 
panel discussion. Ying-ying Li deployed Heidegger (1927) 
to theorise place attachment and earthquake recon-
struction in China. Marta Botta used futurology theories 
and the work of Sohail Inayatullah (1998) to present a 
revolutionary and somewhat utopian call for a structural 
overhaul of the capitalist housing system. Along with 
Gordon Bijen (Bijen & Piracha, 2012), Anne-Sophie Lotti 
followed her French compatriot Henri Lefebvre (1968) to 
deploy the Right to the City as a tool for a radical re-
thinking of housing politics and space. Finally, Angela 
Ballard tapped into the work of Paulo Freire (1970) to 
pitch the neologism “autoethnica”.  

2. Contributions to This Special Issue: Housing and 
Socio-Spatial Inclusion  

At the conclusion of the 2013 HTS one key theme clear-
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ly emerged in the concluding summation—the ques-
tion of the relationships between housing, social and 
spatial theory and practice. This special issue on hous-
ing and socio-spatial inclusion developed from our ini-
tial discussions about the implication of adding the 
“social” to the conceptual project of thinking through 
housing and space. In late 2013 we put out a call for 
papers in an attempt to collect an initial suite of theo-
retical and empirical scholarship on this theme. We 
hope that this special issue will act as a springboard for 
a critical review of housing theory, which could locate 
housing at the centre of a much broader network of 
social and cultural practices across different temporal 
trajectories and spatial scales. This special issue pre-
sents six articles on related themes: (1) The meaning of 
home in home birth experiences; (2) Reconceptualizing 
the “publicness” of public housing; (3) The provision of 
visitable housing in Australia; (4) The self-production of 
dwellings made by the Brazilian new middle class; (5) 
Innovative housing models and the struggle against so-
cial exclusion in cities; and (6) A theoretical and an em-
pirical analysis of “poverty suburbanization”. 

Emily Burns’ article, entitled More than four walls: 
The meaning of home in home birth experience, is an 
ambitious contribution covering the disciplines of med-
icine, health, sociology and midwifery. It outlines a fas-
cinating case study of home birthing to showcase the 
tensions between home and hospital birth. It recasts 
the often-discussed “hospital versus home” birthing 
debate by locating the subjective and embodied home 
at the centre of women’s childbirth experience and de-
cision-making process. The qualitative study draws on 
58 interviews with home birthing women in Australia. 
Burns argues that “Home, for the participants in this 
study, is a dynamic, changing, and even spiritual ele-
ment in the childbirth experience, and not simply the 
building in which [child birthing] occurs” (2015, p. 6). In 
Burns’ discussion the home is drawn into theoretical 
debates about safety, risk, agency and the medicaliza-
tion of birthing. The home, for many of the women in 
this study, is a place to contest the actors that seek to 
control women’s maternal and neonatal health.  

Nele Aernouts and Michael Ryckewaert’s article, 
entitled Reconceptualizing the “publicness” of public 
housing: The case of Brussels, is a theoretical examina-
tion of the way in which conceptual linkages between 
housing and notions of the “public” are made and un-
made. They deploy a complex suite of housing, spatial 
and political theory, covering Habermans, Arendt, Mar-
cuse, Arnstein, Kemeny and Forrest to name a few. 
They locate their analysis in various notions of “the 
commons” and focus in particular on what is “public” 
about public housing in Brussels. The historical analysis 
covers a set of different public housing models. The 
comparative analysis is based on a set of criteria that 
the authors extract from commons theory. They con-
clude their article by positing four core dimensions that 

underwrite their model: ownership, co-production, 
community activity and physical configuration. 

Margaret Ward and Jill Franz’s article, entitled The 
provision of visitable housing in Australia: Down to the 
detail, takes the discussion about socio-spatial inclu-
sion into the regulatory spaces of the Australian gov-
ernment. They draw on the United Nations Convention 
of the Rights of People with Disabilities (CRPD) and ex-
plore the challenges of a voluntary (versus a regulated) 
adaptable housing design framework in Australia. Us-
ing the Livable Housing Design agreement and a case 
study of eleven newly-constructed dwellings in three 
housing contexts in Brisbane, Australia, they argue that 
a system whereby the various housing industries volun-
tarily adopt a set of national guidelines “is unrealistic 
and that mandatory regulation will be necessary for 
any lasting transformation to occur” (2015, p. 31). 

Priscilla Nogueira’s article, entitled Battlers and 
their homes: About self-production of dwellings made 
by the Brazilian new middle class, takes the discussion 
about socio-spatial inclusion to Brazil. It covers the 
emergence of the new middle class and the resultant 
socio-spatial reorganisation of neighbourhoods by var-
ious actors. Nogueira interrogates questions relating to 
the different knowledges that underwrite urban plan-
ning, the various building and construction techniques 
used by different actors and the socio-economic dis-
parities relating to government policy and housing pro-
vision. At the centre of this critique is a question that is 
common to nation-states with rapid economic grown 
and large numbers of people still living in poverty; and 
that is, will the socio-economic benefits of urban and 
economic growth flow down to the poorest citizens?  

Picking up on a common theme running through all 
the articles in this special issue, Naomi Hay and Petra 
Simona Perolini approach the question of socio-spatial 
inclusion and housing from the opposite direction. 
Their article, entitled The role innovative housing mod-
els play in the struggle against social exclusion in cities: 
The Brisbane common ground model, presents a case 
of (in their words) socio-spatial exclusion. Drawing on 
the scholarship of Mumford to Lefebvre, they start 
with a critique of Australia’s private property driven 
home ownership market and link this analysis to Aus-
tralia’s “housing affordability crisis”. Using Henri 
Lefebvre’s notion of A Right to the City, they argue that 
housing discrimination is a structural rather than an in-
dividual problem. They set out their claims with an 
empirical case study of the Common Ground approach 
in Brisbane, Australia.  

The final article continues with the socio-spatial ex-
clusion theme by expanding the analysis to the level of 
“the urban”. Entitled Poverty suburbanization: Theoret-
ical insights and empirical analyses, Kenya L. Covington 
presents an all too common picture of increasing urban 
poverty in the US. Covington (2015) identifies a set of 
structural factors that could be associated with the 
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suburbanization of the poor and argues that poverty 
suburbanization has accelerated over the last decade. 
Covington concludes by highlighting a common barrier 
to urban change, that “there are powerful forces in-
cluding political, economic and social that aid particular 
individuals, and organizations in shaping the urban 
landscape in ways that continue to work in their fa-
vour” (p. 87).  
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Abstract 
The “home versus hospital” as places of birth debate has had a long and at times vicious history. From academic litera-
ture to media coverage, the two have often been pitted against each other not only as opposing physical spaces, but al-
so as opposing ideologies of birth. The hospital has been heavily critiqued as a site of childbirth since the 1960s, with 
particular focus on childbirth and medicalisation. The focus of much of the hospital and home birthing research exists 
on a continuum of medicalisation, safety, risk, agency, and maternal and neonatal health and wellbeing. While the hos-
pital birthing space has been interrogated, a critique of home birthing space has remained largely absent from the so-
cial sciences. The research presented in this article unpacks the complex relationship between home birthing women 
and the spaces in which they birth. Using qualitative data collected with 59 home birthing women in Australia in 2010, 
between childbearing and the home should not be considered as merely an alternative to hospital births, but rather as 
an experience that completely renegotiates the home space. Home, for the participants in this study, is a dynamic, 
changing, and even spiritual element in the childbirth experience, and not simply the building in which it occurs. 
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birth; home; hospital; medicalisation; place; space 
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This article is part of the special issue “Housing and Space: Toward Socio-Spatial Inclusion”, edited by Dr. Dallas Rogers 
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Steele (RMIT University, Australia). 
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1. Introduction 

In popular and medical childbirth discourse the home is 
not only constructed as “other” than the hospital 
(Homer et al., 2014), but also as the place of risk as op-
posed to safety (Lane, 1995; Possamaï-Inesedy, 2006). 
While much of the research on home birth focuses on 
why women choose to birth at home (Catling, Dahlen, 
& Homer, 2014; Moore, 2011), this article demon-
strates that their experiences can tell us much about 
the negotiation of power and the management of bod-
ies within the spaces that home birthing is performed. 
Indeed, the medicalisation of childbirth is now a well-
known and widely used concept in disciplines and sub-
disciplines from sociology, anthropology, women’s 

studies, midwifery and nursing. The medicalisation the-
sis has become so dominant that its importance has 
overshadowed the need to be equally as rigorous in 
analyses of the dynamics at play in home birthing 
space. 

Most commonly, the home is conceptually under-
stood within domestic or “ordinary” living space. In the 
birth literature, it is often regarded as the “backdrop” 
in which birth takes place, though there are some no-
table exceptions to this (Fannin, 2003; Michie, 1998). 
Indeed for Putnam (1999), when a new mode of living 
is mapped onto a house or a new house mapped onto 
an existing mode of living, the meaning of domestic 
space is redefined. In this light, what we know about 
the home, and about women’s relationships with the 
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home, will undoubtedly be entirely different from what 
we need to know about the home when remapped for 
childbirth, and the impact this experience has on the 
home and the birthing woman and her family thereafter. 

That the focus of the home/hospital debate is cen-
tralised around place, and the spatial differentiation 
between the two, indicate clearly not only the prag-
matic differences between the two sites as birth plac-
es, but the ideological distance that can so easily be 
epitomised by two discursively oppositional terms. The 
home and the hospital have become polar opposites in 
the discourse on childbirth (Powell Kennedy, Nardini, 
McLeod-Waldo, & Ennis, 2009; Reibel, 2004).  

Cresswell (1996) writes about the construction of 
ideologies, the most important ingredient of which, he 
argues, is the differentiation by place (p. 153). This is 
clearly evident in the home/hospital birth dichotomy, 
primarily because the hospital is what Cresswell (via 
Bourdieu) refers to as “doxa”, meaning it has become 
part of everyday common sense rather than critical de-
cision making. At the opposite end, then, home is spe-
cifically differentiated as “abnormal”, and the spatial 
differentiation comes to personify this oppositional re-
lationship, signifying ideological differences as well, 
specifically through the focus of safety and risk, which 
both sides of the debate used to defend their position 
(Michie, 1998).  

This article will move beyond notions of safety and 
risk, and present findings on home that focus on the in-
timate and complex ways the home is reimagined in 
home birth experiences. I argue here that the home is 
far from merely the backdrop of childbirth, nor is it a 
site that simply opposes medical intervention. The role 
and importance of place attachment and the new 
meanings and boundaries that home birth instigates 
renegotiates the way birthing women relate to their 
homes and in turn, their births. 

2. Background 

Because reproduction is said to form the nexus of na-
ture and society, the way a culture handles birth is 
strongly indicative of its core values (Blaaka & Shauer, 
2008; Davis-Floyd, 1993/2008; Rapp, 2001). Davis-
Floyd (1994) sees these values played out in the ritual-
istic procedures of birth, particularly in hospital set-
tings. The hospital has been heavily critiqued as a site 
of childbirth since the 1960s, and scholars have primar-
ily drawn on medicalisation as the framework for inter-
rogation. Medicalisation can be defined here as,  

the expansion of medical jurisdiction into the 
realms of other previously non-medically defined 
problems…a process which clearly serves the inter-
ests of medicine with its increasing focus on the in-
dicators of disease rather than the individual’s ex-
perience of health and illness (Cahill, 2001, p. 339).  

It is important to note however, that in the context of 
childbirth not all medicalised experiences are neces-
sarily negative ones, however the assumption of con-
trol by medicine results in an implicit hand-over of bod-
ily agency, which in turn can lead to disempowerment 
(Cahill, 2001; Davis-Floyd, 1993/2008; Williams & 
Umberson, 1999). The biomedical preference for un-
derstanding women ignores the inescapable psycho-
social elements of birth (Mansfield, 2008), and the im-
portant transition to motherhood (Cahill, 2001). The 
dominance of medicine has resulted in a feminist re-
sponse to the configuration of the contemporary child-
birth model as a paradigm of power and control. This 
paradigm positions pregnant and birthing women at 
one end of this continuum and male dominated institu-
tions (hospitals) and professions (medicine) at the oth-
er. One of the primary ways this is achieved is via au-
thoritative knowledge. For any particular domain, 
writes Jordan (1997), several knowledge systems exist. 
Some of these knowledge systems come to carry more 
weight than others, “…either because they explain the 
state of the world better for the purposes at hand…or 
because they are associated with a stronger power 
base” (Jordan, 1997, p. 56) and usually both.  

Power is a direct result of systems of authoritative 
knowledge, with medical professionals automatically 
having more power and control than patients and birth-
ing women, simply because they hold medical knowledge 
(Crossley, 2007), and because medical knowledge is so 
highly valued in Western countries (Foucault, 1989/ 
2003). Technology goes hand in hand with medicine in 
this regard, for in the hands of medical professionals, 
technology—and the authority to use it—is an extension 
of their power (Suchman & Jordan, 1997). 

One of the ways a birth in the biomedical system is 
categorised from the early stages of pregnancy is in 
terms of risk. “Risk” is not a neutral term, and assumes 
the body is always on the brink of failure irrespective of 
circumstances, and almost always includes negative 
consequences for women (Lane, 1995, p. 57). The au-
thoritative knowledge of the medical model of child-
birth means that “normal” is defined in medical terms, 
and is often only used in retrospect, thus making every 
pregnancy “at risk” until after the birth (Skinner, 2002). 
The routine assignment of risk to pregnant women oc-
curs without taking into account structural and social 
conditions, which individualises the risks, and in turn 
legitimises the routine of interventions (Lane, 1995, p. 
55). This has seen the routine use of interventions like 
induction and foetal monitoring, which has done little 
to improve the outcome of “high-risk deliveries”, and 
that some say can only be explained by the practice of 
defensive medicine (Cahill, 2001; Davis-Floyd, 
1993/2008; Skinner, 2002). More recently however, 
the medical model of hospital birth has increasingly in-
cluded the recommendation of doulas (birth attend-
ants), and complementary and alternative medicine in 
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pregnancy and labour (Harding & Foureur, 2009; 
Hastings-Tolsma & Terada, 2009; Wiebelitz, Weyert, & 
Beer, 2009), expanding the medicalised model to in-
corporate a variety of practices that might contribute 
to a more positive birth experience. 

There is an obvious dichotomy set up in the child-
birth literature between “medicalised” and “natural” 
definitions of childbirth. These two concepts however, 
rely on each other in a birthing context. What counts as 
medicalised depends on which elements of nature are 
being dominated, and similarly what counts as natural 
depends on what elements of medicine are excluded. A 
common understanding of “natural” is a birth without 
technological intervention, including spontaneous la-
bour without anaesthesia, and a vaginal delivery. 
Crossley (2007) extends this definition, seeing “natu-
ral” birth as a subjective re-enactment of nature, which 
produces a physiological rather than pathological expe-
rience. Discursively there has been a move toward us-
ing terms such a physiological birth and normal birth, 
rather than natural birth (Downe, 2004). 

There is an increasing body of literature that focus-
es on childbearing and broader issues of space and 
place, rather than with a focus on medicalisation. Hos-
pitals and birth have been critiqued in relation to geo-
graphical (Abel & Kearns, 1991), spatial (Fannin, 2003; 
Michie, 1998; Seibold, Licqurish, Rolls, & Hopkins, 
2010), and design (Foureur et al., 2010) frameworks as 
well. The focus for much of the research on homebirth 
is focused on the importance of issue such as gaining 
autonomy by birthing outside of the medical system 
(Dahlen, Barclay, & Homer, 2008; Edwards, 2005; 
Jackson, Dahlen, & Schmied, 2012; Nolan, 2011). Per-
haps one reason for this is the high representation of 
midwifery scholarship in home birth research.  

In Australia, home births can be achieved in three 
distinct ways. Firstly, a pregnant woman may birth un-
assisted, that is, without the assistance of a midwife or 
obstetrician, or any childbirth professional. This is re-
ferred to as unassisted childbirth (UC), or free birth. 
Secondly, she may hire an independent midwife, for a 
fee of between AUD$3000 and AUD$5000. This mid-
wife will usually oversee all antenatal care, will attend 
the birth and provide postnatal care as well. Thirdly, 
depending on the geographical location of the preg-
nant woman, she may be eligible to participate in a 
hospital home birth program. These programs typically 
operate via a “case-load” model, where two or more 
midwifes are assigned women to oversee their care 
from initial enrolment into the program, antenatal 
care, childbirth in the woman’s home, and postnatal 
care. The antenatal care takes place in the hospital, 
and the assigned midwives attend the birth in the 
woman’s home. These programs are government 
funded, and have strict eligibility guidelines (see 
Catling-Paull, Foureur, & Homer, 2012), which the 
pregnant/birthing woman must comply with or her 

participation in the program will be cancelled. These 
programs are relatively new in Australia, the first being 
established in Perth, Western Australia in 1996, but 
most since 2005 (Catling-Paull, Coddington, Foureur, & 
Homer, 2013). These programs are becoming increas-
ingly popular, with 12 hospitals nation-wide offering 
publicly funded programs (Catling-Paull et al., 2013). 
While the efficacy of such programs is beyond the scope 
of this article, the research on these programs offers 
compelling evidence of their success (Catling et al., 2014; 
Catling-Paull et al., 2012; McMurtrie et al., 2009). 

The safety of home birth for low risk women has 
been long-established, and has been used as the pri-
mary rationale for the implementation of publicly 
funded hospital home birth programs in Australia 
(Catling et al., 2014; Catling-Paull et al., 2012). While 
research on the experience, impact, and importance of 
space when it comes to childbirth is growing, the focus 
remains primarily on hospital space (Fannin, 2003; 
Foureur et al., 2010; Hammond, Foureur, Homer, & 
Davis, 2013; Smyth, Payne, Wilson, & Wynyard, 2013).  

For the Australian women I interviewed, having a 
birth in the home necessitated an at least temporary re-
shaping of the meaning of home. The existing ways the 
home was used by those living within it, and those visit-
ing, needed readjusting to allow for the changes a home 
birth would instigate. These changes were as temporal 
as pregnancy and childbirth, but were important to cre-
ating balance for the participants. The home for home 
birthing women is indeed a physical place in which they 
live, but it also becomes a space that embodies various 
imaginings, and becomes intimately connected to the 
experience of pregnancy and childbirth.  

For childbirth, part of what defines the home is its 
ideological distance from the hospital, meaning the 
hospital is a necessary component in the discussion of 
the home in home birth. There also needs to be cau-
tion when conceptualising the home, so as to not rep-
resent it as an entirely positive place or experience, as 
some of the participant narratives in this paper will 
show. Recent conceptions of home go beyond the con-
figuration of a physical, spatial entity and into more of 
“…an idea and an imaginary that is imbued with feel-
ings” (Blunt & Dowling, 2006, p. 2). The imaginary in 
question includes a nostalgia for the past (Chapman & 
Hockey, 1999), our expectations of the present, and 
our dreams (and fears) for the future (Blunt & Varley, 
2004).  

Significantly, there are a myriad of ways in which 
being “at home” could be alienating. The geographical 
literature on home is right to criticise definitions that 
rely on notions of sanctuary, security, and safety. For 
many people home is not, as they say, “where the 
heart is”, but a place of alienation, discomfort or vio-
lence. Home, therefore, requires a contextually based 
definition, one that works for specific situations and 
groups of people with whom that definition may be 
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relevant. The home as a place of birth may only seem 
relevant to a small group of families who can afford it 
and for whom this is their reality, but it is nonetheless 
an important way to indicate the ways in which defini-
tions and pre-existing ideas of home may be reshaped 
depending on the context. 

While the home would ordinarily be considered a 
private sphere of social life, the influence of public life 
is keenly felt at home. Since the nineteenth century, 
the home afforded the possibility of retreat from public 
view, despite it not, in practice, being a place escaping 
the public gaze (Chapman & Hockey, 1999, p. 10). Blunt 
and Dowling (2006) write that the home is best under-
stood “…as a site of intersecting spheres, constituted 
through both public and private” (p. 18). In the case of 
home birth, public discourse, which includes legislation 
regarding midwifery and home birth, heavily impacts the 
experiences of childbirth in the home. The public realm 
of policy seeps into the intimate spaces of the home, 
producing a home that has become politically, socially 
and even morally contentious and very, very public. 

The emergence of publicly funded home birth pro-
grams, and a continuing critique of medical knowledge 
is indicative of Giddens’ (1991) assertion that in high-
modernity multiple discourses compete for authority. 
The very fact that these knowledge sets compete at all 
is only possible in contexts where each set is consid-
ered equally ideologically valid. As such, it is not just 
home birth consumers questioning the authority of 
medical discourse and birth choices, but hospitals are 
increasingly encouraging and facilitating the use of 
more holistic birth approaches.  

3. Methods 

The data presented here forms part of a larger study 
on spirituality and home birth experiences. The themes 
presented here are from a small cohort of participants 
who spoke about their homes in their narratives as key 
sites of renegotiation. While the number of partici-
pants presented here is small compared to the number 
of women interviewed for the larger study, they speak 
directly about the gap in the empirical knowledge base 
outlined above, namely; space and the role home 
spaces play on pregnancy and birth experiences.  

Participants were recruited via online parenting fo-
rums, where the author contacted the administrator 
with information about the research, and asked per-
mission to write a post in an appropriate thread to re-
cruit participants. This post included information about 
the research, eligibility criteria, what participating 
would involve, and the author’s contact details. Eligible 
participants would be both currently pregnant and 
planning a home birth, or would have had home births 
in Australia in the last three years, or be a practicing 
doula or independent midwife. Snowball sampling also 

occurred as a result of these posts, and within a period 
of 30 days over 200 eligible participants from around 
the country had contacted the author. While most of 
the participants lived within three hours of a capital 
city, it was decided for reasons of time and travel con-
venience that participants in QLD and VIC would be 
relatively central to Brisbane and Melbourne, while 
Sydney, where the author resides, was more spread 
out, and as a result there were participants from the 
Blue Mountains, the Illawarra, and various suburban 
Sydney areas. The number of eligible participants who 
lived in these areas and were available for face-to-face 
interviews on the travel dates arranged totalled 58.  

In-depth interviews took place in 2010, and partici-
pants were asked narrative-style questions, including 
“can you tell me about the day you found out you were 
pregnant” and “can you tell me your birth story?” In-
terviews were recorded and transcribed, and coded ini-
tially for thematic results and then for a more detailed 
discourse analysis (Tonkiss, 2004). All names in this pa-
per appear as pseudonyms. I interviewed all but four 
women in their homes, and for the other four one was 
in a local café, and three others were in the homes of 
their friends, also participating in the study.  

Of the 58 women who participated in this study, 51 
were pregnant and planning or had had a home birth in 
the last three years. The other 7 were professional 
doulas and independent midwives. Of the 51 home 
birthing women, 41 had had previous hospital births, 
and of those hospital births, 5 were caesarean births. 
The participant demography in this study is reflective 
of those found in other western countries, including 
the United States (Klassen, 2001), Sweden (Anthony, 
Buitendijk, Offerhaus, van Dommelen, & van der Pal-de 
Bruin, 2005), and New Zealand (Abel & Kearns, 1991). 
The participants could be described as predominantly 
middle-class, self-identified as Caucasian Australians, 
many were tertiary educated, all had access to the In-
ternet and were widely read when it came to childbirth 
literature. Below are tables (Tables 1−4) indicating age, 
household income, education, and religion. 

White women occupy a privileged position in birth-
ing culture, and it is within this privileged position that 
Australian birthing discourse rests. The voices of this 
research are also predominantly white, though the val-
ue of this research has implications for childbearing 
more broadly. By better understanding the complexity 
of the experiences of home birth, broader childbirth 
discourse can begin to expand and take into account 
the myriad of peripheral experiences.  

The aim of this study is not to provide generalised 
results or findings, but rather to move the theoretical 
debate beyond the home/hospital dichotomy. Further 
studies could expand the sample size to address the 
lack of ethnic and cultural diversity of participants in 
this study. 
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Table 1. Participant age range. 

Age Range Number 

18-25 3 

26-35 28 

36-45 19 

46-55 1 

55+ 1 

No Response 7 

Total 59 

Table 2. Completed education level. 

Education Number 

Some High School 1 

High School 11 

Undergraduate 19 

Post-Graduate 6 

Vocational Training 12 

No Response 10 

Total 59 

Table 3. Total household income. 

Household Income Number 

under 25k 3 

25-39 2 

40-49 2 

50-74 15 

75-99 11 

100+ 13 

No Response 13 

Total 59 

Table 4. Self-identified religious affiliation. 

Religion  Number 

No religion 29 

Christian 10 

Catholic 3 

Spiritual 5 

Ba'hai 1 

Buddhist 1 

Mormon 1 

Pagan 1 

No response 8 

Total 59 

4. Findings 

During the data collection and early analysis phase of 
the research, it became clear that, as previously dis-
cussed, the home is a taken-for-granted concept in 
home birth research. For most of the participants, 
home was spoken of as a relatively stable concept, 

however in a small number of narratives there was a 
clear renegotiation of the experience of home as a result 
of pregnancy and birth, and it is on those narratives this 
paper is based. This is not to generalise the experience 
of home, but rather to illustrate the more conceptual is-
sue of the importance of space and place to childbearing 
beyond the experience of hospital space. 

The central themes of place and space, and the ex-
perience of boundaries were common themes in the 
interview data. I have chosen only 5 of the 58 narra-
tives for this paper, and have done so on the basis of 
the rich description they provide about the relationship 
between home and childbirth. The participants spoke 
as passionately about home birth as a choice as they 
did about their homes in relation to their births. Invari-
ably, every woman I spoke with discussed the decision 
to birth at home, and while these decisions were so 
subjectively distinct, they involved issues like previous 
birth experiences, friends’ birth experiences, what they 
had read, online data and statistics about childbirth, 
and issues of cost and practicality. The central issue 
among the many discussed was always whether home 
was right. The importance of place in this decision was 
particularly strong, especially during the early, deci-
sion-making phase of planning a home birth. Secondly, 
the comparison between home and hospital environ-
ments were often discussed by women who had had 
previous births in hospitals, however it was the need 
for, and implementation of, previously un-required 
boundaries in and around the home that was a key 
concern leading up to the birth. Spaces that had not 
previously required monitoring suddenly needed rules, 
and those in their lives who had not previously had re-
stricted access to their homes, were given, and ex-
pected to respect, new boundaries. Home spaces took 
on sacred significance within the home, heightening 
the intensity of feeling for previously usual living space.  

4.1 Place and Space 

Having a home birth is not as simple as birthing “at 
home”. Place is of the utmost importance in the deci-
sion to birth at home. Where women reside at the time 
of their pregnancies can often be reason enough not to 
have a home birth. Birthing at home should be seen as 
part of a broader social and cultural movement in Aus-
tralia toward sustainability and environmental aware-
ness, culminating toward a general consensus that the 
more natural something is, the less mass produced, the 
more local, the better it is.  

As the below narratives will indicate, the decision 
to birth at home includes considerations of the home 
space and ones connection to it. Where that connec-
tion is strong, the decision seems easy, but when it is 
not, it is fraught.  

Rachel was pregnant with her second child when 
we met. Originally from New Zealand, Rachel and her 
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husband were both living in Australia while they pur-
sued tertiary studies. Rachel had her first child in a 
public hospital in Canberra, ACT, not long after moving 
to Australia. Now living in Western Sydney, Rachel was 
planning a home birth through a publicly funded local 
hospital program. When telling me about the decision 
to use this program, she said: 

if we could afford to have an independent midwife I 
would have gone that way from the beginning. So 
yeah that was why we ended up doing it, because it 
was free and I don’t know if I’m passionate about it 
enough to pay $4000 for it, especially since we 
don’t—this isn’t our land, you know? This is this is 
just where we rent an apartment. We’re not going 
to be here forever, it doesn’t have that kind of 
emotional meaning that it would if we gave birth in 
New Zealand, in our home town and our place, our 
place that we bought…If we had a home like that, or 
even at my parents place or something that we were 
connected too? Yeah maybe then I’d be willing to 
pay for it, but here it’s just like convenience and 
control over your own birth really. 

The relationship between place, home and value are 
brought to the fore here. The $4000 cost of a home birth 
with an independent midwife becomes a question of 
value, a value that is not, for Rachel, met in her Western 
Sydney apartment. Her connection to New Zealand 
however, would make the value of home birth worth the 
cost. It seems clear that for Rachel, New Zealand is 
home, and her apartment is just where she lives. It is un-
clear whether Rachel would have pursued a home birth 
had the hospital program not been available to her, 
though her reference to the cost of hiring an independ-
ent midwife, and whether a home birth is worth the cost 
suggests it may not have been a choice she would have 
made. Expressing the need to be at home in order to 
have control over her birth draws on common home 
birth rhetoric. By using a publicly funded hospital pro-
gram, Rachel is able to mitigate the expense of hiring an 
independent midwife with the value and worth of birth-
ing at home. These programs are an increasing option 
for women who are unable or unwilling to pay the cost of 
independent midwifery, but can still safely birth at home.  

Several women expressed a deep attachment to 
the place in which they either planned to give girth, or 
where they did give birth. For Nina, two years after the 
home birth of her son, she still felt connected to the 
rental house in which he was born. Talking about how 
she felt as her due-date approached, she said:  

I think towards the end there was a lot of stress 
about where I was going to birth because we were 
moving. I actually couldn’t picture myself birthing in 
this new house, and so [baby] actually came three 
weeks early, three days before we were supposed to 

move...And at the time [midwife] was saying “I think 
you’re going to have the baby today”, and I was 
saying “but we’re in the wrong house and I can’t 
move because we haven’t finished painting yet and 
all the towels are at the new house and I can’t birth 
here”, but then when I really thought about it…I’d 
been trying to picture myself birthing in the new 
house and I hadn’t been able to. 

Nina told me she had spent a lot of time in pregnancy 
visualising going into labour, and doing relaxation 
breathing based on those visualisations, and the rental 
house was always the place in which she visualised. Via 
spiritual practices such as meditation and visualisation, 
Nina made a psycho-spiritual connection between her 
pregnant body, her baby, and the rental home, a con-
nection that, after the months of pregnancy, was par-
ticularly strong. This connection was interrupted with 
the purchase of the new house and moving plans, caus-
ing a clearly fraught decision making process when she 
went into labour early. Despite birthing in the rental 
house, as she had planned, Nina said: 

I feel really sad in a way that it wasn’t our home 
that we own, it was in our rental place. I feel really 
sad every time I drive past there, like a real kind of 
connection to that house, and I feel sad that he’s 
not going to grow up in the house that he was born 
in. But at the same time I kind of can see why I 
needed to birth there...that had been the plan until 
we suddenly bought this house, so that had been 
the plan most of the way along. And that’s where I 
pictured myself when I was doing visualization and 
stuff…and also [baby] knew that was the plan. 

Decisions about birth and space are complex and in-
volve interplay between practical, emotional and spir-
itual factors and perceptions of birthing women. For 
Nina, having two homes when she actually went into 
labour dislodged her planning—both practical and 
emotional/spiritual planning, and the decision no long-
er became one of birthing at home, but birthing in the 
place that felt most like home at the time, her rental. 
Here the space between home and house is particular-
ly strong, and it is clear that for Nina, she was planning 
a home birth, and as such feeling connected to the sur-
rounding space was the most important thing.  

Similarly, the conflict between home and connec-
tion to place was also played out with Fenay, who had 
a free birth for her first child, and when she became 
pregnant the second time, she was living in a different 
town, several hundred kilometres away. In talking 
about the birth of her second child, she said  

We ended up out in [small town] which is a hole! 
Living in an awful flat that looked out into the bins 
of the supermarket, so I didn’t want to have a baby 
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there, so we went over to the hospital. 

The juxtaposition between contamination and cleanli-
ness is at the forefront here, as Fenay recalls the view 
from the flat overlooking the supermarket bins, which is 
said together with calling the town a hole, and describ-
ing her flat as awful. These emotive descriptions of this 
space are given as the reasons she went to hospital. The 
hospital, in this context, “solves” the problem Fenay has 
with the town and the flat, and the contamination of the 
flat by the proximity to the supermarket bins. The hospi-
tal becomes the symbol of cleanliness, a pure, sterile en-
vironment that trumps the home when the home is con-
taminated. Fenay illustrates that it is not simply being at 
home that is important for home birth, but being in a 
space one can feel safe in, and a space that is worthy of 
the importance of childbirth. Dirt, it would seem, or 
proximity to the dirt of consumerist waste—the super-
market bins—has little place in this scenario.  

Fenay lived in a town near a world heritage national 
park in New South Wales when she had first and second 
children. When pregnant with her first child, she said: 

I used to really like sitting on rocks and sitting. Just 
sitting in nature. And I liked to be out in the bush a 
bit when I was pregnant, too...that kind of 
spiritualness, that connection to the earth kind of 
spiritualness, your understanding of the world. 

Living there was a source of spiritual connection for 
Fenay, a place of nature and thoughtfulness. This di-
rectly contrasts to the way she describes the small 
town of her second pregnancy. This makes clear it was 
not only the “awful flat” that contributed to her feel-
ings about not wanting to have a baby there, there was 
a bigger picture of the importance of feeling a connec-
tion to place as a way of justifying birthing at home. 
The concept of home itself is expanded beyond the 
physical and into the broader geographical space, and 
also the psychic realm of connection. Certainly, for van 
Muren (1990), the experience of lived space is largely 
pre-verbal, and thus difficult to describe and/or explain. 

The home Fenay birthed her first child in, unassist-
ed, contrasts greatly to where she lived while pregnant 
with her second child. For her third child, Fenay and 
her family were once again in the National Park setting 
of her first birth, where she once again birthed unassist-
ed. The contamination of her flat while pregnant with 
her second child could be extended to the distance from 
the more nature-based spirituality reflected upon in the 
narrative of her first and third children’s’ births.  

The importance of nature is a strong element in 
home birth discourse, with “natural birth” being one of 
the tenants of home birth rhetoric. Indeed the term 
“natural” on its own has become an umbrella term for 
a critique “…aimed at various crises of modern West-
ern society, from industrialism, capitalism and materi-

alism, to urbanisation and mass culture” (Moscucci, 
2003, p. 168). Natural birth is a strong theme in home 
births—as a concept it is used much in the same way as 
home is to hospital, it is perceived as the opposite of 
medicalised experiences. “Home birth” has become 
discursively synonymous with “natural birth”, and thus 
much of the critique Moscucci mentions can be readily 
extended to include hospitals and medicalisation. In 
this sense, “home birth” as a movement can be seen as 
part of a growing social continuum that prioritises an 
ecological, sustainable worldview, which influences de-
cisions surrounding pregnancy, childbirth and parent-
ing as well as social life more broadly. 

As part of this rhetoric, the importance of place is 
expanded from the expectations of home as the place 
to give birth to knowing whether the home is right for 
birth. One of the ways this is achieved is by introducing 
new ways to interact with the home space. The next 
sections will explore the changing dynamic that is cre-
ated when birth takes place at home.  

4.2 Boundaries 

None of the women in this study had accidental home 
births; they were all carefully planned or in the process 
of being planned. This deliberacy also extended to the 
space within the home that they hoped or intended to 
actually give birth, many literally altering part of their 
home for it. Many of the women interviewed referred 
to the place of birth as a space rather than a room. 
Many of these areas had functions other than birthing, 
such as the room usually designated as the office, or 
bedroom, or even the dining or living rooms. With new 
configurations, new uses and new meanings, there 
comes the need to find new ways to protect such spac-
es, with a focus on the temporality of birth, and the 
heightened need for protection during this time. As 
such, a recurring theme in participant narratives was 
the need for respected boundaries. Ordinary means of 
ensuring the boundaries between the world and the 
home space become insufficient and there is need for 
something more intimate, private and specific for birth.  

Laurel lives in Brisbane, Queensland. She has three 
children, the youngest was only a few months old at 
the time I interviewed her. Her first child was born in 
hospital with intervention, and with her second child 
she was looking for something more woman-focused 
and natural, so she went to a local birth centre. For her 
third pregnancy, she started going through the birth 
centre again, but found it was no longer the one-to-
one care she felt was important, so she hired an inde-
pendent midwife and started planning a home birth. 
When talking about the sort of things she did to get 
ready for the birth, she said: 

I knew that I wanted it to be dark, and to be private, 
and I didn’t want anyone to—I was concerned about 
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my mum turning up, or someone turning up, so I 
just did everything to avoid me being disturbed. 
And I put signs up on the front step and the door 
saying “if anyone comes and we don’t come, we’re 
busy having a baby” or, “we’re in bed with our 
baby—we love you and we’ll call you later”. So just 
to put a boundary in place so I could let that feeling 
go and just get on with having a baby. 

The shift between speaking for herself, and speaking 
for the family indicates at least her perception of the 
family’s mutual instigation of boundaries to protect 
their privacy during the birth. In a hospital environ-
ment, the policing of boundaries are largely governed 
by predetermined rules. Visiting hours create clear and 
often strict guidelines between the rest and privacy of 
new parents and visitors. At home, these boundaries 
are less clear and need to be instigated and enforced 
by the families themselves. This requires new methods 
of not only relating to the space of the home itself as a 
site of safety and security, but also of relating to others 
within the home.  

These issues were reiterated by Taren, who told me 
the story of the birth of her second child, her first 
home birth. She described how she felt in the days af-
ter the birth, 

At home, in one way you can feel a bit protected 
because it’s your home, but other times you feel 
like [family] just walk up the back, and I kinda feel a 
bit exposed, and so I am aware of that as well. And I 
know I need to be a little more assertive this time 
around and [husband] needs to be more assertive 
too in saying what feels okay for us at the time, 
whether we have visitors or not and how long they 
might stay. Cause I did find that tiring, with certain 
people kind of staying a bit too long just only after a 
day or two and thinking, well you know, other 
people would still be hospital right now having bed 
rest—not that I feel like I need to be treated like a 
patient—I felt kind of pressured to like be dressed 
up with makeup and making cups of tea and 
hosting people cause it was my house, whereas in 
hospital you wouldn’t be expected to do that. You 
would just be lying in bed with your pyjamas on 
cuddling the baby. But at home I kind of felt a bit 
sort of guilty in some way that I wasn’t up making 
everyone cups of tea and lunch 

The switch between first and second person narration 
here is reflective of the narrative shift between per-
sonal experience story-telling of the former and the 
generic truths of popular attitudes, beliefs and values 
of the latter (Georgakopoulou & Goutsos, 1997/2004, 
p. 27). For Taren, this narrative begins with the situat-
ed truth of feeling protected in one’s home, but then 
moves to contrast this feeling when “[family] just walk 

up the back”, the “just” here indicating a culturally 
specific, “common sense” boundary—a boundary not 
only understood in the context of cultural home mak-
ing in Australia, but also the shared understanding be-
tween Taren and I at the time of the interview. She 
then moves into a more personal account of her post-
natal experience at home, then shifts again into a shared 
understanding of what would be expected of a new 
mother in hospital. This is not only reflective of Taren’s 
knowledge of cultural birthing norms, but also of the 
shared knowledge between us in the interview setting. 
Taren speaks to me comfortably in the assumption that 
I, too, would not expect a new mother to be wearing 
make-up and playing host. She then switches back into 
first person, admitting her guilt for not living up to the 
expectations that she knows are unreasonable.  

The conflict illustrated here between the expecta-
tions of a female host, and the experience of having 
just birthed a baby at home, and the lack of under-
standing from her family regarding this suggest that it 
was the expectations that were in need of boundaries 
rather than the visitors themselves. Taren directly im-
plicates her husband’s role in this also, saying he needs 
to be more assertive in what he thinks is OK. The au-
thority of policing these boundaries is on him, while 
the burden of the expectations is on Taren.  

Narratively it is noteworthy that this passage comes 
after the actual birth story of her son, and after she 
spoke about the ways she created her birth space and 
the way in which the literal construction of this space 
was influenced by her birthing prerogatives. The power 
and authority over her home before birthing decreased 
once the space converted back into usual living space, 
post-birth.  

The contrast between home and hospital in this 
passage is unique; it was one of the few times I en-
countered positive representations of hospital space. 
What Taren is referring to here however, is not the 
hospital space per se, but rather the protection of hos-
pital boundaries, and the acceptance of hospital au-
thorised visiting time protocol within a maternity ward, 
which often have strict visiting hours. At home, how-
ever, there are no such protocols in place.  

Though not in reference to visitors, Rachel’s story 
also reflected the need for authority over the home, as 
she spoke about the plans for the birth of her baby. 
Two midwives were assigned to her via the hospital 
program, and Rachel was unsure how “hands off” they 
would be, considering they were used to hospital 
births. She said 

If they really annoy me then I could just say—just 
leave and go and wait in the car until I call you, you 
know because I think there is that power in your 
own house that it, it’s actually your space and you 
have that whereas when you’re in the hospital and 
you’re in kind of their space but yeah.  
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Here the boundary is a perceived, anticipatory one. Ra-
chel was still pregnant during our interview, so she is 
talking about what she could say should the midwives 
“annoy” her, but Rachel indicates a boundary between 
her space and her authority in that space. Her refer-
ence to being annoyed clearly indicated that Rachel 
has a set of expectations that contrast with her percep-
tions of midwives behaviour in a hospital setting. 
Should these expectations not be met, as she has antic-
ipated, she has a plan in place. 

Rachel uses the first person when talking about 
these plans, reflecting the independence with which 
many women plan their home births. While partners 
are certainly part of the decision making process, ulti-
mately the woman organises and plans most of what 
will take place. From buying/acquiring the items need-
ed to the preparation of the birth space, women are 
the primary decision makers (Lindgren & Erlandsson, 
2011). For childbirth in hospitals, research with mid-
wives has argued that the birthing space for women 
does not belong to her in the moments of birth, but is 
“lent” to her by the hospital (Seibold et al., 2010). In 
home birth however, a birthing woman takes ownership 
of the space she holds while in labour, regardless of the 
usual “owner” of that space—whether it be joint owner-
ship of communal living spaces, children’s play spaces, 
or a partner’s office space. She has prearranged with the 
family to be able to move freely around the space that 
has been dedicated to her and the birth. 

5. Conclusion 

Whether boundaries are physical, domestic or hypo-
thetical, they function to reinforce balance between 
the pregnant/birthing woman and her home space. 
The cultural transgression of childbirth at home in Aus-
tralia brings with it new challenges for women and 
their homes, challenges that may not have been met 
before. Childbirth drastically calls into question the ex-
isting relationship between women and home, and 
both women and home undergo an at least temporary 
transformation in relation to the other. The home 
space comes to accommodate a new set of needs and 
expectations, and the birthing woman and her family 
renegotiate their positions within this space as well.  

Viewing home birth in a broader social and cultural 
sense opens the possibilities of “knowing” the home 
and birth beyond the confines of residence and medi-
cine respectively. The impact of a focus on space and 
place in home birth experiences directly responds to 
the growing literature on therapeutic landscapes, with 
places and spaces moving beyond geographical loca-
tion/social contexts of places, and into a more holistic 
understanding of the meaning of place for people, and 
the impact these meanings have on health and wellbe-
ing (Gesler & Kearns, 2002; Kearns & Gesler, 1998).  

When medical language “dominates and constricts 

perception of the birth process…uterine contractility 
and cervical dilation are often discussed as if they oc-
curred on a laboratory bench rather than in a woman’s 
body”. As part of medical discourse, this is a model of 
understanding that perceives women as victims of their 
reproductive systems and hormones, and it is one that 
defines pregnancy as inherently pathological—a clinical 
crisis worthy of active intervention (Cahill, 2001; 
Freund, McGuire, & Podhurst, 2003). This biomedical 
preference for understanding women ignores the ines-
capable psycho-social elements of birth (Mansfield, 
2008), and the important transition to motherhood 
(Cahill, 2001). In home birth discourse however, the 
medical discourse is considerably overshadowed by ho-
listic, even spiritual language (Davic & Davis, 1996). 
Part of the reason for this is the ideological as well as 
geographical distance between the home and the hos-
pital. That the home would impact childbearing lan-
guage and experience is telling of the importance of 
pregnant and birthing women’s surroundings, and the 
impact place and space has on experience. This article 
really only begins to set out some of the conceptual 
tensions and complexities around the relationship be-
tween childbirth and home space, and more research is 
certainly needed to understand its intricacies.  

The rhetoric of home birth as natural and woman-
centred played out strongly in the narratives I heard dur-
ing the interview process. When deciding on the home 
as the place for childbirth, the home is constructed as 
not only preferable to the hospital, but as the ultimate 
place to have a baby. For the women in this study, child-
birth and home are intimately linked, and as such the 
meaning of home must be conceptualised to incorpo-
rate the complexities that come with childbearing.  

The “return” to home for childbearing should be 
seen as existing within a broader social and cultural 
movement in Australia toward sustainability and envi-
ronmental awareness, an idea that the more “natural” 
something is, the less mass produced, the more local, 
the better it is. Viewing home birth in a broader social 
and cultural sense opens the possibilities of “knowing” 
the home and birth beyond the confines of medicalisa-
tion. The impact of a focus on space and place in home 
birth experiences directly responds to the growing lit-
erature on therapeutic landscapes, with places and 
spaces moving beyond geographical location/social 
contexts of places, and into a more holistic understand-
ing of the meaning of place for people, and the impact 
these meanings have on health and wellbeing (Gesler 
& Kearns, 2002; Kearns & Gesler, 1998).  

Continued focus on the home space in flux as a re-
sult of planning, having, and remembering childbirth at 
home reignites the discussion on home birth beyond 
discourses of safety and risk, which dominate the cur-
rent debate. The temporal redefinition of living spaces 
via birth at home imbued those spaces with spiritual 
awareness. It is the space that creates a sacred experi-
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ence for childbirth, and not simply the decision to birth 
at home instead of the hospital. Drawing on the need to 
connect with the space in order to birth, as seen in the 
above examples, highlights the importance of space and 
place when it comes to childbearing, a discussion that 
extends beyond the hospital walls. By being as critical of 
the home space as we have been with hospital space, 
we can start to unpack the importance of the complex 
and intimate relationships with space, place and birth.  
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1. Introduction 

Recent literature on public space and public services 
has developed a discourse on the loss of “publicness”. 
This has been linked to declining public investments 
since the late 20th century, which have brought about 
a re-regulation of public spaces and public services. 
Among other things, the literature focuses on market-
driven administrative reforms generalized as “New Pub-
lic Management” (Haque, 2001), the de-politicization of 
the public sphere (Garnham, 1990), the substitution of 

public by private sector ownership (Haque, 1996; Paddi-
son & Sharp, 2007), and the commercialization of public 
space (Low & Smith, 2006; Sennett, 1977; Zukin, 1995). It 
does not only highlight the social-economic side effects 
of these tendencies for low-income groups, such as a less 
equitable distribution of resources, but also points at the 
lack of public debate on the nature of public good itself 
(Coursey & Bozeman, 1990; Paddison & Sharp, 2007).  

Whereas the literature on the decline of publicness 
in public spaces and services is quite abundant, the loss 
of publicness in public housing has received less atten-
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tion. Nonetheless, public housing has also experienced 
profound changes since the decline of the Welfare state 
model. Among the most important changes are the pri-
vatization of public housing (Forrest & Murie, 1988; 
Walker, 2001) epitomized by “right to buy” policies that 
allow tenants to acquire their dwelling; a shift from the 
provision of public housing by the state to provide sup-
port or subsidies for individual households on the pri-
vate rental market (or from “aide à la pière” to “aide à la 
personne”) (Kemmeny, 1995); the establishment of public 
housing programs reserved for middle income groups; 
and shifts in the social housing system from a “general” or 
“universal” system to “residual” or “safety net” system 
(Ghekière, 2007; Kemeny, 1995; Winters & Elsinga 2008). 

Some scholars have attempted to explore alterna-
tive concepts that enhance publicness (Coursey & Bo-
zeman, 1990; Fraser, 1990; Haque, 2001). One of these 
approaches is a reorientation towards “the common” 
(Bailey, 2013; Kratzwald, 2012; Mattei, 2012; Reid, 
2003). A reorientation of “publicness” towards “the 
common” results from rethinking the meaning of the 
state/market paradigm in light of an appropriation of 
public goods by citizens for a common purpose (Bailey, 
2013; Harvey, 2012; Mattei, 2012). Indeed, while tradi-
tionally, commons were associated with shared envi-
ronmental resources, increasingly, public goods are be-
ing recognized as potential “commons” (Mattei, 2012; 
Reid, 2003; Stavrides in An Architektur, 2010). This re-
orientation is intertwined with emerging social practic-
es, the so-called “commoning” practices (Linebaugh, 
2008) of civil society that address new forms of citizen-
ry, inclusion, co-habitation and co-production.  

Although public housing concerns both a service 
and a space of cohabitation, few attempts have been 
made to re-conceptualize the “publicness” of public 
housing in light of the commons. This is striking as 
many public housing actors have origins in philanthrop-
ic or cooperative approaches at the turn of the 19th and 
20th century that heavily relied on the mobilization of 
common property resources. Next, emerging practices 
point to such reconceptualization, for instance in the 
appearance of government sponsored community land 
trust housing schemes. In addition, the history of public 
housing has not systematically investigated the degree 
to which common property resources or “commoning” 
practices have played a role in the establishment of the 
various forms of public housing that occur throughout 
Europe and within particular countries.  

In order to do this, this article develops a frame-
work to analyze public housing models on crucial di-
mensions of the commons. To explain the link between 
“publicness” and commons and to develop this frame-
work, it builds on commons theory (De Angelis, Stav-
rides in An Architektur, 2010; Harvey, 2012; Mattei, 
2012; Ostrom, 1990) and on planning and architecture 
literature on “commons” and shared space (De Rijck, 
Guldentops, & Vansteelant, 2000; Loeckx, 1998; Lofland, 

1998; Stavrides, 2010). It then takes the Brussels Capi-
tal Region as a case study to test this framework be-
cause of two reasons. Firstly, as the capital of the first 
country to be subject to industrialization on the Euro-
pean mainland during the 19th century, the city was 
very soon confronted with the need to develop ade-
quate housing for the growing number of low income 
groups that came to settle in the city. This has led to a 
wide range of approaches and housing models since 
the late 19th century (De Meulder, 1983; Lagrou & 
Janssens, 1985; Ryckewaert, 1999; Schoonbrodt, 1979; 
Smets 1977). Secondly, recent and emerging practices 
in Brussels exemplify the decline of “publicness” we 
identified above, as well as the rethinking of public 
housing in line with the commons. On the one hand, a 
new autonomous public real estate agency has started 
to develop middle income housing since the late 1980s, 
illustrating both the trend towards “New Public Man-
agement” and a reorientation of public housing policy 
towards middle-income groups. On the other hand, a 
first step has been taken towards an institutionalized 
form of housing based on commons principles, with the 
establishment of Community Land Trust Brussels, the 
first of such organizations on the European mainland. To 
conclude, some preliminary findings of the identification 
on the inclusive nature of various commons aspects in 
public housing in Brussels will be identified. 

2. Redefining “Publicness” in Light of the Commons  

In the welfare state model, resources such as energy, 
health care, infrastructure, water supplies, public 
transportation, housing and public media were as-
signed to the state. Therefore, the term “public” is in-
tuitively used as something that is provided or owned 
by the state (Kratzwald, 2012). In contrast, the bur-
geoning public space and service literature attaches 
distinct, yet divergent meanings to “public”, referring 
to the “public sphere” as a political concept and the 
“publicness of space” as a spatial concept (Low & 
Smith, 2006). According to Habermans (1962), “the 
public sphere mediates between society and state”. It 
is a social domain in which political participation is en-
acted by means of public discourse, debate and where 
possible, a common judgment on matters of mutual in-
terest. “Public space” on the other hand, can absorb 
meaning from the public sphere, but it can also reaf-
firm, contradict and channel social and political rela-
tions (Heynen & Loeckx, 1998; Low & Smith, 2006).  

One main principle behind the commons appearing 
in the vast amounts of literature that is written on the 
concept is that society is dependent on natural and cul-
tural resources. These resources are shared and gov-
erned for the common benefit, and therefore called 
“commons”. Today, academics increasingly comple-
ment this resource-based definition by notions of citi-
zenship and inclusion. Ostrom (1990) points at the 
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presence of a “community”, small and stable popula-
tions with a thick social network and social norms pro-
moting conservation of common property resources. 
De Angelis (in An Architektur, 2010) describes com-
mons as a process that enables people to develop new 
kinds of relationships by acting together. For Mattei 
(2012) developing commons is about the creation of a 
community, based on specific mechanisms of participa-
tion and inclusion. However, relating commons to 
groups of similar people bears the danger of the crea-
tion of closed communities that exclude others from 
their privileged commons (Harvey, 2012; Stavrides in 
An Architektur, 2010). Therefore some researchers 
plead for a reorientation of the notion of the common 
towards the public sphere. According to Harvey, “pub-
lic goods and spaces become commons when social 
forces appropriate, protect and enhance them for a 
common purpose and a mutual benefit” (Harvey, 2012, 
p. 73). For Stavrides, commons have to provide ground 
to build a public realm and give opportunities for dis-
cussing what is good for all. Kratzwald (2012) argues 
that the recognition and creation of common goods is 
not only related to self-organized social networks of 
citizens, but can contribute to a participation and em-
powerment of citizens in the public sector, as such re-
lating to the original meaning of the “public sphere”.  

In order to detect the level of “publicness” in public 
housing, we relate these public space, sphere and 
commons concepts to architecture and planning litera-
ture. We propose four core dimensions: ownership, 
participation, community activity and the spatial struc-
ture of the environment. 

A first core dimension to interpret “publicness” is 
ownership. On a macro-level, ownership refers to the 
share of housing and land that is held in common. Ac-
cording to Angotti (2008) and Barnes (2006) a trenchant 
expansion of community land is crucial to counteract 
price elevations through gentrification and speculation. 
At the level of the housing project, it refers to the legal 
status of a place (Marcuse, 2005). In public housing we 
can identify three subdimensions: the legal status of 
the operator, the type of ownership of the house and 
the land on which the house is built; the presence and 
use of public spaces or non-residential functions. For 
the type of ownership, a distinction can be made be-
tween lease, individual purchase, collective purchase, 
hereditary tenure and the preconditions that go along 
with this. Preconditions such as income thresholds, 
regulations on re-sale of owner-occupied housing are 
important, as they regulate access to several types of 
public housing. The larger the community or group of 
communities that benefits from any form of ownership 
as defined above, the more the place is public. 

The second dimension deals with the participation 
of inhabitants of the housing estate and the neighbor-
hood in the planning, design and maintenance of their 
dwelling environment. The greatest degree of “public-

ness” is reached in case of co-production (Van den 
Broeck, Verschure, & Esho, 2004). Co-production 
means that there is an equitable relationship between 
communities, professionals, and third parties, bearing 
in mind existing power relations. It does not imply con-
sulting citizens when developing a project, but an in-
tensive process of co-creation (Marcuse, 2009).  

The third dimension that entails “publicness” is the 
presence of community activity. According to Putnam, 
effective participation in local government depends on 
a tradition of small-scale community activity, strength-
ening mutual relationships and social cohesion (Put-
nam, 1993; Taylor, 1998). This especially holds true 
when keeping in mind the underprivileged inhabitants 
of public housing, for whom the neighborhood forms 
an important reference and source of access to con-
tacts (Driessens, 1998; Overbekking et al., 1983). This 
access is often most easily found by homogeneous 
groups of neighbors, sharing the same network (Dries-
sens, 1998). For this reason, it is important to have a 
variety of choices to be involved in community activity. 
This encouragement of diversity allows the expressing 
of different and often conflicting benefits and builds on 
overlapping these communities (Taylor, 1998). As Tay-
lor states, “from these diverse activities, the confi-
dence can grow to engage more widely, to find com-
mon ground with others”. Community activity proves 
to be particularly successful when inhabitants receive 
the means to improve their own environment (Watson, 
1994). Given the limited historical data on this topic, 
the third dimension will not be dealt with systematical-
ly in the discussion of the cases that serve as examples 
of the various Brussels housing models.  

The fourth aspect, the physical configuration, refers 
to the morphology and architecture of the project. Dis-
tinction can be made between a place’s macro de-
sign—its relationship with the hinterland- and the de-
sign of the place itself (Kesteloot et al., 1999; Varna & 
Tiesdell, 2010). For the macro design, a study of Kes-
teloot et al. (1999) demonstrates that centrality and 
connectivity are important dimensions. The two dimen-
sions allude to the presence of commercial or social ser-
vices in the vicinity and the accessibility of a place by 
public or private transport (Varna & Tiesdell, 2010). At 
the level of the dwelling, architectural-ethnographic re-
search has delivered evidence that the quality of the 
housing environment contributes significantly to the 
development of social relationships (De Rijck et al., 
2000; Loeckx, 1998; Stavrides, 2010). The research illus-
trates that a gradual transition between public and pri-
vate, open and closed spaces is significant, as it provides 
opportunities for informal encounters and freedom of 
appropriation (De Rijck et al., 2000; Lofland, 1998; Stav-
rides, 2010). According to Stavrides (2010), such “in be-
tween zones” or “porous places” influence informal en-
counter, creativity and new forms of commonality. 

In order to understand the degree of “publicness” 
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in various approaches to create affordable housing in 
the Brussels Capital Region, a sample of public housing 
estates is crossed with the dimensions listed above. 
Building on former research on public housing and ar-
chitectural paradigms (Ryckewaert, 1999), the sample 
covers both a geographical and a temporal spectrum, 
looking at projects built between the beginning of the 
20th century and today, and stretching from the greener 
edges of the agglomeration to the more dense neigh-
borhoods in de the 19th century belt and the inner city.  

3. The Publicness of Public Housing in the Brussels 
Capital Region 

3.1. Housing the Working-Class  

Although in Europe public housing is seen as a product 
of the welfare state, its seeds go back to the beginning 
of the 19th century. Demographic changes, industriali-
zation, proletarization and related problems of hygiene 
and diseases initiated the so-called “housing question” 
all over Europe. In Belgium, the first housing law was 
enacted in 1889, as a result of social unrest and riots 
related to the poor working and living conditions of la-
borers. At the time, social housing was organized by 
private housing associations of enlightened entrepre-
neurs or industrialists with philanthropic ideals, like the 
Familistères of Godin in Laken and Guise (De Meulder, 
1983; Dour, 1890; Lagrou & Janssens, 1985). Assimilat-
ed into a liberal tradition in housing policy, the first 
housing law was based on an indirect government inter-
vention. It supported credit companies and savings 
banks in granting loans at preferential rates to self-
builders and authorized the establishment of local social 
housing associations (Smets, 1977). The law provided a 
considerable stimulus for public housing but did not con-
tribute to a fundamental improvement of living condi-
tions of the poor. It mostly benefited individual self-built 
housing in the sparse space at the border of the city or, 
supported by cheap railway tickets, in the rural hinterland 

(De Decker et al., 2005) and loans for such housing were 
only affordable for the more wealthy workmen.  

The development of two housing complexes in the 
Rue Victor Hugo in Schaarbeek, designed in 1902, is a 
clear result of the first housing laws. The municipal social 
housing association that was in charge of the project 
was “the result of a difficult compromise” (Huberty, 
1999, p. 36). At the end of the 19th century, social policy 
was still in its infancy, and although many were con-
vinced that housing workmen deserved specific atten-
tion, visions on ownership and architecture were very 
dependent on different ideologies. While liberals and 
Christian-democrats of the municipality were convinced 
that home ownership, preferably of small, clustered 
housing of one floor outside the physical and moral un-
healthy city center was most preferential, the socialist 
fraction was more interested in tenant multi-family 
housing close to work and recreation activities. In a dis-
cussion among municipal councilors it was stated: “Isn't 
it self-evident that collective housing will facilitate bad 
habits typical for an agglomeration, on the same place, 
between people of the same class?….When you only en-
sure a workman a dwelling under cheap conditions, 
without forcing him to save money, you do not do more 
than encouraging him to a greater consumption in the 
bar” (Simonetti, 1999, p. 28). In contrast, the socialist 
founding father of the association, Louis Bertrand, was 
convinced that “The house should be part of a public 
service….The task the socialist municipal government 
has to fulfill is to make the municipality owner of the 
housing stock, to make these houses as healthy as pos-
sible and to rent them for the lowest price” (Bertrand as 
cited in Simonetti, 1999, p. 22). While there was no 
question of participation of inhabitants in decision-
making bodies, the emancipation of the working class 
was an important feature for Bertrand. It was his belief 
that political power, and as such the emancipation of the 
proletariat, could only be conquered through the power 
of the municipalities, which were able to exert pressure 
on the state and central power (Bertrand & Vinck, 1900). 

 
Figure 1. Owner-occupied and tenant housing Victor Hugo (date unknown). Source data: Huberty, 1999. 
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The first constructions of the housing association, 
“Victor Hugo”, designed by laureates of an architect 
competition, are exemplifying for this compromise (Fig-
ure 1). Nowadays swallowed by the center of the Brus-
sels Capital Region, back then the owner-occupied lines 
of row housing and multifamily housing were built on a 
piece of land in a neighborhood in full expansion at the 
edge of an agglomeration, where land prices and the 
connection to the water and sewage system were not 
too expensive. In the architecture of both projects, the 
sense of community of former workmen's quarters or 
philanthropic experiments is hard to find. The facades 
line the pavement and are kept neatly to the building 
line. The row house is similar to the typology of the 
bourgeois house, but reduced in size and refinement, 
while the multifamily housing is based on the “maison 
de rapport” (e.g., tenements house), the former specu-
lation housing with four or five levels and more than 
two apartments per floor (Smets, 1997). Despite this, 
the architects undertook some undeniable efforts in 
order to pursue variety in the repetition of blocks. In 
the lines of row houses, a small niche and a step buffer 
the door from the footpath. The elevated first floor en-
ables a visual relationship with the street, without al-
lowing passersby to look inside the house. By varying 
brickwork colors and patterns, cornices, form and mon-
tage of the windows, each house has its own particu-
larity. Also the architect of the multifamily apartment 
blocks played with these components in the design of 
the facade. The plan of the blocks is based on the sys-
tem of “double houses”: the hall, which was seen as 
the extension of the street, leads visitors to a collective 
garden on the ground floor and two individual apart-
ments on each floor upstairs. The heightened roof and 
the French and Dutch statements on the facade of the 
stairwells, supporting the inhabitants to “be hardwork-
ing, clean and economical for all”, accentuates this 
communal space and interestingly reveals how fears of 
bad behavior were met. 

Similarly to the development of the housing associ-
ation, the “publicness” of the two housing projects 
could be defined as a compromise. Although the row of 
single-family houses was available at an affordable 
price for working families, the public investment was 
channeled back to the private market once the project 
was resold. Also the in-between spaces are less pro-
nounced when compared to the multi-family housing. 
Furthermore, the construction of the projects was not a 
result of coproduction with future residents or inhabit-
ants of the neighborhood, but some of the founders of 
the housing associations hoped for a greater power for 
municipalities in order to ensure citizen participation. 

3.2. Living in Good Spirit with Nature. The Cooperative 
Garden Neighborhood Model 

The social and political transformations in the after-

math of World War I paved the way for a new ap-
proach towards the housing question. The devastation 
and great housing need during and after the war awak-
ened a strong social sensibility among Belgian politi-
cians and city planners. The reconstruction congress 
that was organized in 1920 on the initiative of Union 
des Villes was a yardstick in this respect. The main tar-
gets of the congress were the struggle against private 
speculation and the connected question of land own-
ership. Out of the social consequences of speculation 
building, conference participants Verwilghen and Van 
den Brempt concluded that the housing problem in 
large cities could be reduced to questions of land own-
ership. In order to remediate speculation following 
postwar austerity, both speakers were convinced that 
it was desirable “to steer a maximum of effort to re-
obtain land for the community” (Van den Brempt as 
cited in Smets, 1977, p. 106). The plentiful, affordable 
lands around the city center were seen as the location 
and the garden city as the urban model to do this. The 
“garden city”, the brainchild of Ebenezer Howard, was 
seen as the synthesis between the city and the coun-
tryside, a place in which different populations lived to-
gether in good contact with nature (De Meulder et al., 
1997). The viewpoints reflected at the congress would 
become the source of inspiration of the National Com-
pany of Cheap Housing. The Belgian umbrella organiza-
tion had been created a year earlier to set up construc-
tion programs for social housing companies. The 
projects realized in its early period clearly pronounce a 
preference for the, in 1920, proposed garden city, but 
diverged from the concept of Howard (Smets, 1977).  

This is also the case for Moortebeek, a garden neigh-
borhood of the cooperative “Les Foyers Collectifs” (Fig-
ure 2). The German garden suburb, rather than the 
garden city of Howard was the inspiration source for 
the establishment of a tenant cooperative, an owner-
ship structure in which tenants are shareholders of the 
organization. The founding member of “Les Foyers Col-
lectifs” got acquainted with the model while living in 
Germany. In the “Maison du Peuple”, where he worked 
as a jurist, he elaborated the idea to do a similar thing 
in Brussels and launched a call for different sections of 
the Belgian labor party to become candidate-member 
of the cooperative. With the money of the members, 
the state, the province and the National Company, the 
Foyer acquired a remote piece of forested land at the 
confines of three municipalities (Les Foyers Collectifs, 
1981). A tramline would make up for this peripheral lo-
cation. The base lines of the master plan for the piece of 
land—the respect for the topography, the orientation of 
the streets, the lighting of the houses and parcels, the 
dimensions of the streets—were largely based on the di-
rectives of the National Companies. Next to housing, a 
center was to be included with a cooperative grocery 
store, butcher, shoemaker shop, pharmacy, a meeting 
and medical consultation center, an office and residence 
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for the concierge. In order to avoid monotony, for the 
architecture of each street, the urban planner in charge 
relied on several teams of architects. Although the co-
operative was not involved in the design of the master 
plan, the administrative council organized a premature 
form of member participation for the architecture of the 
buildings. They questioned the 115 members of the co-
operative about their wishes regarding the interior 
spaces. The architects got down to work with the results 
of the referendum and afterwards discussed their design 
with the cooperative (Les Foyers Collectifs, 1981). 

Nowadays the tramline has been abolished and a 
highway borders the garden neighborhood, but the 
quarter has been able to preserve its specific spatial 
qualities. A linear park that replaced a former car route 
and public grass fields offer a great playground for pe-
destrians. The profile of the streets makes their route 
even more comfortable: pedestrian paths are divided 
from car traffic through rows of grass and trees. 

The houses are not fenced, but buffered from the 
pedestrian paths by a “front garden” decorated with a 
wide range of plants and pottery. Also, the involve-
ment of inhabitants in decision-making processes re-
mains an important feature today. The governing 
board is still comprised of tenants. They gather yearly 
with all inhabitants to inform and negotiate about ac-
tivities and renovation work. In contrast, community 
activity has diminished. Since the arrival of the car, 
many people have started to spend their free time 
abroad. Before, they relied on several sports and cultural 
activities in the community center, including horticulture 
classes, theatre, basketball, football and gymnastics 
(Figure 3). Besides that, the changing composition of in-
habitants due to more strict entrance rules to housing 
makes it difficult for the aging government board to at-
tract people to their activities. Nevertheless, sports facil-
ities in the community center and the public parks are 
still intensively used by inhabitants of the surroundings. 

 
Figure 2. Moortebeek (2014). Source data: Bing Maps (2014). 

 
Figure 3. Moortebeek between 1921 and 1980 (exact date unknown): private garden and sports field. Source data: Les 
Foyers Collectifs (1996). 
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Although the thick social network of former times is 
not present anymore, the garden suburb has many el-
ements that point to a high degree of publicness: the 
legal structure of tenant-shareholders; the pedestrian 
routes, public spaces and community activities that at-
tract inhabitants from outside; and the participation of 
inhabitants in decision-making processes. 

3.3. Housing the Masses. The High-Rise Housing of the 
Modern Movement  

The end of the 1920s induced a break from the garden 
city model in Belgium. The autonomy of the tenant co-
operatives of the garden neighborhood, which did not 
appeal to municipal governments, and the financial 
limitations imposed on the public sector in light of the 
economic crisis were decisive in this respect. After the 
congress of the influential architecture platform CIAM 
(Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne) that 
took place in Brussels in 1930, the formula of the free-
standing tower in an open park landscape would domi-
nate modernist urban thinking in Belgium (Smets, 
1977). In order to guarantee habitability and affordabil-
ity in this new ideal environment, the boundaries of 
the minimum dwelling were defined, limiting space to 
the precise movements and needs of human beings 
(Mumford, 2002). The maximal functionality and plen-
tiful community services in a healthy green environ-
ment would make up for the limited footprint of the 
individual house (De Meulder et al., 1999). While this 
modernist ideal found consensus among architecture 
circles, in Belgium, its principles were only applied after 
World War II. The serial production, rational land use 
and functional units were an economic solution for the 
construction of social tenant housing in the strongly in-
dustrialized post-war period (Smets, 1977). In contrast

to the cooperative garden city, which was created as 
an alternative to the existing city, social tenant housing 
was built as a green field development at the border of 
the city or in the context of slum clearance programs in 
the city center. Nevertheless, in Belgium, high-rise 
housing projects were not produced on the same scale 
as in neighboring countries like the Netherlands and 
France. Communal services and shops at the ground 
floor of the housing estates were projected, but often 
not built. The historic Catholic hegemony preferring in-
dividual houses and family above community life cer-
tainly played a role in this respect (De Decker et al., 
2005). Housing policy primarily supported access to 
homeownership, even if the amount of public housing 
produced reached a peak in this period. The strict regu-
lations for social housing companies played a role as 
well. They did not allow social housing companies to 
build anything but housing and the involvement of pri-
vate partners to include other functions seemed bu-
reaucratically impossible (De Meulder et al., 1999). 
The high-rise social tenant neighborhood of Peterbos il-
lustrates some of these shortcomings (Figure 4). The 
ambitious master plan of the architect to steer the ur-
banization of a green suburb through the development 
of a park neighborhood was bogged down as a result of 
several limitations (Kesteloot et al., 1999). First, due to 
the upgrade of the adjacent old boulevard into an in-
termediary ring, the area was cut off from the old cen-
ter of the community. Next, after the construction of 
the first towers of the projects, the plan to mix high-
rise towers with low-rise blocks to respond to the exist-
ing fine-meshed fabric of the village of Anderlecht was 
reduced due to budgetary limitations of one of the two 
social housing associations in charge. The blocks and tow-
ers would be positioned around a central court, on which 
the main axes of the surrounding street would converge. 

 
Figure 4. Peterbos (2014). Source data: Bing Maps (2014). 
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This urban logic evaporated to a plantation of north-
south and east-west blocks delimiting spaces monop-
olized by cars. Not only did the typology of the build-
ing change but also the circulation inside. In order to 
reduce conflict a large communal circulation space 
was divided into several stairwells on each floor. 
More budgetary limitations scaled down the envis-
aged articulation of the entrances to these circulation 
spaces. Next, out of the planned public facilities along 
the existing road, such as a school, a church and a 
community center, only a community center was built 
in the basement of a block in the middle of the area. 
The planned commercial services were also limited to 
three grocery shops and a laundry store. However, 
the park landscape offers a creative environment for 
children living in and around the estate, who inten-
sively use the seemingly undefined or reduced spaces 
in the middle of the estate, as well as the sports fields 
at the border of the estate.  

The attenuation of public facilities, of connections 
to the adjacent neighborhoods, of intermediary zones 
between the public areas and the private apartments 
in the seemingly ad hoc placed blocks and of citizen 
participation, highly diminishes the level of publicness 
in Peterbos. However, in one of the following sec-
tions, we will see that nowadays attempts are being 
made to improve participation and community activi-
ty to meet this loss.  

3.4. The Public Housing Sector in Crisis 

With the repercussions of the oil crisis in the 1970s 
and the socio-economic transformations in its after-
math, the role and functions of the state, and likewise 
the public housing sector, would be redefined. In the 
first instance, in Belgium, it did not directly lead to a 
standstill in building activities. On the contrary, as in 
the postwar period, the Belgian government based it-
self on Keynesian principles to stimulate the econo-
my. The extra investments in social housing associa-
tions created breathing space to take up new 
activities. In the Brussels Capital Region between 
1971 and 1980, 11,203 public dwellings were built 
(Zimmer, 2009). This corresponds to one fourth of the 
total amount of public housing in Brussels today and 
remains the highest number of housing produced in a 
decade (Zimmer, 2009). However, during this period 
town rehabilitation reached an apotheosis while 
modernism seemed to be further stripped of any ar-
chitectural aspiration (De Meulder et al., 1999). 

Exemplary for this period is the housing complex 
“Evenepoel” and the organizational changes of the 
municipal social housing association in charge. In or-
der to include more low-income households, the as-
sociation barred renters with higher incomes from its 

patrimony. In addition, it established a management 
committee that gathered monthly to follow up on 
renters’ files. Residents were however still not includ-
ed in this new governance set up (Huberty, 1999). 

The four high-rise blocks of Evenepoel that were 
built between 1977 and 1980 are located in a former 
residential zone, encroached by business develop-
ments (Figure 5). While their size somehow fits in this 
area with medium size buildings and the buildings 
contain high-quality apartments with large terraces, 
the architecture of the building does not add value to 
the surrounding urban tissue. A lack of pedestrian 
connections to commercial and cultural services in-
creases the isolation of the estate. The formation of 
trees that demarcate the public spaces between the 
buildings reinforces the green structure of the adja-
cent sports park, but a physical connection is lacking. 

At the beginning of the 1980s, the full brunt of the 
crisis hit Belgium. The policy measures of the right 
wing government in power struck a hard blow against 
the existing housing policy. The demolition of entire 
city quarters and difficult-to-appropriate and “inhu-
man” dwelling complexes and public space, united 
housing activists in a struggle against the destruction 
of the traditional city. Activists, ecologists, youth and 
women's movements pleaded for a more human ap-
proach to dwelling, with attention for participation 
and community aspects of cohabitation (De Meulder, 
1997). Against this background, the regionalization of 
Belgium into a federal state with three communities 
(the Flemish, French and German Community) and 
three regions (Flanders, Wallonia and the Brussels 
Capital Region) took place. In light of this regionaliza-
tion, in 1989 the national public housing company 
was split into three separate and autonomous region-
al public housing companies. These regional compa-
nies became responsible for social municipal housing 
associations and tenant cooperatives, operating on 
their respective territories (Zimmer, 2009). In Brus-
sels, this regionalization coincided with a strong stag-
nation of the public housing sector. While in Flanders 
at the beginning of the 1990s operations were set up 
to increase the share of public housing, in Brussels 
the yearly production of public housing between 1990 
and 2014 decreased to a historically low level. Alt-
hough the extensive financial debt inherited after the 
regionalization and the obsolete public housing pat-
rimony are part of the explanation, political choices 
play an important role as well (Romainville, 2010). 
Despite an increasing lack of affordable housing, to-
day only 40% of the housing budget is devoted to the 
maintenance of and support for social rented hous-
ing, while the remainder is geared towards the sup-
port of homeownership and city renewal programs.
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Figure 5. Evenepoel (2014). Source data: Bing Maps (2014). 

3.5. New Public Housing Approaches with Shifting 
Meanings of “Publicness” in Response to the Housing 
Crisis 

The invigorated support for homeownership is since 
1989, among other things, has been dedicated to the 
construction of housing for owner occupation, orga-
nized by a regional development company (Citydev, 
the former Gomb). The main goals of the housing pro-
gram of the company are to attract or keep middle-
class families in the city and to support city rehabilita-
tion. The attraction of middle-class families is often a 
double gain for the municipalities that they inhabit: it 
encourages investments in areas mostly left aside by 
private developers and ensures an increased tax in-
come. For inhabitants of these municipalities who are 
bound to rent an apartment on the private market, the 
gains are less clear. The attraction of people with high-
er incomes supports gentrification. In advanced stages 
of gentrification, the influx of higher income groups 
causes property prices to rise. An additional factor that 
increases this possibility is that these projects are often 
acquired as investment property. Not only the owner-
ship structure, but also the spatial layout of housing 
projects of Citydev has little to offer in terms of public-
ness, especially in its early period. 

This can be verified by looking at one of their city 
renewal projects containing 4 apartment buildings 
along two roads (Figure 6). The project is located in Ku-
regem, a central and well-connected neighborhood at 
the border of the center of the city and housing many 
migrants and low-income families. Two adjacent build-
ings are located next to a square, but hardly have any 
involvement beyond the confines of it, nor one anoth-
er. The outdoor space is entirely subdivided into a 

patchwork of private gardens. The lifted ground floor 
elevates the distance between the apartments and the 
street, while the minimalistic materialization and posi-
tioning of the windows of the brick building indicate 
non-involvement with the public realm. In the more re-
cent building at the other side of the block the ground 
floor is also elevated, but the entrances lie one step 
higher, and have a setback with a niche. In contrast to 
the brick building, the facade is appropriated by the in-
habitants of the block. Clotheslines, climbers, plants 
and flowerpots decorate the facade and give a lively 
impression to the in-between realm created by en-
trances, protruding terraces and bay windows. 

Despite the serious stagnation in the social housing 
production in Brussels since 1989, the social housing 
sector has made progress in its policy. The regional 
company introduced strict rules for each housing asso-
ciation in its territory concerning the lease of social 
housing. In a second phase, the region has developed 
diverse systems to strengthen existing initiatives pro-
vided by public housing agencies, such as a service for 
social support and an expansion of resources for staff 
(Zimmer, 2009). Regarding the dimensions of participa-
tion and community activity, the regional company has 
encouraged social cohesion projects in specific housing 
estates and the establishment of advisory boards in all 
social housing associations in its territory. First, the 
“social cohesion projects” are collaborations between a 
community development agency and one or more so-
cial housing agencies that aim to increase citizen par-
ticipation and chances to encounter among inhabitants 
of housing estates with specific social problems. At 
present there are twenty social cohesion projects in 
the Brussels Capital Region. Since 2000, a community 
development agency has worked on such projects in 
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Figure 6. Amélie, Borsalino, Canotier, Clémenceau (2014). Source data: Bing Maps (2014). 

the aforementioned housing estate of Peterbos. Their 
work depends on the needs and opportunities they de-
tect: from the support of tenants's initiatives, to the 
organization of family excursions, social restaurants, 
language courses for women, workshops on rational 
energy use, artistic interventions and yearly fairs. Even 
if there is still a lot of work to do in terms of physical 
improvement and collaboration with social organiza-
tions working in the neighborhood, according to the 
community worker in charge, in 14 years community 
activity and solidarity among inhabitants have remark-
ably increased. Second, in the cooperative limited lia-
bility companies—the traditional legal status of hous-
ing associations in Brussels—residents are not part of 
the governing board. This was changed in 2004 in order 
to create a better relationship and to enhance dialogue 
between public housing associations and inhabitants of 
social housing. Nowadays, tenants can elect represent-
atives for a period of three years. In case of mainte-
nance and renovation works in the buildings and public 
spaces, they are heard by the housing association. Two 
representatives also have a deliberative voice on the 
government board. However, the effectiveness of these 
advisory boards strongly depends on the involvement of 
housing associations. In the municipal housing associa-
tions of the Evenepoel project for example, the adviso-
ry board struggles to find sufficient members to repre-
sent the 2,250 families of the housing association. 
Moreover, the representatives encounter difficulties 
raising their voices on the governance board. 

3.6. The Establishment of a Community Land Trust in 
Brussels 

In 2010 the specific housing problems of the Brussels 

Capital Region—the lack of affordable, quality housing 
on the private rental market and the limited amount of 
social housing expanding only very slowly, as well as 
pockets of gentrification in deprived neighborhoods—
urged groups of citizens to seek alternative housing so-
lutions for low-income groups. Among the participating 
groups were community centers, a refugee and immi-
grant organization, a cooperative bank, social economy 
associations and specialists in citizen participation. Two 
of these organizations, a community center and the 
refugee and immigrant organization, were important 
agencies steering this network of action. Together they 
had set up a zero-energy collective housing project for 
underprivileged households. The search for an ade-
quate legal framework to implement similar kinds of 
projects raised their interest in the American Commu-
nity Land Trust model as applied in the US. In 2010 a 
research consortium conducted a feasibility study on 
the implementation of the US Community Land Trust 
model in Brussels. At the end of 2012, the research 
proposed the establishment of the Brussels CLT (CLTB) 
as a private trust fund combined with a nonprofit organ-
ization. This setup was approved by the Brussels Capital 
Region and became eligible for financial support. Today, 
the organization is recognized by the Housing Code of 
Brussels and granted yearly subsidies for the construc-
tion of 30 dwellings a year. The recognition by and the 
(significant) subsidies from the Brussels Capital Region 
were important conditions to maintain affordability for 
low-income groups. The subsidies cover the costs of 
both the land and a portion of the building.   

Nowadays, the legal structure of CLTB has a great 
influence on the ownership structure and on participa-
tion. Firstly, one of the main legal principles behind the 
Community Land Trust Brussels is a separation be-
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tween the ownership of the home and the land own-
ership. The land on which collective housing projects 
are realized is owned and managed by the foundation 
of CLTB, while the dwellings are owned by the inhab-
itants. Inhabitants are thus able to adapt their dwell-
ing and to live in it as long as they want. However, a 
clause limits the surplus value when the dwelling is 
sold. In order to make the dwelling affordable for the 
next candidate-buyer, the inhabitant can only gain 
25% of the added value in case of resale. Moreover, 
Community Land Trust has a preemptive right and a 
right of priority in cases of resale. This enables the or-
ganization to make the house available for a next 
candidate-buyer. These legal conditions have im-
portant implications. On the one hand, inhabitants of 
the projects become “owners”, enabling them to save 
money, while offering them housing security. On the 
other hand, CLTB holds the property rights to the 
land, and has an important degree of control over the 
property of the dwelling. These mechanisms ensure 
affordability on a long term.  

Secondly, the operational structure of CLTB is a not-
for-profit association. The governing board of this as-
sociation consists of equally three parties. One third of 
the organization represents the (future) inhabitants of 
its projects, one third stands for citizens of Brussels and 
one third is covered by political representatives. Alt-
hough for candidate-buyers, income thresholds of so-
cial rental housing are adopted, CLTB is an open-
member association. Everyone is able to become a 
member and to join the general meetings.  

When a new project is launched, candidate-buyers 
are asked to join a savings group. This group is in turn a 
factual association. Next to the general meetings and 
reunions of the elected governing board, architecture 
workshops are organized to involve this group in the 
design process of the project. The recommendations of 
the candidate-buyers are included in the design brief to 
select the architects and builders for the project. De-
signers and builders are indeed selected through public 
procurement procedure as the Brussels Housing 
Fund—a limited liability company controlled and sup-
ported by the Brussels Capital Region—acts as the 
prime contractor for CLTB projects. The design work-
shops and meetings evolve around more informal ac-
tivities that offer a chance for future inhabitants and 
people from the neighborhood to meet.  

As none of the projects is finished yet, it is not 
possible to discuss the physical configuration of the 
dwellings. In legal terms, Community Land Trust hous-
ing cannot be labeled as “public housing”, but refer-
ring to the commons framework and the shared own-
ership, the thoroughly pursued co-production from 
the very inception of the project to elaborate com-
munity activities, it becomes clear that the initiative 
scores high on the dimensions of “publicness” pro-
posed in this article. 

4. Conclusion  

With reduced public sector investments and an in-
creasing privatization of public spaces, the loss of “pub-
licness” has entered the debate on socio-spatial inclu-
sion. As the term “public” is today often associated 
with a state related resource, some scholars have 
started to feed this debate by picking up the classic vo-
cabulary of “the commons”. Commons relate to re-
sources that are actively protected and managed by 
groups of citizens. This article argues that this reorien-
tation of “publicness” towards “the common” is a rele-
vant angle to study the publicness of public housing. A 
double line of reasoning is followed. On the one hand, 
several changes in the public housing sector such as 
the privatization of public housing, the development of 
public housing programs to create owner-occupied 
housing for middle-income groups and the shift from a 
“general” housing system to a “safety net” system, in-
dicate a loss of “publicness”. On the other hand, 
emerging practices point at a reconceptualization of 
the public towards the commons, for instance in the 
appearance of government sponsored community land 
trust housing schemes. Such schemes seem to go back 
to the origins of public housing, as many public housing 
actors started from philanthropic or cooperative ap-
proaches that heavily rely on the mobilization of com-
mon property resources. 

In order to understand the publicness of public 
housing starting from the concept of the commons, the 
article develops a framework to analyze various histor-
ical public housing models on crucial dimensions of the 
commons. Building on commons theory (De Angelis, 
Stavrides in An Architektur, 2010; Harvey, 2012; Mattei, 
2012; Ostrom, 1990), on planning and architecture lit-
erature on “commons” and shared space (De Rijck et 
al., 2000; Loeckx, 1998; Lofland, 1998; Stavrides, 2010) 
the article identifies four core dimensions: ownership, 
co-production, community activity and physical config-
uration. It then takes different public housing models 
in the Brussels Capital Region as a case study to test 
this framework and to identify the inclusive nature of 
various aspects of “publicness” under study. For each 
housing model, preliminary findings can be drawn from 
the four dimensions of the framework and the rela-
tionship between them. 

First of all, for the first core dimension of “owner-
ship”, in the Brussels Capital Region, the most inclusive 
situation is reached in case of the cooperative garden 
city neighborhood, containing tenant social housing, 
public spaces and non-residential functions. In this es-
tate, most people benefit from the type of ownership 
and outsiders are also able to use the public spaces and 
external functions. The democratic administration of 
the governing board assures that residents are in-
volved when it comes to decisions about new dwelling 
projects on the site, while the supervision of the re-
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gional housing company ensures the same entrance 
rules as for other social housing in Brussels. The pro-
jects of Citydev, and the owner-occupied prewar work-
ing class housing are the least public as only the first 
buyer benefits from the reduced acquisition price. 

Secondly, the cases show that the legal status of 
the operator—i.e., the “ownership” dimension—has a 
great influence on the participation of inhabitants in 
the planning, design and maintenance of the building. 
One third of the governing board of the Community 
Land Trust organization consists of residents, and one 
third of inhabitants of the wider Brussels Capital Re-
gion. The integration of citizens of Brussels ensures a 
closed community is not created and lets the neigh-
borhood engage with the plans of Community Land 
Trust. In addition to this, the Community Land Trust 
scores highest in the dimension of co-production as the 
organization actively involves future inhabitants in the 
design of their collective dwelling. 

Thirdly, in the framework, centrality and connectivi-
ty on a macro level, as well as a gradual transition be-
tween the public and the private and open and closed 
spaces are described as important features. In the case 
of Peterbos it has become clear that well-connected 
spaces sometimes feel isolated as a result of their loca-
tion between important junctions. On the micro-level, 
the way the facade regulates the transition between 
street and house, and the quality of shared circulation 
spaces, such as stairwells and corridors, plays an im-
portant role in the creation of an in-between realm. 
The elevated entrances with a setback and niche, the 
protruding terraces and bay windows in one earlier 
discussed project of Citydev evoke a direct engage-
ment of inhabitants with their environment. 

Finally, although community activity is difficult to 
measure without performing sociologic or ethnograph-
ic research, this preliminary study shows that when a 
physical configuration offers little space for encounter 
due to a lack of transition zones, as in the case of Pe-
terbos, the organization of community activities by 
community development agencies becomes important 
to guide social cohesion between inhabitants. 

Strikingly, but not unexpectedly, the types of hous-
ing originating from private initiative or by intermedi-
ary organizations, such as the housing cooperatives 
and the CLT scheme, score best on the dimensions of 
“publicness”. Picked up by public policy and granted 
government support, this article points out that these 
instances of bottom-up institutionalization seem to of-
fer a promising path for the development of inclusive 
dwelling environments. Nonetheless, it has to be noted 
too that the more traditional “public” initiatives that 
find inspiration from “communing” practices, such as 
the set up of social cohesion projects, offer opportuni-
ties to “repair” the “publicness” in existing housing es-
tates. In that sense, also strategies stemmed from oth-
er dimensions, such as the introduction of alternative 

ownership schemes (representation of residents on 
governing boards, introduction of long lease schemes 
as opposed to traditional rental contracts or owner-
occupation), the layout of shared spaces, the inclusion 
of residents in decision making processes in mainte-
nance works might contribute to more inclusive es-
tates. Further in-depth research involving ethnographic 
research and spatial analysis could shed more light on 
the merits and limitations of housing solutions that in-
corporate “commoning” dimensions as well as the pre-
cise mechanisms and features of the interaction be-
tween the different dimensions. 
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Abstract 
In response to the ratification of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of People with Disabilities (CRPD), Austral-
ian housing industry leaders, supported by the Australian Government, committed to transform their practices volun-
tarily through the adoption of a national guideline, called Livable Housing Design. They set a target in 2010 that all new 
housing would be visitable by 2020. Research in this area suggests that the anticipated voluntary transformation is un-
realistic and that mandatory regulation will be necessary for any lasting transformation to occur. It also suggests that 
the assumptions underpinning the Livable Housing Design agreement are unfounded. This paper reports on a study that 
problematised these assumptions. The study used eleven newly-constructed dwellings in three housing contexts in 
Brisbane, Australia. It sought to understand the logics-of-practice in providing, and not providing, visitable housing. By 
examining the specific details that make a dwelling visitable, and interpreting the accounts of builders, designers and 
developers, the study identified three logics-of-practice which challenged the assumptions underpinning the Livable 
Housing Design agreement: focus on the point of sale; an aversion to change and deference to external regulators on 
matters of social inclusion. These were evident in all housing contexts indicating a dominant industry culture regardless 
of housing context or policy intention. The paper suggests that financial incentives for both the builder and the buyer, 
demonstration by industry leaders and, ultimately, national regulation is a possible pathway for the Livable Housing De-
sign agreement to reach the 2020 goal. The paper concludes that the Australian Government has three options: to ig-
nore its obligations under the CRPD; to revisit the Livable Housing Design agreement in the hope that it works; or to 
regulate the housing industry through the National Construction Code to ensure the 2020 target is reached.  
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1. Introduction 

Like many countries, Australia ratified the United Na-
tions Convention on the Rights of People with Disabili-
ties (CRPD) (United Nations, 2007) and committed to 
supporting the inclusion and participation of all people 
through the design of the built environment (Australian 
Government, 2011a, 2011b). Public places and spaces 

in Australia are now required to meet prescriptive ac-
cess standards (Australian Government, 2010); howev-
er, there are no equivalent access requirements for the 
private spaces in housing. Instead, Australian govern-
ments at the national, state and local levels largely rely 
on market forces with a mix of goodwill within the 
housing industry and some incentivisation through 
government programs (Australian Government, 2009; 
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Livable Housing Australia, 2013) to increase social in-
clusion through housing design. The National Disability 
Strategy 2010–2020 (Australian Government, 2011a), 
the Australian Government’s formal response to its ob-
ligations under the CRPD, describes its policy direction 
in housing design as follows: 

The greater the take up of universal design fea-
tures, the more open the community is to people 
with disability, including those with age-related dis-
ability. This provides greater choice about where to 
live, but also more social opportunities for visiting 
friends and family. (p. 32) 

Its key strategy is an agreement in 2010 among leaders 
from the community sector, the housing industry and 
government to encourage the housing industry volun-
tarily to provide “visitability” in all new housing by 2020 
(p. 34). Visitability is the capacity for a dwelling to facili-
tate the inclusion and participation of all people in family 
and community activities (Concrete Change, 2003; 
Maisel, 2006; Truesdale, Steinfeld, & Smith, 2002). The 
strategy also encourages designers to develop best 
practice in universal design. Initially called the National 
Dialogue on Universal Housing Design (NDUHD), the 
group developed a national guideline, called Livable 
Housing Design (NDUHD, 2010a) and a strategic plan 
with the goal of all new housing being visitable by 
2020. A not-for-profit company, Livable Housing Aus-
tralia, was established in 2011 to steer the housing in-
dustry towards the 2020 voluntary target (Livable 
Housing Australia, 2012).  

Livable Housing Australia’s strategy of education 
and accreditation stems from its understanding that 
the buying-market already expects many of the access 
features to be provided, that the cost is negligible 
compared to retrofitting these features later, and that 
the demand for visitable housing will increase due to 
the ageing population (NDUHD, 2010b). Livable Hous-
ing Australia also considers that, with greater aware-
ness among buyers and builders, some minor changes 
to current building practices, and the use of a voluntary 
accreditation system, the housing industry can reach 
the 2020 goal without government intervention (Liva-
ble Housing Australia, 2012).  

Many guidelines have been developed over the past 
twenty years to increase the supply of visitable housing; 
Lifetime Homes in the United Kingdom (Brewerton, 
Darton, & Foster, 1997) and the Australian Standard for 
Adaptable Housing (Standards Australia, 1995) are in-
dicative examples. Voluntariness, as a strategy for in-
dustry transformation, has been shown to fail overseas 
(Imrie, 2003, 2006, p. 4; Kose, 2003, 2010; Malloy, 
2009; Nishita et al., 2007) and in Australia (Karol, 2008; 
Ward, 2013; Ward, Franz, & Adkins, 2012) to make any 
discernable systemic change in industry behaviour. The 
housing industry also resists mandated approaches for 

a variety of reasons, including cost, minimal demand at 
the point-of-sale, and a concern over the validity of the 
advocated need (Imrie, 2006, pp. 45-67; Milner & 
Madigan, 2001; Nishita et al., 2007). In the light of this 
evidence, it is not surprising that Livable Housing Aus-
tralia has achieved minimal progress towards the 2020 
goal (Livable Housing Australia, 2013).  

This paper questions why the housing industry has 
made minimal progress and suggests what might be 
required to meet the 2020 target. The contribution to 
knowledge this paper offers is threefold: it problema-
tises the assumptions behind Livable Housing Austral-
ia’s voluntary approach; it attempts to understand the 
patterns of responses by individual housing providers 
to the eight features of Livable Housing Australia’s vis-
itability guideline—down to the detail; and it identifies 
three logics-of-practice which signpost what might be 
required of the housing industry if the Australian Gov-
ernment is committed to social inclusion through bet-
ter housing design.  

The Australian housing industry is highly competitive 
with the production of new housing primarily governed 
by cost and demand-driven trends. It uses relatively 
simple construction techniques using semi-skilled labour 
where possible, standard-sized items and economies of 
scale within strict timelines (Murray, Ramirez-Lovering, 
& Whibley, 2008). It relies on regulators and planners to 
set minimum standards (Dalton, Chhetri, et al., 2011, p. 
24). Ninety-five percent of Australian housing is private-
ly-developed (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 
2013), with three-quarters of the housing stock in the 
form of single-family dwellings (National Housing Supply 
Council, 2011, p. 10). Small businesses dominate the 
Australian housing industry, and they are connected 
with manufacturers, finance intermediaries and land de-
velopers forming a complex interdependent network 
(Dalton, Chhetri, et al., 2011, p. 39). Most new dwellings 
are built speculatively for sale at completion, with capac-
ity for some minor cosmetic changes within set designs 
(Dalton, Wakefield, & Horne, 2011). Any changes to es-
tablished practices risk time-delays and unexpected 
costs; these have a domino effect which reverberates 
beyond the original providers to others within this com-
plex network (Bringolf, 2011, p. 281). 

The lack of responsiveness by the housing industry to 
build more visitable housing has resulted in advocacy for 
regulation for visitability in all new housing through the 
National Construction Code and State- and Territory-
based building legislation (Australian Network for 
Universal Housing Design, 2013; Civil Society Project 
Group, 2012; Disability Investment Group, 2009). The 
advocates consider visitability in housing as a human 
right, similar to the equitable access now required in 
public spaces and places. They consider legislating for 
visitability in housing to be necessary if people with dis-
ability are to be included like everyone else in family and 
community life. 
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These divergent positions, with Livable Housing 
Australia’s poor outcomes to date, serve to question 
the validity of the assumptions behind the original 
agreement. One assumption is that individual housing 
providers will voluntarily change their practices to con-
sider the needs of future users; that is, to “enhance the 
quality of life for all occupants at all stages of their life 
(sic) by including safer and more user-friendly design 
features” (NDUHD, 2010b, p. 1). Another assumption is 
that individual housing providers will change voluntarily 
because the agreed visitability guideline is reasonable, 
doable and fair within the current business environ-
ment (p. 7). A third assumption is that individual housing 
providers will “do their bit” for social inclusion, rather 
than be directed to do so by an external regulator (pp. 
8-10).  

The paper first explores these three assumptions 
drawing on the current literature. It then reports on a 
study, which examined the current response to provid-
ing the eight features of visitability defined in the Livable 
Housing Design agreement and identified three logics-
of-practice. The paper concludes by suggesting what 
might be required if the 2020 target is to be reached.  

2. Three Core Assumptions Underpinning the Livable 
Housing Design Agreement 

2.1. Assumption 1: Buyers and Builders of New Housing 
Will Consider the Needs of Future Users 

At first glance, the resistance against both voluntary 
transformation and regulation towards visitable hous-
ing appears logical; in a market-driven economy expe-
riencing minimal demand for visitable housing, there is 
little reason for individual housing providers to change 
what works for them now. Australia’s peak housing in-
dustry body argues that, unless the demand increases 
substantially or individuals pay extra for it, there is no 
reason for a change that increases production costs. 
Further, modifying existing housing offers the housing 
industry important additional business (Housing Industry 
Association, 2011). In this regard, it could be said there 
is little incentive for individual housing providers to de-
sign in features which anticipate the needs of future 
users or to consider sustainable design practices to ex-
tend the life of the dwelling.  

Given the advocacy for visitable housing, it is useful 
to consider why there is a lack of demand at the point-
of-sale. The population in Australia is ageing and with it, 
becoming more disabled (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2010, p. 2). Older people should be potential buyers, 
given their preference for home-ownership and high 
incidences of disability and frailty; however, most wish 
to remain in their existing housing and communities for 
as long as possible, and investment in modifications is 
the preferred solution over the purchase of a new 
dwelling away from their established networks (Judd et 

al., 2010). Beer and Faulkner’s (2009) study into the 
housing careers of Australians identifies that another 
potential buyer-group—families of younger people 
with disability—have particular challenges in establish-
ing their home near support services, employment and 
transport. Once these services are in place, these fami-
lies are less likely than other families to move to a new 
dwelling. Imminent retirees, or “baby-boomers” are 
another potential demand group; they want to stay ac-
tive and involved in community life for a long time 
(Ozanne, 2009). Further, they are more mobile than 
the previous generation, changing their housing a 
number of times after they retire. They consider their 
housing more as an investment than as a stable family-
base (Beer & Faulkner, 2009). With some exceptions, 
this group is not as yet showing signs of planning for 
their future frailty, illness or disability or caring for an 
ageing or ill partner in their housing decisions (Judd et 
al., 2014, p. 98; Spanbroek & Karol, 2006). 

Buyers of new housing generally have been found 
to be unwilling to pay extra for features for the “com-
mon good”, particularly if they do not consider they 
will personally benefit (Crabtree & Hes, 2009). Inves-
tors also do not consider visitable housing a priority for 
tenants (Beer & Faulkner, 2009; Jones, de Jonge, & 
Phillips, 2008). In summary, the people who need visit-
able housing appear the least likely to buy new hous-
ing, and the people most likely to buy new housing are 
not demanding visitable features. This challenges the 
first assumption of the Livable Housing Design agree-
ment that both buyers and builders of new housing will 
consider the needs of future users in their decision-
making. 

2.2. Assumption 2: The Housing Industry Will Transform 
Voluntarily in the Current Business Environment 

Previously noted, the Australian housing industry de-
pends on a complex network of suppliers, contractors 
and subcontractors creating interdependence, each af-
fecting the other. Individual providers remain competi-
tive through the use of standardised designs and build-
ing practices, tight schedules and volume building with 
minor cosmetic add-ons to give a market edge (Dalton, 
Wakefield, et al., 2011; Murray et al., 2008). Individual 
providers have been found to respond to one-off re-
quests for visitability either by charging significantly 
above the cost of the changes or by sending the buyer 
elsewhere (Ward, 2013; Bringolf, 2011). 

Recent assessments indicate the cost of providing 
these minimum access features in new construction is 
low (Victorian Government, 2010); however, the hous-
ing industry refutes this (Housing Industry Association, 
2010) arguing the cost to housing providers is not so 
much in the change in design but in the process of 
changing established practices to build the new design. 
The policy-position of the housing industry is that in-
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creased demand is the best strategy to transform prac-
tice, and direct government assistance will be necessary 
to make the provision of access features affordable in 
bespoke dwellings (Housing Industry Association, 2011). 
Without these, changing voluntarily to meet the Livable 
Housing Design guideline simply does not make good 
business sense. This challenges the second assumption.  

2.3. Assumption 3: The Housing Industry Will “Do Their 
Bit” for Social Inclusion 

The CRPD and the Australian Government’s obligations 
as set out in the National Disability Strategy bring a par-
ticular focus to the broadly accepted right to social inclu-
sion by promoting the right for people with disability to 
access all aspects of the physical and social environment 
on an equal basis with others (Australian Government, 
2011a; United Nations, 2007). The CRPD not only directs 
how housing assistance is offered—“[people have the 
right] to choose their place of residence and where and 
with whom they live on an equal basis with others” and 
so forth (United Nations, 2007, Article 19)—it also chal-
lenges how housing should be designed—“the design 
of…environments…[should] be usable by all people, to 
the greatest extent possible, without the need for adap-
tation or specialised design” (Article 4).  

The Australian Government is accountable to the 
international community to ensure that the rights set 
out in these treaties are respected, protected and ful-
filled. The obligations to the right to appropriate hous-
ing are considered to be progressively realisable; that 
is, Australia does not need to comply with this obliga-
tion immediately, but must work to fulfil these obliga-
tions over time. Further, any progressive action is 
obliged to match the level of resources available to it 
(People with Disability Australia, 2010). The broad sup-
port from government, community and the housing in-
dustry for the Livable Housing Design agreement con-
firms that the 2020 target should and can be met, and 
that, if it is not met, alternative action should be taken.  

The lack of visitability in housing excludes many 
older people and people with disability; they cannot 
find suitable housing nor can they visit other people’s 
homes, and this contributes to their isolation, margin-
alisation and exclusion (Beer & Faulkner, 2008). Fur-
ther, by not requiring visitability at the time of con-
struction, the housing industry shifts the costs of 
retrofitting to future residents and the secondary costs 
of exclusion to the health, disability and aged-care 
budgets (Saugeres, 2010). The recent major reforms for 
aged-care (Productivity Commission, 2011a) and disa-
bility (Productivity Commission, 2011b) in Australia are 
designed to support people in their homes and con-
nected to their informal networks for as long as possi-
ble before they resort to costly specialised residential 
facilities. These programs are relying on the success of 
the Livable Housing Design agreement to increase the 

supply of visitable housing, and eventually to build in-
clusive communities in the long-term. The Livable 
Housing Design agreement suggests that the housing 
industry has accepted this responsibility. 

Yet as noted earlier, the housing industry has tradi-
tionally handed the responsibility for the long-term 
planning, policy development, and safeguarding com-
munity expectations to government planners and regu-
lators through the National Construction Code (Dalton, 
Chhetri, et al., 2011, p. 24) and there are a number of 
benefits for stakeholders in doing so. A standard can be 
negotiated and agreed upon with buyers who do not 
understand what to look out for in the building process 
(this is particularly the case for home-purchasers); gov-
ernments can manage the unintended impacts of a 
market-driven industry on other policy areas; and the 
cost of higher standards can be mitigated if everyone 
complies (Productivity Commission, 2004, p. 92). The 
National Construction Code acts as a safeguard so that 
community expectations for safety, health, environ-
mental and social obligations are met within a compet-
itive housing-market. The Productivity Commission de-
scribes the particular dilemma in relying on market-
forces to ensure visitability in housing:  

Governments sometimes intervene in the market 
for the social purpose of ensuring certain minimum 
standards of accommodation (including access to 
buildings) for all. It is most unlikely that certain 
building qualities, such as access for people with 
disabilities, would be delivered widely in the ab-
sence of government intervention. (p. xxiii) 

The lack of response to date challenges the third assump-
tion that individual housing providers will voluntarily “do 
their bit” for social inclusion and that government inter-
vention in the housing-market will not be required.  

The paper now turns to the study of the current re-
sponse to providing Livable Housing Design’s visitable 
standard and how the individual features were and were 
not provided. The next section describes the research 
design and is followed by a report on the findings. The 
paper then discusses these findings and concludes by 
suggesting the options open to the Australian Govern-
ment to increase the provision of visitable housing.  

3. Research Design 

This qualitative study was situated in Brisbane, Austral-
ia and used the Livable Housing Design agreement’s 
eight minimum features, described in the housing in-
dustry agreement in 2010, as the benchmark for visita-
bility (NDUHD, 2010a), as listed below:  

1. Access to dwelling: Step-free access to an entry 
door; 

2. Entry: A step-free entry through that door; 
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3. Car space: Minimum 5400mm x 3800mm car 
space, if a car space is provided; 

4. Doorways/corridors: Minimum 820mm doorways 
and 1000mm wide corridors at the entry level; 

5. Toilet: Minimum 1200mm x 900mm space in 
front of one toilet on the entry level; 

6. Shower: Step-free shower if a shower is provid-
ed on the entry level;  

7. 5mm transitions: Floor level transitions of less 
that 5mm throughout the entry level; and  

8. Reinforcement: Reinforcement in the walls of 
the bathroom and shower for future installation 
of grabrails. 

The eleven dwellings were chosen as a theoretical 
sample from three housing contexts: social (that is, 
subsidised community-managed and public) housing; 
private housing; and housing provided under the aus-
pice of the Queensland Government’s former Urban 
Land Development Authority (ULDA), an initiative to in-
crease the supply of affordable housing. Each dwelling 
was identified as ordinary or mainstream; that is, not 
designed specifically for people with disability or older 
people. Each housing context had a different impera-
tive for, and experience in, providing housing with ac-
cess features. The social-housing developments were 
required to provide a percentage of housing designed 
specifically for ageing and disabled tenants (Queensland 
Government, 2008). Private-housing developments had 
no requirements. Ten per cent of the housing within 
ULDA multi-unit developments was required to comply 
with the in-house access guidelines (Urban Land 
Development Authority, 2011). See Figure 1 for a de-
scription of the dwellings in their housing contexts. 

Each dwelling was visited at the time of practical 
completion prior to occupation, at which time each 
feature was photographed and documented. These da-
ta were then compared with the contract drawings and 
specifications. The interviewer then invited the per-
sonnel who best filled the roles of developer, designer 
and contracted builder to participate in an hour-long 
interview. Each of the twenty-eight interviewees dis-
cussed the eight features and accounted for the provi-

sion (or lack of provision) of the eight features as out-
lined in the Livable Housing Design visitable standard 
(see listed above).  

The analysis of the data consisted of three steps: 

1. Analysis of the interviewees’ accounts; that is, 
what they thought of the individual features in 
the visitable standard;  

2. Analysis of the features, taking into considera-
tion the interviewees’ accounts, the contract 
documents and the researcher’s observations of 
the dwellings; and  

3. Identification of the reason why the feature was 
or was not provided. These were grouped into 
themes and categories within the themes.  

This last step is illustrated by the analysis of the change 
of level into the bathroom in a social-housing apart-
ment. The dwelling was a one-bedroom unit in a social-
housing development, funded by the Nation-Building 
Economic Stimulus Plan (Australian Government, 2009). 
The funding agreement required all the dwellings to 
“facilitate better access for persons with disability and 
older people where appropriate” (p. 22) and, to this 
end, some access features were specified. The specifi-
cations omitted the requirement of internal step-free 
transitions. The result was a step of 30mm into the 
bathroom (see Figure 2). 

The designer explained why the 30mm step oc-
curred: 

That is the cheapest way of building in apartments, 
unfortunately. Structurally, what it means is that 
concrete structural slab just goes through and, on 
top of that, they just put the topping slab to get the 
falls to the floor waste—cheap and nasty. To actual-
ly get the set-downs for the bathrooms is quite ex-
pensive—because we have 30mm on top of the 
structural slab we can take out 10mm for the show-
er to work which is how we achieved that. But to 
actually take out the 30mm out of the structural 
slab would add a lot of cost to the project. 

 
Figure 1. Description of dwellings in their housing contexts. 
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Figure 2. Step into the bathroom. 

The construction of this step may have been due to a 
conscious assumption that the future users would not 
require a step-free entry; however, given the overall in-
tention of the dwelling to be “universal” and the reason 
offered above for providing the step (“cheap and nasty” 
building solution), the researcher interpreted that this 
feature was provided as a result of a “lack of thought” 
about the outcome of the builder’s usual practice. 

4. Findings 

Overall, thirty-nine of the total of eighty-eight features 
(eight features in the eleven dwellings) or 44% com-
plied with the Livable Housing Design visitability guide-
line. The compliant features were evenly spread over 
the different housing contexts and there was consisten-
cy in compliance for some features. Regardless of the 
differing purposes for the housing contexts, the building 
practice and logic behind it were similar (see Table 1). 

No dwelling provided all the visitable features, and 
no single feature was provided consistently in all of the 
dwellings. The incidence of compliant features was rel-
atively even across all housing contexts, regardless of 

the dwelling’s context, cost, or size. No single-housing 
context stood out as providing more features above the 
others. Some features were more prevalent than others; 
for example, the step-free access to an entry door was 
provided in most cases because the dwellings had either 
driveways to internal garages or lift access. On the other 
hand, reinforcement in the walls of the bathroom and 
shower was provided in only two dwellings—where it 
was a funding requirement. Two themes emerged for 
non-compliance—“lack of thought” and “otherness”, and 
three themes for compliance—“fashion”, “requirement” 
and “cost-effectiveness”. These are now described: 

4.1. Non-Compliance—Lack of Thought 

The interviewees explained that some features did not 
comply because they “forgot” or they simply did not 
consider how it would result. This unconsciousness 
about what they were doing or the consequence for 
the users was identified in two places: a small step into 
the dwelling, and the transition from the corridor into 
the bathroom (see Table 2). 

For each feature, the built-form differed from the 
design because of expedient building practice or im-
precise specification. The design of the bathrooms sug-
gested a step-free transition; however, the construction 
resulted in a small lip of between 30–50mm. An exam-
ple was the 30mm lip at the entry of the bathroom of a 
social-housing dwelling, which was meant to be de-
signed to universal design principles as part of the Na-
tion-Building Economic Stimulus Plan. The designer of a 
private house explained why the step into the bath-
room had resulted; he said: “Oh, I think we forgot to 
lower the slab”. Three social-housing apartments had a 
30mm step at the front door for a similar reason; the 
finished floor level external to the dwelling did not 
align with the finished floor level inside the dwelling 
even though the contract documents did not indicate a 
step (see Figure 3 as an example). 

 Table 1. Distribution of compliant features. 

  Social-housing  Private-housing ULDA 

Dwelling  1 2 3 4 5  6 7 8 9  10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions             

Reinforcement            
 

 visitable feature provided  visitable feature not provided 

30mm 
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  Table 2. Non-compliant features due to “lack of thought”. 

  Social-housing  Private-housing  ULDA 

Dwelling  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions            

Reinforcement            
    

 Feature not provided due to “lack of thought” 

 
Figure 3. Entry with 30mm lip. 

All the single-family dwellings provided a step-up 
into the house from the internal garage. This was due 
to a traditional and outdated building practice. A de-
veloper explained: 

It’s actually an expense to incorporate that 
step…because you are not required to have it. It 
was more the type of termite barrier that we pro-
vide, um, which has a step-down—so we have a 
physical barrier—a visual barrier, um, and it works 
very sweetly with the car access as it actually sits 
down 86 ml from the house slab–it’s the only rea-
son why the step’s there.  

4.2. Non-Compliance—“Otherness” 

The interviewees’ responses to the rest of the features 
that were non-compliant suggested a conscious deci-
sion that visitability would not be necessary; that is, 
people with mobility limitations would not be residing 
or visiting the dwellings (see Table 3). 

This was the largest theme and three categories or 
reasons were identified. The first category was that the 
cost of the dwelling was given priority over the access 

needs of prospective minority groups. The developer of 
ULDA housing explained his decision to make the corri-
dors and doorways narrow: “It’s mainly the corridor 
widths that have to increase and things like that, that 
decrease the efficiency of our floor plans—that’s the 
big concern”. The developer of a social-housing dwell-
ing argued that cost could not be compromised by the 
needs of a small minority group: 

And again, you got to say—what’s it really trying to 
achieve? Is it for a wheelchair access? But you got 
to look at, you know, the people that live in units, 
how many are in a wheelchair? I mean, what’s the 
real [number]? And yet, you don’t want to take 
someone’s right away to live in that but it’s—you 
can’t design a whole building for the—that’s where 
the cost gets, gets out of whack. 

The second category was that the prospective buyer 
would not consider visitability to be a priority. The de-
veloper of a four-bedroom house explained why he 
was unwilling to widen the corridor: “The houses have 
got to become bigger, or have smaller rooms. So that’s 
a big factor—the people won’t like it—the clients”. The 
third reason was an assumption that the occupants 
would be ambulant. A privately-developed house had 
steps designed into the corridor to the main living area. 
Its developer considered his dwelling did not require 
accessibility: “The public-housing sector does actually 
look after those people—with specific-designed homes. I 
know that because I have quoted on them”. 

4.3. Compliance—Fashion 

Interviewees reported they provided some features 
because they were considered to be fashionable or as-
pirational. These features occurred in private and ULDA 
developments and were absent in the social-housing 
developments (see Table 4). 

The private and ULDA dwellings, for example, pro-
vided wide driveways to internal garages that were suit-
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able for wheelchair access. A number of these dwellings 
also had at least one bathroom which could accommo-
date a step-free shower and the pre-requisite space in 
front of the toilet. A developer of private housing said: 
“A lot of those items are, from an architect’s perspec-
tive, from an architectural style, largely aspirational”. 
These features were not provided to improve access for 
people with disability; rather, accessibility was an unin-
tentional consequence of a fashion trend. 

4.4. Compliance—Client Requirements 

This theme identified that features were provided be-
cause they were contract requirements of the dwell-
ings. They were found in the social-housing and ULDA 
dwellings only. No features within this category were 
found in privately-developed housing (see Table 5).

Table 3. Non-compliant features due to “otherness” 

  Social-housing  Private-housing  ULDA 

Dwelling  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions            

Reinforcement            
 

 Feature not provided due to “otherness” 

Table 4. Compliant features due to “fashion”. 

  Social-housing  Private-housing  ULDA 

Dwelling  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions            

Reinforcement            
 

 Feature provided due to “fashion” 

Table 5. Compliant features due to client requirements 

  Social-housing  Private-housing  ULDA  

Dwelling  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions            

Reinforcement            
 

 Feature provided due to client requirements  
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Two social-housing dwellings were built with govern-
ment funding which required the provision of a step-
free shower and reinforcement in the walls of every 
bathroom in the development (Australian Government, 
2009). A designer described the influence of the fund-
ing guidelines; once a feature became a condition of 
the contract, it was provided without question: “[Not 
complying] hit people in the back pocket, and they feel it 
and it hurts”. The builder indicated that the purpose be-
hind these extra building requirements was of little in-
terest as long as they were included in the contract; if a 
feature was required, then it was provided: 

Well, we just do what’s on the plans—if we are told 
to do it, we do it. And we don’t argue. If we are told 
to do it, we do it. There’s no big deal, as long as you 
know you’re doing it beforehand. 

4.5. Compliance—Cost-Effective Practice 

In this theme, the interviewees identified that the fea-
tures were provided at the discretion of the housing 
provider. They were not required by the funder, nor 
were they considered aspirational; rather, they were 
provided because they were considered to be cost-
effective (see Table 6). 

Three categories of reasons were identified. The 
first category was that they chose to provide access 
features in readiness for possible legislative changes. 
Some interviewees understood that legislative changes 
were imminent (they were enacted during the study), 
so they chose to provide the features ahead of time, 
rather than having to make changes later. The builder 
of social-housing dwelling explained:  

So, particularly with the type of construction that 
[we do], which is the multi-unit developments, the 
requirements for us to meet the design code and 
obviously building approvals, et cetera, are actually 
required to build…for access and egress for people 
with disabilities.  

The second category was that it was cost-effective 
practice to repeat throughout the whole development 
any “special” features that were required in some of 
the dwellings. This practice occurred in some social-
housing dwellings which were adjacent to dwellings 
specially designed for people with physical disability. 
The mainstream apartments of a ULDA development 
had the same entry detail as the accessible apart-
ments. The designer explained how the development 
company considered the provision of access features: 

I believe [the features are] fairly logical, so I don’t be-
lieve it—for the most part—it’s not very onerous on a 
client or a builder or a developer or anything like that 
at all. So wherever we can provide beyond a minimum 
is a good thing and I think that’s good design generally. 

The third category was that the provision of access fea-
tures aligned with good building-practice. With regard 
to step-free entry to a bathroom, a builder explained:  

Dropping the slab [for drainage in the bathroom], it 
is standard practice for us, just for waterproofing 
purposes…We’ve never had any issues down the 
path with waterproofing, um, because we have 
gone over and above what was required. 

In summary, when providing the eight features for vis-
itability, the interviewees identified two themes for 
non-compliance (“lack of thought” and “otherness”) 
and three themes for compliance (“fashion”, “require-
ment’ and “good practice”). Although all dwellings pro-
vided some features, no dwelling provided a coherent 
path of travel necessary to make a dwelling visitable. 
Some examples of this incoherence were: a step-free 
driveway which led to a step at the door; a wide front 
door which led to a narrow corridor; and a narrow in-
ternal doorway which did not allow entry of a wheel-
chair to a spacious bathroom. The provision of these 
access features separately and severally did not pro-
vide visitability as an outcome in any of the dwellings. 

Table 6. Compliant features due to cost-effective practice. 

Dwelling  Social-housing  Private  ULDA 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Access to dwelling            

Entry            

Car space            

Doorways/corridors            

Toilet            

Shower            

5mm transitions            

Reinforcement            
 

 Feature provided voluntarily due to cost-effective practice 
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5. Discussion 

Although this study was limited in size and scope, the 
five themes identified for providing and not providing 
the individual features of Livable Housing Design agree-
ment’s visitability guideline reflect previous research in 
this area (Bringolf, 2011; Imrie, 2006; Nishita et al., 
2007). These findings extend this knowledge by identi-
fying patterns of provision or non-provision of the indi-
vidual access features, and these patterns suggest the 
following: 

 The over-riding culture within the housing in-
dustry defines the quality of design and detail-
ing, disregarding the policy intentions underpin-
ning the housing context (in this study, private 
developments, increased supply of affordable 
housing and social-housing for people in need); 

 Many individual access features are currently 
provided in mainstream housing; however, they 
are provided sporadically and incoherently, and 
do not lead to visitability; and 

 Current practices will not provide visitability un-
til its purpose towards social inclusion is under-
stood by everyone; and is required as part of 
the contractual arrangements.  

The findings suggest that within the housing industry 
three logics-of-practice prevail: optimal profit at the 
point-of-sale; resistance to change generally; and def-
erence to external regulators for direction on broader 
policy impacts such as social inclusion. These logics-of-
practice offer some insight into why the voluntary ap-
proach of the Livable Housing Design agreement in its 
current form will fail, and what might assist to reach 
the 2020 target.  

5.1. Optimal Profit at the Point-of-Sale  

A reason for not providing the features was the as-
sumption that prospective buyers do not and will not 
require visitability; that those who do need it are not 
part of their market or will be catered for elsewhere. 
This supports previous research by Bringolf (2011), Im-
rie (2006) and Nishita et al. (2007) and is a reflection of 
the acceptance of the exclusion of people with disabil-
ity and older people in Australian culture (COTA, 2010; 
National People with Disabilities and Carer Council, 
2009). Nevertheless, the interviewees were willing to 
provide visitable features if it benefitted their practice 
and led to optimal profit at the point-of-sale.  

The Livable Housing Design agreement appears to 
have missed this point. The current strategies of infor-
mation, awareness-raising and accreditation are unlike-
ly to transform their established practice until there is 
a profit incentive to do so. The study showed that 
where financial gain was contingent on the provision of 

certain features, they were provided without question. 
Perhaps if the accreditation of dwellings resulted in 
clear financial benefits either to the housing provider 
or to the buyer as is the case in Japan (Kose, 2003), the 
housing industry might respond.  

5.2. Resistance to Change Generally  

There was no suggestion that the individual features 
were difficult to build; rather, the reasons for non-
compliance identified entrenched building practices 
and unconsciousness of the consequences of current 
building practices for users. The interviewees’ reluc-
tance to transform their practices appeared more an 
issue of “risk” than one of cost or difficulty, reflecting 
Bringolf’s (2011, p. 281) domino theory and Imrie’s 
findings that once housing providers were required to 
change they were unlikely to return to old building 
practices (Imrie, 2006, p. 123).  

A recent analysis by Dalton, Wakefield, et al. (2011, 
pp. 39-47) suggests the Australian housing industry 
practices deal with far more costly issues, such as, 
lengthening construction times, managing demand for 
a greater variety of add-ons, the scheduling of a large 
number of contracts and suppliers, and the rectifica-
tion of poor-quality work. To change practices to pro-
vide visitable features appears minor in comparison to 
these other challenges. This suggests a wide-ranging 
resistance to change, which the Livable Housing Design 
agreement appears to have underestimated. The hous-
ing industry requires a compelling reason to change 
what currently works, and the knowledge that the indi-
vidual features are doable and cost-effective within the 
current business environment is simply not enough. 
Perhaps if the industry leaders who signed the Livable 
Housing Design agreement demonstrated how Livable 
Housing Design could be adopted into their practices 
without negative impact, this might convince others 
that the level of risk is small and can be contained 
without affecting their profit margin.  

5.3. Deference to an External Regulator for Direction on 
Social Inclusion 

Previously noted, when the features were obligatory, 
the interviewees complied, incorporating them into their 
building practices cost-effectively, and without ques-
tion. This supports the argument by Dalton, Chetri, et 
al. (2011) that the housing industry in Australia has 
traditionally handed over the responsibility to meet 
community standards to regulators through a regulato-
ry regime, and focuses on providing a competitive 
product within those constraints. This challenges Liva-
ble Housing Design agreement’s assumption that the 
housing industry will voluntarily transform for reasons 
of social inclusion.  

Within its limited size and scope, this study antici-
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pates the failure of the Livable Housing Design agree-
ment to reach its 2020 target. Given the logics-of-
practice identified, a transformative plan would require 
three elements: the first is a significant financial incen-
tive to encourage early-adopters to build and buy visit-
able housing; the second is demonstration by industry 
leaders that the changes in practices have minimal 
risks; and, the third is regulation for visitability in all 
new housing within the National Construction Code to 
ensure the 2020 target is met. To hope that the Livable 
Housing Design agreement might guide best practice in 
inclusive design is reasonable; to rely on it in its current 
form to increase social inclusion is fanciful.  

6. Conclusion 

The Australian Government has a human rights obliga-
tion to increase the supply of visitable housing with the 
intent to improve social inclusion, and, given Austral-
ia’s comparative affluence and growth, it is obliged to 
act within a reasonable timeline. To this end, it must 
ensure the Livable Housing Design agreement’s 2020 
target is met. It is clearly preferable to do this with the 
support of all stakeholders, including community and 
housing industry representatives involved; however, 
this paper argues that the 2020 target will not be met 
without government intervention.  

A new approach is required. The Australian Gov-
ernment has three options: it can ignore its human 
rights obligations to improve social inclusion through 
housing design; it can financially incentivise the hous-
ing industry to respond voluntarily to the Livable Hous-
ing Design agreement; or it can ensure the 2020 target 
is met by working decisively with housing industry and 
community leaders towards the regulation of minimum 
access features in all new housing through the National 
Construction Code.  
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1. Introduction 

Considering architecture as “all spaces modified by hu-
man work” (Kapp, 2005), ordinary architecture can be 
considered the architecture of the commons, not that of 
institutional buildings and big projects. In this case, the 
best term to define it is “popular”, whose Latin origin is 

“the group of citizens which exclude, on the one hand, 
the most privileged patricians whom was reserved the 
Senate and on the other, the less fortunate, the plebs, 
the dispossessed, (...) typical from the intermediate lay-
ers of the population” (Weimer, 2005)—buildings with 
no distinctive value for the architecture field.  

Services traditionally provided by architects and 
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formal models of planning and building are not suitable 
for the everyday needs of most popular clients, who 
are still typical self-producers in Brazil (Nogueira & 
Kapp, 2010), being concurrently planners, constructors 
and residents, building and renovating by themselves. 
Although preserving some level of autonomy, they 
normally present limited education and technical 
knowledge and restricted access to resources and for-
mal technicians. On the one hand, architects are rec-
ognised as distant and unhelpful luxury professionals 
occupied with big projects, providing products only un-
derstandable for specialists. On the other, despite 
problems with building techniques, materials and 
manpower, self-production practices have reached a 
very high demand, not concerned by the architectural 
field and not supplied by any government sector and 
social housing institution in Brazil.   

For the last ten years, a number of socioeconomic 
policies have provoked a general improvement of the 
purchasing power of the poor, part of a government 
strategy of economic growth. Between those who 
completely depend on the government to survive and 
the upper middle class, there is a wide (about 100 mil-
lion people) and economically stable young middle 
group that “(...) works 10 to 14 hours a day, has two or 
more jobs, studies at night, works during the day and 
lives to work and to consume what they could not buy 
before. (...) these people come from structured fami-
lies with a strong work ethic and perseverance. Unlike 
the real middle class, they have little embodied cultural 
capital, making their lifestyle and consumption pat-
terns essentially different from the established middle 
class.” (Souza, 2010a, translated by the author) 

This population has always found own ways of deal-
ing with their demand for housing, since government 
policies are not able to attend to them. Nowadays they 
can afford goods and services that were not possible 
before, including regular and irregular pieces of land, 
apartments, houses and building materials. On the one 
hand, we can see informal and more or less autono-
mous self-production with all sorts of technical prob-
lems and interesting and creative spatial solutions for 
everyday domestic situations. On the other, although 
basic urban infrastructure conditions like paving, public 
sanitation and illumination have improved in favelas 
and distant neighbourhoods, the urban environment’s 
quality is questionable. The private sphere became 
better, but still public places are spatially poor, with 
high constructive densities, few green areas and re-
stricted collective everyday life. Lower middle class 
neighbourhoods look like storage spaces for manpow-
er; people who live to work in order to be able to con-
sume—and build—“what they could not buy before” 
(Souza, 2010b).  

Although this phenomenon suggests the existence 
of a high demand for housing, instead of looking for so-

lutions, this paper focuses on analysing how this social 
group produce and reside, analysing five main issues, 
regarding social practices: (a) spontaneity of planning 
and building processes; (b) transformation and the use 
of the residence as an extra income source; (c) tech-
nical challenges of building, (d) creative use of the 
space and e) ordinary public spaces. Those aspects are 
discussed over a background of an emerging country 
claiming social development under a socioeconomic 
context safer than fifteen years ago. Besides this, this 
work considers to what extent the latest economic rise 
of Brazil, from 2003 to 2011 and the generation of this 
new social class has really resulted in social develop-
ment in the private sphere, regarding residences, and 
in the collective sphere, regarding the neighbourhoods 
which people inhabit. 

The field work for the PhD research which gives rise 
to this article lasted three months, from August to No-
vember 2013, and took place in Belo Horizonte and its 
metropolitan area, a 5 million person urban agglomer-
ation, distributed in 9.467.797km2 in the southeast of 
Brazil (see Figures 1 and 2). The term “battler”, used in 
the provisory title of the PhD dissertation, is a refer-
ence to the work of Professor Jessé Souza, a Brazilian 
sociologist who provides a sharp analysis of the origins 
and social practices that produce and reinforce social 
inequality. According to him, the new social group 
should not be understood as a middle class, but as a 
“new precarious working class” (Souza, 2010b), with 
reduced educational and social capital (Bourdieu, 
2007). 

The social distinction represented by the possession 
and lack of economic and non-economic capital strong-
ly manifests itself and influences Brazilian everyday life 
in education and health care systems, the structure of 
families, religious practices, the electoral process, the 
cultural industry and also the production of space, 
from residences to whole cities. Although the ap-
proaches of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and 
Professor Jessé Souza are the most important theoreti-
cal basis for the present investigation, some statistical 
parameters are useful to locate the new social group in 
the Brazilian social pyramid. According to FGV (Funda-
ção Getúlio Vargas), one of the most relevant statistical 
research institutes in the country, the Brazilian new 
middle class comprised more 39.6 million Brazilians, 
who had risen from classes “D” (monthly income be-
tween about U$330 and U$530) and “E” (the poorest, 
with monthly income up to about U$330)to class “C” 
between 2003 to 2011. Class “C” families present in-
comes between about U$530 and U$2.280 per month. 
In 2011 more than a half of all Brazilians belonged to 
this lower middle group (50,05%), about 100.5 million 
people. Optimistic economic research institutions es-
timate that they will make up about 60% in 2014, as 
can be observed in Figure 3 (Neri, 2011). 
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Figure 1. Belo Horizonte, Minas Gerais, Brazil.  
Source: www.wikipedia.org/minasgerais 

 
Figure 2. Overview of Belo Horizonte.  
Source: www.wikipedia.org/belohorizonte 

 
Figure 3. Social classes’ distribution 1992–2014. Source: PCS/PGV, 
based on microdata from PME/IBGE. (Neri, 2011, p. 294) 

 

2. Research Methods 

The methods used for field research were based on 
oral history (Leavy, 2011). They combined unstructured 
interviews with participative observation in “battler” 
families’ residences (Descombe, 2003). The main idea 
of this research strategy was to achieve an honest and 
spontaneous dialogue (between the researcher and the 
research object), instead of “question-answer” inter-
views or isolated observations of the researcher with-
out input from residents and neighbours. The aim was 
to get as much information as possible, both oral and 
visual, without forcing quick feedback or pressuring 
people to speak. Therefore, the first precondition for 
the meeting between researcher and informants was 
preferably to contact a trustworthy local person, who 
could introduce one to the other. The second precondi-
tion was to rule out direct questions, instead using a 
guide of investigation topics. In this case, topics were 
defined by a dialectical exercise, the objective of which 
was to obtain different perspectives of the central re-

search issue, looking at it from different points of view. 
The main issue was divided into a first set of investiga-
tion items, which were again subdivided. From these, 
more specific subjects were systematically identified 
and once more subdivided, as represented in Figure 4. 
It is expected that this exercise allows the researcher 
to identify existent controversial and complex rela-
tions, which enrich the investigation (Konder, 1981).  

Local people were found and contacted through 
previous and ongoing research carried out by the MOM 
(Morar de Outras Maneiras, UFMG, Brazil) group. The 
research group has worked with self-producer and self-
builder families in favelas and peripheral neighbour-
hoods since 2005 and has a large list of local contacts, 
which are open to helping with future research. Some 
residents that had already taken part of some of the 
group’s activities perfectly fitted the profile of a “bat-
tler”. They were invited to contribute to the new re-
search and recommended neighbours, relatives or 
friends with equivalent profiles. 
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Figure 4. Scheme of dialectical thought. Source: elaborated by the author, inspired by Konder (1981). 

So, the availability of informants determined which 
parts of the city the researcher would go through. 
Neighbourhoods were not chosen, rather, their inhabit-
ants—those whose socioeconomic conditions and social 
practices would fit the profile of a self-producer “bat-
tler” family—were chosen. 

Other investigations in favelas have confirmed a high 
level of spontaneity of locals, which helped the researcher 
to access information (Grupo de Pesquisa Morar de 
Outras Maneiras/Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais 
[MOM/UFMG], 2012). Therefore research topics did not 
need to follow a sequence during the conversation and in-
terventions of the researcher were maximally avoided. 
Generally, residents were not shy and after the proposi-
tion of an initial conversation topic by the researcher, they 
easily started telling stories, such as how they arrived in 
the neighbourhood or about renovations they were cur-
rently doing. The conversations were audio-recorded on 
the speakers and avoid the written reproduction of the 
speech. An interview is a process, formed by different ac-
tions. The moment the researcher listens is not the mo-
ment he takes photos or makes notes. Such differentia-
tion is very important to obtain successful feedback. In 
this case, at first the researcher listened to the informant 
in a quiet and comfortable place of the residence and rec-
orded all the conversation. Only after that, the researcher 

walked through the house, took pictures and recorded 
videos. During this excursion in the residence and its sur-
roundings, the conversation spontaneously continued and 
was still recorded. Each visit took approximately one and 
a half hours. Soon after the visit, the researcher made 
drawings and sketches in order to keep important details 
in mind or to highlight remarkable aspects.  

Residences and families were organised in clusters, 
groups of houses in the same neighbourhood. Clusters al-
lowed the investigation of interferences and consequenc-
es of self-production in a local scale—a bigger scale than 
the house and a smaller scale than the city. This organisa-
tion was possible because of the local people who were 
previously known and because of their recommendations. 
This strategy, called the “snow-ball effect” (Descombe, 
2003), legitimates the work and makes it easier to get 
more participants, in this case preferably those who were 
building or renovating their homes at the time.  

During the field work, 33 self-producer families were 
visited. This paper discusses social practices of eight fami-
lies, inhabitants of two clusters in two different neigh-
bourhoods—Aglomerado da Serra and São Joaquim, in 
Belo Horizonte and in Contagem, a satellite city nearby, 
respectively. Families will be not presented one by one, 
but through remarkable social practices that describe 
how Brazilian “battlers” reside. In both clusters, inform-
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ants knew each other and preserved a close relationship. 
Some of them were relatives, while others had a work-
ing relationship or were simply good friends. Their iden-
tities will be preserved.  

Figures 5 and 6 present each cluster and some of the 

relationships among residents. Each letter represents a 
case, defined by a building. As demonstrated, each build-
ing can have more than one function. Each building be-
longs to one family. Each family has one informant, who 
had received the researcher and informed the research. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. Cluster Aglomerado da Serra, Belo Horizonte. Buildings are unfinished, with some work or renovation still on 
course. Source: elaborated by the author, 2014. 

 
Figure 6. Cluster São Joaquim, Contagem. Buildings are unfinished, with some work or renovation still on course. 
Source: elaborated by the author, 2014. 
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3. How Do Brazilian “Battlers” Reside? 

3.1. General Aspects of the Territory  

Normally “battlers” live in irregular lands in long-
established slums, relatively well connected to the city 
centre and with a tolerable infrastructure and in pe-
ripheral neighbourhoods in formal subdivisions provid-
ed with infrastructure, but still with a reduced level of 
urban services, schools, social and health care and en-
tertainment options. In any situation, “battlers” self-
produce their residences, from building new additions 
and complete new houses to renovations of existing 
spaces. Although formal apartments are finished prod-
ucts offered on the real estate market, they are also 
objects of self-production processes, since inhabitants 
change internal spaces and building materials to attend 
to their needs. 

One cluster is located in one of the eight vilas (small 
favela) of the Aglomerado da Serra, a long-established 
43 thousand-person slum, very well connected to the 
city centre, with relative good infrastructure conditions 
and a very strong urban identity (Figure 7). For the last 
five years, the neighbourhood has been affected by 
consecutive infrastructure interventions as part of an 
audacious plan of economic growth and development 
created by the current federal government. One of the 
interventions was the construction of a fast transit av-
enue that crosses the neighbourhood in order to re-
lieve the transportation conditions between neigh-
bouring districts and the city centre. For that purpose, 
many residences were demolished and families had to 
be relocated. Some of them had lived there for more 
than 40 years and had to leave friends and neighbours 
and change their lifestyles, moving to a far away neigh-
bourhood or to apartment buildings with questionable 
building quality, built and provided by the state.  

The second group of residences is located in a pe-
ripheral formal neighbourhood of Contagem, an indus-
trial city of 200 thousand people, located in the metro-
politan area of Belo Horizonte (Figure 8). The district, 

called São Joaquim, is 10 km away from the city centre 
of Contagem and about 15 km to the centre of Belo 
Horizonte. Although it is a typical lower middle class 
neighbourhood, most people have cars to move around, 
because of public transportation conditions. There is on-
ly one train line and the hilly topography of the region 
restricts the use of bicycles. About five and a half mil-
lion inhabitants of the metropolitan area of Belo Hori-
zonte depend on cars and buses for transportation. 
Streets and avenues cannot support such demand an-
ymore. Traffic jams have become a routine occurrence 
and it is not by chance that the most common consum-
erist dream is a private car, strongly influenced by the 
automotive industry, whose production in Brazil has 
achieved record levels. The district of São Joaquim is 
relatively recent—much of the area received infra-
structure conditions in the late 70’s, when the land was 
for the first time subdivided and started to be sold. The 
area is intersected by high tension electrical lines which 
forbid the private and public use of some areas. There 
are continuous large empty spaces without any use, 
but parks and squares simply do not exist. Another 
problem faced by inhabitants of the neighbourhood is 
the elevation of the water level during the rainy sea-
son. A local river was covered during the formation of 
the subdivision to give place for new streets. Besides 
the lack of permeable areas, the water passage is not 
large enough for the volume of rain water. The results 
are constant floods, which bring about risks of contam-
ination and multiple problems for the inhabitants.  

Another aspect of differentiation among residence 
situations are building types. They are also quite heter-
ogeneous in slums, where many present different ge-
ometries and demand different spatial settings. Alt-
hough there are so many different shapes and volumes, 
the use of concrete structures, pre-assembled slabs and 
clay bricks is dominant. Buildings seem to be unfin-
ished, because few external walls are painted. Front 
walls are mostly located on the border with sidewalks 
and streets. As Figure 7 shows, the landscape is an 
ocean of clay bricks. In peripheral subdivisions, con-

 
Figure 7. View of Aglomerado da Serra, from the 
rooftop of A. Source: author’s archive, 2013. 

 
Figure 8. Street view of São Joaquim. The green house 
on the left is H and the yellow front wall on the right is 
G. Source: author’s archive, 2013. 
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crete structures and pre-assembled slabs also prevail 
and the use of the space in regular lots, which vary 
around 360 m2, obeys more or less the same geometric 
patterns because of urban regulations, the selection of 
building materials available in the market, and the con-
struction techniques commonly used. Pedestrians can 
rarely see inside the lots, since most of them are pro-
tected by high front walls or grills. The unfinished ap-
pearance of constructions is the same as in slums, but 
finished buildings are also found, with very good condi-
tions of construction. 

3.2. Socioeconomic Origins 

As Belo Horizonte is a young city, with only 116 years 
of foundation, older generations of inhabitants usually 
have origins elsewhere. Still today, many families leave 
their hometowns in the countryside and migrate to big 
cities looking for a better life. They run away from hun-
ger, bad working conditions and poverty, pursuing the 
dream of the life in a metropolis, where theoretically 
there are jobs for everyone. This is a common aspect of 
families from Aglomerado da Serra. They originated in 
the north of Minas Gerais and southwest of Bahia, an 
economically poor region, climatically dry, whose main 
economic activity still comes from the cultivation of 
vegetables and some cattle breeding. Big agricultural 
entrepreneurs have incorporated small properties and 
the farmers and their families have had to submit 
themselves to low wages and even worse working con-
ditions. Such an atmosphere collaborates to feed the il-
lusion of a new life, much better than before, and a 
less exhaustive and clean work. Pursuing this dream, 
older generations came to Belo Horizonte with no 
money but hope, and installed themselves in the small 
huts of favelas, bought by family members and friends 
who had arrived before. The early everyday life in a fa-
vela was hard but pleasant. Many social practices to-
day come from this time. The intensive collaboration 
among neighbours and families and the use of any 
small piece of land for some subsistence farming are 
still very prominent practices, while the family house 
grew at the same rate as the family. The father used to 
build an extra room himself, waiting for the next baby. 
After 50 years, old huts are today three-floor family 
houses, many of which still belong to the same fami-
lies. Over the years many early inhabitants sold their 
properties to new ones. In all cases, the achievements 
came step by step and took decades. This is one of the 
reasons why, for example, traditional methods of 
building and planning do not suit this population. Even 
having grown economically, inhabitants are still used to 
understanding and dealing with a house as a process 
and not as a finished product. First, successive gov-
ernments were never able to protect and maintain this 
population in their hometowns and second, big cities 
were not and still are not prepared to receive them. 

There was and still is a high demand for housing for 
poor migrants, with few chances to reach formal solu-
tions. At that time and still today, the only possibility is 
to settle in an informal land. Besides, until the 60’s 
there was no electricity, no piped water or sewage pipe 
and individuals had to do everything by themselves, 
bringing water on the top of their heads straight from 
the springs.  

São Joaquim has been provided with basic infra-
structure conditions since the beginning, but still the 
public water distribution system has never been 
properly dimensioned for the rainy season. Floods are 
still frequent and cause all sorts of material losses for 
the inhabitants. The history of the residents is more re-
cent. The families investigated in this study used to live 
in different parts of the metropolitan area or in the 
surroundings of the neighbourhood and arrived there 
in the late 70’s, at the beginning of the land’s occupa-
tion. At that time, the neighbourhood was part of a 
land provision for low income inhabitants from Conta-
gem. The lots are relatively big, 14 m × 30 m, but at 
that time cheap, since they are located far away from 
the city centre and with almost no services nearby. 
Residents say they were “in the middle of nothing”. 
Most lots were bought with letters of credit and paid 
over decades, while houses were self-built or self-
produced with families’ own savings during long peri-
ods of time.   

Since the first inhabitants of Aglomerado da Serra 
had almost no education or any other working experi-
ence unless farming, they had to take the worst jobs. 
Most men started working as bricklayers’ helpers and 
women as housemaids, baby sitters or cleaners. Higher 
education levels have become one of the main objec-
tives for the younger generations of these families 
nowadays. The pursuit of a degree is a symbol of social 
status, but also a platform to achieve better working 
conditions. The life of a typical farming family in the big 
city is a life exclusively dedicated to work. There is no 
free time, vacations or holidays. The income from regu-
lar jobs is complemented by small services done during 
weekends and after work. Such efforts have very clear 
targets—the priorities are education for the children, and 
the house. Those two topics are extremely significant to 
the self-esteem of a family under such conditions.  

The socioeconomic conditions of the residents of 
São Joaquim were different. In São Joaquim most of 
them were not poor. They were employees with low 
but regular salaries, which allowed them to afford 
monthly payments for a lot and to initiate the con-
struction of a small house. One of the oldest residents 
of the cluster in São Joaquim reports that a standard 
project was given to new residents with the purchase 
of the lot. Her husband built the house exactly like the 
drawings. Internal partitions still remain, as in the orig-
inal sketch, and it was only renovated last year. This la-
dy had had a very difficult time during the 90’s, when 
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her husband got sick for more than a decade and could 
not work anymore, needing her complete care, which 
meant they could never invest in the household. Be-
sides this isolated case, most residences in the neigh-
bourhood have been renovated and received new 
spaces, but in many of them it is still possible to recog-
nise the original model. 

All interviewed families, from both clusters, began 
life in the area sleeping together in only one room, us-
ing an outside bathroom with a poor metallic roof, and 
cooking with small stoves made of stacked bricks. 
Month after month, having spent the most part of their 
salary on subsistence items, some food, basic clothes 
and transportation to go to work, the rest of their earn-
ings were all invested in the household. The roof was 
changed, tiles installed, the bathroom renovated. One 
common and very remarkable aspect is how some 
building materials, like burnt cement on the floor and 
an asbestos roof, are still today stigmatised as symbols 
of poverty. People look forward to a solid, clean and 
safe house, built with “strong” and “long-lasting” ma-
terials—concrete slabs and tiles on the floor.  

Nowadays, families are quite heterogeneous re-
garding their structures. One of the families presents a 
traditional family structure, with father, mother and 
children. Another is a family of women, where the tra-
ditional masculine figure does not exist. Although het-
erogeneous regarding their structures, both clusters 
present families with similar socioeconomic conditions. 
A strong work ethic is very present, often encouraged 
by neo-Pentecostalism practices, which have guided a 
certain life path and maintained family unity. There is 
also a noticeable collaborative atmosphere among 
family members; everyone contributes somehow to 
the household from a very young age, undertaking 
domestic tasks or working late into the night, with al-
most no vacations or holidays. A very high consumerist 
impulse can also be noticed, mainly focussed on buying 
goods that were previously not economically accessi-
ble, as well as the pursuit of a better and higher educa-
tion, at least for the younger generations. 

3.3. Social Practices in Self-Production 

3.3.1. Residences as Non-Stop Processes 

Step-by-step construction is common. At first only one 
room is completely built, with a separate toilet and an 
improvised kitchen outside. All family members use 
this single room for watching TV, dressing, studying 
and sleeping. Hereafter, different improvements are 
made step by step, like new additions and toilets inside 
the house. Case A is a typical example of such a build-
ing process, as we can see in Figure 9. The house start-
ed to be built in 1974 and is still being renovated. It 
started with a single-room hut in the middle of the lot, 
with a toilet outside, a metallic roof and no internal fin-

ishing—no tiles and no painting. After that a new toilet 
was built and two small patches of land were added to 
the original lot. Some time after, the whole house was 
demolished and a new one started to be built, exactly 
like the first—with one initial hub and consecutive ad-
ditions along the years. The second house was a “real 
house”, says the informant proudly when describing 
the “new” house, this time covered with concrete 
slabs. At that stage, in the 80’s, siblings were already 
working and could invest in the construction, while the 
mother’s wage was used to provide subsistence. The 
second house underwent more than six renovations 
and today presents five bedrooms, three living-rooms, 
a big kitchen and two bathrooms, as well as a back-
yard, terrace and garage, where six family members 
live together. They still have new plans for the house 
and never thought about leaving the neighbourhood. 

3.3.2. Residences as Business 

A very common practice in low-income districts is the 
partition of one formal lot in smaller, independent parts. 
This phenomenon was observed two times in São 
Joaquim. As lots are relatively large, people often divide 
them to build housing units for selling or renting. Anoth-
er strategy is to build on the top of existing houses with 
independent entrances, also with the purpose of renting 
or selling. As represented in Figure 10, building E origi-
nated from a half-lot and now four housing units for 
renting have been built. The neighbour, owner of build-
ing F, did almost the same. Today he has three housing 
units, from which two are rented out.  

In Aglomerado da Serra some of the first inhabit-
ants sold their plots of land and bought new properties 
in the same area. Older generations normally do not 
want to leave the neighbourhood, a feeling that is still 
present among younger inhabitants. Many of them 
prefer to invest in renovating the same residence, like 
the building A, rather than moving to somewhere else. 
There are also some who want to leave the neighbour-
hood, but see it as a good place to invest, like the own-
er of the building B.  

Real estate market negotiations are stronger than 
ever in the informal city, just as in the formal one. 
Building B (Figure 11) belongs to a young entrepreneur 
of 33 years old. He started working at 13, when he 
came from the North of Minas Gerais to live with his 
sister in Aglomerado da Serra. He seems to have a spe-
cial talent for business and after working for years as a 
furniture assembler and seller in a number of different 
shops and local industries, he decided to start his own 
business, a furniture shop selling new and second-hand 
items, in the same neighbourhood. After some time in 
the business, he bought a tidy piece of land of 150 m2, 
20 meters away from his sister’s house, where he still 
lives. There, he is currently building a three floor 
apartment building with 12 housing units. He purpose-
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fully decided to go for this kind of enterprise. In his 
shop, he had the opportunity to get to know his poten-
tial tenants, their needs and limitations. In parallel, he 
learnt that buying land and building to rent out or to 
sell can be a very profitable investment, surely inspired 
by big entrepreneurs of the formal city. So, he soon 
bought some very cheap land from somebody who ur-
gently needed to sell, and started to produce small 
flats. In the beginning he took a small loan to buy build-
ing materials and quickly started to build with no pro-
ject, architects, licenses, insurance or any kind of for-

mality, only the help of construction workers from the 
neighbourhood. At first he built only the ground floor. 
The units were only finished inside, but were quickly 
rented out. With the extra income, he invested in con-
struction materials to start the second floor. The third 
floor is about to be finished and there is already a wait-
ing list of potential tenants. Although eight units are al-
ready occupied, the building still seems to be under 
construction. Communal areas have no tiles on the 
floor, there are no protective railings along the stairs 
and external walls are stuccoed but not painted. 

 
Figure 9. Case A, scheme of the building process. Source: drawing by the author, 2014. 
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Figure 10. Cases E and F, scheme of distribution of housing units. Numbers represent apartments and arrows repre-
sent accesses. Source: by the author, 2014. 

 
Figure 11. Case B, view of the building. Photo taken 
from the roof-top of the building of the case C. Source: 
author’s archive, 2013. 

Building C is another example of a business. In this 
case, the original house gave host to a grocery shop 
(Figure 12) on the ground floor, open to the street. It 
also functions as a bar, offering drinks and homemade 
food for workers, that quick stop there on their way 
home. The family lives in one of the two housing units 
in one of the lower floors. In the upper floor, the family 
is currently building an apartment, which they expect 
to rent out. The desire of the main informant, who 
works every day including weekends from seven in the 
morning to ten o’clock at night, is to assure her retire-
ment with the rented flats. 

 
Figure 12. Case C, bar and grocery shop. Source: au-
thor’s archive, 2013. 
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3.3.3. Residences as Technical Challenges, Exposing 
Social Problems 

In both clusters, residents are confronted by compli-
cated infrastructure problems. Aglomerado da Serra 
presents specific geomorphologic complications, be-
cause of the dense occupancy on the slopes, where 
three natural water springs which supply the main river 
of the city are found. Early inhabitants started to occu-
py the lower parts of the mountain and nowadays the 
hills are almost completely occupied, even on the up-
per parts and tops. A number of mudslides have oc-
curred because of the incorrect use of the land prac-
ticed by local inhabitants and even by construction 
companies, which have been hired by the municipality 
for infrastructure interventions. It is possible to use 
such areas for housing, but it demands an integrated 
approach to the use of the land. Especially in this case, 
old residents have a deeper knowledge than regulators 
and planners. They have been there since the begin-
ning, when there were almost no houses. They took 
part in the first changes of the environment and could 
actively observe and learn from it. For example, the 
construction in short steps usually helps the builder to 
observe the response of the environment, which is par-
ticularly adequate for the self-production in hilly to-
pographies. The self-producer has time to make mis-
takes, learn and fix them, since each action takes years.  

The family in building A, for example, has con-
structed their five-floor house over 40 years, and it has 
apparently never presented any structural defects. 
Building C is an example of a very good use of hilly 
piece of land, as we can see in Figure 13. The lot is di-
vided into small plateaus and small additions have 
been made step-by-step. This spatial strategy results in 
different housing units and entrances, which facilitates 
use by tenants, as can be observed in the next figure. 

A remarkable aspect of new middle class residents 
of Aglomerado da Serra is the way of managing eco-
nomic and material resources. Most families adopt 
more or less the same methods. First of all, they plan 
and decide themselves what should be done, which 
can be a small or big renovation, the addition of anoth-
er room or a complete new house. The ideas are nor-
mally openly discussed among family members. Some-
times they draw them, sometimes they have everything 
only in mind and demonstrate it directly on the build-
ing site. After deciding what to build, it is time to find a 
trustworthy bricklayer able to do the work, who is 
normally recommended by friends or relatives. Deci-
sions are strongly directed by emerging situations 
combined with economic restrictions. At this stage, we 
can observe one of the main differences between tra-
ditional planning and building processes and self-
production processes. Self-production is rarely contin-
ued, but it is divided into cheap short steps, not 
planned as a whole integrated work. This means that 

the traditional and formal construction phases do not 
happen and that long pauses between phases can occur. 
For example, residents contact a bricklayer only to build 
some walls and, after some time, hire another one to fix 
the roof, or to build the foundations of a new addition 
and so on. A typical self-production process in 
Aglomerado da Serra starts with the visit of a bricklayer. 
He visits the building site to understand what the resi-
dents want. He has no formal plans, but talks to residents 
and makes 1:1 sketches on the floor with small shards of 
ceramic bricks. The worker estimates the quantity of 
building materials and gives a quote for how much his 
services will cost, when the work might begin and how 
long it will last. With this information, the family checks 
how much money they have been saving, how much is 
still needed and how many months are necessary to ac-
quire the full amount. After a few months of saving, peo-
ple buy construction items previously listed by the brick-
layer, usually at the building material shop in the 
neighbourhood, which normally belongs to friends. Peo-
ple rarely pay cash, but finance the payment in monthly 
installments that last for more than one year in their cred-
it card bill. The products stay at the shop because people 
have no space to store them. Only after purchasing all the 
items does the construction start. There is a time gap be-
tween the first visit of the bricklayer, when he first esti-
mates the costs and time and the real beginning of the 
work. During this break, which can last months to years 
depending on how much money people still need to save 
and on private issues that interfere in decisions, prices are 
higher and most often the same bricklayer is not available 
anymore, having already been hired for another job. Time 
and money must be negotiated once again and the whole 
process happens again. After so much time, most workers 
do not give up the first job they have previously com-
bined. They usually try to find time in their busy sched-
ules, mostly working on weekends, in order to earn some 
extra money. The problem is that this practice rarely 
works out. What usually happens is the accumulation of 
delayed tasks, wasting of time and a deep dissatisfaction 
from users. 

 
Figure 13. Case C, section plan of the complete lot. 
Source: drawing by the author, 2014. 
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Neighbours and relatives often help workers. Dur-
ing the building process, new construction materials 
are always required, which are bought at the same 
shop, also financed with credit cards. At the end of the 
building process, the debts remain. This process, from 
the first quotation of the cost and materials needed, 
right up to the end of the construction process, repeats 
with each stage of construction, since they are not 
planned to happen at the same time or in sequence. 
This approach has nothing to do with conventional ar-
chitectural practices, even technically or culturally. Alt-
hough problematic, regarding the lifetime of building 
materials and a kind of technical harmony of unfin-
ished parts of the building, these are the very common 
conditions of self-production. 

Self-producers learn so much in their constructions 
and renovations that some of them have transformed 
the activity in a job. The owner of building H, a formal 
lathe operator, started doing small renovations and ad-
ditions for neighbours who have no time to do it them-
selves. One of his clients is the inhabitant of the house G 
(Figure 14). She is currently renovating her old house, 
built in the late 70’s, for the first time. He charges a 
cheap price and manages small building sites, designing, 
calculating building materials, hiring bricklayers, painters 
and helpers and also doing part of the work himself. He 
has been doing this for himself, since the construction of 
the family’s house, from when they bought the lot to the 
renovations still in progress. It was not a choice he had, 
but a convenient solution to find a new career since his 
previous one is now obsolete: “my profession does not 
exist anymore. The Chinese arrived and took over the 
market. Then I had to do something else...” This inform-
ant is a very talented manual worker and is very aware 
of the future of Brazil’s manual labour sector. Although 
he is very satisfied with the new business and enjoys 
working in a building site himself, he has faced compli-
cated situations with construction workers. Bricklayers 
and their helpers, especially young ones, very rarely re-
ceive any kind of training in Brazil. There are almost no 
technical schools and people learn on the job, observing 
elder colleagues. This situation perpetuates mistakes 
and unreasonable attitudes on the building site. Tech-
nical problems are seen as normal and expected: “con-
crete slabs always infiltrate rainwater”.  

Besides, working as a construction worker is seen as 
undesirable. It is a stigmatized occupation—for the 
poor, the black and the uneducated, with precarious 
basic education and often problematic social and fami-
ly backgrounds. The owner of building H fears the fu-
ture of the cities. According to him, on one hand, as 
well as construction companies that build for wealthy 
clients and for the government, there are millions of 
self-producers with no access to technical assistance 
and that can only access autonomous construction 
workers, with absolutely no training or even a satisfac-
tory basic education. This man has self-built his family 

home (Figure 15), where he has lived with his wife and 
three children since the early 80s. His workshop, in the 
back part of the lot, is abandoned while he starts a new 
professional life. He has also built a restaurant on the 
top of the original house, also as an alternative new job. 

 
Figure 14. Case G, renovations in course, managed by 
the friend and neighbour, informant of the case H. 

 
Figure 15. Case H, upper floor can be used as a restau-
rant. Source: author’s archive, 2013. 

 
Figure 16. Case B, floor plan of the building. Source: 
drawing by the author, 2014. 
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3.3.4. Residences as an Exercise of Creativity 

As represented in Figure 16, the spatial concept of B is 
quite interesting. It is a kind of a terraced house, with 
four units per floor and three floors. All the units are 
exactly the same. They consist of a living room inte-
grated with a small kitchen, a bathroom and a bed-
room. The units are open to a common corridor in the 
front part of the building, where there are laundry 
spots and stairs to connect the floors. The building is 
extremely functional and has absolutely no architec-
tural concept. Tidily inserted between many buildings, 
there is only one free facade, which is only seen from a 
narrow path that connects the building to the main 
street. Although it is well placed in the lot, which pro-
vides tolerable lighting and ventilation conditions to in-
ternal spaces, the quality of the construction is very 
unsatisfactory. 

External walls present lots of assembly defects. 
They are not straight and have protuberances, wrong 
junctions and even small empty spaces between con-
struction elements. This condition results in future 
technical problems, like the infiltration of rain water 
and the accumulation of dust and humidity. As the 
walls are not stuccoed and painted, they receive direct 
sun, wind and rain water, which reduces their lifespan. 
What usually happens is that some time after, layers of 
stucco and painting will be used to hide the defects, 
without really solving the problems (Figure 17). At that 
stage, the unprotected walls do not have the same 
technical conditions of before, but will still remain and 
will probably be used to support a second or even a 
third floor. The same happens with decks without wa-
ter proofing and windows and beams installed without 
window ledges or external finishing. 

The unfinished appearance can disturb architects, 
but it is not a problem for the owner or tenants. For 
residents, these buildings are a convenient solution for 
their needs and for the owner is more than a victory. It 
is a good business, which offers the young entrepre-
neur economic security now and in the future. In addi-
tion to economic power, he gains symbolic power, as 
he is recognized as a successful young businessman in 
the neighbourhood. The business reproduces some as-
pects of the production of residences in the formal city, 
but with one big difference. This is a self-production 
process, since the acquisition of the land to the renting 
business is completely informal. It means that he (and 
most self-producers in slums) has no registration or 
ownership documentation and, because of this, does 
not pay any taxes, either on the land’s value or on the 
profit from the renting business. Since the land is not 
legal, theoretically nothing should have been built and 
consequently the apartments should not be rented. 
How to formalize construction on an informal proper-
ty? Besides, construction workers were informally 
hired, with no working rights, but a simple contract 

that describes the duration and price of the work.  
The young entrepreneur completed his secondary 

studies at night, since he had to work all day. Now he 
can afford a night course at a private faculty to become 
a civil engineer. Actually, he always wanted to com-
plete his studies, but only decided to go for engineer-
ing after having started the construction process. It 
seems to be irony—the earnings coming from the in-
formal construction pay for the engineering faculty.  

As in the case of building B, building E presents no 
aesthetic preoccupation and was “designed” to receive 
a right number of tenants, with tolerant ventilation, il-
lumination and accessibility conditions. The owner had 
already self produced the house where he and his 
family currently live, somewhere in the neighbour-
hood. At that time, he had to hire some friends and 
eventually realized that he had to pay more per hour 
than he earned himself as a wall painter. This is why he 
decided to build himself the next time. Owning a pri-
vate house is a dream for new middle class residents. 
Besides the symbolic value it carries, it grants the fami-
ly the possibility of making savings, since they do not 
pay rent anymore. Savings offer new opportunities for 
a family—to buy goods, to invest in a new business, in 
a retirement plan and in the children’s education. The 
owner decided to invest his savings in buying a half-lot.  

Although half-lots are recognized by public notary’s 
offices, the constructions there are normally informally 
built, again with no architects, engineers or formal 
plans. Despite the fact that they are located in the for-
mal city, these enterprises do not follow urban regula-
tions, are built without permission and are not allowed 
to be inhabited. The municipality regulators do not 
have bureaucratic conditions or human resources to 
inspect and control spontaneous construction in the 
city. Furthermore, the municipality in a way depends 
on self-production initiatives, since the demand for 
housing has never been solved. 

 
Figure 17. Case B, unfinished building. The arrow calls 
the attention to the stairs to the third floor, with no 
protection. Source: author’s archive, 2013. 

Figure 15: Building H, upper floor can be used as a restau-

rant. Source: Google Street View, 2014.  
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Figures 18a and 18b. Case E, building’s stairs. Source: 

author’s archive, 2013. 

The half-lot is 210 m2, 7 meters wide and 30 meters 
deep. The plan is to build two small blocks with four 
housing units separated by a common yard, and in the 
future, a small shop at the front (see Figure 10). Two 
housing units are already rented and the other two are 
about to be finished. As in B, external walls are not 
stuccoed or painted. The priority is to finish the hous-
ing units inside, to rent them out immediately and then 
to re-invest the money building the shop. 

Besides the dwindling amount of free and green ar-
eas left, the spatial organization and distribution of the 
units on the lot is satisfactory. The construction does 
not present technical problems yet, although there are 
visible construction mistakes. For example, the tech-
nique used to build the stairs resulted in steps which are 
too high and not deep enough, as we can see in Figures 
18a and 18b. Stairs are always a challenge for self-
producers and self-builders. Normally the space is lim-
ited and it is not so simple to fit adequate dimensions. 

At a first sight, the dimensions and location of the 
windows seem to be unsatisfactory. Because they are in-

stalled too high, so as to preserve the privacy of neigh-
bours, residents can barely see outside. Furthermore, 
they are very small, approximately 1x1m and the beams 
are too deep, which is also an obstacle for natural lighting 
(Figure 19). The result is dark rooms. This defect could be 
easily solved with different aperture systems to separate 
ventilation from illumination, for example. The problem is 
that more sophisticated construction items are extremely 
expensive in Brazil, even for the upper middle class mar-
ket. Higher models would assure better ventilation and il-
lumination and shorter beams would also contribute.   

A remarkable aspect of the construction is the distri-
bution of the access to each housing unit. Each unit has 
one independent entrance. This solution offers more pri-
vacy for the residents, and the access also works as a 
backyard. At the same time it costs more, since each 
housing unit has its private access, sometimes only by 
stairs. In building B, accesses to each unit are used as 
common space, with laundry spots and some free space 
for outdoor activities. The result is a two-floor building 
with four housing units, each with two bedrooms, a living 
room, a kitchen and a bathroom. The adjacent residence, 
F, is another example of the same spatial organization 
strategy as was adopted in E. In this case, the resident still 
lives in the lot, in the main house. There is a common yard 
in the middle, which is open to all housing units and pro-
vides ventilation and light for all of them (check Figure 10). 

It is interesting to observe which aspects of self-
production are direct references from the formal city 
and from regular constructions. In peripheral districts 
and in slums, repertories of form and architecture are 
few. Buildings do not to represent concepts, but attend 
to basic needs. Besides, construction materials do not 
vary much. People tend to repeat what they see on the 
streets, in their working environment and at friends and 
relatives’ homes. The construction industry in Brazil is 
concentrated around the production of high-rise apart-
ment buildings, obtaining the maximum profitable area 
and not focused on the optimal use of the space. In 
some sense urban regulations collaborate for this prac-
tice, since the required dimensions for ventilation, illu-
mination and privacy are based on the minimum (Belo 
Horizonte, 2010). So, formal constructions are built ac-
cording to the existing laws, but far from offering good 
space quality. Generally people think that “formal” and 
“regular” buildings are necessarily good. That is why the 
formal construction market influences self-production 
processes, as we can observe in cases E and F: “if the 
municipality approves a 1 m × 1 m window, it might 
work out”. Although habitual, the arbitrary reproduction 
of formal construction habits seems to also be motivat-
ed by the availability of construction items in the mar-
ket. People do not have many choices and end up using 
what is easy and cheap to buy. Spatial decisions that do 
not directly depend on construction materials normally 
present a higher level of authenticity, which have 
brought about very creative spatial arrangements. 
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Figure 19. Case E, windows and high beams. Source: 
author’s archive, 2013. 

Inhabitants understand intimately their everyday 
demands and are perfectly able to imagine creative in-
ternal changes. House D, represented in Figures 20 and 
21, is an interesting example of how to manage the in-
ternal space of a residence where seven family members 
with different ages, schedules and demands live. In or-
der to attend their wishes with limited costs and space, 
the matriarch of the family very well exercises the ability 
on choosing priorities and dealing with frustrations. 

A couple, two daughters, two brothers and one 
niece live together in the three-room house. The cou-
ple, which owns the building, moved to Belo Horizonte 
about 25 years ago and soon after the wife invited her 
three brothers to join them (two of them still live 
there. One of them is the owner of the building B). It is 
very common that young people live with their parents 
for longer periods. This seems to have also economic 
justifications, since all family members collaborate on 
the household with economic and non-economic re-
sources from a very young age. According to the own-
ers, the house needs a new bedroom, a new laundry 
room and a bigger kitchen, since the old one has never 
been renovated. She also intends to renovate the exist-
ing garage and then to rent out it to contribute further 
to the family income. Parking spaces have also become 
a good business in the slums. 

 
Figure 20. Case D, ground floor. Black represents the 
current situation and red the plans for the future. 
Source: drawing by the author, 2014. 

 
Figure 21. Case D, second and third floors. Black repre-
sents the current situation and red the plans for the fu-
ture. Source: drawing by the author, 2014. 
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3.3.5. The residence as an Oasis in the Public Space 

The occupation of the neighbourhood and the construc-
tion of residences in both clusters occurred step by step. 
Residents did not arrive all at once, so twenty years ago 
neighbourhoods used to have lots of empty spaces. In 
formal subdivisions, these were private lots not yet oc-
cupied, but in the slums the differentiation between 
public and private is still not so evident. Empty places in 
slums were mostly free green areas. The environmental 
quality was not bad, although sanitary conditions were 
precarious.  

The lack of collective life outside residences in pe-
ripheral neighbourhoods is reinforced by building types, 
with high front walls and grills. Also, public spaces are 
restricted to streets and sidewalks, which serve only as 
channels for of people going to work. In the area of the 
cluster in Aglomerado da Serra there is only one public 
space—Praça do Cardoso—and a few pieces of land 
which are not yet occupied because of geological risks. 
The nearest recreational space to São Joaquim, for ex-
ample, is 5 km away, which can take about fifteen 
minutes by car but one hour by bus. On weekends the 
trip can take even longer, since the number of buses is 
reduced. There are no roads for bikes, sidewalks are nar-
row, less than 2 meters wide, and all types of vehicles 
are allowed to use the streets, regardless of their capaci-
ty. Moreover, sidewalks have trees planted on very small 
gardens, which offer unsatisfactory shadows and reduce 
even more their width. For wheel-chair users it is almost 
impossible to move around in many places in São 
Joaquim. In Aglomerado da Serra, the hilly topography is 
already a big difficulty. In both clusters, homes seem like 
an oasis in the harsh city. Inside them people surely feel 
more secure and comfortable. Many residences have 
gardens, with trees, vegetables and herbs. People sit on 
the shade and enjoy themselves. The concentration of 
investment in renovation and improvements to the rec-
reational space of residences is also possibly motivated 
by the desire for an island of peace and security. Many 
houses have for example, a second kitchen in the back-
yard, where family members often meet for barbecues 
and private picnics, a kind of practice that in theory 
could take place in public parks. Although Aglomerado 
da Serra presents few planed public spaces, very narrow 
streets and almost no sidewalks, the streets present a 
more vivid atmosphere, always full of pedestrians, 
sellers, children and loud music.  

The feeling of insecurity was much stronger during 
visits to São Joaquim than in Aglomerado da Serra. First 
of all, the journey to São Joaquim was much longer and 
took about 2 hours by bus from Belo Horizonte’s city 
center. The trip is not direct—the bus takes highways 
and passes by areas where cases of violence have been 
known. When arriving in the neighbourhood, it was nec-
essary to walk about 20 minutes from the bus stop to 
the cluster and as previously mentioned, the streets 

were always empty, and surrounded by high walls. On 
the other hand, Aglomerado da Serra is very well located 
and connected with three bus lines, which take about 20 
minutes to get to the neighbourhood. There are many 
small shops on the way and many people on the streets, 
which somehow involves the want to create their own 
oasis of peace. Especially in the favela, there is a com-
mon preoccupation with children and teenagers. Many 
parents prefer to keep them inside the house as much as 
possible, to avoid contact with drug dealers, who run 
their businesses on the streets. At the same time, in-
formants do not fear violence coming from the dealers, 
who actually are their neighbours, most of them since a 
very young age. The problems are involvement with ille-
gal practices and the risk of conflicts between policemen 
and dealers, which can happen on the streets and con-
tribute to an insecure atmosphere.  

4. Early Conclusions and Questions 

The hardest Brazilian problems are not individual, but 
collective: inequality, inflation, informality, lack of re-
sources, violence, and lack of democracy— problems 
that contradictorily seem to belong more to the country 
than to each Brazilian individual (Neri, 2011). How can 
Brazilians rate their lives highly, as confirmed by re-
searches of the Gallup World Poll Institute (2010, apud 
Neri, 2011) when it comes to future happiness and at 
the same time give a low grade for life in general? This 
conflict is also confirmed with families that took part in 
this research. All informants, without exception, agreed 
that life today is easier than life 20 years ago. Nowadays 
there are “jobs for everyone” and also better material 
conditions. At the same time, informants were not op-
timistic about politics, education, public security and 
health care. The assertion that “Brazilian problems are 
not private, but public”, although applied to the eco-
nomic context by Neri (2011), also fits here. The field 
work confirmed that in general, residences have really 
improved in the sense of internal comfort, sanitary con-
ditions and available space, as well as the abundance of 
domestic goods. Although government initiatives like 
Bolsa Família and Construcard (a social welfare program 
that provides financial aid to poor families and a low in-
terest loan for self-producers, respectively) took place in 
the last ten years and have positively influenced self-
production processes, private companies are making an 
incredible profit through building due to insufficient 
government social housing enterprises and big infra-
structure projects in the big cities. In any case, urban 
quality has not been taken as a priority. Governments 
have given priority to new construction and parking 
spaces, to the detriment of green areas and recupera-
tion of old buildings. This behavior is blindly reproduced 
by self-producers in their homes. For example, although 
they have achieved creative solutions in the use of 
space, illumination and ventilation have minimal dimen-
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sions and every single meter is used, right up to the lim-
its of each lot, so free or green areas are few. 

So, after gaining an insight into how “battlers” re-
side, I ask: what do Brazilian “battlers” need? Based on 
this quick look through their homes, I would say they do 
not need much. Regarding their residences, the integra-
tion of three parallel actions seems to be an ideal to be 
pursuit: (a) training for manual workers and self-
producers and (b) alternative tools for understanding 
and planning space in collaboration with construction 
components (stairs, beams, slabs, windows etc). These 
are interesting research topics for architects, who would 
be, instead of space planners, a type of space facilita-
tors. Finally, another idea would be to implement (c) low 
interest financing mechanisms for self-production pro-
cesses, if they were flexible, non-bureaucratic and if they 
worked accordingly to the rhythm and the conditions of 
each family. Regarding neighbourhoods, in order to im-
prove space quality, a deep change is necessary in 
mechanisms of urban planning, which are currently 
completely profit-making oriented and are not focused 
on optimal solutions for inhabitants. With the socioeco-
nomic rise of the Brazilian new middle class, people 
seem to have a full right to their homes, given by an ap-
parent economic stability and some freedom and au-
tonomy on self-producing and self-building dwellings. At 
the same time planning tools and urban planning de-
partments are completely focussed on private initiatives, 
which do not take quality of housing and of the urban 
environment as priorities. It is not by chance that self-
producers, which have so hardly resolved their own de-
mand, are ignored by the state. People seem to have 
right to their private homes, though done by them-
selves, but still remain without right to the cities they in-
habit. (Brenner, Marcuse, & Mayer, 2012). 

The recent economic growth of Brazil has contribut-
ed to improvements in the everyday life of families, in 
terms of basic resources for households. Unfortunately, 
the same level of improvements is not noticeable in the 
neighbourhood scale and even less in the city as a 
whole. Even though, in comparison with other emerging 
countries (Russia, India, China and South Africa), Brazil 
shows interesting distinctive aspects. On the one hand, 
social inequality is decreasing in Brazil and growing in 
other BRICS. Indeed, only in Brazil is the annual income 
of the 20% poorest growing more than the income of 
the 20% richest (OCDE, 2010), although Brazil’s GDP 
grew by only 2.3% in 2013, much less than that of China, 
which grew 7.7%. According to economists, the quality 
of Brazilian economic growth is better (or more trusta-
ble) in terms of environmental issues and working condi-
tions. At the same time, Brazil has a weak educational 
public sector, confirmed by difficulties faced by most in-
formants in their building sites; people do not save as 
much as in developed countries, as they face extremely 
high costs for the household, private schools and health 

care, as well as bureaucratic obstacles. While econo-
mists are optimistic, sociologists, architects and urban 
planners should be rather concerned.  

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank the team of Cogitatio for this op-
portunity, my PhD mentor Professor Max Welch-Guerra 
and my Professor and friend Silke Kapp. 

Conflict of Interests 

The author declares no conflict of interests. 

References 

Belo Horizonte. (2010). Lei de Uso e Ocupação do Solo 
de Belo Horizonte, nº 9.959, 20 July 2010.  

Bourdieu, P. (2007). A distinção—Crítica social do julga-
mento(Brazilian edition). São Paulo: University of São 
Paulo Press. 

Brenner, N., Marcuse, P., & Mayer, M. (2012). Cities for 
People, Not For Profit. Critical Urban Theory and the 
Right to the City. New York: Routledge. 

Descombe, M. (2003). The Good Research Guide for 
Small-Scale Social Research Projects (2nd ed.). Phila-
delphia: Open University Press. 

Grupo de Pesquisa Morar de Outras Maneiras/Universidade 
Federal de Minas Gerais (MOM/UFMG). (2012). Nilber-
to, Luciana e Crianças—Research Report MTS (Mora-
dia e Tecnologia Social). Belo Horizonte: UFMG 

Kapp, S. (2005). Por Que Teoria Crítica da Arquitetura? 
Uma Explicação e uma Aporia. In M. L. Malard (Ed.), 
Cinco Textos sobre Arquitetura (1st ed., pp. 115-167). 
Belo Horizonte: Editora UFMG. 

Konder, L. (1981. O Que É Dialética (28th ed.). São Paulo: 
Editora Brasiliense.  

Leavy, P. (2011). Oral History—Understanding Qualita-
tive Research. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Neri, M. (2011). A Nova Classe Média—O Lado Brilhante 
da Base da Pirâmide (1st ed.). São Paulo: Editora Sa-
raiva. 

Nogueira, P. S., & Kapp, S. (2010). Práticas de Arquitetu-
ra para Demandas Populares – A Experiência dos Ar-
quitetos da Família (Master Thesis). Belo Horizonte: 
Minas Gerais Federal University. 

OCDE. (2010). Latin American Economic Outlook 2011. 
Paris: OCDE Development Centre. 

Souza, J. (2010a). Uma nova classe social. Le Monde Di-
plomatique Brasil, November, pp. 6-7. 

Souza, J. (2010b). Os Batalhadores Brasileiros—Nova 
Classe Média ou Nova Classe Trabalhadora? (1st 
ed.). Belo Horizonte: Editora UFMG. 

Weimer, G. (2005). Arquitetura Popular Brasileira. São 
Paulo: Martins Fontes. 



 

Social Inclusion, 2014, Volume 3, Issue 2, Pages 44-61 61 

About the Author 

 

Priscilla Nogueira 
Priscilla Nogueira is a Brazilian architect, interested in ordinary architecture, self-production process-
es and alternative design methods. From 2008 to 2011 she coordinated the project “Family Archi-
tects”, providing technical assistance in low-cost building processes in Brazil. Since 2012 Priscilla 
Nogueira has been a PhD candidate at Bauhaus-Universität Weimar with the Doctoral Research “How 
do Brazilian ‘battlers’ reside?”. The work focuses on the production of space made by the so called 
“new Brazilian middle class”, investigating the relations between social conditions of self-producers 
and technical and spatial conditions of produced spaces. 

 



 

Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 2, Pages 62-70 62 

Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183-2803) 
2015, Volume 3, Issue 2, Pages 62-70 

Doi: 10.17645/si.v3i2.68 
 

Article 

The Role Innovative Housing Models Play in the Struggle against Social 
Exclusion in Cities: The Brisbane Common Ground Model 

Petra Perolini 

Design Department, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, South Bank, Qld 4103, Australia;  
E-Mail: p.perolini@griffith.edu.au 

Submitted: 15 May 2014 | In Revised Form: 21 January 2015 | Accepted: 27 January 2015 |  
Published: 9 April 2015 

Abstract 
The history of housing in Australia is a textbook example of socio-spatial exclusion as described, defined and analysed 
by commentators from Mumford to Lefebvre. It has been exacerbated by a culture of home ownership that has led to 
an affordability crisis. An examination of the history reveals that the problems are structural and must be approached 
not as a practical solution to the public provision of housing, but as a reshaping of lives, a reconnection to community, 
and as an ethical and equitable “right to the city”. This “Right to the City” has underpinned the Common Ground ap-
proach, emerging in a range of cities and adopted in South Brisbane, Queensland Australia. This paper examines the 
Common Ground approach and the impacts on its residents and in the community with a view to exploring further devel-
opments in this direction. A clear understanding of these lessons underpins, and should inform, a new approach to recon-
necting the displaced and to developing solutions that not only enhance their lives but also the community at large. 

Keywords 
Australian housing; Common Ground; Great Australian Dream; public housing; social exclusion; socio-spatial divisions; 
urban disadvantage; urban marginalisation 

Issue 
This article is part of the special issue “Housing and Space: Toward Socio-Spatial Inclusion”, edited by Dr. Dallas Rogers 
(University of Western Sydney, Australia), Dr. Rae Dufty-Jones (University of Western Sydney, Australia) and Dr. Wendy 
Steele (RMIT University, Australia). 

© 2015 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

 

1. Introduction 

Today’s cities are faced with the challenges of rapid 
population growth, urban sprawl, housing shortages, 
urban decay, increasing social segregation and the ge-
ographical, climatic, political and economic displace-
ment of the disadvantaged. Common Ground attempts 
to overcome this historical trend through an inclusive 
approach. 

Repeated cycles of government policy designed to 
address the problems of adequately housing the disad-
vantaged have only created new nightmares of exclu-
sion. Outer suburban ghettoes have replaced inner city 
slums; satellite cities have failed to provide a solution 
and consumed millions in attempts to retrofit infra-

structure and rectify poor planning; mixed land-use 
projects, designed to provide affordable housing, have 
become trendy and expensive: all these approaches 
failed to provide housing for homeless and displaced 
people let alone the more general challenge of rebuild-
ing community. 

The greater the social cohesion of a community, the 
more resilient it becomes (Pelling, 2003). The practical, 
rapid response of constructing housing in low-cost are-
as with the addition of a minimum of support services 
therefore exacerbates rather than alleviates the prob-
lem. Thus, design approaches to housing the homeless, 
displaced and low-income earners must expand their 
horizon and address the challenge as one of reshaping 
lives, reconnecting community, and providing an ethi-
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cal and equitable “right to the city”. 
In the last decade academics and social movements 

have framed this social injustice to housing struggles in 
terms of “The right to the city”. “The right to the city 
cannot be conceived of as a simple visiting right or as a 
return to traditional cities. It can only be formulated as 
a transformed and renewed right to urban life” 
(Lefebvre, Kofman, & Lebas, 1996, p. 158). 

The challenge then is to explore possibilities outside 
of pragmatic solutions and encourage a new urban, 
one that aims to deliver reconnected and inclusive cit-
ies that offer a renewed sense of place, purpose and 
future. Housing plays a central role in this social justice 
debate and affordable housing initiatives are becoming 
more important globally. Relevant responses must start 
with that outcome in mind and work to overcome the 
obstacles that resist its delivery.  The Common Ground 
approach meets a number of these requirements. 

This paper aims to contribute to the debate of ur-
ban social exclusion and offers a range of lessons and 
potential solutions that form an essential input into the 
development of future urban design approaches. The 
paper focuses first on a theoretical review of urban 
theory before examining the “right to the city” in an 
Australian historical context leading to a discussion of 
Brisbane’s Common Ground. Finally, the paper argues 
that the dialectic between urban policies, the shapers 
of our urban centres and the emergence of social initi-
atives need to be brought into alignment with the im-
perative of an ever increasing divide. 

2. Developing the Urban 

To understand the challenge facing inclusive approach-
es to urban design such as Common Ground it is essen-
tial to understand the forces underpinning historical 
urban development. 

City planners have long explored the balance of 
power in the city and the role played by capitalism in 
socio-spatial fragmentation.  American historian, soci-
ologist and critic Lewis Mumford contends that by the 
17th century, capitalism had changed the balance of 
power of the Western city.  

That focus on profit moved land from a system of 
feudal tenure (a long-term generational lease system 
with reciprocal duties between landlord and tenant) 
into a commodity, a means of making money. The 
disadvantage thus fell on the poor. As rents escalat-
ed, properties simultaneously fell into disrepair; land-
lords made no long term obligations to tenants, over-
crowding became rife and so arose the first slum-
housing. On the outskirts of the city, farms coming out 
of tenure were divided into building lots, and by the 
early nineteenth century indefinite expansion be-
came possible within a laissez faire approach to 
property ownership (Mumford, 1961, pp. 474-475). 

From the 1960s, additional approaches to exploring 
urban fragmentation have drawn upon the work of 
Marx and Engels, where the capitalist city, in the accu-
mulation and circulation of profit, produces class based 
upon social divisions (Engles, 1968). Scholars such as 
Henri Lefebvre, Manuel Castells and David Harvey, de-
spite their theoretical, methodological and political dif-
ferences, all share a concern to understand the ways 
which urban communities, under capitalism, are com-
modified. 

In particular, modernist architectural thinking 
comes under intense criticism from Lefebvre, as work-
ing from an externalised perspective with little refer-
ence to lived experience (habiting—not simply inhabit-
ing) (Lefebvre et al., 1996, pp. 152-154). Lefebvre 
singles out Le Corbusier, whom he describes as, “a 
good architect but a catastrophic urbanist, who pre-
vented us from thinking about the city as a place where 
different groups can meet, where they may be in con-
flict but also form alliances, and where they participate 
in a collective oeuvre” (Lefebvre et al., 1996, p. 207).  

David Harvey is equally critical of the roles of archi-
tecture and urbanism in structuring the urban, blaming 
investment and financial reasoning, built upon a con-
tinuous cycle of long waves of investment: over accu-
mulation, devaluation, loss of exchange value, buying 
at bargain prices and back to investment again (Harvey, 
2002). Further, Neil Brenner expands upon Lefebvre’s 
theories of urbanization as an increasingly global phe-
nomenon, no longer relating only to industrialized 
towns and cities, but as the “stretching of an ‘urban 
fabric’, composed of diverse types of investment pat-
terns, settlements spaces, land use matrices, and infra-
structural networks, across the entire world economy” 
(Brenner, 2012, p. 21). 

The Common Ground approach attempts to leap-
frog these limitations by directly addressing the issues 
of integration and inclusion rather than focusing on 
structure and infrastructure. 

3. Spatial Exclusion in Australia 

The Common Ground experiment in Australia attempts 
to address the challenges facing the homeless and dis-
advantaged in a rich country with a high proportion of 
home ownership and large amounts of open space 
leading to sprawling, low density cities. 

Although “the bush” has defined Australia’s historic 
identity, today’s population is heavily urbanised, with 
approximately 88% of Australians now living in metro-
politan areas. One of the wealthiest nations globally, 
Australia is no stranger to problems of poverty and ex-
clusion. Disadvantage can be found in almost every city 
and larger regional centre (Communities, 2011). 

From the late 19th century, “progressive” planning 
movements have asserted the value of home owner-
ship and a suburban “Great Australian Dream” as a 
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method of remedying social issues of densely populat-
ed areas. Following US and British trends, high-density 
housing was stigmatised as “slum” housing. Social re-
formers of the “Garden City” and “City Beautiful” 
movements were concerned with promoting health 
and vitality in urban living (Butler, 2012).  

In 1909 a Royal Commission for the improvement 
of Sydney recommended the creation of garden sub-
urbs for the working classes, resulting in the country’s 
first regional plan (Cox, Graus, & Meyer, 2011). 
Daceyville Garden Suburb in Sydney was the first and 
possibly most influential of these Garden Suburbs. It 
aimed to demonstrate a better standard of living with 
lower density, wide-open curving streets, no front 
fences, quarter acre blocks, street planting and public 
open spaces (Cox et al., 2011). 

Despite its initial positive reception, low-density liv-
ing took on a new momentum following World War II, 
when all cities expanded dramatically. The new pro-
posals were translated into local council by-laws with 
minimum allotment sizes and design standards, inclu-
sion of public parks and spaces, and covenants. Devel-
opers built new suburbs and satellite towns of private 
lower-income and public housing to meet the bare 
minimum of the social tolerance threshold (Butler, 
2012). According to Butler,  

While the development of the suburbs can be at-
tributed partly to the growth of industrialisation, it 
cannot be separated from the deeply anti-urban 
ideology that was prominent among the early plan-
ning reform movement and helped to normalise the 
“quarter-acre block” as a spatial form maximising 
private space to the detriment of public space. 
(Butler, 2012, p. 117). 

In 1948 an Abercrombie-inspired satellite town model 
was proposed for Sydney’s Country of Cumberland 
Plan, with a plan of slum clearance in suburbs such as 
Surry Hills, Redfern and Balmain to be replaced by Cor-
busier-style high rises, a greenbelt at a 20km distance 
from the CBD, and beyond that satellite towns such as 
Campbelltown and Penrith. Although developed as a 
“balance” to counteract the growth of the city, the re-
sult is a bimodal population split between high income 
commuters on the one hand and socially excluded res-
idents on the other.  

As the demand for affordable housing intensified, 
the sites of Green Valley and Mt Druitt were chosen as 
low cost public-housing estates based upon the Rad-
burn, New Jersey open-public-space design of Clarence 
Stein. Unlike the British models, these suburbs failed to 
integrate housing with employment. That was exacer-
bated by the policy that residents were required to be 
low-income earners and eligible for public housing. 
Travel distances to work, reliance on a fast transport 
system or private vehicle, low employment rates and 

bad press soon led inevitably to social stigmatisation 
(Cox et al., 2011).  

By 1968, the greenbelt had been abandoned due to 
rapid population growth. The Sydney Regional Outline 
Plan developed, based upon a European linear model 
of railway corridors with each corridor to be made up 
of a collection of new towns with primarily detached 
dwellings (Cox et al., 2011).  Satellite towns such as 
Campbelltown, 50 km south of Sydney were reinvented 
with a town centre, employment prospects, university, 
hospital, public transport and a mix of private and pub-
lic housing. However, the growth of the affordable 
outer suburbs soon outstripped employment, transpor-
tation and infrastructure, all of which remain a chal-
lenge in these areas (Cox et al., 2011). 

In search of an answer, brownfield developments 
such as South Bank in Brisbane, Docklands in Mel-
bourne and Pyrmont in Sydney became popular in an 
attempt to promote inner-city dwelling and reduce ur-
ban sprawl in the 1980s and 1990s. Again they were 
derived from international models such as the Dock-
lands development in London based upon a high densi-
ty “New Urbanism” (Cox et al., 2011). Developments 
with high-end apartments, restaurants, bars and enter-
tainment located in inner-city prime locations proved 
extremely popular with an inner-city, gentrified mid-
dle-class; the disadvantaged populations, historically 
concentrated in inner-city areas, were pushed out to 
peripheral suburbs. Today the post-war central suburbs 
are being rezoned and redeveloped with mid-level 
mixed use development along public transport routes, 
once again escalating housing prices and relegating the 
less fortunate to the peripheries.  

The repeated failure of these different models of 
urban development to address the structural problem 
of unequal “rights to the city” indicates that the core 
approach of providing additional infrastructure is insuf-
ficient. 

4. The Ownership Axis 

One challenge faced by any social housing approach in 
Australia is the intense desire for and encouragement 
of home ownership. Over the century long history of 
the nation, this has led to public money being injected 
into incentives and support for homeownership and 
the cultural ideology of the “Great Australian Dream” 
(Jacobs, Atkinson, Colic Peisker, Berry, & Dalton, 2010). 

In the early decades of the 20th century, Australian 
governments promoted home ownership through state 
banks and war service home loans. In the mid-1930s, 
the Australian labour movement ensured that wage 
levels were kept above a minimum and marginal tax 
was kept low, further enabling and encouraging home 
ownership (Jacobs et al., 2010).  

From the 1960s to 1970s, the policy appetite for 
public housing returned and high-rise, public-housing 
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estates replaced inner-city terrace housing (Jacobs et 
al., 2010). At the time of construction, these projects 
were seen as a cutting-edge solution to social issues 
(March 2003). However these housing models were ill-
fated. The estates were soon criticised by residents and 
the public for unattractiveness and lack of social plan-
ning (Atlas & Dreier, 1994). They soon became associ-
ated with crime and low morale.  

By 1978, the Commonwealth had greatly reduced 
the amount of funding for building and maintaining 
public housing (Groenhart, 2012).  

“The result of dwindling funds was a shift in the role 
of public housing, from a mainstream option to mar-
ginal sector with a highly disadvantaged tenant base. 
By 2006, around 90% of tenants were either on welfare 
benefits or experiencing some other form of social 
deprivation” (Groenhart, 2012).  Governments have 
thus turned to the private market to “fund the renewal 
of their housing estates through policies branded as 
‘social-mix’” (Jacobs et al., 2010, pp. 20-23).  

This ideology of home ownership has created a 
unique population in Australian cities: the “renting 
poor”. Given that Australia’s public-housing sector is 
very small (5%) compared with its counterparts in oth-
er western cities, the private rental remains a robust 
part of the Australian housing system. As a market lib-
eral society, Australia places considerable faith in the 
market and is highly protective of individual property 
rights and thus of home ownership (Burke, 1999). The 
result has been an investment-based approach to 
managing rental properties that disadvantages the 
tenant in ways similar to the four centuries old pat-
terns described by Mumford. 

5. The Right to the City 

There are many more poor and disadvantaged house-
holds in the private rental sector than in social housing 
(Hulse & Burke, 2000). Studies show that anti-social be-
haviour, an increase in crime; social stigma, poor educa-
tion and general dysfunction are all symptomatic of life 
in social housing (Morris, Jamieson, & Patulny, 2012). 
Living in marginalised clusters can have the following 
long-term consequences: a gradual loss of confidence in 
the “system”, long-term unemployment, limited or no 
participation in active citizenship, the prompting of a 
sense of failure, rejection and shame is often passed 
down through the generations (Hulse & Burke, 2000).  

The spatial distribution of the socially disadvantaged 
is evident in every Australian city. Clusters of deprived 
people and poor neighbourhoods are concentrated in 
fringe suburban areas….There is evidence that the dis-
advantaged living conditions are being passed from one 
generation to the next (Pawson & Herath, 2013). 

The answer, then, comes from some mechanism 
that deals with the concept of “social mix”. So far, 
planning schemes, housing policies and other strategic 

approaches have failed to stop the growing concentra-
tion of disadvantage in Australia’s suburbs. Affordable 
housing is at the centre of the debate. Recognising the 
urgency, in 2008 the Australian Government released a 
White Paper on Homelessness, outlining policies on 
addressing disadvantaged citizens. A year later, the Na-
tional Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) followed, 
complemented later by the National Partnership 
Agreements on Homelessness and Social Housing. 
These national agreements underpin the Queensland 
Housing 2020 Strategy. Launched in 2013, this strategy 
addresses Queensland’s social housing system and 
promises to bring it in line with current demands (De-
partment of Housing and Public Works, 2013) Conse-
quently, Common Ground Brisbane secured part fund-
ing from the National Partnership Agreement on 
Homelessness. The Queensland Government through 
the National Building Economic Stimulus Plan provided 
the other funding. The building is pioneering affordable 
housing and social inclusion in Brisbane and is adding 
to the discussion on social mix as a case study. 

6. The Common Ground as a Counter-Point 

Common Ground, established in 2008, is Queensland’s 
first specialist supportive housing tenancy and property 
management organisation. The organisation focuses on 
providing quality tenant outcomes for people who 
have experienced chronic homelessness or earn a low 
income. It attempts to tackle the problem of exclusion 
in a number of ways: 

1. offer permanent, safe and affordable housing to 
the disadvantaged in the community 

2. provide a vibrant community life within the 
building itself 

3. extend that community live by engaging with 
and contributing to the surrounding neighbour-
hood 

4. bring the surrounding community into the pro-
ject through leasing commercial and community 
spaces 

In short, the project attempts to shift the emphasis 
from the value of the property or infrastructure to the 
value of the service by valuing the benefits of integra-
tion above the cost of the project. 

This paper examines the degree of success in that 
endeavour and the lessons that have been learned. The 
methodology employed is semi-structured in-depth in-
terviews, and is discussed in detail below. The reality is 
that the project is new, a post-occupancy review has 
not been completed, and there is little empirical evi-
dence available to date. Three interviews were con-
ducted as part of a larger project that presented visual 
and auditory elements in the form of an exhibition in 
September 2014: 
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 Interview 1: Karyn Walsh, Coordinator Micah 
projects, 20 August 2014. 

 Interview 2: Common Ground resident, male 
in his 50s (wanted to remain anonymous), 5 
August 2014.  

 Interview 3: Lesley Rankin, former hospitality 
employee near Hope Street South Brisbane, 5 
August 2014. 

6.1. Physical Infrastructure 

Common Ground, in a partnership with Micah Projects, 
a community-based not-for-profit with a commitment 
to social justice, and a number of other key partners 
delivered a building on 15 Hope Street, South Brisbane, 
which houses 146 people in single units or studios. Fifty 
per cent of tenants were chronic homeless with the 
other 50 per cent on low income (Department of Hous-
ing and Public Works, 2013). The project offers perma-
nent, safe and affordable housing to the community. 
Furthermore, the concept provides a vibrant communi-
ty life both within the building itself, and in engaging 
with and contributing to the surrounding neighbour-
hood (Australian Common Ground Alliance, 2013). 

The building itself is located on prime inner-city 
land, across the river from the CBD, adjacent to the 
city’s arts and cultural precincts at South Bank, with di-
rect access to public transport. The project is unusual 
in that it results from an innovative partnership be-
tween federal and state governments, business and 
community.  Funding for the building was provided by 
the Australian Government and Queensland Govern-
ment, under the Nation Building Economic Stimulus 
Program and the COAG National Partnership Agreement 
on Homelessness. That Stimulus Program was a high 
level policy decision to invest billions in infrastructure as 
a response to the global financial crisis. As such it was a 
unique opportunity to create a housing project outside 
the accepted norms of urban planning and design.  

Construction company Grocon offered its services 
for the project on a not-for-profit basis, as did many 
other participating businesses.  Nettleton Tribe (archi-
tects, interior designers, master planning and urban 
design) were awarded the tender to design and docu-
ment the project. Combining 146 single bedroom and 
studio residential units, breezeways, common spaces, 
art and computer rooms, rentable conference rooms 
and retail tenancies, the top floor also houses a fully 
commercial training kitchen with an extensive rooftop 
edible garden, and relaxation areas. The building’s foy-
er is complete with a fully-staffed concierge desk, 
lounge areas and a grand piano for use by the tenants.  

In terms of ongoing support, Common Ground 
Queensland Ltd provide the ongoing tenancy manage-
ment for the project, whilst Micah Projects Inc. pro-
vides 24 hour on-site support services for tenants (in-
cluding encouraging independent living, vocational 

training, employment and education and access to 
health professionals). Both of these community organi-
sations, as members of the Australian Common Ground 
Alliance, were strongly involved in the inception, de-
velopment and implementation of the project (Micah 
Projects, 2013). Rent is based upon individual tenant 
income and is charged as a percentage, which accom-
modates flexibility in cases of loss of income or re-
duced working hours.  

6.2. Measures of success 

The building, on a site that is historically been associat-
ed with Brisbane’s homeless is surrounded by high-
priced inner-city living. The philosophy of creating a so-
cial mix, rather than pushing the marginalized and 
those who had previously been sleeping rough out of 
sight to the suburbs has met some challenges. Attracting 
health care and community care organisations to the 
lower floor retail spaces, and utilising the building as a 
community asset has been slower than hoped. Howev-
er, there has been a gradual increase in bookings of the 
rentable conference spaces and commercial kitch-
en/rooftop asset, which, Micah is confident, will in-
crease in the future (K. Walsh, personal communica-
tion, August 20, 2014). By making public spaces 
available for use by the larger community and business 
sector, it is hoped that the socio-spatial divide and any 
remaining stigmatisation associated with the buildings 
tenants will diminish. 

All interviewees shared a concern for social exclu-
sion. In fact there was a strong perception that social 
exclusion is growing worse in Brisbane, suggested by 
the increasing demand for housing in Common Ground. 
All interviewees stressed the importance of building a 
strong relationship between Common Ground tenants 
and the neighbouring community to alleviate exclusion 
and ease the transition from years of isolation and dys-
function to a future of purpose and hope. In line with 
the literature review, all interviewees referred to the 
enormous challenges the project had to overcome by 
establishing social housing in an area of Brisbane 
where real estate prices are high.  One interviewee 
mentioned that on several he saw Common Ground 
tenants struggling to justify to other residents in the 
area why they can afford to live in an area where the 
rents are above the average. The same interviewee al-
so observed that it had initially been difficult to change 
the perception that the public and community had of 
the Common Ground tenants. He noted that there is 
now a shift toward valuing diversity and community in-
clusion. 

6.3. Culture Change, Diversity and Positive 
Discrimination 

All interviewees agreed that a complete culture change 
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is needed to transform the housing situation in Bris-
bane. One expected the situation to get worse as the 
aging of the population increased the rates of home-
lessness and poverty. Another commented that while 
projects like Common Ground have improved percep-
tions of the marginalised and disadvantaged, such pro-
jects only treat the symptoms but not the cause. In his 
view, many of the symptoms of social disconnection 
can and should have been remedied much earlier. 
However, in his opinion, the present social, economic 
and political structures preclude early intervention.  

Fixed social norms were an area of concern for all 
interviewees, which they thought was one of the main 
enablers of stigmatisation.  A lack of public understand-
ing of the effects of homelessness, disadvantage, dis-
connectedness and stigmatisation explained why some 
of the tenants of Common Ground felt different and 
excluded. Everyone insisted that problems of ac-
ceptance of the new neighbours had been anticipated 
but that the advantages of staying local and being close 
to support services outweighed the challenges fore-
seen. One interviewee described the current tenants of 
Common Ground as interesting people who livened up 
the area. Many of them were artists or musicians and 
the local hospitality businesses enjoyed their patron-
age.  

It was generally agreed that the South Brisbane 
community in the vicinity of Hope Street supported 
Common Ground but there were always going to be 
opponents. Karyn Walsh commented:  

“This was always going to be the case. You can edu-
cate people and you can hold many community 
meetings but there are always people who lack 
empathy and who can’t envisage the positive con-
tribution the new tenants could make. The chal-
lenge, I think, is getting people on side in an inner 
city location where prices are high. What are the 
implications of this for the rest of the community? 
Is it fair that some people pay 800 dollars a week 
and others only pay 120 dollars for the same thing? 
These were issues floating around and it created 
quite some debate. But we really wanted and 
pushed for this location because we felt that people 
had lived in the area for a long time and had al-
ready faced being displaced from the many hun-
dreds of units being built in this area. Why not in-
clude some that were affordable and cater for 
people who had actually lived in the area so they 
could in fact stay in the area”. (K. Walsh, personal 
communication, August 20, 2014) 

6.4. The Intended Use of the Facility 

One interviewee commented that Common Ground 
was designed to be a community asset. There are many 
rentable spaces within the facility, including confer-

ence and function rooms that the community is now 
starting to use. Although this was slow to develop, the 
bookings are steadily increasing.  

The concept had derived from research and case 
studies of similar projects, which saw the benefit in 
bringing the community into the building. The benefits 
were twofold. They allow for the establishment of 
mixed communities to establish a balanced neighbour-
hood, where both sides can benefit from each other. 
The second was to alleviate some of the stigmatisation, 
particularly at the beginning of the project. This was 
achieved by showcasing the excellent facilities the 
building offers, creating the possibility for tenants to 
mingle and play the grand piano, to enjoy the first class 
facilities, the security, the tastefully designed spaces 
and the amazing vistas of river and city.  

One interviewee stated that the mixing interrupts 
patterns of social segregation. Micah Projects agrees 
that mixing prevails undermines anti-social conduct 
and dependency. This thinking is in line with the re-
search and underpins the view that new housing devel-
opments should have a diversity of affordable homes.  

All three interviewees praised the amenities facili-
ties the building offers to its tenants (cooking facilities, 
computer rooms, shared spaces).  

“By allowing tenants to gain some skills in the safe-
ty of their own homes, provides them with the nec-
essary skills to confront the ‘outside’ world, a place 
they have been cut off from for a long time”. Two 
interviewees mentioned a lack of confidence in their 
ability to find employment. “When it comes to apply-
ing for jobs, especially the long-time unemployed 
tenants worry about their ability to fit in and to sus-
tain a job”. One interviewee made reference to the 
empty commercial tenancies on the ground level. 
Originally earmarked to house a medical centre, the 
building has failed to secure a tenant in its first two 
years of operation. “If I was going to do this again, I 
would invest in the whole concept. Funding needs to 
be put into getting the commercial tenancies up and 
running rather than leaving this for a later stage” (K. 
Walsh, personal communication, August 20, 2014). 

6.5. Monitoring the success 

The building is in its second year of operation and a 
post-occupancy evaluation has yet to be conducted by 
the State Government. Two interviewees said they 
found Common Ground a great initiative for social in-
clusion. However there was some criticism about its fu-
ture success and concern was expressed about the 
fairness of the selection of tenants. One interviewee 
was concerned that the waiting lists to get a place in 
Common Ground are long and disappointment was ex-
pressed at the selection process of choosing tenants.  
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“Some of the real hardship cases seem to fall off 
the radar. Maybe this is because they disappear 
and are just not around when the waiting lists are 
updated or maybe they are not considered ‘suita-
ble’” (Interviewee 2, personal communication, Au-
gust 5, 2014). 

One person said that the selection process is very 
complex and might appear unfair to people who don’t 
have the full picture. She agreed that it is disappointing 
that the organisation can’t offer more places, as the 
aim is to make the living conditions better for all their 
clients. 

“Common Ground was just one initiative and many 
more need [to be established] to move forward the 
agenda of closing in on social exclusion” (K. Walsh, 
personal communication, August 20, 2014). 

One interviewee commented that while mixed neigh-
bourhoods are nice to work in and live in, their “neigh-
bourhood effects” don’t do much to help the poor es-
cape from poverty. A second interviewee agreed that 
simply “allowing” the poor to mix with the affluent does 
not necessarily generate social and economic equality. 

“We might be accepted but we still don’t get the 
same chances. We look different, we speak differ-
ent, and we are different. Just because we live next 
to them does not change the fact that we are dif-
ferent. I like living here, it is a step towards becom-
ing independent and able to live my life again and I 
was one of them outside many years ago, most of 
us were. However, it’s like living in an area with an 
engineered social character. But living here also 
means that things are more expensive than in outer 
poorer suburbs” (Interviewee 2, personal commu-
nication, August 5, 2014). 

While the real success can’t be determined until some 
formal evaluation has been completed, all interviewees 
agreed that the architects, planners, designers and 
others had created a building which suits the character 
of the site and its tenants. Although Common Ground 
is a success from a design perspective, one interviewee 
thought that there was no need to replicate it.  

“Any future similar buildings need to be designed to 
be site specific. What worked here on Hope Street 
might not work somewhere else. I believe the de-
sign team did an outstanding job in working with all 
the stakeholders in creating the vision for a building 
that became home for people who have been so-
cially excluded for many years or who have been 
living in chronic poverty and poor living standards” 
(K. Walsh, personal communication, August 20, 
2014). 

7. Reaping the Harvest from the Common Ground 

In summary, socio-spatial exclusion is a characteristic 
of urban development driven by the commodification 
of housing as a facet of the property market. The 
Common Ground project offers an unusual opportunity 
to examine alternative approaches and solutions that 
reverse this trend. 

Several factors have contributed to the fragmented 
urban landscape in Australia, creating pockets of disad-
vantaged neighbourhoods. A particular feature of the 
Australian situation is an idealisation of home-
ownership, which has created a gap between poor and 
rich, perpetuating a housing situation based on socio-
economic classification.  

Against this backdrop the paper examines 
Lefebvre’s “right to the city” which describes the de-
velopment of the “capitalist city” and its negative ef-
fects for its inhabitants and the struggle for affordable 
spaces in all major Australian cities. High rent, a weak 
social system and a lack of public housing stock have 
forced low-income individuals and families to neglect-
ed neighbourhoods in the outer suburbs. A lack of so-
cial mix has meant that clusters of marginalised groups 
form large neighbourhoods of disadvantage, suffering 
from stigmatisation and social exclusion. This under-
mining of the social cohesion of cities creates long-
term problems for residents and demands action on 
multiple levels. 

In an attempt to reverse the development of urban 
exclusion, some cities have started to reclaim the right 
to influence urban life, driven either by emerging gov-
ernment initiatives or by the excluded, marginalized or 
discriminated communities themselves. This paper fo-
cuses on one such approach to urban regeneration-
renewal and the redevelopment of the social and built 
environment.  

Common Ground is a global movement that has 
started to make a positive impact on our socio-spatial 
disadvantaged cities. Brisbane’s Common Ground pro-
ject has emerged as the unusual combination of a gov-
ernment looking to invest and a community ready to 
develop a creative response to these problems. A net-
work of commercial organisations has participated in 
designing, developing and testing a model for future 
development. 

Among the lessons learned are that the community 
in general and the commercial sector in particular must 
be engaged early and thoroughly to prevent the exclu-
sion and isolation from continuing, just on a reduced 
scale. Design professionals, policy makers and commu-
nity need to re-think the delivery of solutions for the 
disadvantaged as part of the delivery of services for the 
whole community. This is a major modification of cur-
rent approaches. 

Further, the support programs for education, em-
ployment and health must be integrated with the de-
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sign, development and implementation. They must also 
be implemented across the broader community to en-
sure that the social-mix is vibrant and engaged rather 
than post-hoc, ad-hoc and difficult. 

A significant part of the challenge is that people’s 
perceptions of community ownership of and engage-
ment with assets and services such as those included in 
South Brisbane’s Common Ground run counter to the 
capitalist notion of the urban, of property and of ser-
vice delivery.  

Design professionals, policy makers and community 
need to re-think praxis, encourage post-capitalist cities 
and create new forms of engaged life throughout the 
city. The use of planning and architecture for marginali-
sation and socio-spatial segregation must be reappropri-
ated. These tools should be used not to segregate peo-
ple but to construct new knowledge, new urban visions, 
social inclusiveness and commonality in difference.  

8. Research Methodology 

Three semi-structured in-depth interviews were con-
ducted for this study. The study’s research objective 
and the characteristics of the study population and the 
time constraint determined the number and nature of 
the participants.  

The objective of the study: space is being under-
stood as a social product (Henri Lefebvre). How has the 
planning of Australian cities contributed to a class and 
cultural division leading to concentrations of disad-
vantage? Can social initiatives such as Common Ground 
offer some answers and initiate change?   

 Interview 1: Karyn Walsh, Coordinator Micah 
projects, 20 August 2014. 

 Interview 2: Common Ground resident, male in 
his 50s (wanted to remain anonymous), 5 Au-
gust 2014.  

 Interview 3: Lesley Rankin, former hospitality 
employee near Hope Street South Brisbane, 5 
August 2014. 

Interviews are used to obtain data from individuals 
about themselves, their involvement with Common 
Ground, the implementation, progress, and outcomes 
the project, and any future plans for similar projects. 
Personal interviews are widely accepted for conducting 
basic social science research (Seidman, 2013).  For 
these reasons, the researcher chose a descriptive re-
search methodology and designed an interview to as-
sess the initial success of Common Ground as a model 
of social inclusiveness in an established, affluent, inner-
urban area. In light of time constraints and the relative 
weight of the expert interviews in relation to the litera-
ture review, three interviews, between 45 and 60 
minutes each, has been deemed appropriate. The in-
terviews consisted of three sections: 

1. What do you see as some of the barriers to hav-
ing a Common Ground Building in the midst of a 
thriving commercial and residential sector of 
South Brisbane? 

2. Can you describe any examples of initiatives 
that are breaking down the barriers of social ex-
clusion?    

3. Do you have any advice on how to do things dif-
ferently for any similar future projects? 

The data collection, although narrow, will be part of 
the author’s ongoing research into urban social inclu-
siveness. 

8.1. Data Evaluation 

The steps of the interview procedure are listed and de-
scribed below: 

1. Transcribing Interviews: all relevant parts of the 
recorded interview data were transcribed from 
audio to text format. 

2. Reading and analysing the data in order to ar-
rive at a general sense of the discussion and 
meaning of the data. This process identified rel-
evant themes and categories. 

3. Sorting the common themes and organising the 
material into chapters of information that give 
insight into the emerging levels of reflections. 
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1. Introduction 

The changing spatial distribution of the poor in U.S. 
metropolitan areas is of particular concern as the sub-
urbs now accommodate the greatest share of the poor. 
The share of poor in suburbs is growing at an acceler-
ated rate, yet it is not all together clear why the spatial 
distribution of the poor is shifting. Suburban poverty 
trends suggest that there have been important chang-
es, including a portion of the poor have likely moved 
outside of cities, suburban residents may be poorer be-
cause of “Great Recession” related income losses or 
perhaps some affluent suburban residents have relo-
cated outside of the suburbs, among other reasons. 
Nevertheless, poverty once predominantly a rural phe-

nomenon before the industrial revolution has shifted 
toward the country's largest metropolitan economic 
centers (Kneebone & Berube, 2013).  

Growth in suburban poverty in the contemporary 
period represents a departure from the historical un-
derstanding of poverty circa 1890–1970 (Macionis & 
Parrillo, 2013, pp. 193-195; Mink & O’Connor, 2004, p. 
2). Immigrants and migrants alike inspired by job op-
portunities in U.S. cities brought on by the intensifying 
industrial revolution, left rural places for cities and 
thereafter poverty became increasingly an urban prob-
lem (Chudacoff, Smith, & Baldwin, 2010, pp. 45-60; 
Jackson, 1985). Since this period, the poor have spatial-
ly spread out over the urban landscape. This includes a 
spreading well beyond cities and beyond older, inner-
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ring suburbs (Frey, Berube, Singer, & Wilson, 2009). 
The change in the geography of poverty represents a 
dramatic shift in the landscape as suburbs were once 
places that the affluent escaped to (Hanlon, Short, & 
Vicino, 2010; Wilson, 1987); currently suburbs are 
much more diverse, racially and economically (Howell 
& Timberlake, 2014; Lee-Chuvala, 2012).  

Today, a select number of suburbs grapple with 
what inner cities confronted about five decades earlier, 
serious neglect and flight of residents to newer neigh-
borhoods beyond the urban fringe (Kneebone & 
Berube, 2013, pp. 57-76; Lucy & Phillips, 2000; Puentes 
& Orfield, 2002; Puentes & Warren, 2006). As suburban 
development continues to push outside of the urban 
fringe, employment centers have also continued to de-
centralize. Generally, jobs disproportionately are locat-
ed in suburbs and jobs matching the skills of low wage 
workers in the retail and wholesale, leisure and hospi-
tality sectors, as well as personal services sector are 
more often found in suburbs (Kneebone & Berube, 
2013). There is some evidence that both the spatial dis-
tribution of affordable housing and jobs are attracting 
a larger share of the poor to suburban destinations but 
the extent is unclear.  

Given the acceleration and relatively new concen-
tration of poverty in the suburbs it is important to un-
derstand the factors associated with these changes. 
The overarching question is what metropolitan factors 
are associated with how suburban the poor have be-
come? Is there evidence that changes in affordable 
housing or shifts in job decentralization are salient ex-
planations? How might structural features in metropol-
itan areas such as residential segregation affect the 
suburbanization of the poor; is it likely to slow it or ac-
celerate growth in the share of suburban poor?  

Recently, scholars have pondered questions related 
to the suburbanization of poverty by mainly focusing 
on illuminating the changing trend over the last 50 
years or so. Various works have acknowledged the 
suburban poverty growth rate as compared to that of 
cities since the 1970s or 1980s (Kneebone & Berube, 
2013; Kneebone & Garr, 2010) and others have ex-
plored the suburbanization of poor subgroups such as 
housing subsidized households (Covington, Freeman, & 
Stoll, 2011) and poor minority groups (Howell & Tim-
berlake, 2014). In 1970, fewer than 24 percent of the 
poor were located in the suburbs of metropolitan are-
as; by 2010 55 percent of the metropolitan poor popu-
lation lived in suburbs (Kneebone & Berube, 2013, pp. 
18-19). There is agreement overall that the growth in 
the suburban poor population began accelerating in 
the 1980s, reaching its height between 2000 and 2010. 

The present article focuses on the spatial distribu-
tion of the poor in suburban neighborhoods of the 100 
largest metropolitan areas in the nation. It is important 
to note that this research does not attempt to explain 
mobility decisions of the poor. This article extends the 

literature by focusing primarily on changes in the spa-
tial distribution of the poor in suburbs. It makes the fol-
lowing contributions to the literature. First, current data 
for the most intense period of poverty suburbanization 
from 2000 to 2010 is analyzed with an interest in the 
spatial distribution of poor people across suburbs by 
level of income and job concentration. Prior research 
on the suburbanization of poverty has explored this pe-
riod (Kneebone & Garr, 2010; Covington, Freeman, & 
Stoll, 2011) predominantly in a way that describes the 
trend but the current article uses a nuanced multivari-
ate analysis of the largest metropolitan areas decom-
posing those metropolitan factors most associated 
with changes in the suburban poor. Second, very few 
multivariate examinations of suburban poverty growth 
have been undertaken (Howell & Timberlake, 2014); 
this article offers an extension of existing multivariate 
analyses on the share of suburban poor. It presents es-
timates of the relationship between changes in the 
suburban poor and changes in metropolitan structural 
factors such as housing affordability, job decentraliza-
tion, and residential segregation. In this article ideas are 
layout for placing recent changes in the spatial distribu-
tion of poverty in large U.S. metropolitan areas within 
the context of urban growth and neighborhood change.  

Overall, results indicate that the growth rate of the 
suburban poor reveal an unprecedented opening up of 
suburbs to the poor. Key findings emphasize the im-
portance of broader population changes and the het-
erogeneity of suburbs are crucial to understanding the 
suburbanization of poverty. Furthermore, changes in 
the spatial distribution of the poor are associated with 
changes in housing affordability in the suburbs. Per-
haps this is related to growing rent pressures in expen-
sive metropolitan housing markets (Bravve, Bolton, 
Couch, & Crowley, 2012; Glaeser, Kolko, & Saiz, 2001, 
p. 4; U.S. Census, 2003) which may be forcing low-
income households in core urban locations to seek 
lower rent districts in the suburbs. This has great impli-
cations, particularly for housing authorities within large 
metropolitan areas; housing authorities may need to 
reconsider how changes in the geography of poverty 
might prompt administrators to balance services and 
resources to better serve the emerging needs of sub-
urban service areas.  

Understanding factors associated with poverty sub-
urbanization is essential for retooling suburban munic-
ipal leadership to manage important changes taking 
place. Generally, poor residents that have moved to 
the suburbs are searching for a better circumstance to 
make a living. Various scholars have noted that the 
poor and racial and ethnic minorities move to the sub-
urbs because they desire to escape problems of the in-
ner city, such as crime and low job access, to obtain 
larger and more affordable housing in the suburbs (see 
Pfeiffer (2012) for an extensive discussion). However, 
there is evidence that the spatial distribution of the 
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poor in suburbs may exacerbate social and political re-
lations within neighborhood. It is also quite possible, 
that future reactions from households and municipali-
ties may lead to suburban exclusionary practices, par-
ticularly in high-amenity suburbs. Further research will 
be required to understand how the suburbanization of 
poverty may be affecting the social and political dy-
namics within newer suburban poor places as com-
pared to those existing suburban poor neighborhoods.   

2. Theoretical Framework 

The primary goal of the paper is to identify factors that 
are associated with recent changes in the suburbaniza-
tion of the poor. The main research question is what 
structural features in large metropolitan areas best ex-
plain changes in poverty suburbanization 2000 to 
2008? The focus is on core economic, social and popu-
lation characteristics of metropolitan areas. Economic 
characteristics and economic processes such as, hous-
ing affordability, viability of the local economy, and job 
decentralization are considered. Overall population 
changes and similarly situated poor groups are consid-
ered to discern how the spatial distribution of these 
groups are related to suburban poverty more general-
ly. Residential segregation is used to highlight compli-
cated social relationships in metropolitan areas that 
may be serving as push and pull forces instrumental in 
the suburbanization of the poor.  

Ultimately, there are two primary aims of this re-
search: 1) through an empirical analysis, illuminate ma-
jor pull and push factors associated with changes in the 
geography of poverty and 2) place the suburbanization 
of poverty within a broad urban change framework. 
Hence, in this section, classic theories (Human Ecological 
Approach, Economic Theory/Rent Theory, and Political 
Economy) are considered as they may provide a frame-
work for understanding the suburbanization of poverty 
and how it fits into a broader context of urbanization. 
Below each of the theories is presented along with im-
portant metropolitan factors believed to characterize 
the dominate relationships that are core to the theories.  

It is instrumental to look at one of the most popular 
classical models of urban growth to classify the subur-
banization of poverty. From the ecological approach, 
Burgess’s (1925) concentric zone diagram of Chicago 
described the natural unfettered sifting and sorting of 
people and land uses across the urban landscape. Un-
der this model, the poor spatially were generally locat-
ed in close proximity to the urban core, as it was more 
important to be close to jobs in the inner city than to 
cheaper and newer housing in the commuter zone 
(Burgess, 1925). Post industrial revolution and for dec-
ades after, the spatial distribution of people within 
metropolitan areas reflected the connection that poor 
people had to the urban core. The fact that a dominant 
share of the poor now reside in the suburbs signals a 

departure from traditional spatial patterns. Within the 
context of the classic work contributed by human eco-
logical theorists Parks and Burgess, the new trend per-
haps reflects a spatial realignment of access to eco-
nomic and social opportunities. Below several 
metropolitan level factors are considered for their in-
fluence on the spatial distribution of the poor.  

2.1. Factors Associated with Changes in the Suburban 
Poor  

Suburban development well outside of the urban fringe 
remains the dominant pattern of development within 
the U.S. (Glaeser & Kahn, 2001; Bullard, Johnson, & 
Torres, 2000; Jackson, 1985). On average, firm loca-
tions are affected (Kneebone, 2009) and there is 
mounting evidence showing that increases in job 
sprawl lead to job movement away from particular 
neighborhoods, generally away from urban neighbor-
hoods and towards suburban neighborhoods that tend 
to be more racially and economically homogenous 
(Martin, 2001; Raphael & Stoll, 2010). Within the con-
temporary context, undoubtedly, jobs continue to dis-
proportionately locate on the suburban fringe (Glaeser, 
Kahn, & Chu, 2001; Stoll, 2006). As a result, continuing 
job decentralization may serve as a pull factor for poor 
households into suburban neighborhoods. 

Dynamic shifts in regional economies are important 
to understanding the spatial distribution of the poor. 
Numerous scholars acknowledge that the prosperity of 
the 1990s benefited poor and minority workers in ways 
that had not been observed during previous decades 
(Cherry & Rodgers, 2000; Hines, Hoynes, & Krueger, 
2001; Holzer, Raphael &, Stoll, 2006; Krueger & Solow, 
2001; Mishel, Bivens, Gould, & Shierholz, 2002; Par-
tridge & Rickman, 2008). By 2000 unemployment rates 
dropped considerably for groups who had confronted 
persistent underemployment. During this period of 
economic prosperity metropolitan areas were charac-
terized by expanded access to jobs and steep declines 
in concentrated poverty for blacks and Latinos alike 
(Jargowsky, 2003; Raphael & Stoll, 2002).  

Before the 2001 economic slowdown, economic 
prosperity appeared to be widespread (Freeman, 
2001); by 2006 the economic climate shifted. The U.S. 
experienced a “Great Recession” from 2007–2012 that 
would cause a tremendous loss of jobs, reduce invest-
ment value, and spur the greatest foreclosure crisis 
since the “Great Depression” (Cochran & Malone, 
2010, pp. 331-335). The spatial distribution of foreclo-
sures was widespread. Nearly one in ten homes with a 
mortgage was at risk of foreclosure during this period 
(Bocian, Smith, Green, & Leonard, 2010). Both cities 
and suburbs were affected; however, suburban resi-
dential areas were hit extremely hard (Smetanka, 
2011; McGirr, 2012). The vast majority of foreclosures 
were in suburban areas and suburban neighborhoods 



 

Social Inclusion, 2015, Volume 3, Issue 2, Pages 71-90 74 

with higher rates of poverty were more likely to expe-
rience higher foreclosure rates (Schildt, Cytron, Knee-
bone, & Reid, 2013).  

Economic conditions that surfaced during the re-
cession were likely to extend the spatial pattern of 
suburban poverty for several reasons. First, the eco-
nomic pressures from job loss and housing foreclosure 
increased poverty and slowed mobility options (Schildt, 
Cytron, Kneebone, & Reid, 2013). Nevertheless, per-
haps it created new options for housing as a result of 
the unprecedented foreclosures and the rush for finan-
cial institutions to shed low value properties (Immer-
gluck, 2012). Nationally, rental and home ownership 
programs such as the Neighborhood Stabilization pro-
gram were designed to convert foreclosure and bank 
owned (REO) properties into housing that low-income 
buyers and renters could access (Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development [HUD], 2014). Additionally, 
there is some evidence that homeowners including 
owners of multi-family dwellings who were experienc-
ing the threat of foreclosure may have looked to local 
housing authorities to participate as a landlord in the 
Housing Choice Voucher (HCV formerly Section 8) pro-
gram (WoTapka, 2010). Participation as a landlord in 
the HCV program would ensure voucher portion of the 
monthly rental payment. Additionally, over the period 
under investigation, the number of HCV recipients sub-
urbanizing increased significantly (Covington, Freeman, 
& Stoll, 2011). Hence, to the extent available, affordable 
housing is believed to be an essential feature in the sub-
urbanization of poverty. 

Housing and other characteristics such as: crime 
and transportation access, the latter two not studied 
explicitly here, contribute to the overall desirability of a 
neighborhood because of the influence it has on per-
sonal utility or quality of life (Glaeser, 2008, p. 19). Ac-
cording to William Alonso (1964, p. 72) “the individual 
will choose that point of his locus opportunities at 
which his utility is maximized…”. Another way to think 
about this is that certainly people seek to connect to 
parcels of land that in their view allow them to reach 
their fullest potential. Nevertheless, the most desirable 
lots on average will be more expensive and hence, 
there are limitations to accessing land according to its 
cost reflective of the amenity that it represents.  

Moreover, the spaces that people and firms come 
to occupy are a function of what they are willing to pay 
to obtain access to the advantages that come with the 
land. For example, some parcels of land improve prox-
imity to efficient transportation routes for trade or for 
commuting by local residents (Giuliano, 1989, p. 145) 
and some parcels offer lower crime rates or pollution, 
thereby driving up the rent cost of the parcel (generally 
shown in housing price hedonic models as in Roback, 
1982). This philosophical grounding is a departure from 
ideas that people come to occupy spaces naturally, in 
fact, the observed distribution of people across the ur-

ban landscape is in large part due to willingness to pay 
(same as ability to afford) for the prime land. To further 
explore classic rent theory accepted wisdom within the 
context of the suburbanization of the poor, the spatial 
distribution of housing affordability and the share poor 
will be examined later.  

In an effort to improve poor people demand for de-
cent housing, housing options in low poverty neigh-
borhoods were extended to the poor in the 1990s. The 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
as an experiment encouraged housing subsidized 
households to consider affordable housing options in 
low-poverty neighborhoods. Moving to Opportunity 
(MTO) demonstration project was originally authorized 
by Congress in 1992 and made use of rental assistance 
vouchers, in combination with intensive housing search 
and counseling services, to assist low-income families 
to move from some of America’s most distressed urban 
neighborhoods (Goering et al., 1999; HUD, 2014). 
While many program participants moved to lower-
poverty suburban neighborhoods after counseling ser-
vices, a substantial number stayed; they primarily re-
ported strong social connections between friends and 
family in the central city location (Goering et al., 1999). 
The lack of social networks in the suburbs may push 
the poor away from suburban locations; however, the 
development of social ties overtime may increase with 
a growing critical mass of poor entering the suburbs. In 
this regard, increases in the suburbanization of Housing 
Choice Voucher recipients (referred to as HCVRs 
throughout this paper) who seem to be accompanying 
increases in the suburban poor more generally may in-
dicate that suburban locations have become an im-
portant residential alternative to poor households 
overall (Covington, Freeman, & Stoll, 2011).  

Beyond the role of subsidized housing, the “filtering 
process” has been, in part, responsible for poor house-
holds entering older inner ring suburbs as higher in-
come households moved away from housing stock that 
has aged in search of new higher quality housing pri-
marily on the urban fringe (Baer & Williamson, 1988; 
Lowry, 1960). Yet, gentrification and back to the city 
trends seem to be slightly responsible for a minority of 
affluent households movement away from suburbs 
closer to the city core, primarily within high tech corri-
dors in the West and locations in the South and North-
east to overcome travel time constraints (Haughey, 
2001; Kennedy & Leonard, 2001; Lee & Leigh, 2007, p. 
149; Sohmer & Lang, 2001; South & Crowder, 1997).  

The sifting and sorting of households is taking place 
in a housing market where affordable housing demand 
significantly outpaces supply (Bravve et al., 2012). The 
poor's access to affordable housing is significantly con-
strained by the limited supply. For very low-income 
renters, 60 adequate units are available per 100 renters 
(HUD, 2011, p. viii) and supply is most scarce in large 
metropolitan areas (Bravve et. al., 2012). The housing 
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options of the poor are much more limited than those of 
the middle class and affluent and often their housing 
costs consume a majority of monthly wages.  

“Units affordable for the poorest renters have low-
er vacancy rates than those units affordable for 
higher income groups because the high demand and 
limited supply cause greater competition for such 
units. Higher income renters occupy about 42 per-
cent of the units that are affordable to extremely 
low-income renters, who earn less than 30 percent 
of Area Median Income (AMI).” (HUD, 2011, p. viii) 

Given the housing shortages that the poor face, mar-
ginal shifts in housing affordability in the suburbs may 
attract poor households. Nevertheless, housing afford-
ability is complicated by local policy constraints such as 
exclusionary zoning and other tools that may be insti-
tuted in suburban neighborhoods. 

2.2. Residential Racial Segregation 

There are several important ways that segregation may 
influence the rate that the poor are suburbanizing. It is 
essential to note that there is an important intersec-
tion between race and class present because a dispro-
portionate number of minorities are also poor (Pattillo, 
2005). Hence, I am more concerned about the associa-
tion between changes in residential segregation and 
suburban poverty with an acknowledgement of the ra-
cial dynamic. In this case, I assert that the core connec-
tion is to deep seated structural characteristics that 
dominate segregated communities such as local land 
use policy, and real estate investment patterns. 

One of the strongest most widely used local land 
use policies are zoning ordinances. Generally, zoning 
ordinances are used to control land use (Levy, 2013, p. 
142). Motivated by health and safety concerns, origi-
nally zoning was critical for separating incompatible 
land uses and limiting the effects of externalities (Po-
godzinski, 1991). Beyond the core goals, two primary 
forms of zoning have been used to further control land 
use: fiscal zoning, and exclusionary zoning. Fiscal zon-
ing is when a jurisdiction employs zoning regulations to 
improve the tax base by attracting residents whose 
contributions to the tax base exceed their use (Po-
godzinski, 1991, p. 145). Additionally, exclusionary zon-
ing is the desire to exclude or restrict a member of 
some racial, ethnic, or social class from occupying a ju-
risdiction (Farley & Frey, 1994; Levy, 2013, pp. 80-82). 
Typically, restrictions are achieved by passing ordi-
nances that limit development in part, or in whole to 
single-family houses on large parcels of land (Levy, 
2013, p. 80) making it very difficult for people of lesser 
means to live in a municipality by preventing the con-
struction of housing that they can afford.  

Some exclusionary practices have been challenged 

in court and precedent set by Mt. Laurel, NJ cases, for 
example, encourages suburban jurisdictions to elimi-
nate exclusionary zoning ordinances and encourage the 
provision of affordable housing to low and moderate-
income households (Levy, 2013, p. 81). Hence, while 
municipalities’ zoning practices may have an exclusion-
ary effect on the poor and minority households, there 
has been some progress to address and eliminate these 
practices over the last three decades that may have 
generated additional affordable housing options in 
higher income suburban neighborhoods (see the dis-
cussion in Levy, 2013, p. 82 on the abolishment of Re-
gional Contribution Agreements in New Jersey as evi-
dence that loopholes to circumvent jurisdiction fair 
share responsibilities are being given some considera-
tion). Nevertheless, exclusionary practices exercised 
suggest that residential segregation in the suburbs may 
have a push effect on the suburbanization of the poor.  

Secondly, uneven development affects us all but 
leaves behind the poorest members of society (Go-
tham, 2002). Lessons from Henri Lefebvre (1994) on 
the power of those that control real estate investment 
provide the context for this view. The French sociolo-
gist asserts that the spatial distribution of people along 
the urban landscape is influenced by institutions and 
individuals whose real estate investment decisions are 
determined by potential political, economic and social 
gain. Indeed, in the U.S. there are examples of power-
ful real estate actors exercising control over real estate 
investment. In the early 1920s the National Association 
of Real Estate Brokers (NAREB) promoted in a training 
document published in 1922 that “the purchase of 
property by certain racial types is very likely to diminish 
the value of other property” (U.S. Commission on Civil 
Rights, 1973, p. 3). Thereafter the national organiza-
tion, the powerful governing body of realtors, NAREB, 
promoted a “code of ethics” that encouraged the re-
striction of real estate property to nonwhites as a per-
formance of some sort of fiduciary responsibility to 
white residents. Nationally, for decades real estate 
agents and other real estate actors performed their 
professional tasks upholding the original code of ethics 
thereby deeply affecting the pattern of real estate in-
vestment in U.S. metropolitan areas (Gotham, 2000; 
Helper, 1969).  

Later, the power of those that controlled real estate 
investment is observed during the period of Urban Re-
newal and the construction and maintenance of Public 
Housing (Barron & Barron, 1965). In each case, the ac-
tual investments or lack thereof motivated by profit 
seeking became the deciding factor in the stability, de-
cline or revival of neighborhoods. Except in cases 
where local interest organized against such uneven de-
velopment as did Jane Jacobs when she helped to or-
ganize New York City residents against Urban Renewal 
(Jacobs, 1961). It appears that real estate investments 
push the growth of a city and perhaps even of a met-
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ropolitan region in particular ways. Among other fac-
tors, residential segregation may play an important 
role in the growth rate of suburban poverty, potentially 
spurring movement toward suburbs or constraining ac-
cess for certain groups.  

Along with other important metropolitan features, 
residential segregation has dynamically shifted in the 
recent period. The 2000 segregation levels mark the 
lowest levels recorded since 1920. According to Glae-
ser and Vigdor (2001, pp. 13-14) 43 metropolitan areas 
witnessed a decline in segregation greater than 10 per-
cent. Despite, persistently high rates of residential seg-
regation between White and African Americans, overall 
it declined by 5.5 percent from 1990 to 2000 (Glaeser 
& Vigdor, 2001, p. 1). These shifts may be reflective of 
changes in the social and political dynamics present 
within metropolitan areas. For example, shrinking resi-
dential segregation trends may be related to the adop-
tion of more inclusive zoning policies by the municipali-
ty. Suburban communities committed to incorporating 
a more diverse set of housing options affordable to low 
and moderate-income households likely shift the geog-
raphy of poverty. In the following section, the data and 
methods for analyzing the relationship between recent 
increases in the suburban poor and metropolitan fac-
tors such as residential segregation are presented. 

3. Data and Methods 

Several data sources are required to address the over-
arching research question: what metropolitan factors 
are associated with the suburbanization of the poor? 
First, data for the population characteristics used to 
develop suburban poverty rates, the description of 
suburbs by income and fair market rate housing came 
from the 2000 U.S. Decennial Census and the 5-year, 
2005−2009, American Community Survey (ACS). The 
ACS is the former decennial census “long form”. The 
ACS long form is conducted annually utilizing smaller 
samples than the decennial census. Five-year estimates 
are used since multiple years worth of summary data 
are more reliable than the single year summary files. 
These data were originally organized by tract for the 
largest 100 MSAs and later average values for each 
MSA were computed. Data from 2000 and 2008 were 
ultimately merged by MSA using the statistical soft-
ware system STATA. Following is a brief discussion 
about how suburbs were defined. 

The suburbs are defined using U.S. Census Bureau 
definitions, and census tracts are identified as cities or 
suburbs based on the location of their centroid; those 
census tracts that cross city or suburban boundaries 
are allocated to either area based on whether their 
centroid falls in either location. Metropolitan statistical 
area (MSA) definitions are consistent with the U.S. Of-
fice of Management and Budget definitions in 2008. 
Primary cities are defined according to the methods 

outlined in several Brookings publications (e.g., Berube 
& Kneebone (2006)), and include those that appear first 
in the official MSA name, as well as any other city in the 
MSA title that has a population of at least 100,000. 

The alternative method is to assign census tracts to 
cities or suburbs based on their population distribu-
tions at the block level. In this way, an allocation factor 
is generated using this method that estimates whether 
the population density is greater in the city or subur-
ban portion of the census tract, and is assigned as such. 
This approach was not employed because the popula-
tion density of HCV recipients could not be determined 
since the lowest geographic level of information pro-
vided on residence is at the census tract level.  

Second, data from HUD's Picture of Subsidized 
Housing 2000 and 2008 are used to generate a compar-
ison group of Housing Choice Voucher Recipients 
(HCVRs). This data set describes the characteristics of 
HUD assisted housing including the type of program, 
and population characteristics of the assisted house-
holds at the census tract level. As such, the Picture of 
Subsidized Housing allows us to identify the geographic 
location of HCV recipients as well as key demographics 
such as their race/ethnicity.  

Third, the suburbs are characterized by their varia-
tion in job accessibility. Data for employment counts 
are from the U.S. Department of Commerce’s ZIP Code 
Level Business Patterns data, which of course is only 
available at the ZIP code level. These data provide in-
formation on the number of firms in a zip codes as well 
as data on their employment size, sales figures, as well 
as other establishment economic and characteristic da-
ta. Job accessibility is the ratio of people (ages 21 to 
64) to total jobs in zip codes in 2000 and 2008 for the 
largest 100 metro areas in the sample. To generate 
equivalent geographic comparison with the HCV recipi-
ents’ data, census tracts were converted to zip codes 
using a centroid based allocation method, similar to 
that described above.  

3.1. Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable is the difference in the share 
poor in suburbs 2000 and 2008. This variable is comput-
ed by generating the share of the poor that reside in 
suburban tracts for the 100 largest MSAs in the nation. 
Two cross-sections are obtained and the average share 
poor in suburbs is tallied for each MSA, 2000 and 2008. 
For the second set of dependent variables metropoli-
tan area suburban tracts are organized into income 
treciles (low, medium and high) and mean poverty per-
cents for each group are generated by MSA. Similar to 
above, suburban poverty growth rates were generated 
for low-income, middle-income and high-income sub-
urbs for 2000 and 2008 cross-sections. The descriptive 
results presented below indicate that suburban poverty 
has increased over 2000 to 2008; nevertheless, these re-
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sults do not consider the various factors that are associ-
ated with suburban poverty growth. Table 1 displays all 
the dependent variables used in the study. The multivar-
iate analysis takes into consideration various metropoli-
tan characteristics also specified in Table 1. 

A key concern in analyzing data at the sub-
metropolitan level is how to define these areas, espe-
cially those within the suburbs. For instance, some use a 
county based definition, in which “first” suburbs are de-
fined as central counties (excluding the central cities in 
those counties) and any county adjacent to the central 
city. But such a definition is problematic, in that adjacent 
counties (e.g., Montgomery County, MD, which is adja-
cent to Washington, DC) can often have quite heteroge-
neous populations. They can also have quite high aver-
age incomes. On the other hand, defining sub-
metropolitan areas on the basis of municipalities is also 
problematic, as municipalities can vary enormously in size 
and jurisdiction. In this paper, this issue is avoided by us-
ing aggregate census tract data, which are small enough 
to capture the enormous heterogeneity across areas. 

3.2. Independent Variables 

To begin to understand the features within metropoli-

tan areas that are associated to the suburbanization of 
poverty a number of comparisons are made. The sub-
urbanization of the total population, HCVRs and af-
fordable housing units are highlighted in the paper. The 
suburbanization of the total population is computed 
nearly identical to the share poor measure, the main 
difference is that the focus is on the total population. 
The average rate is generated by computing the share 
for each suburban track comprising MSAs.  

HCVRs are an important subset of the poor. It is ex-
pected that the poor receiving housing subsidies 
should provide an excellent comparison for what one 
would expect to observe for the overall poor. In fact, 
the characteristics of HCVRs suggest that they are a 
more disadvantaged group than the poor generally. 
Suburbanization of Housing Choice Voucher recipients 
was measured using data from HUD’s Picture of Subsi-
dized Housing. As such, the Picture of Subsidized Hous-
ing allows us to identify the geographic location of HCV 
recipients as well as other key demographics. The data 
were extracted for the years 2000 and 2008.The paper 
includes comparisons of the suburbanization rates of 
the poor overall to HCV recipients and affordable hous-
ing over the same period. 

Table 1. Description of dependent and independent variables (weighted). 

Dependent Variables Description 
2000 
Mean 

2008 
Mean 

2000–2008 
Mean 

Min. Max. 
Std. 
Deviation 

Δ00–08 MSA Poverty Suburbanization rate: 
average share of poor enumerated by 
suburban tracts, difference 2008–2000 

0.503 0.536 0.033 –0.042 0.139 0.024 

ΔLow-Income Suburbs Share Poor 00–08  
MSA average share of poor enumerated for 
low–income suburban tracts, difference 
2008–2000 

0.392 0.397 –0.006 –0.260 0.090 0.051 

ΔModerate-Income Suburbs Share Poor 00–
08  
MSA average share of poor enumerated for 
moderate-Income suburban tracts, difference 
2008–2000 

0.387 0.368 –0.018 –0.170 0.120 0.037 

ΔHigh-Income Suburbs Share Poor 00–08  
MSA average share of poor enumerated for 
high-Income suburban tracts, difference 
2008–2000 

0.215 0.240 0.026 –0.044 0.195 0.038 

Independent Variable Descriptive Statistics 

Independent Variables Description 
2000 
Mean 

2008 
Mean 

2000–2008 
Mean 

Min. Max. 
Std. 
Deviation 

ΔSuburban Growth Rate 08–00 0.676 0.691 0.015 –0.021 0.084 0.018 
ΔSuburban HCVR Growth Rate 08–00 0.473 0.494 0.021 –0.160 0.193 0.059 
ΔSuburbanization of 50% FMR Units 08–00 0.443 0.472 0.028 –0.074 0.216 0.037 
ΔSuburbanization of FMR Units 08–00 0.504 0.529 0.025 –0.026 0.156 0.025 
ΔPercent College Educated 25 08–00 27.1 29.9 2.83 –0.030 4.60 0.941 
ΔRatio of NHW male 16–64 employed to 
persons 08–00 

0.813 0.771 –0.042 –0.230 0.010 0.023 

Δ Black-White Segregation (Dissimilarity 
Index) 08–00 

0.632 0.622 –0.008 –0.150 0.330 0.051 

Δ Job Sprawl 10 miles 08–00 0.435 0.415 –0.021 –0.210 0.060 0.028 
Δ Percent Foreign Born Hispanic 08–00 34.8 38.9 4.1127 –4.58 16.16 3.65631 
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The suburbanization of rental units renting 50 per-
cent below Fair Market Rate (FMR) levels is compared 
to the poor suburbanizing. This was done by identifying 
the number of rental units reported in the 2000 Census 
and 2005−2009 American Community survey that fell 
at and below the FMRs reported by HUD for those 
years for each respective metropolitan area. Whereas 
the comparisons with suburbanization of HCVRs will 
elucidate the extent to which poorer households in 
general are locating in the suburbs regardless of the af-
fordability levels, the comparison with units 50 percent 
below metropolitan specific FMRs will give us a sense 
of the availability of affordable housing options in sub-
urbs. While FMR units are defined as reasonably priced 
housing it is still very difficult for poor households un-
subsidized to secure affordably priced housing. Take 
for example the Los Angeles-Long Beach metropolitan 
area, the FMR for a 2 bedroom unit is $1,421.00 (HUD, 
2013). For the average poor household making about 
$19,000.00, the poverty threshold for the typical sized 
family of 4, two adults and two children would pay 
over 50 percent of their monthly income on housing 
expenses. The 50 percent FMR measure is an afforda-
ble housing measure necessary to more precisely cap-
ture housing affordable for households in poverty.  

Suburban areas are characterized by income level 
and by job accessibility. First, median household income 
data for 2008 from the 2005−09 ACS and for 2000 from 
Census 2000 for each census tract for all metro areas in 
the study are obtained. Household income treciles 
(33rd, 66th percentiles) are calculated for each metro 
area for both years. Next, high-income census tracts are 
defined as those that fall between the 66th and 100th 
percentile in the median income distribution of the met-
ro area, moderate-income between the 33rd and 66th 
percentile in the distribution and low-income as below 
the 33rd percentile in the distribution. Given this, high-
income suburban areas are defined as those with subur-
ban census tract median income levels that fall above 
the 66th percentile of metro area, and this is continued 
for each trecile which generates three suburban income 
groups (low, moderate and high).  

Second, suburban areas are characterized by their 
variation in job accessibility using the same method, 
except zip code level sub-geography units are used. 
Employment counts from the U.S. Department of 
Commerce’s ZIP Code Level Business Patterns data 
provide the main jobs data, which of course is only 
available at the ZIP code level. These data provide in-
formation on the number of firms in a zip codes as well 
as data on their employment size, sales figures, as well 
as other establishment economic and characteristic da-
ta. Job accessibility is defined as the ratio of people 
(ages 21 to 64) to total jobs in zip codes in 2000 and 
2008 for the largest 100 metro areas in our sample. 
Utilizing the income and job accessibility suburban 
tract distinctions, low-income to high-income subur-

banization of poverty rates are generated as were low 
job to high job accessible suburbanization of poverty 
rates. These variables measure the extent to which the 
poor have come to occupy prime suburbs, those sub-
urbs that seem to offer increased access to economic 
and social opportunities (i.e. jobs, good schools, low 
crime rates, etc.).  

Additional variables of concern are residential seg-
regation, job sprawl and economic robustness meas-
ured by white male worker employment. The strength 
of the labor market can be measured by the extent to 
which white men find gainful employment. This can al-
so be viewed as a measure that more directly describes 
the robustness of a job market because white men ar-
guably experience fewer constraints, such as discrimi-
nation, in finding work (Cherry & Rodgers, 2000). 

The primary measure of residential segregation is 
computed using the index of dissimilarity; this is also 
the most commonly used measure of segregation, but 
not the only one in the segregation literature. Others 
include the isolation, exposure and entropy indexes, 
for example, and these measure different aspects of 
the scope or kind of segregation. These alternative 
measures of segregation are well noted in the literature 
and their differences and consequences have been ex-
amined elsewhere as alternative measures of segrega-
tion (Massey & Denton, 1993). Alternative measures of 
segregation were explored, however, the dissimilarity 
index provided the most stable measures as identified 
during analysis and thus their results are not reported. 

The data used to measure the index of dissimilarity 
comes from the 2000 U.S. Census and the 2005–2009 
ACS. The dissimilarity score between blacks and whites 
is given by:  
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where Blacki is the black population residing tract i 
(where i = (1,…,n) and indexes the tracts in a given 
metropolitan area), Whitei is the white population re-
siding in tract i, Black is the total black population in 
the metropolitan area, and White is the total number 
of whites in the metropolitan area. The dissimilarity in-
dex ranges between 0 (perfect integration) and 1 (per-
fect segregation). Indexes of dissimilarity are calculated 
for white-black pairings for 2000 and 2008. There are a 
number of potential problems with the use of the dis-
similarity index to measure residential segregation. 
First, although it measures evenness of population dis-
tribution, it may not actually measure the physical dis-
tance between average members of two racial groups. 
The index measures the imbalance across geographic 
sub-units of the metropolitan area (for example, tracts) 
between members of the population. To take an ex-
treme example, suppose that all black residents resid-
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ed in one tract of a city while white residents were lo-
cated in a different tract. Whether these tracts are one 
mile apart from one another or 20 miles apart will not 
influence the dissimilarity measure. In both instances, 
the dissimilarity index will be equal to 1. Nonetheless, 
as a summary measure, the dissimilarity measure does 
allow uniform comparisons across geographic areas. 

Despite these concerns, there are a number of 
strengths of the dissimilarity index. It allows for resi-
dential segregation to be measured in a uniform way 
across metropolitan areas. The dissimilarity measure is 
calculated in the exact way across metropolitan areas 
using the same data sources and thus allow for direct 
metropolitan area comparisons.  

Further, the actual numerical value of the dissimi-
larity index has a convenient interpretation. Specifical-
ly, the index can be interpreted as the percent of either 
of the two racial groups that would have to relocate to 
different areas to completely eliminate any geographic 
imbalance. For example, as Table 1 indicates, the 2000 
index value describing the imbalance between the res-
idential distribution of blacks and whites is 0.559 (or 
55.9 when multiplied by 100) on average for all metro-
politan areas in the study.  

Job sprawl is measured by observing the percent of 
jobs 10 miles outside of the CBD. Three mile and five 
mile radius measures outside of the CBD were also con-
sidered. This variable is an improvement over jobs per 
capita because it captures relative job decentralization. 
Analysis on how job movement away from the core of 
the central business district influences the suburbaniza-
tion of poverty may provide additional information 
about how relative geographical changes in labor de-
mand may be affecting the location decisions of the 
poor. It is expected that as jobs decentralize it may serve 
as a pull factor for the poor to relocate outside of the 
central city and towards the urban fringe. The job sprawl 
data are drawn from the 1999 U.S. Department of 
Commerce’s ZIP Code Business Patterns files, and have 
been used elsewhere (Glaeser & Kahn, 2001; Stoll, 2006). 
Job sprawl is defined as the proportion of metropolitan 
jobs located outside of a 10 mile radius of the metropoli-
tan area’s Central Business District (CBD), and it has a 
straightforward interpretation: higher percentages of a 
metropolitan area’s employment located outside the 10 
mile ring around the CBD implies higher sprawl.  

A set of demographic variables are included in the 
analysis. Percent in college, percent foreign born His-
panics are included as controls in the analysis. Descrip-
tions of the measures are presented in Table 1. The fol-
lowing section describes the empirical results.  

4. Results 

4.1. Descriptive 

For the analysis suburban poor growth rates and tem-

poral changes in metropolitan level factors for 2000 
and 2008 are highlighted. Overall, the suburbanization 
rate of the overall population in 2008 was 0.691 and 
the poor suburbanization rate was 0.536 (refer to Table 
1). Fair market rate housing and Housing Choice Voucher 
recipients (HCVRs) overall are suburbanizing at a lower 
rate than the poor overall at 0.529 and 0.494 respec-
tively. Relatively reasonably priced housing seems to 
be suburbanizing at a rate slightly lower than the poor 
overall (3.3 percent). Affordable housing, that which is 
50 percent of FMR suburbanized 2.8 percent versus 2.5 
percent for FMR housing over the period. Moreover, 
other poor groups such as HCVRs are suburbanizing at 
a slower rate; the HCVR share in suburbs grew 2.1 per-
centage points. These changes over the decade out-
paced the suburbanization of the overall population at 
1.5 percentage points. 

4.2. Poverty Suburbanization and Suburb Type 

This section explores the types of suburbs that the 
poor reside in. The spatial distribution of the poor is 
compared to that of the overall population, other poor 
groups and affordable housing. This examination is im-
portant because recent research has demonstrated 
that suburban areas differ widely in their socioeconom-
ic characteristics and in the types of opportunities they 
offer, with lower income suburbs demonstrating slow-
er employment growth (and faster population growth) 
over the recent decade that is likely to negatively influ-
ence employment opportunity and economic mobility 
prospects more generally. Today, the quality of the 
suburbs varies tremendously (Kneebone & Berube, 
2013; Mikelbank, 2004; Lee-Chuvala, 2012) potentially 
causing a wide distribution in the desirability of subur-
ban neighborhoods. Therefore, an important question 
is which type of suburbs are the poor disproportionate-
ly located? And does the growth rate seem to be asso-
ciated with suburban characteristics such as: affordable 
housing and jobs? 

Figure 1 documents the distribution of the poor 
(and the comparison groups) across suburbs in 2008. 
The data show that despite the increase of the poor lo-
cating to high-income suburban areas over the 2000 to 
2008 period (see Figure 2), that by 2008 a plurality of 
the poor (40 percent) still lived in low-income suburbs. 
Moreover, in relation to the comparison groups, HCV 
recipients (48 percent) are most disproportionately lo-
cated in low-income suburbs. A higher share of poor 
people live in low-income suburbs for a variety of rea-
sons, some obvious and others not so obvious. First, re-
ports from evaluations of the MTO program document-
ed respondent statements explaining that program 
participants even after receiving counseling about sub-
urban neighborhood opportunities, did not choose to re-
locate because they did not want to move away from 
friends and family, and other social networks (Goering 
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et. al., 1999). Additional justifications for staying are as-
sociated with asymmetrical information (lack of infor-
mation about options), fear of discrimination, and lack of 
transportation (reliable car and difficulty accessing pub-
lic transportation) (de Souza Briggs, 1998).  

Affordable housing options are expected to be im-
portant to the mobility of the poor. Fair market rate 
housing is defined as reasonably priced housing and 
50% fair market rent is on average 50% below the area 
median (in this paper 50% FMR is referred to as afford-
able housing). The dominant share of affordable hous-
ing is located in low-income suburbs (47 percent). On 
average, about 17 percent of affordable housing exists 
in high-income suburbs. Generally, during the period 
2000–2008 the only aggregate growth in housing af-
fordability is observed in high-income suburbs in the 
largest 100 metropolitan areas in the U.S. (see Figure 
2). Perhaps persistent difficult housing affordability 
conditions in high-income areas render these suburbs 
prime areas for marginal increases in housing afforda-
bility since low and moderate-income suburbs have the 
greatest share of affordable housing. Moreover, re-
cently more affordable housing is being built with sen-
iors in mind. Federal programs such as the Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program funds may be in-
strumental in marginal increases in average housing af-
fordability in high-income suburbs.  

Figure 2 shows the change in the distribution of the 
poor (and the comparison groups) across desirable fea-
tures of suburban neighborhoods over the 2000 to 
2008 period. Attention is focused on high-income sub-

urbs and note that the poor population made gains 
over this period in locating to high-income suburbs, the 
pace of that change was more accelerated than the 
other comparison groups. For example, the growth in 
affordable housing was most pronounced in high-
income suburbs; likely a precursor for the accelerated 
movement of the poor to high-income suburbs. A 
comparison poor group, HCVRs living in high-income 
suburbs, increased by 2.1 percentage points over the 
period while, the largest declines for HCVRs were in 
low-income suburbs. The temporal changes in the 
share of poor by the income of the suburbs 2000 to 
2008 indicate that most of the growth in suburban 
poverty occurred in high-income suburbs and also in 
high job accessibility suburbs.  

Figure 2 also shows average differences in the share 
of poor by the job accessibility of the suburbs. Job ac-
cess is desirable. By 2008 28.5 percent of the poor re-
side in high job access suburbs and their growth rate 
(2.7) is slightly beyond that of the total population 
growth rate (2.1). HCVRs, arguably more at risk than 
the poor generally (Schwartz, 2013) have a slightly ac-
celerated growth rate. On average, there is a 2.8 per-
cent growth rate in HCVRs in high job accessible sub-
urbs. Despite growth in suburban poverty in high-
income suburbs, generally speaking, the dominant share 
of the poor reside in medium and low job access suburbs 
(see Figure 1). There was a surprising 4.5 percentage 
point growth in affordable housing in high job accessible 
suburbs. Nevertheless, the lions-share of affordable 
housing is in low job accessible suburbs (40.9 percent). 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of total population, poor, HCVRs and FMR by select suburban characteristics, 2008. 
Source: author’s analysis of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005−2009, an early version of 
the figure is presented in Covington, Freeman and Stoll (2011). 
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Figure 2. Change in distribution of population, poor, FMR Units and HCVRs by select suburban characteristics, 
2000–2008. Source: author’s analysis of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005−2009, an 
early version of the figure is presented in Covington, Freeman and Stoll (2011). 
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Figure 3: Regional Differences in the Change of Key 
Metropolitan Features, 2000 to 2008

Northeast South Midwest West

 
Figure 3. Regional differences in the change of key metropolitan features, 2000 to 2008. Source: author’s analysis 
of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005−2009. 

Further descriptive analysis show some regional dif-
ferences in key variables examined in this paper. Figure 
3 shows, on average, suburban share poor and housing 
affordability is increasing across all regions neverthe-
less, the northeast regions seems to be increasing at a 
slower pace than the other three regions. On average, 
job sprawl measured at the 10 mile radius has declined 
for all regions and most dramatically for metropolitan 

areas in the West. Larger differences are observed for 
residential segregation. Figure 3 shows that residential 
segregation has declined over the decade for metro-
politan areas in the South and Midwest. Larger in-
creases in segregation have occurred in the West 
while, segregation in the Northeast on average stayed 
steady and did not show much change.  

The differences in the share of the suburban poor 
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by type of suburb and region provide a glimpse of the 
factors important to the suburbanization of poverty. 
Nevertheless, the bivariate relationships highlighted 
here provide a limited view of what factors are actually 
associated with the growth in the suburban poor. In 
the next section results are presented for 1st differ-
ence regressions for suburban poor share 2000–2008. 

4.3. Multivariate Analysis 

Table 2 introduces a series of base multivariate change 
regression models important for establishing the gen-
eral macro factors associated with the growth of the 
suburban share poor across metropolitan areas. Model 
1 is the base model and Model 2 applies demographic 
controls. The demographic variables include % college 
educated used to account for relative high education of 
the population, % employment white males is used to 
account for the average robustness of the job market, 
and % foreign born Hispanics as one of the largest 
groups of immigrants in the U.S. is used to account for 
average changes in percent of immigrant residents 
within recent years. The dependent variable is the 
change (between 2000 and 2008) in the rate of subur-
ban poor. Both unweighted and weighted beta coeffi-
cients are presented. Weighted results are discussed. 

Model 1 shows a generally strong and stable asso-
ciation (0.432) between growth in share of suburban 
population and growth in the share of suburban poor. 
It is not surprising that these data suggest that the 
growth in suburban share poor is associated more gen-
erally with growth in the share of suburban population. 
These findings support dominant trends of population 
movement towards suburbs. The decentralization of 
the human population in the U.S. is a prominent fea-
ture of U.S. metropolitan areas (Lopez & Hynes, 2003; 
Heinlich & Anderson, 2001; Frey & Geverdt, 1998; 
Palen, 1995) and historically, as more affluent resi-
dence locate in the suburbs, jobs and poorer residents 
followed (Martin, 2001). Lessons from the place strati-
fication model may be applicable here; the model an-
ticipates that the rate of poor suburban settlement will 
lag the suburbanization of more affluent residents. 

Overall, the relationships viewed in base Model 1 hold 
after controls are included in Model 2. 

How important are changes in affordable housing 
to changes in suburban share poor? On average, in-
creases in the suburban share of affordable housing is 
associated with a 0.228 increase in the share of subur-
ban poor as indicated by Model 2. It appears that there 
is a consistent positive relationship between affordable 
housing and the suburban poor growth rate. Approxi-
mately one unit increase in affordable housing in sub-
urbs on average over the study period was associated 
with a 0.2 percentage point increase in the poor sub-
urban share. These results provide evidence that 
growth in housing affordability is very important to re-
cent changes in the spatial distribution of the poor. It 
appears that affordable housing changes across sub-
urbs are associated with a change in suburban share 
poor. This result will be explored more deeply within 
suburbs according to income in later sections.  

4.3.1. Macro between Suburban Metropolitan Results 

How do changes in macro level metropolitan structural 
features such as job sprawl (also referred to as job de-
centralization) and residential segregation influence 
the growth rate of the suburban poor? Table 3 intro-
duces two models that help to address this question. 
First, as a macro metropolitan pull factor, positive 
changes in affordable housing are much more im-
portant than job decentralization. The decentralization 
of jobs ten miles outside of prominent CBDs across the 
metropolitan area do not appear to be significantly as-
sociated with growth in the share of suburban poor. 
Although 41.5 percent of jobs are 10 miles outside of 
the CBD on average in the largest MSAs in the nation, 
the growth rate declined 2 percentage points between 
2000 and 2008 (see Table 1). It is quite possible that 
the change in job sprawl does not fluctuate enough be-
tween decades to capture a magnitude of change large 
enough to influence the share of poor in suburbs. In 
the future perhaps a twenty year period of job sprawl 
change would make a difference in the measurement 
and in the analysis. 

Table 2. 1st difference multivariate regression of suburban share poor 2000–2008 (N = 100). 
 Model 1 Model 2 

 β Weighted β Weighted 
Intercept 0.009** 

(0.004) 
0.022*** 
(0.003) 

0.002 
(0.012) 

0.018 
(0.013) 

Δ Suburban Rate Total Pop 0.527*** 
(0.130) 

0.432*** 
(0.128) 

0.541*** 
(0.136) 

0.499*** 
(0.151) 

Δ Suburban Rate HCVRs 0.101*** 
(0.037) 

0.004 
(0.039) 

0.083** 
(0.040) 

–0.002 
(0.040) 

Δ Suburban Rate 50% FMR 0.207*** 
(0.059) 

0.204*** 
(0.063) 

0.216*** 
(0.063) 

0.228*** 
(0.065) 

Demographic Variables - - X X 

ADJ R2 0.307 0.196 0.290 0.196 

Note: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 
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On the other hand, residential segregation across 
metropolitan areas serves as a push factor for the sub-
urbanization of the poor. As suspected, pervasive resi-
dential segregation across U.S. metropolitan areas is 
associated with slowing the growth rate of the subur-
ban poor. Although residential segregation between 
black and white residents is still relatively high the 
trend is downward. In 2008 average black-white segre-
gation was 62 percent and it decreased 0.88 percent-
age points over the period. The segregation change re-
gression coefficients in Table 3 indicate that on average 
segregation is associated with a 0.135 unit deceleration 
of the suburban poor rate. Hence, to the extent that 
residential segregation exists within metropolitan are-
as, the political and social dynamics that bring about 
segregation patterns also limit the poor’s access to 
suburban neighborhoods. Later, I will explore if the re-
sults vary by the heterogeneity of the suburb. That is, 
does segregation have the same effect on all suburban 
neighborhoods within metropolitan area? Results of 
more extensive analyses of affordable housing, job de-
centralization and residential segregation effects are 
presented below.  

4.3.2. Within Suburban Metropolitan Results  

Descriptive statistic results from above suggest that the 
stratification of the suburbs may be important to dif-
ferences in the spatial distribution of the suburban 
poor. The differences in suburban population by type 
of suburb presented in Figure 1 suggested that there 
are differences by suburb large enough to influence the 
slope of the relationship between the dependent and 
series of explanatory variables. In this section, an anal-
ysis of changes in suburban poor share by the income 
heterogeneity of the suburb will further describe how 
important factors within suburb are associated with 
changes in the suburban poor share. Ultimately, a 
comparison of results will indicate whether there are 
important differences by quality of the suburb such as 
socio economic status (income) and whether macro 
level results hold.  

Table 4 displays first difference regression models 
for suburbs disaggregated by the income of the suburb. 
Recall that income group was designated by trecile dis-
tribution of average income for suburban tracts within 
each MSA. Each model represents an analysis for one 
of three types of suburbs, low-income, moderate-
income and high-income suburbs. Therefore, the Low-
Income Model displayed in Table 4 are the results of an 
analysis of the change in the share of poor in low-
income suburbs and the independent variables repre-
sent values for low-income suburbs except for job 
sprawl and residential segregation, generally the com-
putation for these variables requires an enumeration 
up to a unit larger than a tract (computed at the MSA 

unit for this paper). In this case, I am interested in 
whether changes in metropolitan structural features 
such as job sprawl and residential segregation influ-
ence changes in the distribution of the suburban share 
poor in low-income suburbs, differently than moder-
ate-income and high-income suburbs.  

Table 4 shows some important differences within 
suburb. First, I will focus on the HCVR result. Unlike the 
macro models in Table 2 and Table 3, the weighted re-
sults of HCVRs reveal a positive significant relationship 
across each suburb income group. Generally, changes 
in the rate of HCVRs in low, moderate and high-income 
suburbs have a corresponding positive association to 
changes in the suburban poor share, 0.105, 0.154 and 
0.083 respectively. The heterogeneity of suburb seems 
to matter for the association of HCVR and suburban 
poor share. It may matter because there are very pro-
nounced differences in HCVRs absorption into subur-
ban neighborhood primarily because of selection. To 
start, generally HCVRs are even more disadvantaged 
than the poor and only about 14.2 percent reside in 
high-income suburbs of which a disproportionate share 
are white HCVRs (Covington, Freeman, & Stoll, 2011). 
These differences seem to signal qualitative differences 
in the HCVR population and the places they reside. On 
average, the significant positive results reveal that 
suburban changes in HCVRs move with suburban 
changes in the poor share, potentially supporting the 
idea that other poor groups perhaps through available 
networks to information about housing and other op-
portunities likely attract other poor residents (Goering, 
et. al., 1999). 

Within suburb effects displayed in Table 4 show 
that the heterogeneity of the suburb is a necessary dis-
tinction when observing the association between 
changes in affordable housing and changes in the poor 
share. The Moderate-Income Model reveals the only 
significant positive relationship among the suburb 
groups. There is an associated 0.215 change in the share 
poor in moderate-income suburbs with an accompanied 
one unit change in affordable housing in moderate-
income suburbs. Why only moderate-income suburbs? 
As shown in Figure 1, approximately 36 percent of af-
fordable housing is located in middle-income suburbs 
and this share is steady over the decade while low-
income suburbs have experienced the largest declines 
over the period. Housing affordability at least over this 
period seem to be more steady and perhaps various ef-
forts to extend affordable housing in these neighbor-
hoods such as mixed-income and transit oriented de-
velopment that utilize programs such as the Low 
Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) and efforts focused 
on affordable senior housing may contribute substantial-
ly to the dynamic. Also, middle-income neighborhoods 
may be experiencing an introduction of housing filtering 
as these neighborhoods are aging as well. 
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Table 3. 1st difference multivariate regression of suburban share poor, 2000–2008 (N = 100). 
 Job Decentralization Residential Segregation 

 β Weighted β Weighted 

Intercept 0.004 

(0.013) 

0.023* 

(0.014) 

0.004 

(0.012) 

0.019 

(0.014) 

Δ Suburban Rate Total Pop 0.528*** 

(0.138) 

0.492*** 

(0.153) 

0.559*** 

(0.135) 

0.524*** 

(0.149) 

Δ Suburban Rate HCVRs 0.092** 

(0.041) 

0.001 

(0.041) 

0.083** 

(0.041) 

0.005 

(0.040) 

Δ Suburban Rate 50% FMR 0.233*** 

(.065) 

0.230*** 

(0.067) 

0.229*** 

(0.064) 

0.220*** 

(0.065) 

Δ Job Sprawl 10 0.017 

(0.079) 

0.087 

(0.087) 

0.016 

(0.078) 

0.087 

(0.085) 

Δ Black-White Segregation 
 - 

–0.095** 

(0.043) 

–0.135** 

(0.054) 

Demographic Variables X X X X 

ADJ R2 0.294 0.203 0.325 0.250 

Notes: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.Demograhic variable % foreign born Hispanics (β = –0.002 in final model p < 0.05) 

Table 4. 1st difference multivariate regression of suburban share poor (by income of suburb), 2000–2008 (N = 100). 

 Low-Income  Moderate-Income High-Income 

 β weighted β weighted β weighted 
Intercept –0.024* 

(0.014) 

–0.016 

(0.012) 

0.015 

(0.014) 

0.006 

(0.013) 

0.032*** 

(0.010) 

0.023*** 

(0.008) 

Δ Suburb Total Pop Rate  

(applied within income group) 

1.295*** 

(0.100) 

1.314*** 

(0.111) 

0.788*** 

(0.105) 

0.617*** 

(0.102) 

0.678*** 

(0.066) 

0.712*** 

(0.061) 

Δ Suburb HCVRs Rate 

(applied within income group) 

0.075** 

(0.035) 

0.105*** 

(0.032) 

0.099*** 

(0.034) 

0.154*** 

(0.037) 

0.096** 

(0.038) 

0.083** 

(0.038) 

Δ Suburb 50% FMR 

(applied within income group) 

0.003 

(0.060) 

–0.003 

(0.065) 

0.164** 

(0.069) 

0.215*** 

(0.075) 

0.019 

(0.056) 

0.036 

(0.059) 

Δ Job Sprawl –0.184** 

(0.089) 

–0.213** 

(0.085) 

0.040 

(0.095) 

–0.019 

(0.091) 

0.149** 

(0.066) 

0.096 

(0.060) 

Δ Black-White Segregation 0.099* 

(0.052) 

0.106* 

(0.057) 

–0.009 

(0.053) 

0.001 

(0.058) 

–0.075* 

(0.039) 

–0.061 

(0.040) 

Demographic Variables X X X X X X 

ADJ R2 0.764 0.831 0.636 0.633 0.778 0.853 

Notes: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01; High-Income Model Demograhic variable % foreign born Hispanics (β = –0.001, p < 0.05) 
and % college educated (β = –0.004, p < 0.05) 

Given the 2.3 percentage point increase in afforda-
ble housing in high-income suburbs, there was a great-
er expectation of a significant relationship between 
changes in affordable housing and suburban share 
poor changes. A rationale for this finding is that alt-
hough there has been some growth in affordable hous-
ing in high-income suburbs, the overall supply at 17 
percent of all affordable housing in the suburbs has not 
reached a critical amount that would specifically at-
tract more poor residents.  

How important are labor demand pulls on changes 
in the share of suburban poor? The macro level results 
indicate that the decentralization of jobs at the 3.5 (re-
sults not shown for these measures) and finally at the 
10 miles radius outside of the CBD was not statistically 
significant. Up to this point, in the within suburb results 
presented in Table 4, there has not been great evi-
dence that the suburbanization of poverty in any case 
is associated with changing labor demand toward the 

urban fringe. Results reveal that changes in job de-
mand toward the urban fringe as measured by the de-
gree to which jobs are decentralizing is associated with 
a slowing of the poor share in low-income suburbs over 
the period and an acceleration of the poor share in 
high-income suburbs (this result only significant in the 
unweighted result). That is, it does not appear that the 
poor are on average, following jobs to low-income 
suburbs but they appear to follow jobs to high-income 
suburbs. Others have found specific labor demand ef-
fects which suggest that White and Asian poor tend to 
live in suburbs at a higher rate when there are more 
suburban jobs available but a general population effect 
has not been observed (Howell & Timberlake, 2014).  

From the macro level results, it appears that resi-
dential segregation on average works to slow the share 
poor suburbanizing. Nevertheless, within suburb re-
sults reveal that while residential segregation levels 
may serve to slow suburbanization of the poor in high-
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income suburbs (significant for the unweighted result 
only) over the study period, segregation is actually as-
sociated with increases in the growth of the poor share 
in low-income suburbs (see Table 4). These results 
seem to suggest that while residential segregation 
seems to serve as a barrier for the entrance of the poor 
in high-income neighborhoods, it seems to serve as a 
welcome to the poor in low-income suburbs. Residen-
tial segregation embodies a complicated set of features 
within the metropolitan structure. As indicated earlier, 
various suburban neighborhoods have persistently ap-
plied measures such as exclusionary zoning to “pre-
serve the character” of the neighborhood and, in part, 
the results presented here may reflect the likelihood 
that higher-income suburbs are still engaging in these 
practices.  

To explore further the relationship between pov-
erty suburbanization and residential segregation, all 

100 metropolitan areas are examined to locate the 25 
slowest and fastest poverty suburbanizing areas along 
with the largest increases and declines in segregation 
from 2000 to 2008. If there were no systematic rela-
tionships between these measures, one would expect 
6.25 metropolitan areas to overlap in these indices. 
The equation used is as follows, ((100/25) × (100/25)) × 
100 = 0.0625 × 100 = 6.25. Table 5 shows instead, that 
12 out of the 25 areas with the slowest poverty subur-
banization are also the areas with the highest increases 
in residential segregation. On the other end of the dis-
tribution, 12 of the 25 metro areas with the fastest 
poverty suburbanization are also the areas with the 
lowest increases in residential segregation. The ob-
served relationship does not appear to be random. 
These results support multivariate findings showing a 
negative association between poverty suburbanization 
and residential segregation. 

Table 5. Metropolitan areas with the slowest and fastest poverty suburbanization and highest increases and declines in residential 
segregation, 2000–2008. 

 Suburban Poor 
Rate 

Segregation Change in 
Suburban Poor 
Rate 

Change in 
Segregation 

Slowest Poverty Suburbanization and Highest Segregation Increases 

1 Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, PA-NJ 65.4 54.0 –3.1 1.0 

2 Springfield, MA Metro Area 61.8 66.7 –2.6 3.0 

3 El Paso, TX 17.8 37.3 –1.2 1.0 

4 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 86.5 62.6 –1.1 13.0 

5 Albuquerque, NM 40.0 43.2 –0.9 11.0 

6 Albany-Schenectady-Troy, NY 74.0 63.7 –0.2 3.0 

7 Scranton-Wilkes-Barre, PA  81.6 60.2 –0.1 5.0 

8 San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara, CA  28.8 45.2 0.1 5.0 

9 Bakersfield, CA  66.9 54.7 0.3 2.0 

10 San Antonio, TX  23.3 51.2 0.6 1.0 

11 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, CA  51.2 69.9 1.0 2.0 

12 Madison, WI  33.4 51.6 1.1 5.0 

Fastest Poverty Suburbanization and Highest Segregation Declines 

1 New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA  58.6 63.5 13.9 –6.0 

2 Chicago-Naperville-Joliet, IL-IN-WI  46.4 78.1 7.4 –3.0 

3 Richmond, VA  65.5 53.2 5.9 –4.0 

4 Las Vegas-Paradise, NV  67.8 38.8 5.6 –5.0 

5 Stockton, CA  45.9 50.9 5.5 –4.0 

6 Lakeland-Winter Haven, FL  82.6 41.4 5.1 –14.0 

7 
Little Rock-North Little Rock-Conway, 
AR  

69.6 58.4 4.9 –3.0 

8 Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX  48.3 61.2 4.9 –6.0 

9 Cincinnati-Middletown, OH-KY-IN  67.5 70.3 4.8 –5.0 

10 Kansas City, MO-KS  48.6 65.8 4.7 –3.0 

11 New Haven-Milford, CT  68.3 65.5 4.7 –3.0 

12 Akron, OH  48.7 62.6 4.6 –3.0 

Source: author's analysis of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005–2009.  
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4. Conclusions 

In this article factors associated with the suburbaniza-
tion of poverty were examined. The analysis sought to 
address the overarching question: what metropolitan 
factors are associated with the suburbanization of the 
poor? In this paper, I looked to classic urban theories 
to explore the suburbanization of poverty within an ur-
ban change framework. The 2008 suburban poor share 
measures show uneven distribution of the poor across 
suburbs in the largest metropolitan areas in the U.S. 
However, increases in the poor share in suburbs indi-
cate that suburbs once off limit to the poor are open-
ing up, even in high-income suburbs. Several themes 
surface from a summary of results presented in this 
paper. First, broader population trends overwhelmingly 
help to explain growth in suburban poverty. Second, 
the heterogeneity of the suburb is crucial to under-
standing the suburbanization of poverty. Broadly, 
changes in housing affordability appear to be very im-
portant to changes in the spatial distribution of the 
poor and job decentralization has a more narrow effect 
(it works to pull and push the poor in specific circum-
stances). Generally, residential segregation acts as a 
barrier to the suburbanization of poverty. Each of 
these points is discussed in detail below.  

The suburbanization of the poor appears to be con-
nected to broader population decentralization trends. 
A dominant share of the metropolitan poor now resid-
ing in suburban locations is related to general popula-
tion shifts to the suburbs. These trends are indicative 
of broader growth patterns in the U.S. “In the U.S., ur-
ban areas are growing and urban land area is expand-
ing faster than urban population size, leading to a de-
cline in average urban population density” (Marshall, 
2007). Undoubtedly, the sifting and sorting of people 
across the metropolitan landscape is reflective of 
broader development patterns occurring in the metro-
politan region. Various scholars have documented the 
process and consequences of sprawling development 
in detail (Jackson, 1985; Kneebone & Berube, 2013). In 
general, where population growth is occurring is an 
important concern because of infrastructure require-
ments, environmental impacts, and demands placed on 
transportation systems to list a few. A related concern 
about the dominant share of the poor now residing in 
suburbs is their need for particular services. Transpor-
tation, social services, workforce development, and 
housing assistance services are important to encourag-
ing and supporting the self sufficiency aspirations of 
families overall. The links between overall population 
shifts and shifts in the spatial distribution of the poor 
population requires further analysis to understand how 
to plan better for the growth patterns for the general 
population and the poor alike. It is also important to 
explore differences in the growth patterns based on 

the characteristics of suburban communities.  
The heterogeneity of the suburbs is important to-

wards understanding changes in the suburbanization of 
poverty. Within suburb effects displayed in Table 4 and 
Figure 4 show that the heterogeneity of the suburb is a 
necessary distinction when observing the association 
between changes in housing affordability, HCVRs, job 
decentralization, and residential segregation on chang-
es in the suburban poor share. Unlike macro models 
presented in Table 3, changes in the spatial distribution 
of HCVRs as a poor subgroup in low, moderate, and 
high-income suburbs is associated differently with the 
spatial distribution of the poor in those suburbs. It ap-
pears that the greatest link between changes in the 
spatial distribution of HCVRS and the poor is in moder-
ate-income suburbs, whereas these links are significant 
but weaker in high-income suburbs. 

Equally interesting are the within suburb effects of 
housing affordability and the poor by the income of the 
suburb. The macro models displayed in Table 2 and 3 
revealed a consistent significant relationship between 
housing affordability and the share of poor in suburbs. 
The macro models indicate an overall importance of 
changes in housing affordability and the spatial distri-
bution of the poor. Results of the within suburb model 
extend the understanding of this relationship; changes 
in housing affordability in moderate-income suburbs in 
particular are linked to the spatial distribution of the 
poor in moderate-income suburbs. The relationship 
does not seem to be as important in low-income and 
high-income suburbs (see Table 4) suggesting that 
changes in housing affordability within middle-income 
suburbs may drive the observed relationship overall.  

The paper sought to address the question: are jobs 
or housing more important to the suburbanization of 
the poor? Metropolitan wide changes in suburban 
housing affordability over the study period appear to 
more broadly affect the spatial distribution of the poor 
than job decentralization (see Table 3). The literature 
along with the current analysis indicates that growth 
rates in housing affordability are essential to poverty 
suburbanization. However, consideration of the heter-
ogeneity present across suburbs in the largest metro-
politan areas shows that albeit, no obvious connection 
in the macro model of job decentralization, there are 
important within suburb effects that demonstrate an 
existing relationship (see Table 4 and Figure 4). There is 
a countervailing relationship wherein job sprawl per-
forms as a push factor in low-income neighborhoods 
and as expected may perform as a pull factor in high-
income suburbs (this finding is only significant in the 
unweighted result). This finding supports the literature; 
various scholars have shown that the poor in particular 
follow jobs to shrink distance to job rich clusters on the 
urban fringe (see Covington (2009) for an extensive 
discussion). 
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Source: Author's anaylsis of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005-2009. Significant Standardized 
coefficients (not displayed in tables above) are presented for the weighted change regressions. *Unweighted results 

Figure 4: Key Features within Suburbs Associated with 
Poverty Suburbanization, 2000-2008 

Low Moderate High

 
Figure 4. Key features within suburbs associated with poverty suburbanization, 2000–2008. Source: author’s analy-
sis of HUD data, Census 2000 and ACS five-year estimates 2005–2009. Significant Standardized coefficients (not 
displayed in tables above) are presented for the weighted change regressions. * Unweighted results. 

Clearly, affordable housing opens up access to 
neighborhoods, and lack thereof, render suburban mi-
gration by the poor a less likely process. Despite the 
best efforts, there are strong views against affordable 
housing. There are many cases where affluent resi-
dents have vehemently fought the siting of affordable 
housing in upscale suburban neighborhoods (e.g., Mt. 
Laurel, NJ). Henri Lefevbre documented the role of real 
estate investments in the organization of metropolitan 
areas. The pattern of real estate development has the 
ability to shape neighborhoods, cities, suburbs and 
metropolitan areas. Often more lucrative real estate 
development projects which promise greater returns 
on investments are sought and more widely supported 
than affordable housing projects, especially in suburban 
communities. Local efforts to more equitably incorpo-
rate affordable housing options into local housing supply 
play a critical role in opening up suburbs, particularly in 
extending the poor's access to high-amenity suburbs.  

Overall, findings show that the poor's inroads to 
high-amenity suburbs, including moderate and high-
income suburbs, are associated with overall population 
growth, HCVRs, affordable housing and perhaps job 
sprawl and residential segregation (as displayed in Fig-
ure 4). Understanding those factors associated with 
suburban poor increases across neighborhood is essen-
tial to the reallocation of resources to neighborhoods 
most affected. Changes in the spatial distribution of 
the poor are associated strongly to changes in housing 
affordability in the suburbs. Perhaps this is related to 
growing rent pressures in expensive metropolitan 
housing markets (Glaeser, Kolko, et al., 2001, p. 4; U.S. 

Census, 2003) which may be forcing low-income 
households in core urban locations to seek lower rent 
districts in the suburbs. This has great implications par-
ticularly for housing authorities within large metropoli-
tan areas. As a result, it is important for housing authori-
ties to reconsider how these changes might prompt 
administrators to realign services and resources.  

Generally, residential segregation acts as a barrier 
to the suburbanization of poverty. Despite significant 
increases in poverty suburbanization, residential segre-
gation, in part, a byproduct of real estate development 
decisions, information asymmetry, preferences, and 
racial discrimination appear to slow poverty suburbani-
zation. The lesson remains that there are powerful 
forces including political, economic and social that aid 
particular individuals, and organizations in shaping the 
urban landscape in ways that continue to work in their 
favor. Despite, recent increases in suburban share poor 
in high-amenity suburbs, residential segregation in 
high-income suburbs appears to be a push factor which 
may slow additional poor from suburbanizing within 
higher-amenity suburbs. Other evidence shows some 
selection of the poor entering high-amenity suburbs, 
both findings from Howell and Timberlake (2014) and 
from Covington, Freeman and Stoll (2011) showed that 
White poor families and White HCVRs more dispropor-
tionately represent the share of the poor in high-
income suburbs. These findings perhaps are revealing 
that longstanding barriers associated with the exclu-
sionary practices of the poor more generally and to 
minority households in particular may remain. In 
alignment with Henri Lefevbre, the distinction between 
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effects in low versus high-income suburbs is potentially 
the protection of capital. As with the efforts of NAREB 
in the 1920s, there remain interests to keep high-
amenity neighborhoods relatively homogenous. 

As a final point, it would appear that the same bar-
riers that exist in high-amenity suburbs do not exist in 
low-amenity suburbs. Residential segregation in low-
income suburbs appears to act as a pull factor for the 
poor. The swell of suburban poor is undeniable. Many 
of the challenges associated with central city poverty 
(e.g., an eroding tax base, poor performing schools) will 
now be suburban challenges too; take for example the 
recent administrative reaction to citizenry enraged by a 
police shooting and murder in Ferguson. Ferguson is a 
low-income suburb that over the last three decades in-
creased substantially the share of poor that reside in 
the community (Kneebone, 2014). Ferguson is strug-
gling with changing social dynamics and other neigh-
borhoods that have changed as dramatically are likely 
confronting similar challenges. Whether or not subur-
ban jurisdictions will fare better than central cities in 
handling their poorer populations is an important 
question deserving of further research. 
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