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Rethinking ‘Social Housing’
There are several reasons for rethinking the term ‘social housing’ at the present time. Dave Cowan and Morag McDermont (2006) have challenged us to say what is social about social housing, even as it is arguable that the term is being overtaken by the equally problematic ‘affordable’. Social housing was always a contested and, in some circles, resented term, reflecting the British commitment to a three tenure model. However, it has been argued (Murie, 2006) that academic debates need to move on from tenure to embrace other key analytical variables, in particular locality. At the same time the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008, has established a radically new institutional framework for the governance of social housing, opening the possibility that, in England at least, we may be on the brink of a new era in which a more fully privatised approach to the provision of social housing may emerge. Finally, there is a case for revisiting explanatory frameworks that were developed in the 1980s and which need to be revised and updated for the 21st century.

What’s the Point of Social Housing?
The term social housing is of relatively recent provenance in UK housing debates, entering the language in the early 1990s, although it had been used earlier in relation to comparative housing research (Harloe, 1981, Ball et al, 1988, Emms, 1990). The adoption of social housing arose from an attempt in the late 1980s to re-position housing associations, which then owned only about 3 per cent of al housing. They were legally private entities and had been treated historically as part of the private rented sector in official statistics, but unlike profit seeking landlords they had been entitled to receive Exchequer subsidies on terms similar to those offered to local authorities and since 1974 they had enjoyed their own generous subsidy system. This heavy reliance on public funding had led to them being re-allocated to the public sector under a Labour government in the 1970s (DoE, 1977: 80), but by the late 1980s the Conservative government then in power envisaged a role for associations in the revival of what it wanted to call the ‘independent rented sector’, alongside profit seeking private landlords (DoE, 1987:12-13). It soon became clear that although there were (and remain) quite wide cultural differences between housing associations and local authorities they were nevertheless narrower than those between associations and commercial private landlords. Social housing was, therefore, adopted as a term of convenience, bracketing together housing associations and local authorities, although it remains an unanswered (and indeed, unasked) question as to why housing associations needed to be yolked to anyone. 

Although some people opposed the term social housing because it was seen to imply a welfare sector its use became more widespread for want of anything better, and by 1995 it appeared without explanation in the Conservative government’s last white paper on housing (DoE, 1995: 26). The label social housing proved useful in relation to two important trends in the 1990s. First, the rise of stock transfers from local authorities to housing associations was undoubtedly made easier by the presentation of housing associations as part of the same sector. Had they been identified more obviously with private renting it would have strengthened the hand of those who opposed transfer on the grounds that it was a form of privatisation. Second, using the term social rather than public housing made it easier to increase the use of private finance within the prevailing public expenditure conventions. For borrowing purposes housing associations could be presented as private bodies within the social sector, enabling them to generate investment that remained off the government’s balance sheet.

It is possible to argue that social housing was a term adopted for largely pragmatic reasons and that it never made much sense analytically. Moreover, public awareness of social housing as a site of social exclusion is now much greater than it was in 1990, and other important changes, not least those introduced since the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008, raise questions about the continued utility of the term. Cowan and McDermont (2006:2) suggested that social housing was never properly defined either because we all knew instinctively what it meant or because it was too difficult to pin down. They have some fun picking apart and listing objections to a definition offered by Michael Harloe (1993) (this was the same definition used by Ball, Harloe and Martens, 1988, and re-used by Harloe, 1995). This definition consisted of three propositions about social housing:

1. it is provided by landlords at a price which is not principally determined by considerations of profit. These landlords are usually formally limited to ‘non-profit’ or ‘limited-profit’ status insofar as their social housing activities are concerned. Historically, rents have usually been below the levels charged on the open market for similar accommodation, although this may no longer be so.

2. it is administratively allocated according to some conception of ‘need’ (although often not to those in objectively the worst housing conditions). Ability to pay can be important but, in contrast to private market provision, is usually not the dominant determinant of allocation.

3. while political decision-making has an important influence on all aspects of capitalist housing provision, as do market forces, the quantity, quality and terms of provision of social rented housing are more directly and sharply affected by the former than the latter, relative to other forms of provision. Government control over social rented housing is extensive and has increased as it has become a central feature of housing policies. 

Cowan and McDermont could have gone further by pointing out that in his book on social housing, running to very nearly 600 pages Harloe (1995) confined discussion of definition to a single footnote. At one level and for every day purposes we do all know what we mean by social housing. As the 1995 white paper expressed it, the social rented sector exists alongside private renting, and consists of landlords that are directly subsidised to provide decent homes at sub-market rents that are affordable by people on low incomes (DoE, 1995: 26). In practice this has meant local authorities and housing associations, but as long ago as 1995 it was envisaged that a wider range of providers could be brought in, and since that time established social housing providers have become increasingly concerned with a variety of low cost home ownership initiatives (these were scheduled to account for more than a third of investment in the period 2008-11 (Housing Corporation, 2007)).

If we take a longer timescale the inadequacies of defining social housing in terms of local authorities and not for profit housing associations become even more obvious. Until 1974 housing associations did make and distribute profits, albeit limited by statute, and Octavia Hill’s pre-1914 operation, which was clearly located in the private rented market but which is universally recognised as a forerunner of modern social housing, was predicated on the commitment to pay a return on investment of 4 or 5 per cent (Malpass, 2000). There are dangers in applying a term like social housing to periods when it was not in use, and to use it to refer to organisations that would not have recognised themselves as part of a single category (Malpass, 2001). Harloe (1995: 69) was quite right to say that social housing provision has been constructed and reconstructed several times. Thus what is required is an approach that is sufficiently general to accommodate change over time and variation from place to place. 

In this context it is interesting to consider Cowan and McDermont’s question, what is social about social housing? However, their own approach to this question leads to a definition of social housing that is much wider than the taken-for-granted definitions of housing practitioners and academics, and the definition in the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008. The Act (section 68) defines social housing as low cost rental and ownership accommodation. Low cost rental means ‘the accommodation is made available in accordance with rules designed to ensure that it is made available to people whose needs are not adequately served by the commercial housing market’. This clearly excludes the private rental sector. Low cost ownership means shared ownership and shared equity, not simply cheap open market housing. Now of course there is no reason why academic discourse should stick to official definitions, but Cowan and McDermont’s approach leads them to an unhelpful conclusion. They start from a Foucauldian view of ‘the social’ derived from the work of Nicholas Rose (1996). This leads them to say (page 21) that social housing is ‘first and foremost a site of governance. It is through the mechanism of ‘social housing’…that various authorities have sought to exercise rule’. This is non-controversial, but they go on to say that,

…most academics would choose to exclude owner occupation and the private rented sector (excluding housing associations) from their definition of ‘social housing’…However…our view of the ‘social housing’ sector is considerably broader. We argue that the private rented and ownership sectors are essential to the functioning of the social sector, either as constituent elements of it or as refractions of it’ (Cowan and McDermont, 2006: 21). 

The same point is made in the final chapter where they say,

What we have sought to demonstrate is that all housing tenures – whether for profit or not – form part of the understanding of social housing at the level of political rationality (p181).

Few people would want to argue against the assertion that different parts of the housing system need to be understood in relation to each other, although it might be easier to find critics who would argue that it is social housing that supports the functioning of the market sectors rather than the other way round. There would also be wide support for the idea that the socially constructed attributes, including prestige, of different parts of the housing system acts as a way of steering the behaviour of both consumers and investors. But to assert, as do Cowan and Mcdermont (2006: 145), that private renting is part of the social sector because it contains a lot of low income households, many of whom are supported financially by the state, is profoundly to miss the point. It is an unsustainable leap from the argument that the entire housing system is socially constructed to saying that therefore it is all social housing. This is a category error, and one that can only lead to confusion rather than clarification. It removes the difference that the term social housing seeks to identify. At the most obvious level, if all housing is redefined as social housing, what term is available to pick out social housing as conventionally (and officially) understood?

Our own approach to the question of what is social about social housing starts from the proposition that housing can be provided for a variety of reasons, social, political and/or economic. Most housing in the UK and other developed economies is provided for primarily economic reasons, by market actors and institutions seeking to make money for themselves or their shareholders. Moreover, these actors and institutions will only provide housing if they think there is money to be made; investment may be withdrawn if returns fall below what can be obtained elsewhere. Social housing is the mirror image, being provided precisely for those people who need houses but find that their needs are not met by the market. It is housing with a primarily social purpose, where considerations of profit and ability to pay are irrelevant or at least subordinated to the criterion of need. It is well known that state involvement in housing has also sometimes been motivated by political and economic considerations. Thus in the aftermath of the two world wars of the twentieth century large public sector house building programmes were initiated because there were needs that the market could meet, but there were also political overtones, most obviously in 1919 in the brief era of ‘homes for heroes’, and economic objectives after 1945 (when a large building programme was planned as a way of absorbing labour that might otherwise have been unemployed). 

Defining social housing in terms of the purpose of its provision allows for a variety of both tenure arrangements and provider organisations, a valuable consideration in the present period where official policy is to encourage a low cost ownership as well as renting, and a ‘mixed economy’ of providers, including for-profit companies. Defining social housing in terms of housing for people that are not provided for by the open market gives the flexibility denied by a focus on poverty or low income. The point here is that the size of the group will reflect market conditions, and as Harloe (1995) and others have noted, the scope of social housing has varied considerably over time. The evidence, both historical and contemporary, suggests that the more disrupted the market, the wider the range of households for whom social housing, in one form or another, is provided. In the past it was generally rented housing but the growing interest in low cost home ownership during the recent housing market boom reflects the affordability problems faced by a wider section of the population. It also draws attention to the idea that markets can be seen as ‘disrupted’ in conditions other than those that prevent builders from building at scale, as after the world wars. 

A New Era for Social Housing
Over the last five or more years the UK government has been undertaking its own rethinking of social housing: the question of how much we need to build was addressed by Kate Barker (2003, 2004), John Hills (2007) was asked to look at the role that social housing should play in the 21st century, the government carried out an internal review of housing and regeneration in 2006 and as part of this review asked Martin Cave (2007) to make recommendations for how social housing should be regulated.
 The context within which this whole process took place was one of economic growth, with a booming housing market, and a government committed to privatisation and the modernisation of public services through closer involvement with private sector organisations and methods. The implementation phase, on the other hand, has taken place during the current banking crisis and severe economic downturn. 

The outcome of this great rethinking was the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008, which put in place a new organisational structure for the governance of social housing and created the potential to bring about a major shift in the culture of social housing provision and consumption in England (arrangements in the rest of the UK are unaffected by the legislation). The old system had not been by any means static, but the changes launched in 2008 represent the biggest shake up for more than 30 years. It seems that within government circles it had been decided that it was time for a step change that would require a radically re-engineered institutional architecture in order to achieve cultural change.

The first public indicator of re-engineering occurred in April 2006 when Communities and Local Government (CLG) announced a review of housing and regeneration; three months later the remit was broadened to include regulation. In January 2007 the government announced first that it intended to create a new single housing and regeneration agency and, some months later, that a new independent housing regulator would also be created. These ambitions formed the backbone of the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008. The changes were primarily driven both by the government’s growing recognition of the housing supply deficit and the desire, given concrete expression in the Housing Act 2004, to increasingly privatise the provision of social housing. These two drivers can of course be seen to be inextricably linked. Enhancing the role of private capital as a means of boosting the supply of social housing is a continuation of a long-running policy which is evident in the extent to which housing associations are now reliant on private finance. The institutional changes which have been made to attract private investment are, however, potentially momentous. 

The reforms set out in the Housing and Regeneration Act began to be realised in late 2008, when both the Housing Corporation, which combined regulation of and investment in social housing developed largely by housing associations, and English Partnerships, the national regeneration agency, ceased operations. Simultaneously, two new organisations came into being in their place. These were the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA), a new housing and regeneration super-quango initially dubbed Communities England, and the Tenant Services Authority (TSA), the new

housing regulator.

Responding to a 21st century crisis of affordability
The changes outlined above had been a long time in the making. Murie (2008) traces the slow end of the Housing Corporation, remarking that the demise was expected by successive Chief Executives from 2001 and that ‘the presumption that things would change was increased as the new priority given by the government to housing and to expanding the supply of housing, following the Barker review, included expansion of social housing’ (Murie, 2008: 262). The review of housing supply led by Kate Barker (2003, 2004) had concluded that the solution to house price volatility – and inflation – was to boost rates of supply and to facilitate this through changes to the planning system. The recommendations included an increase of between £1.2bn and £1.6bn per annum in investment in social housing in order to deliver between 17,000 and 23,000 more homes per year (Barker 2004). The point was made that this money need not all be found from the public purse, but might be sourced from untapped capacity within the housing association sector or accrue from subsidy-free development models (Barker 2004: 8). The review therefore provided a clear steer to government that whilst already increased levels of investment in affordable housing should be sustained or increased it was also desirable to maximise the input of private capital in the provision of social housing. In response the government’s 2007 housing green paper (CLG, 2007a) established targets, confirmed in the 2007 comprehensive spending review (CSR), for increasing the supply of new social rented homes by 50% over 3 years, to at least 45,000 per annum in 2010-11 (CLG, 2007a: 72). These ambitious targets, now jeopardised by recession, were intended to show that the government was serious about increasing the supply of social housing. The public subsidy available to support delivery was to be allocated, however, on the basis of a set of regionally tailored efficiency targets published in the Housing Corporation’s 2008-11 National Affordable Housing Programme (NAHP) prospectus. The implication of these efficiency targets, which related to the level of grant requested rather than to the actual cost of developing new homes, was that increased levels of private capital would be required to facilitate delivery. The overall effect, however, of the increased supply targets and the increased levels of total public funding made available – a £3bn increase to £8bn for the 2008-11 NAHP – were to make clear the extent of the policy emphasis on boosting housing supply as a solution to the housing problems of the early 21st century. 

Barker’s emphasis on increasing housing supply, including affordable housing supply, also drew attention to delivery mechanisms. Her reports focused mainly on the mechanism of the planning system, but the new emphasis undoubtedly also influenced the decision to review housing and regeneration delivery mechanisms. In order to be in a position to announce the ambitious housing targets contained in the CSR 2007 the government needed to be confident that delivery mechanisms were up to the task, or to ‘modernis[e]… the housing and regeneration delivery chain’ (CLG, 2007b: 12). Critically, if the government were to achieve the level of investment suggested by Barker, the system needed to be made more attractive to the private sector – both lenders and developers – in order to lever in private capital. Correspondingly the government announced in April 2006 a comprehensive review of housing and regeneration. Retrospectively it is clear that this review was primarily focused on housing and regeneration delivery mechanisms, but it acquired, at least in the short-term, a broader dimension through the Hills review.

The Hills Review

John Hills was commissioned in 2006 by Ruth Kelly, Secretary of State for the newly created Department for Communities and Local Government (which later dropped the ‘department’ from its title), to undertake a review of the contemporary and future role of social housing. Hills produced a detailed review which included an outline of possibilities for reform. These included better supporting people’s livelihoods, facilitating income mix within existing communities and making ‘a more varied ‘offer’ to prospective tenants than the standard secure tenancy’ (Hills 2007: 193). These possibilities have been branded ‘inward-looking’ by Murie et al (2007: 5), confined to the detail of how a social housing system should function at the front end, and omitting consideration of the framework within which this system is delivered; 
‘there is a preoccupation with individual households’ decisions rather than with the way in which key organisations affect the operation of the social rented sector – from the regulators to housing associations and local authorities and those who own the land on which social housing is built’ (Murie et al 2007: 4). 
Arguably, of course, this was inevitable, given that the government’s review of the framework within which housing and regeneration were delivered was already underway, announced three months before Hills was commissioned. Moreover the intention to create what was initially called Communities England (a new single housing and regeneration delivery vehicle, later the HCA) was almost certainly already established in the minds of ministers and civil servants when Hills was commissioned and was publicly announced in January 2007, a month before Hills published his report. Cave’s review of regulation was commissioned whilst Hills was still deliberating. Hills’s remit was therefore unsurprisingly confined to the social housing product itself, rather than the framework within which it is delivered. His suggestions have, it seems, been largely ignored by government, although there have been continued references to further consultation on his proposals. The report was written in the context of a renewed policy interest in housing which was already focused on boosting supply as a solution to widespread problems of affordability, rather than radically reshaping the provision of social housing. By concluding ‘that there was no need to go right back to the drawing board and re-write the goals behind social housing’ (Murie et al 2007: 6), albeit also recognising the potential for reform, the report served its purpose by legitimising a policy focus on redesign of the institutional framework for delivery rather than of the product itself. 
Proposals for reform

In June 2007 the government issued a consultation document setting out proposals to fundamentally reform the institutional framework within which housing and regeneration were delivered. As previously announced the investment functions of the Housing Corporation were to be combined with all functions of English Partnerships in a new agency called Communities England. Echoing a range of public sector reforms over the last 20 years the government also sought to achieve clear separation between strategy and delivery, with the aim of ‘sharpen[ing] Communities and Local Government’s focus on strategic policy’ (CLG, 2007b: 14). As such, scrutiny of various of CLG’s delivery functions had been included in the widened remit of the housing and regeneration review from July 2006, and the consultation paper published in June 2007 proposed transferring a number of these functions to the new agency. The consultation document also proposed reforms to the regulation of social housing based upon the recommendations of Martin Cave’s review, which was commissioned by CLG in December 2006 and recommended that a new, independent social housing regulator should be created. This marked a decisive break with the co-location of funding and regulation which had been repeatedly defended (DoE, 1995, Housing Corporation, 1998).

The creation of Communities England was not, however, presented by government as a response to the problems presented by co-location. Instead, reference was made to facilitating the emerging place-shaping agenda through the creation of a single housing and regeneration agency which would be well placed to work with private and public sector partners, and particularly with local authorities. The intention to ‘streamline the delivery of housing and regeneration’ was also stressed (CLG, 2007b: 7). The main rationale presented, however, was that of value. Benefits of the creation of a new, single, housing and regeneration agency were stated to include more effective forms of investment, increased private sector leverage, economies of scale and increased negotiating power (CLG, 2007b: 13).  

Once the decision to transfer a functional half of the Housing Corporation into a new housing and regeneration agency had been made, a review of regulation – of the role of the remaining half of the Housing Corporation – was implied (CLG, 2007b: 35; Cave in Chevin 2008). This was, however, clearly not the sole driver of the review which was undertaken. The imperative to modernise regulation to reflect changes in the social housing sector such as the introduction of access to social housing grant for ‘non registered bodies, such as for-profit developers’ was also acknowledged (CLG, 2007b: 34). This change, introduced through the Housing Act 2004 in order to boost private investment in social housing, meant that private sector organisations could, for the first time, not only access grant to develop social housing but, if they chose, retain that housing, managing it themselves or contracting the management out to others. Accordingly the question arose of how the standards to which Registered Social Landlords were bound, through regulation, to adhere in the management of social housing could be applied to the private sector. 

To address this issue a contract and accreditation framework for non-registered bodies who wished to retain and manage social housing was introduced. In the event this did not prove a popular option. Take-up of social housing grant by the private sector was low, and Cave himself proposed that the lack of private sector interest in retaining and managing stock developed with grant ‘may be due to the complexity of the contract for ownership and management, which replicates many of the provisions of the current complex regulatory regime’ (Cave 2007: 12). Protracted negotiations between the Housing Corporation and the private sector over contracts were evidence of the extent to which the private sector was uncomfortable engaging with a structure it perceived to be overly complex and bureaucratic (Cave 2007: 63). It was clear that if the government’s ambition to develop the role of the private sector in delivering affordable housing was to be realised, new structures might be required which encouraged the private sector to engage and deliver but which also enabled control to be exercised over the social housing produced and potentially managed by the sector. Referring to the intention to ‘expand the availability of choice of provider at all levels in the provision of social housing’ as a principal objective for the future regulation of social housing, Cave (2007: 13) is clearly writing euphemistically about competition. Elsewhere, he states explicitly that ‘it is likely that substantial private capital could be attracted to the provision of further affordable rented homes if the barriers to entry were reduced’ (2007: 101).  
In this light, the new institutional architecture proposed in June 2007 can be seen as one aspect of a continued ambition to maximise the use of private finance in providing social housing. It can also be seen to be substantially driven by a desire to change the pattern not necessarily of social housing itself (in the way envisaged by the Hills review) but of the ways in which it is delivered and managed, and who undertakes these roles. 

The Housing and Regeneration Act 2008

Following consultation the government published a Bill which did not simply and straightforwardly implement the proposals set out in the June 2007 consultation paper. For instance, whilst Cave recommended a ‘single regulator and single system of regulation for all social housing providers’ (CLG, 2007b: 35), the Housing and Regeneration Act 2008 exempted local authorities, at least in the short term, from the new regulatory regime. On the whole, however, the Housing and Regeneration Act 2008 implemented Cave’s recommendations (Cave in Chevin, 2008) as well as creating the Homes and Communities Agency in more or less the way envisaged in the 2007 consultation document (albeit with a different name
). The Act was debated over the course of eight months and finally enacted in July 2008. In it, provision is made for the Housing Corporation and English Partnerships to be abolished and the Homes and Communities Agency is established as a body corporate sponsored by Communities and Local Government and with wide-ranging powers relating to land, property and infrastructure. It is important to appreciate that the HCA is not just a new organisation administering the familiar social housing grant system. That system has been replaced by powers that enable the HCA much more flexibility in pursuit of its objectives, enabling it to provide financial assistance in any form it chooses, for any purpose to anyone. Its objectives are also broadly defined, embracing the improvement of the supply and quality of housing, and the regeneration or development of land in England. 

The Act also created the Tenant Services Authority, despite the campaign by the Audit Commission to take on the role of regulator. It has been claimed that opposition from lenders was influential in determining the outcome of this struggle (Inside Housing 13 Sep 07, 19 Oct 07 etc.). In the event, the role of inspection has been retained by the Audit Commission. It is to be expected that the TSA will be heavily influenced by the Housing Corporation’s regulatory model and culture. Not only is it staffed by ex-Housing Corporation employees, but its first Chief Executive (Peter Marsh) is the Corporation’s former Deputy Chief Executive and its first Chair (Anthony Mayer) is a former Corporation Chief Executive. There will inevitably, however, also be change. Of particular note is Cave’s determination that a single regulatory framework should be applied across all providers. The implication of this is surely, given the reluctance of the private sector to conform with the Housing Corporation’s regulatory model, a less bureaucratic and restrictive model of regulation with which the private sector will be willing to engage. Thus Cave proposes a model which ‘corresponds most closely, but not precisely, to co-regulation’ (2007: 16), where self regulation is supported by proportionate scrutiny and intervention from the regulator. This model implies that ‘many of the activities necessary to achieve the regulatory objectives will be undertaken by regulated social housing providers rather than directly by the regulator’ (Cave 2007: 73). This will not necessarily mean that the new system is wholly palatable to the private sector; for example, Cave suggests that they will be subject to the same financial scrutiny as housing associations, a policy which is unlikely to be welcomed if enacted by the TSA. 
Although we have suggested that these changes may be momentous their long-term significance remains to be seen. The official line has been that the HCA is an entirely new creation, not a merger, emphasising the change of culture and approach.  How far this can be guaranteed is hard to say at this point, given that the HCA is staffed largely by people previously employed in those organisations that were not ‘merged’. The same argument can be applied with even more force to the TSA, which may exist for some time at least as the continuing half of the former Housing Corporation. According to Cave, the most significant change should be the extent of the emphasis on tenants, but it is noticeable that the review of regulation itself was not driven by tenant demand, and only two meetings with tenants were held in the course of the review (Cave 2007); nor did tenants demand the increasing attempts to involve the private sector in social housing provision which arguably underpin the design of the new institutional architecture. In this context, Cave’s assertion that his recommendations overcome ‘the most common criticism of the [previous] regime for regulating social housing…, …that regulation focuses on the providers of social housing and has taken insufficient account of the interests of tenants and communities’ (2007: 39), rings hollow. In any case, if one assumes that the decision to create a new, independent regulator was an inevitable consequence of the decision to create the HCA, and that the changes were driven by an ambition to boost supply and to harness private capital in order to achieve this end, then Cave was essentially fleshing out already formulated policy, and the idea that ‘every tenant matters’ is simply spin. In contrast, there are already signs that the HCA may deliver genuine cultural change, in particular through the move away from the restrictions of a grant system towards a system of financial assistance which offers simultaneously welcome flexibility and the risk that monies will not be ring-fenced for social housing and may be spent elsewhere. 

The Modernisation of Social Housing
In this section we pursue our project of rethinking social housing by outlining what we mean by the phrase the ‘modernisation of social housing’. Whereas UK governments have talked of modernising public services and others have referred to the idea of modernising housing policies (Maclennan, 2008), our aim is specifically to build on the notion of the modernisation of the housing market, which was advanced in the 1980s (Malpass and Murie, 1982, Malpass, 1990) in very different circumstances. The idea of modernisation as a housing market process was itself derived from work by Michael Harloe (1981, 1985) who talked of home ownership as the modern form of consumption in the housing market, the form that is, as Harloe (1981: 29) put it, ‘more akin to a ‘normal’ commodity’ and, as such, is favoured by capital. Harloe argued that private ownership of landed property was so deeply entrenched in capitalist societies that housing was more difficult to decommodify than services such as education and health. According to this view the private housing market would be expected to provide for most people most of the time, with what Harloe called the mass model of social housing emerging only in times of severe social, economic and political disruption. The residual model was, he suggested, the normal model for normal times. Malpass and Murie developed this into the idea of a long term process of housing market modernisation, during which local housing authorities had played a significant role in facilitating and supporting change in the market. The role of local authority housing had changed over time, they argued, according to what was happening in the private market. In the early stages of market restructuring the local authorities had provided for mainly the better off within the working class, for whom home ownership was not generally available. But as home ownership became more plentiful and accessible, and as the supply of private renting declined so local authorities were redirected towards housing the least well off. 

The focus of these authors was on the shifting balance between the market and social sectors, with a particular interest in explaining the emergence of an increasingly entrenched residual social sector. The residualisation of social housing was seen as one outcome of the modernisation of the housing market. Less attention was given to the question of the organisational character of the supply side in social housing. Harloe talked in a non-specific way about social housing, while Malpass and Murie referred to the changing role of the then dominant local authority sector, paying no attention to the very small housing association sector. Neither approach offered any leverage on why that particular balance between the two parts of the social sector had emerged, and while Harloe’s discussion of mass and residual models can be read as allowing for the re-emergence of the mass model in future, the Malpass and Murie modernisation thesis is open to the charge of suggesting a static future. They implicitly envisaged a permanent role for local authorities as providers of a residual service. 

But what has happened, of course, is that over the last thirty years or more, the organisational structure of social housing has been transformed. The position of local authorities is nothing like as dominant as it was as recently as the late 1990s, and housing associations seem certain to take over as the main providers of social housing in England within the next year or two. The problem now is to formulate an explanation, as distinct from a description, of the changes that have overtaken the supply (as distinct from consumption) of social housing. By invoking the term the modernisation of social housing we are seeking to emphasise three points: that what is happening in social housing is the equivalent of the process that occurred in the housing market in the twentieth century; that it is broader than stock transfer, and that it is a process for which a term other than privatisation is required. There are elements of privatisation, but what remains is still a distinctive social sector. What has occurred over the last thirty years can be seen as the gradual migration of the social housing stock, away from an almost wholly municipal sector towards a more balanced municipal and not-for-profit sector, with the real prospect now emerging of a genuine mixed economy of providers, some municipal, many housing associations and an as yet uncertain number of for-profit providers. Within this notion of migration we can also say that local authorities and housing associations have themselves moved towards a more business-like approach to their work.

Our understanding of the modernisation process is that it has consisted of two main themes: replacing the model of governance based on representative democracy by a more managerialist approach, and developing opportunities for private sector concerns to profit directly from aspects of the provision of social housing. There is also a rhetorical emphasis on the shift from a provider-oriented service to a more consumer orientation, and changes such as those proposed in the Cave Review (2007) are routinely justified in these terms. However, it turns out that these changes also happen to make social housing more attractive to private profit-seeking organisations. This is somewhat reminiscent of the old debate about whether home ownership grew because of consumer demand or because it was what builders preferred to supply (Saunders, 1990, Forrest, Murie and Williams, 1990). If, as Harloe (1981,1985) argued, home ownership represents the modernised form of the housing market and the one that is most attractive to capital, then we might argue that the modernisation of social housing should be seen in the same way. There is one important difference, however, for while Harloe referred to owner occupation as more akin to a normal commodity, what is happening in social housing today is focused much more on the supply side.

There are at least six indicators of modernisation, which can be listed chronologically: it seems reasonable to begin with the introduction of Housing Association Grant (HAG) in 1974, for this gave a significant boost to the non-municipal sector, allowing housing associations not only to increase their share of the social sector as a whole but also to grow in both financial and organisational strength. 

Second, the development of private finance in the mid 1980s and its subsequent adoption as the standard way of funding investment represented a move to a business-like approach to sweating existing under-worked assets. At the same time, in the early 1990s, associations were explicitly encouraged by their regulator to abandon their previous co-operative ethos and to compete with each other on price.

Third, the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering for local authority housing management in the early 1990s was about trying to attract private sector companies to compete for contracts to manage, and make profits from, municipal housing. The fact that the private sector displayed little interest in this business opportunity does not diminish its status as an indicator of the direction of travel of policy.

Fourth, the transfer of more than a million English council houses into the ownership of new and existing housing associations, widely understood in terms of financial drivers (Mullins and Pawson, 2009), highlights the managerialist turn and the rejection of representative local democracy. Although stock transfer developed as a way of circumventing government policy in the late 1980s it was soon taken over by central government and turned into a mainstream policy, to great effect.

Fifth, opening up social housing grant to private developers in 2004 represented a step change away from past traditions of confining access to state support to non-profit or limited profit organisations stretching back to the 1860s (apart from a spell in the 1920s). This was explicitly about increasing the range of providers and intensifying competition, making the supply side of social housing more market oriented.

Finally, the changes introduced in the Housing and Regeneration Act, 2008, have the potential to be epoch making, since they allow unregistered profit seeking companies access to state financial assistance, which may be made available on very flexible terms compared with the old grant regime. Additionally, profit-seeking companies are, for the first time, eligible to be registered as providers (landlords) of social housing. These changes can be seen as setting up a new era for social housing in England in the 21st century, an era that due to the rise of private sector providers and the demise of local authorities as landlords might have more in common with the 19th century than the 20th  (Malpass, 2009).

Although the report that paved the way for the new approach to regulation was entitled ‘Every Tenant Matters’ the reforms seem to have been inspired at least as much by a belief that every private developer matters too. It is arguable that the new governance structure has been designed to be acceptable to private developers, who were known to be unenthusiastic about the Housing Corporation and the constraints of the system that it operated. In this context it is also known that the banks were influential in the decision to establish a new regulator rather than give the task to the public sector oriented Audit Commission.

Why do we assert that this process should be seen as modernisation rather than privatisation? Murie (1993) has argued that privatisation comes in different forms, and Mullins and Pawson (2009) conclude that stock transfer is not best understood as privatisation (but see also Ginsburg, 2005). What we are seeing in social housing at the present time is not the same as the privatisation of council housing under the right to buy, which transferred consumption and exchange into the market. Nor is it the same as the privatisation of gas and electricity, because in those cases whole industries were handed over to market forces to determine both supply and demand. In the case of housing a distinct social sector remains firmly in place, providing decent homes at prices that are affordable by people who cannot pay open market prices. Opportunities are being created for providers to make profits out of this non-market housing. Thus the most that can be said is that the supply side is moving towards a market-led approach, but the consumption side remains protected from market forces. In this context the policy emphasis on low cost home ownership as social (within the terms of the 2008 Act) presents some difficulties. Shared ownership is marketed to those with the ability to pay prices that are effectively determined by the market. One way of interpreting this is to suggest that we are seeing a kind of nascent bifurcation of social housing, reflecting the traditional distinction between the mass and residual models. In other words, social rented housing remains as the core residual sector, while the various low cost home ownership schemes and other sorts of intermediate affordable housing represent a modernised policy response to the needs of a better off section of the population during a period of market disruption, a contemporary version of the mass model (albeit on a micro scale).

It is important to acknowledge that this way of looking at events is open to the charge of teleology, the construction of an account that makes the present outcome seem inevitable. This is emphatically not our intention. Nor are we suggesting that anyone in government (or elsewhere) has ever conceived of modernisation in the way we have outlined it here and pursued it as a coherent policy. Housing policy does not work like that. In practice, policy development is much more incremental and opportunistic, a good example being the way that central government seized on stock transfer after it had been shown to work as a result of local initiative. Nevertheless, there does seem to be a consistency about the direction of travel, irrespective of the political party in power. 

The question that remains to be considered is, why is this process happening? The market modernisation thesis was based on the idea that it was long term structural changes arising from within the dynamics of capitalist development that drove changes in the housing market, and generated or exacerbated political tensions that produced a policy response in the form of rent control and council house building. The problem now is that it is not so obvious that governments have been responding to the demands of capital. Nor is there a politically articulated consumer demand for the abandonment of council housing, almost the opposite in fact (Pawson and Fancy, 2003). There is evidence that initiatives, such as compulsory competitive tendering for housing management, introduced to attract private competition, have been spurned. The same was true of grant for developers in the mid 1990s, and take-up of grant after 2004 was minimal. It remains to be seen, if and when ‘normal’ economic conditions return, whether the blandishments offered in the 2008 Act are sufficient to pique the interest of private business. For the time being it seems reasonable to conclude that the modernisation of social housing is being pushed by governments, not pulled by corporate demands. 

But why? Why are governments apparently so committed to it and why are private entrepreneurs so uninterested? The enthusiasm of governments for market based reform of public services in the past has been explored in, for example, the extensive literature on new public management and space does not permit further discussion here. If the current economic crisis dents politicians’ faith in the wisdom and efficiency of private market operators, future governments may be nonetheless constrained by long term debt problems incurred in the crisis to go on favouring private providers over public. As to the stance of the private sector, in general one might expect businesses to be interested if the price is right. But against the lure of profit has to be weighed risk and effort, and it may be that social housing, especially residualised social rented housing, has image and reputation problems that outweigh potential gains. We have seen that if market conditions are conducive to investment then money will pour into private renting, but in order to attract investors it was necessary for government to reduce security of tenure, a development that is still a step too far for social housing. Private landlords and lettings agencies also typically offer a range of services strictly confined to property management, whereas in his review of the role of social housing John Hills urged social housing providers to promote employment and community engagement. This all leads to the conclusion that drawing the private sector into social housing might be more difficult than privatising social housing providers.  

References
Ball, M, Harloe, M and Martens, M (1988) Housing and Social Change in Europe and the USA, London: Routledge, 

Barker, K (2003) Review of Housing Supply: securing our future needs. An interim report, London: Treasury and ODPM

- (2004) Review of Housing Supply: delivering stability: securing our housing needs, Final report, London: HMSO

CLG (2007a) Homes for the Future: More Affordable, More Sustainable, Housing Green Paper

CLG (2007b) Delivering Housing and Regeneration: Communities England and the future of social housing regulation
Cave, M(2008) in Chevin, D. (ed.) (2008) Moving Up A Gear: New Challenges for Housing Associations. London: Smith Institute. 
Cave, M (2007) Every Tenant Matters: a review of social housing regulation, London: DCLG

Chevin, D. (ed.) (2008) Moving Up A Gear: New Challenges for Housing Associations. London: Smith Institute

Cowan, D and McDermont, M (2006) Regulating Social Housing, Abingdon: Routledge-Cavendish

DoE (Department of the Environment) (1977) Housing Policy: a consultative document, London: HMSO, Cmnd 6851

- (1987) Housing: the Government’s Proposals, London: HMSO, Cm 214

- (1995) Housing Corporation: prior options study, London: DoE

Emms, P (1990) Social Housing: a European dilemma? Bristol: School for Advanced Urban Studies, University of Bristol

Forrest, R, Murie, A and Williams, P (1990) Home Ownership: differentiation and fragmentation, London: Unwin Hyman

Ginsberg, N. (2005) The privatisation of council housing; Critical Social Policy Vol 25(1) pp115-135

Harloe, M (1981) ‘The recommodification of housing’ in Harloe, M and Lebas, E (eds) City, Class and Capital, London: Edward Arnold

- (1993) The Social Construction of Social Housing, Urban Research Programme Working Paper 34, Canberra: Australian National University

- (1995) The People’s Home? Social Rented Housing in Europe and America, Oxford: Blackwell

Hills, J (2007) Ends and Means: the future roles of social housing in England, London: LSE

Housing Corporation (1998) Building a Better Future: revitalising neighbourhoods, London: Housing Corporation

- (2007) The National Affordable Housing Programme: pre-prospectus, London: Housing Corporation

Maclennan, D (2008) ‘Tails, trunks and elephants: modernising housing policies’ European journal of Housing Policy, vol. 8 no. 4,pp423-40

Malpass, P (1990) Reshaping Housing Policy: subsidies, rents and residualisation, London: Routledge

- (2000) Housing Associations and Housing Policy: a historical perspective, Basingstoke: Macmillan

- (2001) ‘The Uneven Development of ‘Social Rented Housing’: Explaining the Historically Marginal Position of Housing Associations in Britain’ Housing Studies, vol. 16, no. 2, pp225-242

- (2009) ‘The Rise (and Rise?) of Housing Associations’ in Malpass P and Rowlands, R (eds) Housing, Markets and Policy, London: Routledge

Malpass, P and Murie, M (1982) Housing Policy and Practice, Basingstoke: Macmillan

Mullins, D and Pawson, H (2009) ‘The evolution of stock transfer: privatisation or towards re-nationalisation?’ in Malpass, P and Rowlands, R (eds) Housing, Markets and Policy, London: Routledge
Murie, A., Pocock, R. and Gulliver, K. (2007) Hills, Cave and After: Renewing Social Housing. Birmingham: Human City Institute

Murie, A (1993) ‘Privatisation and restructuring public involvement in housing provision in Britain’, Scandinavian Housing and Planning Research, vol. 10, pp145-157) 

- (2006) ‘Moving with the times: changing frameworks for housing research and policy’ in Malpass, P and Cairncross, L (eds) Building on the Past: visions of housing futures, Bristol: Policy Press

- (2008)Moving Homes: the Housing Corporation 1964-2008, London: Methuen

Pawson, H and Fancy C (2003) Maturing Assets: the evolution of stock transfer housing associations, Bristol: Policy Press

Rose, N (1996) ‘The Death of the Social? Refiguring the territory of government’ 

Economy and Society, vol. 23, no. 3, pp327-56

Saunders, P (1990) A Nation of Home Owners, London: Unwin Hyman

� The great rethinking exhibits different approaches to policy making, the most interesting being the way that the decision to merge the housing and regeneration functions of the Housing Corporation, English Partnerships and the CLG was made in the context of an unpublished internal review, whereas the more discursive investigation of the future roles of social housing was entrusted to an academic, and published independently. The internal review embraced the question of regulation, but did not, apparently, reach any conclusions, because this task was then outsourced to another academic, this time with the report being published by the CLG. In terms of the scale, complexity, urgency, importance and level of public interest it is not clear why these different aspects of the rethinking process should have been dealt with do differently.


� The attention given to names in the great rethinking is interesting. The new agency was initially announced as Communities England, and then changed to the Homes and Communities Agency; the Tenant Services Authority was initially to be the Office for Tenants and Social Landlords (and this name remains in the Act). The name of Cave’s report was apparently changed at a very late stage, because it is referred to in the CLG consultation paper of June 2007 as Putting Tenants First.
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