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Is there convergence between the Netherlands and liberal homeowner regimes in the housing conditions of younger people? 
Abstract

There have been recent suggestions that the neo-liberalizing pressures of globalization are bringing about transformations in housing systems among countries with social democratic and corporatist welfare regimes and strong social rental housing sectors. The pathways identified in these societies have been argued to be moving towards the market-liberal home ownership orientated housing systems of Anglophone societies. This paper examines these claims of convergence in the case of the Netherlands. While the Dutch housing system is characterized by a large affordable (social) rental dwelling stock, in the last decade market oriented policies have prevailed and the demand for owner-occupied housing has advanced. Moreover, there has been some resemblance in housing conditions for younger people to those in Anglo-Saxon countries, with spiraling housing prices and shifts in preferred and realized housing. A central question is whether such similarities are linked to convergence in housing systems? Or should these trends be considered in terms of sustained system divergence, but with similar housing outcomes?
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Introduction
Historically, a dichotomy has been acknowledged among the housing systems of Western societies. In general terms the divide lies between ‘monotenural’ homeowner orientated societies with residualised social rental sectors, on one side, and societies with more integrated housing systems and strong social rental sectors with broad social access, on the other. The origins of divergence are complex, but have been put down to factors such as levels of urbanisation and suburbanisation, privatism and collectivism, welfare regimes and systems, historic pathway conditions and even culture (Boelhouwer and van der Heijden 1992; Harloe, 1995; van der Heijden et al., 2002; Kemeny 1995, 2001; Kurz and Blossfeld, 2004; Ronald, 2008a). More recently, there have been suggestions and some indication that this dichotomy is being eroded and that social rental housing in societies where it has been firmly embedded in the housing system, is being residualised and housing provision privatised. 
In 1995, Harloe suggested that the large social rental housing sectors built up in Western Europe after Word War 2 would become more commodified, increasingly functioning as a social safety-net for categories of worthy poor rather than a competitive tenure alternative to home ownership. In the last decade, policy deregulation and growth in demand for owner-occupied housing across Europe has ostensibly supported this prediction. Even authors like Kemeny (2005), who once argued that mature social rental housing sectors could represent a significant alternative to housing privatisation, have begun to acknowledge that socioeconomic forces and demographic changes have begun to reorient welfare and housing policy in a broader range of contexts, pushing increasing numbers of young, middle-income households towards owner-occupied housing investment. A suggestion has been that the large social rental housing sectors of more social democratic societies like Sweden and the Netherlands are under threat, or are at least under considerable pressure from forces of neo-liberalisation and economic globalisation, and may eventually become more convergent with the policy regimes of liberal homeowner societies (Turner and Whitehead, 2002; Groves et al., 2007; Elsinga et al, 2008).  
This paper examines this proposition by considering the deregulation of social housing and growth of home ownership in the Netherlands. Specifically, it looks to the housing conditions and experiences of younger households as an indicator of convergence. Just as in economically liberal homeownership orientated societies, housing accessibility and affordability have become a growing concern in the Dutch case, with younger people at the forefront of changing conditions. While there are some similar outcomes of housing privatisation between Anglo-Saxon homeowner societies and the Netherlands, the further consideration of the housing system and characteristic restructuring of social renting and the private housing market reveals that considerable system differences remain. These differences suggest that while some housing outcomes may shadow those of market liberal housing regimes, the development of housing policy and the housing system in the Netherlands is still following a more path-determined route and that the social rental housing sector will continue to play a fundamental role in determining the Dutch trajectory.         

This paper begins by providing an overview of housing system frameworks and the pattern of development in private owner-occupation orientated societies as well as the arguments suggesting that the social rental housing sectors of Western Europe are under threat. Attention is then turned to the Dutch context with an empirical focus on the housing situation of young households and individuals in transition into the housing market. Finally, the significance of convergence and divergence in experiences is discussed in relation to the nature of housing deregulation and privatisation in the Netherlands, which demonstrates considerable pathway resilience. What is remarkable about the Dutch case is that neo-liberalisation has forced a privatisation of housing with greater autonomy for housing associations in the market as well as notable growth in home ownership rates. Nonetheless, the extent to which the housing system has become more ‘commodified’ is more difficult to ascertain.     
Housing Commodification and Convergence

Arguments that housing systems in advanced industrial societies are converging are well rehearsed, although they have undergone transformation over time. Early convergence models were based on the logic of industrialisation and economic growth and suggested that as countries became more wealthy and developed, they would become more homogenised in economic and socio-structural terms (e.g. Donnison and Ungerson, 1982). Such approaches were confounded by the diversity of approaches adopted in different advanced societies (for example, welfare states and the constitution of welfare mixes between family, market and state providers). Convergence theory was further forwarded by strong globalisation theories that asserted that with the deepening and intensification of international communication and capital flows that individual societies would become increasingly subject to the irresistible forces of global capital (see Doling and Ford, 2003). However, it has become evident that global forces are strongly mediated by regionalised structures and conditions, leading to various social and economic outcomes at the local level. More recently, arguments have come to the fore which emphasise the power of a particular neo-liberal model of governance structured through changes in market and policy systems, and driven by intensified financialization, the restructuring of risks between the state and individuals, and convergent demographic trends among developed societies. In this model of convergence, housing, and in particular housing marketization, has become increasingly significant.      
Housing systems have proved difficult to integrate as dimensions of social structures and have been traditionally considered the ‘wobbly pillar’ of welfare states (Torgesten, 1987), or a rather uneven force of commodification or de-commodification. However, recent shifts in relations among governments, markets and individuals have elevated the significance of housing, and in particular home ownership, as a pillar of welfare and a mechanism of commodification. Such relationships have long been evident in liberal welfare regime countries with high home ownership rates. The argument here has been that home ownership structures welfare relationships in a particular way in societies with low public retirement pensions and poor public welfare provision for the elderly (Kemeny, 2005). In such societies, households experience greater pressure to provide for their old age, or are forced to devote resources in early adulthood into private savings and personal capital in order to secure their old age needs. There are many ways of funding old age such as private pension schemes or building up a nest egg from savings or stock. However, home purchase has been particularly attractive because of expectations of capital gains or at least minimal housing costs in old age. Owner-occupation has also advanced rapidly because of the preferential policy treatment in homeowner societies; the ostensible rapid gains made on housing property in recent years; and the growing viability of equity release. 
There is also an important effect of income redistribution over the lifecycle, from the young to the old, in such societies because of the ‘front-end loading’ of debt involved in home purchase. The mortgage burden on first time buyers can consume a third or more of household income. Elderly households, alternatively, may enjoy a mortgage free home. For Kemeny therefore (2005), the lifecycle redistributive impact of home ownership can be substantial with the income redistributive effect, ‘sufficient to create a symbiotic relationship between home ownership and welfare’ (p 62). Based on this understanding, Kemeny developed a divergence model of housing and welfare, with a minimalist model of welfare driven, or propped up by high rates of home ownership in some societies, contrasted to a maximalist model of welfare in other countries in which owner-occupation is one of a number of tenure alternatives (p 65). Castles (1998) testing of indices of public welfare across OECD countries found a notable relationship between home ownership and welfare rates. He argued that the inverse relationship between home ownership and welfare was indicative of different models of providing welfare. This approach strongly links housing preferences and tenure biased policies in liberal welfare regimes like Britain and the USA and the ‘wage-earner welfare states’ of Australia and New Zealand, which share some features of Southern European and East Asian countries where there is greater importance of family exchange and informal economy (Castles and Ferrera, 1996; Ronald, 2007).
In contrast to this model are societies that have developed deep welfare structures that cover individuals comprehensively over the life-course and have promoted policies that encourage the growth of non-profit rental housing sectors, which directly compete with private housing markets (see Kemeny, 1995). Individuals may not feel the need to build up private resources to cover old age, instead accepting state strategies of high taxation with better benefits and welfare services. The social rental housing systems in such societies have also proved a means for governments to control rents and housing quality, with social rental stock competing directly with the private market. Such systems are classified by Kemeny as unitary rental markets and can be contrasted with dualist rental markets in market liberal societies, where a small residual of rental housing is reserved for categories of worthy poor and does not compete with the mainstream of private housing provision. However, social and economic shifts in the organisation of global capitalism in recent decades have arguably begun to erode the relationship between welfare and housing in societies with unitary rental housing approaches. In particular, transformations in housing markets, employment stability and international structures of housing finance on one side, and state responses to global competitiveness and growing welfare and pension demands, on the other, have initiated a challenge to welfare states, public housing provision and social rental housing policy.
Although there are broad variations in how countries have interacted with forces of globalization, it is argued that economic changes and discourses of globalisation have pushed welfare states into a new stage of transition. Nation states have begun to renegotiate approaches to welfare provision along with shifts in the balance of political forces in favour of capital (see Coates, 2001; Cerny and Evans, 2004). The main effects have been increasing pressure for states to be competitive, which has been understood to require reduced public provision and increased privatisation of services. The sovereignty and autonomy of nation states, it is asserted, has thus been undermined by new patterns of global economic interconnectedness (Jessop, 1996, p 178). This has led, in many societies, to residualisation and commodification of welfare systems. There has consequently been an increasing focus on household self-reliance and market based forms of provision. These changes mark a shift in risk from states and institutions, which were once compelled to provide substantial social safety-nets, to individuals (see Beck, 1992, Cerny and Evans, 2004). 

Another factor that has intensified the pressures of economic competitiveness has been the expectation of demographic shifts. The nature of social-ageing has become particularly exaggerated as post-war baby boomers head towards retirement. As society ages and the working population shrinks, the population dependant on pension incomes increases. Consequently, there has been concern with the development of welfare and pension systems to cope with socio-economic and demographic changes. In Britain, for example, there are low expectations of the sustainability (or desirability) of state pensions. The Pensions Commission Report (2004) estimated that of the 28 million working population, around 13 million were not making contributions adequate to provide for a financially secure retirement. Moreover, private pension schemes have not proved as effective as hoped. Other factors that have exacerbated the pension situation are the erosion of employment stability and the casualization of work contracts, which have undermined the constancy of incomes and thereby pensions contributions. While many European societies with strong welfare states may be better equipped to provide for the pension needs of their members, pressures of global competition and the anticipated intensification of demand from dependent populations are making governments rethink and restructure their welfare systems. 
In this context, home ownership and housing markets have been emphasised. Governments, it is suggested, are looking to the growing housing wealth held by the increasing number of homeowners as an alternative pillar of welfare, while individuals, in light of growing sensitivity to economic risks, are increasingly seeking to provide for their own security by building up property wealth. In economically liberal homeowner societies, the idea of ‘asset-based’ welfare has become increasingly central to debates on the restructuring of welfare systems. Sherraden (2003) points to a shift away from a welfare state to a social investment state, where the role of government is to build up individual capacity. Such an approach emphasizes choice and opportunity, individual accountability and the superiority of the market in welfare provision. Asset-based welfare is reliant on the investment of individual households in properties and financial products which augment over time, and thus provide a base from which to procure welfare services from the market. The proliferation of individual owner-occupied housing assets is a central target of asset-based welfare systems and fundamental to strategies that re-orientate welfare systems in these terms. Groves et al, (2007) identify shifts in state approaches to housing property and welfare provision in which policy measures seek to encourage people to fend for themselves in older age through acquiring property and building up wealth through the buying and selling houses (p 190). 

Transformations in non liberal societies

While the asset-based approach is considered already evident in liberal, private housing market orientated societies like the UK, America and Australia, a suggestion has been that many European countries with developed not-for-profit housing sectors have begun a similar shift by privatizing or deregulating social housing at the same time as improving access or subsidy for owner-occupation. Groves et al thus suggest a growing convergence around the asset-based model (p 198-199). For Kemeny (2005), because of growing pressures on welfare systems in some social democratic regimes, services for the elderly have been cut-back substantially and needs testing has become more stringent (enough to effectively exclude or deter large groups of applicants), which may influence the choices of younger, more affluent households who may increasingly see owner-occupation as a means of self-protection for old age. 

As welfare cutbacks undermine confidence in the ability of society to take care of its elderly in a humane and caring manner, this may force increasing numbers of renters – especially among younger, middle-income households – to look for ways to minimize the looming threat of poverty and deprivation in old age… Societies with currently well developed welfare systems and also possessing integrated rental markets may therefore begin to witness a shift to home ownership. And this could happen quite irrespective of the competitiveness, size and attractiveness of the integrated rental market (p 66). 

The claim is that European social democratic and corporatist welfare regimes are moving somewhat in line with an asset-based model and that social rental housing sectors are under threat of residualisation. Indeed, the last decade has seen substantial growth in mortgage borrowing, house price inflation and home ownership rates in the continental European societies least associated, historically, with owner-occupied housing (Atterhog, 2005; Horsewood and Neuteboom, 2007). Governments too have been active in housing policy deregulation, especially in terms of bringing cost rental housing in line with conditions of market competition.
Nonetheless, Boelhouwer and van der Heijden (2005) argue that while the philosophy of the ‘enabling state’ has developed, whereby people are expected to take action based on empowerment and political rights with subsequent effects on housing policies, they are not convinced that the Netherlands, among others, will follow a route into dependency on household property assets. 

In our opinion, there is no direct causal relationship whereby the reduction in (public, government administered) pensions will necessarily lead to an increase in home ownership as an ‘alternative’ form of retirement saving. After all, there are also countless insurance-based investment products, which can serve to ‘top-up’ the state pension provided by the government. Moreover it must be asked whether home ownership provides a good alternative to such insurance based products (p 78)

Indeed, there is not so much hard evidence of international housing and welfare convergence, and even in homeowner societies, ‘asset-based welfare’ means more as a framework for understanding policy discourses than a precise system type. While Clapham (2006) acknowledges convergent global trends around neo-liberal discourses in housing policy, which undermine the logic of strong welfare systems, he also recognizes the potential for societies to deal with globalization in social democratic terms. This involves off-setting risk, reinforcing social solidarity and enhancing control. 
In the 1990s, Boelhouwer and van der Heijden (1992) compared the development of housing systems in a number of western European societies. While on the one hand they identified a number of common stages that postwar European housing policy regimes went through, they also emphasized the lack of convergence between societies. In these stages societies moved from a point with an imperative to alleviate housing shortages, leading to a focus on housing quantity, to a concern with housing quality, followed by a growing interest in reducing the pressures of public spending on housing. The phases countries found themselves in was to a large extent determined by supply and demand relationships in the housing market, economic conditions and the role of the government in housing. However, the various phases did not always follow along from each other in all countries and there was substantial departure from a common trajectory. Thus, while Boelhouwer and van der Heijden asserted an increasing privatization of housing systems across societies, the assumption was that significant diversity would remain. 

‘Housing Market structures, which are the product of a series of historical developments unique to each country, the institutions that have been established in the course of time, and the activities of governments which are influenced by both tradition and ideology, are much too diverse for this [convergence] to be a credible supposition’ (p 295). 
So far this paper has attempted to illustrate a fundamental divergence between advanced societies in terms of two types of organisation of housing and welfare, as well as arguments for convergence based on the erosion of the unitary model of social housing in favour of a more market orientated owner-occupied system. The approach adopted in this paper does not seek to reduce the argument to an either-or, convergence or divergence polemic, but rather to establish a point from with to examine the assertion that the considerable non-profit rental housing sectors of more social democratic societies are being challenged or are under dissolution. Are unitary housing systems with more integrated private and public housing markets becoming residualised, or in other words, becoming more like the owner-occupied, market-liberal countries? 
Housing Conditions and Housing Experiences

Our point of empirical departure is the Netherlands. At the aggregate level the Netherlands appears a prime case for considering a shift towards housing privatisation and social welfare realignment following Harloe’s (1995) assertion that European housing systems would become increasingly commodified. A simple measure would be growth in home ownership rates and demand for private housing, reductions in state subsidy and intervention and the residualisation of the non-profit housing sector to a minority tenure that serves a constituency of low-income households whose needs cannot be met by the market. Indeed, in these terms commodification can be simply assessed in the Dutch case.
Home ownership expanded from a 45 percent share of all housing in 1990 to 55 percent in 2005 (figure 1). Demand for owner-occupied housing has also increased with the Netherlands recording house prices increases of 92 percent between 1997 and 2005 (figure 3). Housing debt, as a percentage of GDP, has also grown from 43 to 111 percent between 1992 and 2005. On the social rental side, the sector was largely privatised following the ‘grossing and balancing’ operation of 1995 in which the government effectively disengaged from direct social housing provision and left social housing management to autonomized housing associations (Priemus, 1996). 
However, these developments, although indicating a considerable policy realignment towards a more market orientated approach, provide a very crude measure of convergence or commodification. Comparative housing research has developed relatively few effective tools for assessing convergence as housing systems are complex, made up of diverse constellations of legal, economic and social dimensions that are aligned uniquely in each context as an outcome of a particular development pathway (see Kemeny and Lowe, 1998; Oxley 2001).  For Norris and Domanski (2007) housing research has in the past focused on ‘housing inputs’ (such as government spending) and ‘housing outputs’ (such as tenure structures). Although these are useful categories, they fail to capture housing outcomes in terms of experiences and the significance of differences and transformations.    

The neo-liberalisation and commodification of housing involves both a restructuring of housing policy and system approaches but also a level of subjective realignment towards market based provision and consumption, and individual self-provision. Moreover, the pattern of housing commodification as it has unfolded in liberal homeowner societies in the last decade does not simply reflect a pattern of commodification, but is more nuanced, demonstrating particular features of residualisation and marketization which has had a particular impact on housing options and choices (Ronald, 2008b), especially for younger people. The consideration of Dutch housing commodification in this paper is largely based on an assessment of similarities in such developments in neo-liberal homeowner regimes. More specifically, comparisons are made in reference to Britain (specifically England) as a key example of a commodified, ‘homeowner society’. Although this approach has obvious limitations as the two countries are at very different stages of commodification with radically different starting points, it provides an important reflective axis by which to consider shifts in housing conditions and their implications.  
Measures of similarity in these terms can include: whether more people than before aspire to, seek to, or actually do move to home ownership; whether social housing has become more residualised (changes in the distribution of incomes and accumulated housing wealth by housing situation); whether people are being forced to stay in the family home longer. Due to the limitations in available data, some of these measures are more accessible or reliable than others. A particularly significant focus for this paper concerns how housing opportunities, conditions and trajectories have changed for young people as this group is most likely to be affected by changes in the housing and social system. Before looking at these measures making a brief account of developments in the Dutch housing system is a useful for understanding the significance of developments and convergences. 
Trends in Dutch housing

Post-war housing policy primarily focused on generous brick and mortar subsidies to provide affordable rental housing for the fast growing population. Regulations limited landlord autonomy and set rents across all sectors which also contributed to the rapid expansion of rental housing (Hoekstra, 2003; Boelhouwer, 2002). In this period, the housing system was largely de-commodified and constituted housing as a social object that necessitated state involvement. However, policy did not seek to suppress home ownership and generous tax advantages were available for home buyers. The state also provided supply-side subsidy for private provision. What was characteristic therefore was the considerable role played by the state in the market.
With interest rates shrinking and rents growing, the relative costs of home ownership began to decline in the late 1970s and early 80s (Dieleman, 1999). The owner-occupied sector was also supported through ‘premium house purchase regulations’ which granted premiums to house buyers who met conditions in regard of dwelling price and household income. Subsequently, home ownership rates began to advance rapidly. The social rental sector concomitantly declined from about 40 to 35 percent of housing, although the private rental sector declined much faster (figure 1). Nonetheless, consensual support and demand for a large social rental housing sector persisted.
After 1990 a fundamental shift was made away from the brick and mortar subsidies. A more focused distribution approach for social rental dwellings was applied as well as greater support given to market practices that focused on achieving greater levels of home ownership (van Kempen and Priemus, 2002). Subsidies on affordable owner-occupied dwellings for people on low-medium incomes were also provided from the mid nineties (see van der Heijden et al., 2002). Another key factor in the expansion of home ownership in the Netherlands was the introduction of the National Mortgage Guarantee (NHG) in 1995 (see Dol and Elsinga, 2003). The NHG (a successor to a system of municipality guarantees) is a fund run by an independent foundation backed up by the central government and municipalities in case of large losses. The NHG provides a coherent and easy system for banks, promising full repayment should a guaranteed mortgagee fail. For house buyers, it means that mortgages are more available to those who may not otherwise qualify for loans. Moreover, the security of the guarantee means that no down payment is needed and the full value of the house plus transaction costs can be lent. In this manner, people can access the owner-occupied market earlier because there is less need to save. 

Figures 1 and 2: Housing stock development in the Netherlands and England
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On the rental side, municipal housing associations were privatized and existing independent housing associations given a new level of autonomy with ultimate control over social housing stock in 1995, following the ‘grossing and balancing’ operation. The associations have adopted the structures of private corporations and pursued both non-profit and for-profit operations in the housing sector (see Elsinga et al, 2008). There has also been a noticeable level of merging in order for housing associations to strengthen their positions in the market. ‘Grossing and balancing’ involved a calculation and transfer of all outstanding subsidy commitments from the government which effectively divested the state of accountability and future subsidy commitments. Due to the maturity of the social rental sector housing associations are remarkably wealthy. While housing associations are financially autonomous they work in principle within operating conditions set out in the 1993 Social Rented Sector Management Order (BBSH). The task for associations set out in this order is the provision of good, affordable rental housing for those unable to find a dwelling in the market, taking into account local government policy. In practice, however, most housing associations have not cooperated well with government objectives (Conijn, 2005). Indeed, the power and autonomy of housing authorities has become the centre of debate in the Netherlands (CFV, 2006). Although the privatization of housing associations was considered a step towards the marketization of housing provision in the Netherlands, the effect on the private sector has been rather unbalanced. 
Elsinga et al (2008) identify three current threats to the social housing system in the Netherlands. The first is EU policy which has explicitly taken the Dutch social rental housing as a threat to free market competition and has pressured the Dutch government to further withdraw institutional and regulatory protection of this sector. The second is the threat of the decline of political support for social renting, which has been aggravated by the lack of cooperation between housing associations and government over social objectives. The final threat is the growth of home ownership, as well as the consolidation of government support behind it.  
The 2000 VROM memorandum (What People Want Where people Live), signified a more profound change in thinking on housing policy. In policy discourses housing became more an object of consumption choice than a social good, with the new approach affirming the individual as a consumer who expressed personal desires who should have more freedom in realising their own preferences and building capital assets (VROM, 2000, p 88). The implication is the further privatisation of housing. However, while the government had ambitions for the housing associations to sell 50,000 social rental dwellings annually, the actions of the newly autonomous sector did not meet up. After 2000 it became apparent that the housing market was much tighter than had been thought and housing associations needed to respond accordingly. 
Although home ownership advanced rapidly in the Netherlands, there are some significant differences with the pattern of policy and system commodification in countries like Britain. While the Dutch social rental housing sector has been on the defensive, in many ways it has become more robust following deregulation due to the considerable maturity of the housing associations and the substantial housing stock and capital they control. Social housing still constitutes 35 percent of housing and has only declined 5 percent since 1980. British housing commodification, however was far more tenure biased and involved cutting off social housing supply and a significant transfer of existing social housing units into private owner-occupied ones (figure 2). The pattern of house price inflation has also been differentiated, and while the Netherlands has experienced house price booms in the early 1980s and since the late 1990s, they have not been synchronised with the trajectories and intensities of British house price increases (figure 3). Nonetheless, in the last decade, house price increases and home ownership growth have been more aligned. However, as the next section illustrates, the conditions and outcomes, particularly for younger people, have been quite different. 
Figure 3: House price indices, Netherlands and England (1985 = 100)
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Housing conditions and experiences of younger adults: the evidence
Parasite singles or non-starters
Although Britain and the Netherlands follow a ‘north European pattern’ of early home leaving (Iacovou, 1998), a discernable trend in homeowner societies like Britain has been a rise in the number of young adults staying longer in the family home. While this does not necessarily reflect the commodification of housing, it illustrates the nature of, and shifts in, housing conditions. In many societies where home ownership dominates, an extended period of residing in the parental home may be required in order to save for a deposit on a home or by a perceived or real inadequacy of rental alternatives (Mulder and Billari, 2006). In Britain, it has been further reinforced by the declining availability of affordable owner-occupied housing. The term ‘parasite single’ has been coined in the Japanese context to describe a life course pattern orientated toward and extended co-residency and dependency on parental resources in the post bubble recession period (Yamada, 1999), although it has also been understood to reflect conditions in the housing and labour market which have undermined the post-war housing ladder system (Ronald and Hirayama, 2007). In the Netherlands, we should expect to find relatively lower levels of parasite singles because of the flexibility of the housing market which has more affordable home ownership than the UK, mortgage guarantees, as well as strong and diverse rental sector alternatives.  
Table 1: Adults living in their parents homes in England and the Netherlands
	England

	
	1991
	2001
	2002
	2005
	2006

	Men 20-24
	50
	57
	56
	57
	58

	25-29
	19
	22
	19
	23
	22

	30-34
	9
	8
	8
	8
	9

	Women 20-24
	32
	36
	37
	38
	39

	25-29
	9
	11
	10
	11
	11

	30-24
	5
	3
	2
	3
	3

	
	1995
	2001
	2002
	2005
	2006

	Netherlands
	
	
	
	
	

	Men 20-24
	61
	60
	60
	59
	59

	25-29
	21
	21
	21
	22
	22

	30-34
	7
	7
	7
	7
	7

	Women 20-24
	39
	39
	40
	38
	38

	25-29
	8
	8
	8
	9
	9

	30-24
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2


Table 1 illustrates that the Netherlands in fact has had a slightly higher numbers of adults living with their parents among the youngest age group (20-24), although there has been a considerable recent convergence with English rates. Dutch 25-35 year olds are slightly less likely to be found in the parental home, indicating better housing opportunities, affordability or tenure options. More significant though is that there has been relative stability in rates of young adults staying in the family home compared to marked increases in England. These findings may indicate that England and the Netherlands are at different stages of housing commodification that have variegated effects on groups of young people. It also illustrates greater stability over time in the face of house price inflation, in the Dutch case.
Growing aspirations for home ownership?
An important indicator of a commodification of housing in the Netherlands would be a shift in attitudes towards tenure, although tenure aspirations can be difficult to measure and interpret. In Britain, preferences appear to have been molded by housing market conditions. Forrest et al suggested that home ownership has been ‘most attractive when house prices are rising steeply and it is least affordable. In calmer market conditions prospective owners are more inclined to wait than enter prematurely’ (1999, p 18). Recent research in England (Pannell and Tatch, 2007) shows that although short term aspirations for home ownership for younger people initially increased and then declined in the early years of the recent housing boom, they recovered again strongly in the later part (table 3). Long term aspirations, however, tended to be more consistent. One interpretation of this is that at the beginning of a boom many may find home ownership attractive, but then increasingly unaffordable or even risky because of intensive price increases. However, after a consolidated period of house price inflation, conditions of volatility and risk may become more normalized with the ostensible gains made by movers in the market undermining the attractiveness of rental tenure alternatives. For Pannell and Tatch, the return of the desire for owner-occupation to near record levels may have reflected high levels of household confidence ‘against a backdrop of sustained economic recovery and strong jobs market and a greater investment motive on the back of robust capital gains in the housing market’ (p 1).  
Table 2: Home ownership preferences, households intending to move in a year (NL)

	 
	1994
	1998
	2002
	2006

	Starter
	22%
	34%
	22%
	33%

	Existing household
	47%
	53%
	41%
	52%


Source: Ministry of Housing, Netherlands

Table 3: Preferences for home ownership in 2 years time (UK)

	Age 
	1991
	1996
	1999
	2001
	2003
	2007

	Under 25
	60
	55
	59
	39
	37
	50

	25-34
	83
	79
	77
	74
	76
	75

	35-54
	87
	86
	84
	80
	83
	83


Source: BRMB except 1996-1999, Mori (1996-1999)
The last three decades have been marked by two significant price booms (figure 3) in the Netherlands. A sharp upturn followed by an equally sharp downturn occurred in the late 1970s. More significant is a more enduring upturn since the end of the 1980s, which became more intense at the turn of the century. Such conditions may well have embedded perceptions among younger generations of home ownership as most economically advantageous tenure. Despite house price booms, preferences for home ownership among Dutch starters
 are much lower and less volatile than their English counterparts (see tables 2 and 3). As table two indicates, the Dutch are more inclined to go for home ownership in a later phase of life, although the share of young starters preferring home ownership has increased. What is important to note in the English case is that since the early 1980s, preferences for social rented housing have been in steady decline (Pannell and Tatch, 2007). In the Netherlands this trend is more evident in the actual tenure destinations of younger people starting their housing careers.
Starters

Table 4 illustrates changes in ratios by tenure of actual starters on the housing market in the Netherlands and England in the late 1990s and early 2000s. A more general look at housing situations of households under 30 (figure 4 and 5) shows a similar pattern. The main feature is an increase in Dutch home ownership rates after 1995 that remains stable in the period 1998 to 2006, and, on the other hand, a steady decline in English owner-occupancy rates. Consequently, by 2006 the share of homeowners under 30 in the Netherlands had climbed to a comparative level with England (34 compared to 37 percent). Among 25-29 year olds the rate is 44 percent in the Netherlands compared to 46 percent in England. It is quite possible that the rate of owner-occupation among younger households in the Netherlands may surpass England in the next few years. 
Table 4: Starters by tenure

	
	Netherlands
	England

	
	1992
	1997*
	2001
	2004
	1999
	2002
	2007

	Owner occupied
	26%
	29%
	32%
	35%
	34%
	35%
	32%

	Social rental
	52%
	52%
	46%
	46%
	25%
	23%
	20%

	Private rental
	22%
	19%
	22%
	19%
	41%
	42%
	48%

	Total number of starters
	202100
	107600
	81600
	85400
	426000
	356000
	396000


* Private rental underestimated and social rental sector overestimated, due to difficulties with datasets. 

Source: Ministry of Housing, Netherlands and Survey of English Housing

While there have been an increasing percentage of Dutch starters buying homes, the social rental sector still plays a major role in the Dutch starter’s market at 46 percent in 2004 compared to 20 percent in England in 2007. While this is a decline of around 5-6 percent in the last decade in both countries, it represents a more substantial proportional decline in England. More significantly, it shows that social rental housing is still an option for almost half of all Dutch starters. Looking at the youngest age group (figure 5) reveals that in the Netherlands the social rental sector constitutes the very first step on the housing market for most young people (around 55 percent). Declining affordability in the English housing market has increasingly kept young people off the owner-occupied housing ladder. The most notable trend has been for early housing careers to be dominated by private renting, or remaining longer in the parental home (see figures 1 and 4). Alternatively, despite similar sharp house price increases, young Dutch people have still been able to get in the owner-occupied housing market and out of private renting or the parental home. Poorer starters have also had far more opportunity than English ones to rent from housing associations. 
Figure 4: Housing situation of young households 20-30
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Figure 5: Housing situation of young households 20-24
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Figure 6: Housing situation of young households 25-29
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Sources: Dutch Ministry of Housing (VROM) and Survey of English Housing
It should be noted that the total number of starters in the Netherlands has declined since 1992. This may be attributed to a demographic shift after 1995 in which the number of people in their twenties declined. However, it is clear that access to housing before 1995 was easier than after 1995, before the generosity of subsidies was eroded and the production of new social rental housing slowed.

A shift to owner-occupation by many starters may be a result of frustration with social renting. Due to distribution rules, a major part of the Dutch social rental sector is reserved for lower incomes, excluding starters with relatively higher incomes. Even for lower income starters, waiting lists for social housing units are long and complicated, especially for more desirable properties. The indication therefore is that the social rental sector for young people is becoming more residualised. Considering the high cost of private renting, the increasing preference for owner occupation is understandable. This is a good alternative when prices do not appear too high, and although house prices have increased so too have levels of affluence among young middle class people. The English experience shows that exploding house prices combined with restricted access to the residualised social rental sector have forced many starters into the private rental sector. Those who do manage to get on the owner-occupied housing ladder increasingly rely on financial assistance from parents (Williams, 2007). 
Housing conditions for young Dutch homeowners 
In countries where home ownership has been strongly normalized there may be a sense that people should get on the owner-occupied ‘housing ladder’ as soon as possible. This tendency may be strongly reinforced by house price inflation and associated feelings and discourses of ‘house price euphoria’ (Ronald, 2008a). In the Dutch case capital gains made through the buying and selling of houses is somewhat tempered by transaction costs and taxes which can amount to 12 percent on top of the nominal price. There is also imputed rent of up to 0.55 percent annually on a mortgaged housing property, although this is more than compensated for by full tax relief on mortgage interest. 
A recent Dutch case study (Boumeester and Dol, 2008) showed that the young especially connect home ownership to the idea of long-term investment and housing quality. Many singles may however, prefer a rental dwelling because of the sense of flexibility.  Dutch couples have demonstrated a more consistent focus on owner-occupation, especially if they have children, although the costs of starting a family can actually impede entry into home ownership (Mulder, 2003). This may have to do with the structure of the housing market. There are family houses in the rental stock, but they are not always readily available. 90 percent of the owner occupied stock, however, consists of family houses. Normally these houses are higher quality (bigger) than rented family homes. 
Currently, as long as a strong social rental sector exists, young Dutch people have opportunities to make a risk free first step on the housing market. However, more affluent ones, especially those in couples and/or with children, may seek to buy a suitable home. Home ownership has indeed become more popular and may rise even further in the next decades, and there is certainly a higher level of housing commodification in the Netherlands than there once was. Government policy has only sought to reinforce owner-occupation, and with the ending of subsidization for the social housing sector, the profile of support has become notably one sided. Nonetheless the social housing sector continues to play an important role in providing the young with a route into independent affordable housing.
What may be significant is that younger generations are beginning housing careers in an environment where home ownership is increasingly being normalized and even associated with ‘investment’ and ‘identity consumption’ as much as use value (see Ronald 2008b). Moreover, the tenure profile of young independent households is orientating around owner-occupied housing careers. The rate of home ownership as a first tenure rapidly increased from 26 to 35 percent of all housing between 1992 and 2004. In the longer term, within the limitations of supply, it can be assumed that as cohorts of owner-occupiers age, the ratio of home ownership in the Netherlands will only increase further. This may reinforce a process of tenure polarization in terms of both a residualisation of poorer households in rental accommodation, and a stigmatization of rental tenure itself. 
While starters and younger generations may well see and use housing more as an investment commodity than their predecessors, there is limited evidence to suggest that young Dutch people perceive home ownership as means of provision in old age. Qualitative research looking at home ownership as a source of security (Elsinga et al 2007) found that while housing was seen as a form of saving for the future, there was still considerable reliance or confidence in other forms of public and private provision for old age. Compared to other European countries in this study, discourses on home ownership in the Netherlands were not particularly sensitive to global shifts in risks. Starters in Boumeester and Dol’s research (2007) were sensitive to price increases, but they didn’t mention using housing equity in old age. Many questions on the perceptions of the Dutch on the relation between home-ownership and old age/pension provision remain. The further development of equity release products may be particularly significant in this context as trading down involves considerable transaction costs and taxes. 
Dutch trajectories

While there has been a substantial privatization of housing consumption through Dutch housing policy, there are still fundamental differences with liberal-market orientated homeowner societies like Britain. Speculations about the growth of asset based forms of welfare and a home ownership-welfare trade off (Castles, 1998; Kemeny, 2005; Groves et al., 2007) are clearly premature. There is significant reason to expect that the Netherlands and other continental European counties will continue to follow their own regime trajectories.
Elsinga et al (2008) envisage two possible scenarios for the housing system in the Netherlands. The first involves the maintenance of the unitary rental system. The social housing sector in the Netherlands is considerably matured and associations are well funded. The size of the social rental stock is likely to remain above 30 percent. Although there are targets on threshold incomes for social housing, sitting tenants with higher incomes retain their rights to live there. For younger people at the beginning of their careers, social housing is thus still a secure and attractive housing option. Moreover, it is unlikely that social housing will become as stigmatized as in Anglo-Saxon homeowner societies, especially considering the quality and distribution of stock, and investment in neighbourhoods compared to council housing in countries like the UK. Housing associations will also be able to continue to subsidize their social and renewal functions through their solid property asset portfolios and activities in the commercial sector. While government support has declined, it will not necessarily lead to a collapse in the social rental system. The second scenario involves the residualisation of social housing and the decline of the unitary rental system. This can be considered a ‘residual unitary market scenario’ (van der Heijden, 2002, p 337). With the division recently drawn in the for-profit and non-profit activities of associations (see Elsinga et al, 2008, p 32), they will become more like ‘hybrid’ organizations. This could lead to the social side acquiring a safety-net function. The process of transformation into a home ownership driven, dualist system could be accelerated by greater restrictions on the size of low income target groups and the size of the stock of social rental housing.
A central assertion of this paper is that commodification and privatization, while strongly evident in the Dutch case, are not linear and uniform, but rather more complex processes. Privatization and neo-liberal transformations in Dutch governance and policy have been framed and molded by more social democratic institutions and traditions of provision, especially in housing, even though welfare has demonstrated a more corporatist orientation. Liberalization and deregulation of the housing sector has involved a privatization of the social housing sector as a whole, and the process of transition required the establishment of guarantees (such as the WSW: a guarantee fund for housing associations that guarantees loans at below market rates), the maintenance of tax advantages and the transfer of considerable wealth. Housing associations have been considerable resilient and have not had to transfer large amounts of stock to the private sector. Indeed, they have been able to compete with the private sector on more advantageous terms, effectively undermining true market conditions. Housing commodification, as it has been considered in Anglophone countries, alternatively, is implicitly assumed to be a process of tenure transfer and policy has focused on striping housing associations of stock and transforming better-off tenants into homeowners. 

In Sweden the unitary rental housing system has also undergone transformation as a result of neo-liberal pressures since the early 1990s. In this case the nature of commodification of housing is notably different, but with a similar state restructuring of accountability and risk, erosion of social rental housing subsidy and an emphasis on the market as a provider (Turner and Whitehead, 2002). While municipal housing companies have not been privatised, the framework of state support has declined and the level playing field of competition between public and private providers has been challenged by the assertion of market conditions.  
We may therefore assert that housing commodification and privatization across north European societies may follow more diverse paths involving, and shaped by, the various political and institutional alignments found in different countries. At an aggregate level it may, however, be possible to discern two models or processes: a ‘tenure commodification’ path in Anglophone homeowner societies and a ‘rental sector marketization’ path found in societies with strongly embedded unitary rental sectors. The experiences of young people in each of these societies may be increasingly orientated around home ownership and determined by commodified market relations, but will be quantitatively and qualitatively different in terms of tenure choices and access to independent housing. 
It is necessary to consider the relationship between housing, commodification and neo-liberalization in more dynamic terms. In the Dutch case, the housing system has indeed become more privatized due to a growth in home ownership and the autonomy achieved by housing associations. The primary mechanisms of housing subsidy have also been restructured around more privatistic forms aligned with property ownership (and away from public housing subsidies). However, more than a third of housing is still provided in de-commodified terms via housing associations with distribution and pricing based on social targets rather than market levels. Even new home ownership schemes provided by housing associations are orientated around social targets and provide buyback guarantees. In Sweden there has been more marketization in rent setting etc, but there is still considerable reliance on public housing corporations. There is thus considerable difference between these transformations and the type of housing commodification involving tenure transfer that has occurred in Britain, which has more effectively undermined social forms of provision and the role of the government in the housing sector. This constitutes a liberal form of commodification through housing ‘propertisation’ that embeds households (engenders greater dependency) more firmly in the market and broader networks of commodified relations concerning the market and self-provision as the most effective means of not only finding housing, but security in general. It appears necessary therefore, to differentiate between processes of privatization, marketization and commodification. All may well reflect the neo-liberalization of policies but are emphasized in different measure in each social context, arguably as a result of prevailing constellations of institutional and political relations.    

Conclusion 

This paper began by identifying Anglophone interpretations of apparent marketization in continental European policy regimes and social rental housing sectors. An assertion has been that housing is becoming increasingly commodified through processes of social and political neo-liberalization and demographic change. The implication being that housing systems in these societies are increasingly resembling market liberal homeowner societies like Britain and the USA. Indeed, since the 1990s countries like Sweden and the Netherlands have undergone quite radical policy and housing system changes towards more market based provision and away from rental sector subsidy. 

Although home ownership rates have increased and subsidy bias shifted from public to private sectors, this can be considered only a crude measure of housing commodification.  A closer examination of transformations in housing conditions and choices among younger households in the Netherlands reveals that although home ownership has become a more popular tenure destination for housing starters and younger people, social rental housing is still the largest sector serving these groups and strongly influences the options and routes out of the family home into independent housing. At the same time, increases in home purchase and the association of tenure choices with ‘investment’ may indicate a steady transformation occurring in Dutch housing. 
Comparisons with England reveal some insightful similarities and disparities in the housing conditions of younger people in both societies, but reflect two very different housing systems on divergent trajectories of commodification and marketization. It is clear that the Dutch housing system is not becoming like a market liberal homeowner society. Neither is it likely to retain all its unitary rental market features. Institutional and political alignments are clearly critical in, and strongly shape, processes of commodification in each national context. The Netherlands still retains a strong sense of social solidarity in its institutional approaches and is still resistant to the type of market practices that generate social inequalities. A process of residualisation of social rental housing may be underway, but understanding of its impact cannot be based on the experiences of market liberal homeowner societies. Considered and reflexive comparison of how commodification and residualisation develop in each society will provide far more substantial insight to current changes in housing regimes and their potential future impact.  
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