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Definition 

Looking at dictionary definitions of affordable, it is common to find entries such as ‘that can 

be afforded’, ‘believed to be within one’s financial means’ (dictionary.com), ‘having a cost 

that is not too high’ (merriam-webster.com), ‘inexpensive; reasonably priced’ 

(oxforddictionaries.com), or ‘you have enough money to buy it/the financial means for it’ 

(vocabulary.com). However, when talking about affordable housing, the connotation changes, 

and it usually makes reference to housing for a particular segment of the population: ‘housing 

that is not too expensive for people of limited means’ (merriam-webster.com). There is no 

common definition of affordable housing, and the existing ones use a variety of indicators that 

often combine the person or household income and the house price. Differences appear 

between countries too, with the UK, for instance considering a house is affordable if to pay for 

it, in mortgage or rent, you do not need to dedicate more than 35% of the household net income 

(Bibby, 2015). In Australia, on the other hand, that threshold is set at 30% 

(NewSouthWalesGovernment, n.d.). Those figures are indicative and many other variables and 

ways to measure and define affordable housing exist. This piece of work intends to make a 

contribution to clarify the existing information available to the public on this matter. 

 

Affordable Housing and Development 

1. Introduction 

Affordable housing is a topic that appears at the forefront of press news more often every day 

(Dougherty, 2018; Savage, 2018; Zhou, 2018). This is likely the case because the lack of 

affordable housing and the existence of a housing crisis, as it has been called by some 

(Norwood, 2018; Savage, 2018), is something that affect developed countries, more 

extensively since the economic crisis of 2007-8 (Shelter, 2010), and it is not an exclusive 

characteristic of a typical poor or low income country. However, there is a clear relationship 

between housing and poverty, with housing circumstances having an impact on poverty and 

vice-versa (Tunstall et al., 2013). The global affordable housing gap is estimated at 330 million 

urban households, and it is forecasted to grow up to 440 million households by 2025 (King et 

al., 2017). The gap is bigger in low and middle income countries, where cities are growing 

much quicker than governments can actually build the services and infrastructure necessary to 

accommodate the increase in population (King, 2017). 

The so called ‘housing crisis’ has been traditionally linked to periods of growth in the demand 

for houses coupled with insufficient supply, with also traditional policy approaches focused on 

building more houses. It has become apparent that such approach is not valid and in some cases 

it has created additional problems instead of solving them. In some occasions houses have been 

built away from facilities and job centres, which has resulted in housing estates ending up as 
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dormitory towns or even being abandoned, becoming ‘ghost towns’ (UN-Habitat, 2013). In 

some instances, regional housing crises are triggered by conflict, with ethnic cleansing and 

civil wars displacing people through forced evictions (Brown, 2003). Access to shelter 

(housing) is linked to the access to clean water and sanitation, with the subsequent effects on 

health, affected also by the quality of the house (poor insulation, humidity conditions, heating 

systems). The links between health and education, and their role in productivity improvements 

and economic growth, have been largely addressed by the literature (see for instance Todaro 

and Smith, 2015 or Zimmerman and Woolf, 2014). The lack of housing affordability has 

already been identified as a factor influencing poor performance of children in school 

(Crowley, 2003). This means that housing becomes a key element in the achievement of the 

Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015). In fact, recent studies have specifically identified 

housing affordability as a factor influencing the creation of sustainable environments in the 

developing world, with case studies for Nigeria (Aribigbola, 2011) and Sub-Saharan Africa 

(Hove et al., 2013). The latter identifies existing urban crises as threat for both sustainable 

development and human security. 

From the previous paragraph it becomes apparent that housing is related to SDG1 (poverty), 

SDG3 (health), SDG4 (education), SDG6 (water and sanitation) and SDG7 (energy). More 

specifically, Goal 11 (SDG11) aims to ‘make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable’ (UN, 2015). Progress towards this goal will be informed by the 

conclusions of Habitat III, the UN Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development 

that took place in Quito, Ecuador, in October 2016. It approved a ‘New Urban Agenda’ that 

includes as one of its guiding principles the provision of ‘equal access for all to physical and 

social infrastructure and basic services, as well as adequate and affordable housing’ (UN, 

2017). The Global Housing Strategy framework document had already been agreed (UN-

Habitat, 2013), and in fact, the UN has been concerned with issues around urbanisation for 

decades, with UN-Habitat (UN Human Settlements Centre) mandate existing since 1978 (UN-

Habitat, n.d.).  

Housing affordability is also increasingly used as an indicator of a country’s socio-economic 

stability (Suhaida et al., 2011), and the deterioration in the availability of affordable houses has 

originated social protests in different western countries (Ben-Shahar et al., 2018). It is therefore 

required to explore the issues around affordable housing in more depth, but notwithstanding 

the multiplicity of elements involved, the following sections will touch upon the more prevalent 

questions. 

2. Housing as a human right 

Internationally, the right to adequate housing is widely recognised. It appears as part of the 

right to adequate standard of living in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and 

more explicitly in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 

(UN, 2014). International institutions monitor the progress on this human right (UN, Council 

of Europe) but how to address homelessness and the right to housing depends on its legal 

consideration in each individual country. While at least 40% of the world’s Constitutions refer 

to housing or housing rights (Kenna, 2005), there are countries like the US that have been 

trying to overturn the recognition of the right to housing (Sidoti, 1996).  

Through the UN framework, the defence of housing as a human right began highlighting the 

states’ responsibility to protect such right and to implement policies that support and facilitate 



the right to housing. However, direct interventions appeared limited, with most of the 

resolutions addressing (disallowing) the problem of forced evictions, and focusing on 

monitoring the reporting of the situation and policies by the signatory countries (UN, n.d.). 

However, these first steps already pointed towards the possibility of further intervention, in 

particular with regard to the justiciability of housing rights, which include the right to appeal 

and complaint against actions or lack of actions that compromise the right to adequate housing 

(UN, n.d.).  

In the revision of the framework on the right to adequate housing (UN, 2014), such intervention 

elements appear reinforced, with examples of cases taken to court in different countries (South 

Africa, Colombia); and the accountability of states taken to the forefront, with specific 

institutions being created at national level for the protection of human rights, including 

economic, social and cultural rights (Australia, Kenya). The right to adequate housing is 

presented as a set of freedoms and entitlements, with minimum characteristics required to be 

effectively considered adequate. Affordability is included among said characteristics, and in 

this regard ‘housing is not adequate if its cost threatens or compromises the occupants’ 

enjoyment of other human rights’ (UN, n.d.; UN, 2014). 

Bearing this in mind, it is striking to observe that not all countries are going in the same 

direction when it comes to the protection of the right to housing. For instance, the US did not 

ratify the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which means that is not legally 

bound by it (Tars, 2016). In Canada, the right to adequate housing is not considered a human 

right insofar it is not included in the Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Agrawal, 2017), so there 

is no direct way to enforce this right within its legal system. However, things are changing with 

the current government led by Justin Trudeau, who intends to include the right to adequate 

housing as a fundamental right in the law, through what is considered an ambitious ‘national 

housing strategy’ (Tasker, 2017). Australia is signatory of the Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights and the right to housing was supported in the National Action Plan on 

Human Rights and in international forums such as Habitat II (Sidoti, 1996) however it has 

fallen short in its performance over the right to housing, and has been continuously criticised 

due to its lack of sufficient progress (Sidoti, 1996; Human Rights Law Centre [HRLC], 2009; 

Kurzyp, 2018). 

The consequences of homelessness or adequate housing can be extremely severe for vulnerable 

groups, and this has been pointed out in different ways for different countries. Within 

developed countries, in Australia, particular issues were long ago identified for children, people 

with mental illness and indigenous Australians (Sidoti, 1996). In the US, issues related to 

discrimination have been identified, particularly with regard to the criminalization of 

homelessness (Tars, 2016). In developing nations of the Pacific Islands, some common 

problems have been identified, affecting the right to adequate housing. These include: 

increasing poverty and declining living standards; growing squatter settlements in urban and 

periurban areas’ poor infrastructure and housing regulatory mechanisms; land conflicts and 

ethnic tensions; and extreme vulnerability to natural disasters (McKay, 2009). The 

consequences of these problems get aggravated when they affect particular vulnerable groups. 

It becomes apparent, however, that most of the studies related to homelessness focus, up until 

very recently, on developed/industrialised countries, with very little being done for specific 

groups in developing countries, with the exception of ‘street children’ (Tipple and Speak, 

2009). 



It is relevant to point out then, some of the international conventions and instruments existing 

to protect the right (to housing and others) of vulnerable groups (Tars, 2016; UN, 2014):  

- Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) 

- International Labour Organization’s Convention No. 117 concerning Basic Aims and 

Standards of Social Policy (1962) 

- International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

(1965) 

- International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) 

- Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979) 

- Convention Against Torture (1984) 

- Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 

- International Labour Organization’s Convention No. 169 concerning Indigenous and 

Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries (1989) 

- International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 

Members of Their Families (1990) 

- Habitat Agenda (1996) 

- Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) 

- Basic Principles and Guidelines on Development-Based Evictions (2007) (UN, 2007) 

It is also important to acknowledge that the recognition of housing as human right does not 

mean that the State is obliged to build and provide housing for everybody and for free (Sidoti, 

1996, UN, 2014; Tars, 2016). However, it makes governments responsible for the realization 

of this right, which may involve the allocation of resources, public houses or vouchers; the 

creation of incentives for the private sector to develop affordable housing; or the regulation of 

the market through control of rents, the protection from evictions, the assurance of adequate 

conditions through codes and inspections, and other means (Tars, 2016). 

The main problem that countries face nowadays is the reduction of public funding available, 

which has resulted on the commodification of the housing sector and the dominance of private 

interests over public ones, with some cases in which conflicting interests have brought the 

displacement of entire groups of population as a result of market development, with no legal 

instruments existing to protect the right to housing (Albisa et al., 2013). The following section 

will focus on some of the government interventions and initiatives on housing policy, with 

specific actions in affordable housing. 

3. Government interventions on housing policy: Affordable housing and social 

housing 

Though in some forums social housing and affordable housing are used as interchangeable 

terms, the literature has acknowledged that each of them has its own definition and specific 

policy instruments exist in different countries and local authorities (Czischke and van Bortel, 

2018). In fact, the definition of affordable housing varies from country to country.  

The international community, mostly through the UN-Habitat framework, has established 

targets to improve the situation of poor countries (the global South) in particular with regard to 

affordable housing. However the results are mixed, with the proportion of urban population 

living in slums in developing regions decreasing between 1990 and 2014, but with the absolute 

number of slum dwellers increasing by 28% in the same period (King et al., 2017). It doesn’t 



help that most of the countries that have experienced simultaneously urban growth and 

economic stagnation are in Sub-Saharan Africa (Beard et al., 2016). Weakest governance 

institutions in a good number of these countries make it necessary for them to count on 

international cooperation, guidance and financing, with initiatives such as the ‘African Union 

Housing Finance’ (AUHF), grouping mortgage banks, building societies, housing corporations 

and others (AUHF, n.d.), playing a very important role.  

Researchers have identified three main issues with regard to affordable housing in developing 

countries (King et al., 2017): The growth of under-serviced, substandard, and insecure housing 

disconnected from livelihood options; the overemphasis on home ownership, which excludes 

the poor; and, inappropriate land policies and regulations that can push the poorest groups to 

city peripheries. The solutions suggested include (King et al., 2017): Participatory in situ 

upgrading of informal settlements; support of rentals, particularly in affordable market 

segments; and convert under-utilized inner-city land and buildings into affordable housing. 

These solutions, that are supposed to be tailored to developing countries, seem to be mirroring 

the approaches that developed countries have taken or have attempted to adopt, as the examples 

in the following paragraphs show. 

In Australia, affordable housing is mostly rented, and people who are eligible for affordable 

housing do not necessarily have to be eligible for social housing (NewSouthWalesGovernment, 

n.d.). Affordable housing is then an instrument that covers the needs of very low to moderate 

income households, in a way which allows them to cover other basic living costs such as food, 

clothing, transport, medical care and education. Affordable housing in this context would have 

been developed with some sort of assistance from the government (local or other), through 

instruments such as planning incentives. Houses may be owned by private developers or 

investors, local governments, charitable organizations or community housing providers 

(NewSouthWalesGovernment, n.d.). In the case of New South Wales, the funding of the 

projects include resources from ‘grant or land contributions, planning incentives, philanthropic 

sources, community housing provider equity contributions and from finance secured against 

assets owned by community housing providers’(NewSouthWalesGovernment, n.d.). In the 

country as a whole, one of the most remarkable instruments dedicated to increase the 

availability of affordable housing was the National Rental Affordability Scheme, approved in 

2008 and in place up to 2014. The system subsidized rents to 20% below market level, 

constituting an effective stimulus for the increase of housing supply (Rowley et al., 2016). 

However, the scheme was discontinued and has not been replaced by another mechanism, 

which has been criticised, together with the need to demonstrate long-term commitment from 

the government ‘to secure the confidence of the investment sector’ (Rowley et al., 2016). It is 

suggested that the approach of the government is one of addressing ‘crisis accommodation’, in 

order to house an increasing number of homeless people in the country, instead of solving the 

issue of decreasing social housing stock, reduced by 16,000 homes since 2009 (Kurzyp, 2018). 

The fact that the ‘rental’ market seems to be failing, for a variety of reasons, does not guarantee 

much hope for this approach to work in developing countries, unless the necessary instruments, 

including funding, are put in place. 

In the UK, affordable housing can include both rented and owned properties, with a 

classification distinguishing between three main types of dwellings (Communities and Local 

Government, 2012): Social rented, affordable rented and intermediate housing. Social rented 

housing is owned by local authorities and private registered providers, with target rents 



determined through a national rent regime. Affordable rented housing is let by the same 

providers (local authorities or private providers) of social housing, subject to a rent control by 

which the rent cannot be more than 80% of the local market rent. Intermediate housing include 

houses for sale and rent, provided at a cost that is above the social rent, but below market levels 

(Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2012). In 2015 the government 

proposed to amend the definition of affordable housing to include what they called ‘Starter 

Homes’ (new-build homes that become the first house for those starting in the housing ladder), 

but this was controversial as it was not guaranteed that said homes were going to be really 

‘affordable’. So the main proposal of policy change to address affordable housing issues is that 

‘on major housing development sites, at least 10% of the housing should be for affordable 

home ownership’ (Wilson and Barton, 2018). In addition, low income households can claim 

‘housing benefits’ to help paying their rent or mortgage if they have savings below certain 

threshold, but it is envisaged that the roll-out of the new ‘Universal Credit’ benefits system, 

will create problems to access said housing benefits (Simmons, 2016). It is also worth 

mentioning that the policy approach in the UK differs between England, Scotland and Wales, 

with the former centred on the reduction of overall public expenditure, whereas particularly 

Scotland, but also Wales are more focused on reducing social disadvantages (Tunstall et al., 

2013). The latest recommendations to address the lack of affordable housing in England point 

towards the increase of low-cost rented housing (Robson, 2018). There are also increasing 

voices asking for the use of brownfield sites for social housing and affordable housing 

development, with the argument that being already within urban areas, the necessary services 

would already be in place (Burroughs, 2014). These arguments do not seem to consider, 

however, the impact that an increase in population (users) would have in said services or 

amenities. 

In the US the approach with regard to government intervention in housing policy has changed 

overtime, with actions mainly focused on the social housing (low-income) spectrum. The 

Federal Government began its involvement in low-income housing through the Housing Act 

of 1937, with direct supply of housing through subsidies ‘to local public housing authorities 

for the construction of public housing developments’. This approach shifted in the 60s and 70s 

towards subsidies to private developers to build and operate housing developments, and 

subsidies to low-income households to rent in the private market (vouchers) (Collinson et al., 

2015). It can be argued that most of the policy interventions in the US are means-tested 

programmes, which is linked to the affordability of housing due to the increase in real terms 

costs. The programmes described above require tenants to contribute with 30% of their income 

to rent, while other programmes, such as the Low Income Housing Tax Credit, charge a flat 

rent to the participants (Collinson et al., 2015). 

While affordable housing and homelessness require usually approaches adapted to the local 

circumstances, it is also true that some initiatives that prove successful can be extrapolated to 

other areas and countries. One example of this can be the ‘Housing first’ initiative, developed 

in the US for homeless people with complex needs (particularly mental health issues) (Shelter, 

2008). The programme has been developed and adapted for other countries, including members 

of the European Union, but also Australia, with encouraging levels of success (Pleace and 

Bretherton, 2013). 

So far all the examples provided make reference to initiatives in developed countries. It is fair 

to assume that less developed countries would face more acute problems, apart from the 



common struggle shared with developed countries of increasing demand combined with 

insufficient supply. In Sub-Saharan Africa, issues appear with land availability, costly and time 

consuming land acquisition and development processes, limited network infrastructure, high 

cost of construction materials, and lack of a robust construction sector (World Bank, 2015). 

Africa in general suffers from restrictive taxation, finance and macro-economic frameworks 

that worsen the functionality of the housing markets (Centre for Affordable Housing Finance 

in Africa [CAHF], 2016). One of the most recent proposals made to improve the situation 

include the use of ‘Real Estate Investment Trusts’ (REITs). The idea is to aggregate different 

sources of funding and target them into a real estate portfolio, which would extend its 

investment period beyond the limitation of one individual project (CAHF, 2017). Researchers 

also call for the use of local building materials and intermediate technology, as a way to reduce 

construction costs (Ugochukwu and Chioma M., 2015), up to 60% in the case of Nigeria. 

Moving on to Asia, the case of China is worth exploring. Housing policy reforms involved a 

privatisation of the housing provision, but inflation in house prices originated wider housing 

inequality problems in cities (Wang and Murie, 2011). The initial target of the government, to 

support affordable housing being 70% of the supply, was never reached, and got reduced to 

25% of the market, with divergent opinions between the central and the local governments, 

who perceived subsidised rental housing as unprofitable (Wang and Murie, 2011). New policy 

approaches include diversified investments and public-private partnerships; affordable housing 

not for sale only, encouraging both rent and joint ownerships; and housing finance and budget 

subsidies at all levels of government (Wang and Murie, 2011). 

4. Measuring and studying housing affordability 

Tackling the issues associated to housing affordability is a complex task, bearing in mind that 

there is not an agreed definition on what ‘affordable housing’ means. As an indicative 

approach, it can be said that generally affordable housing makes reference to houses available 

for rent to a broader spectrum of people than those covered by social housing (Czischke and 

van Bortel, 2018). Both academics and governmental institutions have focused their efforts on 

two big areas of analysis with regard to affordable housing.  

On one hand, there has been an attempt to define the causes and the consequences of housing 

affordability problems, with a generalised focus on developed countries. Some of the factors 

identified include the already mentioned of housing prices and household incomes, but also 

make reference to mortgage rates, real property taxes and insurance, consumer spending and 

debt, local public finance, rent controls , and housing subsidies (Linneman and Megbolugbe, 

1992, as cited in Li, 2014). Other authors point at problems related to geography or location, 

demography, migration and ethnicity, income recipients, income source, employment and 

education (Skaburskis, 2004). It becomes apparent that affordable housing is a problem 

characteristic of cities and urban areas as opposed to rural areas that has received more attention 

by policymakers due to the fact that it affects the middle class (Linneman and Megbolugbe, 

1992) as well as typically excluded low income groups. Some of the factors indicate that 

vulnerable groups may be at higher risk of homelessness, which justified the specific 

conventions and instruments designed to protect these groups rights, as mentioned in previous 

sections. There is a risk, however, that the design of current policies may create concentration 

of certain groups (minorities or poor households in general) in specific areas of cities or 

outskirts of cities, which would make integration and inclusion of said groups more difficult. 

This means that there are arguments in favour of, for instance, subsidised housing development 



in low-income areas as it would contribute to revitalise said areas; but there would also be 

arguments against it, insofar it could contribute to residential segregation, or it could alter the 

composition of the neighbourhood, discouraging others to live there (Freedman and 

McGavock, 2015). In essence, it could be the case that some existing policies may be 

contributing to the perpetuation of the problems they intended to solve, such as ‘slum 

clearance’ (Collinson et al., 2015). The consequences of lack of housing or poor housing 

conditions have been studied for different groups, concluding for instance that, in children, 

multiple housing problems increase the risk of children having ill-health or disabilities by up 

to 25%, with increases in the chance to suffer mental health and behavioural problems, lower 

educational attainment, and bigger likelihood of unemployment and poverty (Shelter, 2006). 

Housing affordability and investments in children have also been studied, confirming the links 

between affordability and children cognitive outcomes (Newman and Holupka, 2014). Other 

studies (Kirkpatrick and Tarasuk, 2011) have analysed the link between housing circumstances 

and food insecurity, finding that families already in subsidised housing had lower probability 

of experiencing food insecurity than those on a waiting list for such housing. 

In sum, both the causes and consequences of lack of affordable housing are multiple, and there 

is no common solution or approach, with actions required to be tailored for specific locations.  

The second strand of research and analysis on affordable housing is related to how to measure 

the problem. Once it is overwhelmingly obvious that a problem exists, the focus has been put 

on determining how big a problem it is. And once again, issues arise, as there is no agreement 

on what is the best variable or measurement to use as indicator. A very common measurement 

used is the house price ratio to income, taking both median home price to median household 

income (Suhaida et al., 2011). But it is acknowledged that this provides inaccurate results. In 

order to correct some of the inaccuracies, some authors look beyond the median to the whole 

distribution of income and house prices (Gan and Hill, 2009), distinguishing between purchase 

affordability (the access to a mortgage) and repayment affordability (monthly repayments of 

said mortgage). Some other authors include the calculation of income-thresholds based on a 

Housing Affordability Index (HAI) (Napoli et al., 2016). The Housing Affordability Index is 

defined as ‘the median household income relative to the income needed to purchase a median-

priced house’ (FRBSF, 2003), and indicates if housing is becoming more or less affordable for 

the typical (median) household. While most policies are trying to address the issue of 

affordability for low-income families, through the social housing schemes, affordable housing 

tends to include in its analysis the specific issues affecting middle class households (Suhaida 

et al., 2011; Musa et al., 2011).  

In relation to both strands of research and sometimes linked to one or both of them, there is a 

big interest in the analysis of the relationship between housing affordability and inequality 

(Ben-Shahar et al., 2018; Desmond and Bell, 2015; Freedman and McGavock, 2015; Matlack 

and Vigdor, 2008). As it couldn’t be otherwise, there is also interest in the effect that certain 

policies can have on housing affordability (Enström öst, 2014; Li, 2014). However, it is 

noticeable that most of the research cited makes reference almost exclusively to owned 

affordable property, and sometimes also exclusively to rented affordable property, without 

mixing the two types of dwelling, when it is apparent that both play a role in the affordable 

housing market. The literature has also identified a gap in research for the role of the private 

rental market and affordable housing for young people (Li, 2014), so more work is necessary 



in order to decipher all the issues surrounding affordable housing if more effective policies are 

to be implemented.  

Conclusions: What way forward? 

Despite the lack of unity in definitions, approaches, indicators and policies around the world, 

there are certain conclusions that can be achieved with regard to affordable housing problems. 

There is a combination of factors that contribute to the problem and some are specific of 

particular geographical areas, but in general it is fair to say that the lack of access to affordable 

houses is on the rise worldwide. It is well known that in developing countries people migrate 

from rural to urban areas in search for better economic prospects, so the increase in population 

in towns and cities will create a problem if urban planning and development do not take into 

account these changes. In developed countries the issue is similar if it is considered that people 

move from one city to another and from country to country searching for the same improvement 

in living standards. It is widely recognised that houses are not built quickly enough to absorb 

increasing demand, but this is only part of the problem. The lack of supply will make prices go 

up, which will aggravate accessibility for those whose income, low or not low, does not grow 

at the same pace of housing prices. The decrease in the funding available for local governments, 

particularly in a generalised climate of austerity, has increased the role of the private sector in 

the housing market, and more so, in the social housing market. But for this same reason, there 

needs to be a regulation of the sector, and policies need to be created so that the issue of access 

to housing does not continue worsening.  

There are international conventions, agreements and targets that most countries are signatories 

of, which recognise the right to housing, and many governments have committed to take action. 

However the results of existing policies are quite uneven, and do not take, in most cases, a 

comprehensive approach that look at the housing stock as part of a sustainable future and a 

sustainable economic and social development, when such approach would contribute to social 

inclusion and the reduction of poverty through the creation of employment opportunities. Since 

there is evidence that consequences of increases in prices and increases in income have more 

negative effect for the access to housing of those in the lowest income levels (Matlack and 

Vigdor, 2008), policymakers should design policies for affordable housing that include their 

interests too, and not only those of middle income households.  

An additional factor to bear in mind is the limited availability of land for housing construction, 

which explains some changes in policies by some countries to try and reduce the size of the 

households (Sweden) or penalise low occupancy of houses (UK). It is still soon to see the 

effects of the UK policy, but in Sweden there is indication that the effect of this approach has 

conducted single-parent households in rental accommodation to move into overcrowded 

houses, particularly if they have one child only, reducing the consumption of ‘housing interior 

space’. This effect is contrary to the stated goals of housing policy by the government (Enström 

öst, 2014). In the UK, however, the problem is quite serious, with an expectation that private 

rent is going to increase by 90% in real terms between 2008 and 2040, leading more than half 

of private renters into poverty (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2015). 

In order to avoid or prevent part of the problems identified with existing systems and policies, 

future affordable housing schemes should look at houses as integrated with the rest of the 

economic system, and solve, among others, the issues associated with transport. If most of the 



‘affordable’ or ‘low-income’ houses are built in the periphery, transport time and cost would 

increase, making those in such accommodation even worse as they would need to spend a 

higher proportion of an already limited budget to transport (Hamidi et al., 2016), which would 

limit their access to both services and employment, widening the poverty gap instead of 

reducing it. 

In sum, inclusive, long term and comprehensive approaches are required in the future if the 

problems associated to housing affordability are to be properly tackled. Only that way the 

housing policies will be contributing to the overarching Sustainable Development Goals, and 

this should be the case, as the evidence has already remarked affordable housing problems as 

a threat to the achievement of said goals. 
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Slum living, Urban poverty, Welfare state 
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