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“Australia has avoided a recession in its economic system for nigh on 30 years. 
Good management our political leaders claim. But Australia’s housing system has 
failed throughout this time: homelessness has risen; insecure and unaffordable 
rental are common-place; the over-valuing of homeownership has escalated; and 
a massive shortage of social and affordable housing has been allowed to develop. 
How is such neglect or mismanagement of Australians’ housing dreams possible? 
This book explains why and what to do about it.

Pawson, Milligan and Yates carefully document compelling evidence on these 
issues to provide a contemporary and robust analysis of the when, where, how 
and why of housing problems in Australia. Moreover, the authors provide the 
policy solutions and actions to be taken by Federal, State and local governments, 
as well as the development, finance and property management industries.

Pawson, Milligan and Yates are Australia’s foremost housing analysts. This 
book is essential reading for anyone with an interest or a care in reforming 
Australia’s housing system to be once again fit for all Australians.”

—Ian Winter, Housing consultant, and Director, Australian Housing  
and Urban Research Institute 2000–17

“Housing policy and housing systems are rapidly changing and profoundly 
reshaping access to affordable and high quality housing across all Australia’s cities 
and regions. Housing Policy in Australia superbly harnesses international evidence 
and more than two decades of experience to not only analyse but also provide 
potential solutions to the current housing policy impasse. The book’s comprehen-
sive canvassing of housing system diversity—tenures, social differentiation, histor-
ical trends—will become necessary reading for housing practitioners and students. 
The ambitious reform agenda proposed by the book deserves to be carefully 
digested and implemented by professionals working across the housing sector.”

—Robyn Dowling, Professor of Planning and Dean of Architecture,  
Design and Planning, University of Sydney



“Despite 27 years of uninterrupted economic growth, Australia confronts a crisis 
of structurally-embedded housing unaffordability and insecurity across all tenure 
types. Debt-fuelled speculative investment has driven high rates of after-hous-
ing poverty and declining access to home ownership, particularly for young 
Australians. The nation’s growing ranks of renters, most seriously those on low 
and moderate incomes, are trapped in a cycle of housing stress, at increasing risk 
of homelessness.

In this important book, three leading Australian scholars combine their 
respective and collective research and deep, industry-engaged policy expertise 
to explain how and why the bipartisan post-war commitment to secure, afforda-
ble housing as a fundamental platform for social and economic participation, has 
collapsed. They present a searing indictment of the very real and profound con-
sequences of three lost decades of housing policy reform for all Australians, not 
only the most vulnerable.

Underpinned by a sophisticated analysis of the evolution and dynamics of 
housing policy, the institutions and systems in which it is embedded and with 
which it interacts, and informed by comparative analysis, this volume is an exem-
plar not only for housing and urban studies, but for policy studies more broadly.

The authors’ present an urgent and compelling case for a transformational 
national housing strategy—including enhancements to the policy-making frame-
work, phased reforms to alleviate the worst of current affordability pressures and 
coordinated, longer-term measures to tackle structural challenges. It is essential 
reading for policy-makers and those who advise them, including researchers, 
whose collective failures have created and sustained Australia’s housing policy 
vacuum. The book is accessible to all Australians concerned about future pros-
perity, social cohesion and wellbeing.”

—Anne Tiernan, Professor of Politics and Public Policy and Dean (Engagement), 
Griffith Business School, Griffith University, Australia
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Foreword

For a country that has long considered itself to be relatively well housed, 
it may come as a surprise that Australia does not have a coherent hous-
ing policy, or at least not so you’d notice. This is in marked contrast to 
the decades after World War Two when, in line with other compara-
ble countries, the Federal government took up the challenge of hous-
ing Australians with gusto. The 1945 Commonwealth-State Housing 
Agreement heralded the advent of a generally comfortably housed pop-
ulation in the thirty years that followed. Housing became a prominent 
component of the now long-lost contract between what used to be called 
‘capital’ and ‘labour’ with overt government support for housing being 
a ‘fourth pillar’ of the post-war political settlement, alongside wages 
growth, social security and trade protection.

Fast forward to 2019 and a national policy framework for housing 
is just a faded memory. As the authors of Housing Policy in Australia 
note, the last intellectual flowering of such an approach was the 1991–
1992 National Housing Strategy, which at least attempted to conceive 
of housing as a holistic policy domain. Any hope that this might result 
in innovative policy reform quickly dissipated, however, and by the mid-
1990s political interest in housing policy had collapsed. Hopes for pos-
itive reform were swept away by the neo-liberal ‘turn’ in policymaking. 
Essentially this saw any direct involvement by government in housing 
dwindle to that of offering accommodation, on an increasingly tempo-
rary basis, to the most needy or homeless, or as a booster for the private 
market through increasingly generous taxation subsidies and permissive 



planning systems. In the process, housing has been tuned into a finan-
cialised and debt-fuelled speculative asset class in which prices have 
decoupled from household incomes. In effect, the market became the 
policy.

With the Australian Federal Opposition fighting, and losing, the 2019 
general election in part around proposals for modest housing reforms, 
prospects for a more coherent approach to the deepening problems in 
housing Australians seem bleak. This book spells out these problems in 
graphic detail: housing debt and housing unaffordability at unheralded 
and unsustainable levels; rising homelessness and levels of housing stress; 
a residualised and degraded public housing sector; a failing home own-
ership market; growing reliance of the younger generation on insecure 
private renting; and the latest crisis of confidence in the quality of high 
rise multi-unit housing (which was meant to provide a lasting solution to 
housing supply in our expanding cities).

Together with the looming need to somehow retool our hous-
ing stock to deal with the challenge of climate change, you might have 
thought governments across Australia would be pursuing every option 
to develop new policies to deal with the complex and interrelated issues 
that have emerged as the housing market has failed. But no. It’s business 
as usual and don’t whatever you do disturb the housing market money-
go-round. The words ‘ostrich’, ‘head’ and ‘sand’ come to mind.

The current Australian national housing policy vacuum is hardly sur-
prising given that, as this book clearly describes, responsibility for the 
diverse policy domains related to the housing system is fragmented 
across a range of federal and state government departmental fiefdoms. 
Local government, meanwhile, is effectively disengaged from policy 
debates in this area (other than as the whipping boys for developer griev-
ances about planning ‘delays’). Moreover, that debate has been increas-
ingly driven by vested interest groups outside government, in particular, 
a highly organised, resourced and vocal property lobby which never 
wastes an opportunity to press for less regulation, less oversight and 
greater tax breaks for private sector interests. In the process, the capac-
ity of Australian governmental process to adequately address the complex 
issues the country faces over housing has been steadily eroded.

But we all share some blame for this state of affairs. The Australian 
Academy has played its own part in creating this housing policy vac-
uum. Despite 20 years of the Australian Housing and Urban Research 
Institute, whose funding in large part has supported the research that 
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underpins this volume, housing policy receives only limited and dis-
jointed support in our major tertiary institutions. Where it is recognised, 
it is tackled as a subsidiary to other major degree subjects or squeezed 
into accredited courses supporting the various built environment profes-
sionals (architects, quantity surveyors, planners, civil engineers, etc.) for 
whom housing policy remains a tangential interest. This is a systemic fail-
ure and one that greatly contributes to the low level of informed engage-
ment with housing as a central policy concern in Australia.

Despite this unpromising situation, it is worth asking what a national 
housing policy might look like. This is what the authors of this vol-
ume, comprising three of the most eminent scholars in their field, have 
attempted to do.

The book offers policymakers and practitioners a framework to help 
them ‘join the policy dots’ and develop a coherent response. Firstly, it 
addresses the policy fragmentation issue by taking a system-wide view of 
the interrelated aspects of housing supply, demand and regulation that 
constitute the way in which housing is developed, financed, managed 
and consumed. Secondly, it moves well beyond the limitations of seeing 
housing as simply some natural outcome of the working of a mystical 
market in which prices signal appropriate responses from both consumers 
and producers. Instead the authors adopt a much more nuanced frame-
work focusing on the governance arrangements, institutions and stake-
holders that in reality actively shape the housing system. Thirdly, based 
on the evidence mounted, it proffers a high-level direction and staged 
process to achieve fundamental reform.

Housing Policy in Australia enters the conversation at a highly inaus-
picious, yet critical time. It offers an evidence-based and detailed analy-
sis for anyone interested in understanding how we have found ourselves 
in this increasingly unsustainable policy void. A key take-away from this 
book is that the malaise at the heart of the Australian housing system 
is also a problem for many other jurisdictions, not least those of the 
Anglosphere. However, unlike Australia, other national governments 
have at least found partial solutions to some of these problems. In 
Australia, the standard ministerial reaction is to hope the next property 
boom gets underway as fast as possible.

The authors conclude with a set of principles and carefully considered 
reforms that should guide any long-term attempt to address Australia’s 
failing housing system, with a primary focus on unaffordability. The 
proposals are both sensible and achievable, but will require political 
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willpower and bipartisanship to deliver. It is surely not beyond our politi-
cal class and those who advise them to recognise the benefits of adopting 
a coordinated approach to unravelling the tax-fuelled speculative spi-
ral that has ensnared our housing system. A more rational approach to 
housing policy is possible, but only by tackling the issue holistically. Our 
political leaders would do us all a huge favour by reading this book and 
beginning to implement its proposals. As the authors rightly conclude: 
“There is no responsible ‘business as usual’ option”.

Professor Bill Randolph  
UNSW Sydney

Kensington, Australia
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1

1.1    The Rising Prominence of Housing Policy Debates

Australia has traditionally been seen as a relatively egalitarian country 
supported by a well-functioning housing system. However, the effi-
cacy of Australia’s housing policy now faces mounting scrutiny. While 
acknowledging that most Australians remain well housed, one of the 
nation’s leading housing economists declared not long ago that “it can 
no longer be said that we are, in general, affordably housed; nor can it 
be said that the ‘housing system’ is meeting the needs and aspirations of 
as large a proportion of Australians as it did a quarter of a century ago” 
(Eslake 2013, p. 7). Such developments have undermined prevailing 
complacency about the nation’s housing system—and with it, Australia’s 
traditional housing narrative.

Australia’s time-honoured ‘housing story’ has been facing a growing 
challenge, not just in the very recent past, but arguably for at least 
30 years. The ideal of ever-expanding suburban home ownership is 
incompatible with the compact city notion that has infused metro-
politan planning orthodoxy since the 1990s. At least since the early 
2000s, access to home ownership (suburban or otherwise) has become 
an increasingly remote prospect for many aspirant first home buyers, 
as property prices have escalated ahead of wages. Sharply falling home 
ownership rates among young people, and the virtual exclusion of even 
middle-income first home buyers from extensive areas of our largest 
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cities, have provoked widespread concern. Such anxieties often crowd 
out media coverage of the arguably more important issues: rising rental 
stress and homelessness. Yet those concerns have also triggered growing 
popular unease.

Increasingly, there is disquiet about structurally embedded housing 
unaffordability as this impacts on economic productivity when workers 
are locked out of housing markets close to employment growth centres 
(Maclennan et al. 2018, 2019). Another feature of Australia’s housing 
tradition increasingly viewed as problematic is the way that tax-subsi-
dised cultural preference for home ownership and property investment 
has posed growing risks to Australia’s economic stability. In 2019, for 
example, Australia’s central bank (the Reserve Bank of Australia) warned 
that the nation’s high household indebtedness posed a “vulnerability” in 
relation to financial stability (RBA 2019).

All this needs to be viewed within the context of housing system 
challenges posed by Australia’s sustained population growth, reflecting 
both natural increase and international migration. Over the last two 
decades respectively, annual population growth rates have averaged 
1.6% (2010s) and 1.4% (2000s) (ABS 2018). In comparator countries, 
Canada, the UK and New Zealand, equivalent rates for 2017 were 1.2%, 
0.6% and 1.9%, respectively (World Bank 2019).

For all of the above reasons, housing policy has acquired growing 
popular and political prominence in Australia after decades of near invis-
ibility. Housing affordability has emerged as a dominant issue in three of 
the last five federal elections (2007, 2016, 2019). Numerous parliamen-
tary and other official inquiries have focused on this issue over the past 
decade (Dodson et al. 2017, pp. 22–28). Thus, it seems that Australia is 
now fully embedded in an era where housing challenges are consistently 
at the forefront of public consciousness and popular policy debate. The 
wide-ranging implications of housing system concerns are reflected in 
discussions on broader contemporary themes including tenure inequality, 
mortgage indebtedness and asset-based welfare, as well as urban design 
and residential development.

It is with all of these considerations in mind that we believe the time is 
ripe for a book which overviews and critiques housing policy in Australia, 
compares and contrasts Australian approaches with those of comparator 
countries, and identifies possible reform directions.
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1.2  O  bjectives and Exploratory Themes

This book’s central aim is to present a broad picture of Australia’s 
contemporary housing policy landscape, its recent and historical devel-
opment and its possible future evolution. Historically, it is important 
to recognise that housing systems in specific countries function within 
distinctive cultural, political and institutional traditions. These both 
frame and constrain policy choices and, thereby, the likely progression 
of policy and scope for policy reform. This refers to path dependency: 
the idea that “if, at a certain point in time … [policy] takes one direction 
instead of another, some, otherwise feasible, alternative paths will be 
closed—or at least difficult to reach—at a later point” (Bengtsson and 
Ruonavaara 2010, p. 193).

A book seeking to understand and explain policy settings, therefore, 
faces the practical dilemma of settling on a starting point for analysis. 
For housing, as for many other aspects of Australian domestic policy, a 
case can be made for the overriding significance of 1945 and the imme-
diate post-war years as a foundational era. This is strongly exemplified in 
the story of Australia’s public housing system as recounted in Chapter 4. 
Other moments or short periods in subsequent history with important 
housing policy significance would include the middle to late 1980s, when 
broader financial deregulation formed a radical breakpoint in the financing 
of private housing investment, as elaborated in Chapters 5 and 6.

Deregulation itself featured in the dawning era of neo-liberal ascend-
ancy, a policy paradigm within which arguably all housing strategy 
thinking and interventions have been subsequently contained, as fur-
ther discussed in Chapter 2. In the realm of metropolitan planning, the 
rapid rise to prominence of ‘sustainability’ in the late 1980s led to the 
emergence of an urban consolidation ethos as an important framing role 
for house building from the 1990s onwards, as covered in Chapter 9. 
Therefore, while a degree of historical context is important in every 
story, the pertinent extent of it will vary, as reflected in the scope of the 
chapters that follow. In attempting a comprehensive review of national 
and state/territory-based policy instruments and programs, we discuss 
the institutional framework within which housing is provided and the 
main subsidy, tax and regulatory measures that impact on the housing 
system. In doing so, we aim to familiarise readers with housing system 
structures and market processes, as well as with key housing institutions 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0780-9_4
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and stakeholders, their roles and interactions. We also seek to engage 
with associated contemporary debates including those focused on hous-
ing affordability and housing tax reform, as well as contestation around 
the role of the land use planning system in its influence on housing sup-
ply and affordability, and affordable housing provision.

We acknowledge that the housing-related challenges faced by contem-
porary Australian governments include numerous issues we have deter-
mined are beyond our remit. These include, for example, the typically 
poor energy performance of residential dwellings and the flawed systems 
of regulation on construction standards brought sharply into focus in 
Sydney in 2019 (Hanmer 2019). They also include Australia’s ongoing, 
environmentally unsustainable, urban sprawl and the widespread public 
antipathy towards the densified urban renewal being undertaken to limit 
this. Readers with a particular interest in any of these topics will need to 
extend their research beyond this volume.

Alongside the book’s focus on identifying and interpreting the poli-
cies and institutions that have shaped the Australian housing scene, we 
have interwoven three exploratory themes, as explained below. These 
themes are intended to generate questions and debate about why and 
how Australia’s housing system has become more problematic.

1.2.1    An International Comparative Perspective

Cross-country comparison can facilitate understanding of both similar-
ities and differences in national housing systems as well as stimulating 
debate and learning about policy possibilities and policy consequences. 
Using a comparative analysis, Australia, like other Anglophone nations, 
has been characterised as a liberal welfare regime where policies favour-
ing home ownership (over social rental housing) and market-based pro-
vision have been preferred over a long period. This policy model can 
be contrasted with the housing policies of social democratic regimes of 
Western European nations that have favoured tenure neutral housing 
policies and larger government housing programs (Esping-Andersen 
1990; Kemeny 1995).

By including examples of housing policy approaches across a selec-
tion of broadly comparable Anglophone and Western European 
nations throughout this book, we aim to illuminate Australia’s hous-
ing policy choices, especially in the prevailing context of increasing 
pressures on housing systems and heightened debate about future 
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policy directions, evident both here and abroad. In choosing compar-
ator countries to elucidate particular housing topics, we have opted 
for diversity, sometimes including instances of policy approaches 
similar to those of Australia and at other times focussing on diver-
gent examples. The aim is to enhance awareness of typical and atyp-
ical national housing policy instruments and institutional settings, 
and to provoke debate about the possible implications of policy 
decision-making.

1.2.2    The Governance of Housing Policy

The governance of housing policy most obviously concerns the ways 
that governments at different levels attempt to manage official policy-
making. However, modern liberal democratic countries like Australia 
do not run as command economies, and the concept of governance 
recognises that the policymaking process encompasses (and operates 
through) many agencies, institutions and interest groups both within and 
beyond government itself. Milligan and Tiernan (2012, p. 392) define 
the Australian housing policy community as including “industry bodies, 
not-for-profit organisations, universities, private consultancy firms (both 
large generalists and smaller specialists) and high-level independent 
authorities, such as the Reserve Bank of Australia and the Productivity 
Commission”. How any particular policy is shaped, implemented and 
reformed, therefore, depends on the responsibilities, power, capacities 
and interactions of these myriad actors and institutions. We describe the 
contemporary governance of housing in Australia in Sect. 1.5.

1.2.3    The Growing Financialisation of Housing

The term financialisation describes “…the increasing dominance of 
financial actors, markets, practices, measurements and narratives…” 
(Aalbers 2016, p. 2). More specifically within the context of this book’s 
focus, financialisation refers to “… structural changes in housing and 
financial markets and global investment whereby housing is treated 
as a commodity, a means of accumulating wealth and often as security 
for financial instruments that are traded and sold on global markets” 
as defined by a UN Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing (Farha 
2017, p. 3). The associated commodification of residential property has 
brought with it a growing tendency for dwellings to be viewed primarily 
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as tradeable assets rather than being valued according to their utility. 
This is part of a broader case arguing that, due to its integration within 
a globalised mortgage finance system, housing has played a key role in 
the modern reconfiguration of welfare states across the developed world 
(Lowe 2011).

1.2.4    A Systems Approach to Housing Policy Analysis

Throughout the book our analysis focuses on the influence of govern-
ment policy (or intervention) as it affects all aspects of the housing sys-
tem. An idealised representation of this, emphasising the roles of the 
various institutional players, is presented in Fig. 1.1.

Burke (2012, p. 36) fleshes out the components of a housing system 
by differentiating four distinct subsystems that make up the overall 
system in a ‘liberal market’ high-income country such as Australia:

•	Production subsystem: land ownership structures and rights, land 
assembly and housing construction

•	Consumption subsystem: the ways that housing is consumed by indi-
viduals and households

•	Exchange subsystem: how dwellings are traded and rented
•	Management subsystem: housing system management, including rel-

evant housing and housing-related policy and planning at all levels 
of government.

The housing system fits within a broader societal system; thus, its 
different components are influenced by wider social, economic and 
demographic contexts. Housing system outcomes impact on this broader 
societal setting and vice versa (van der Heijden 2013).

Consistent with the housing system concept outlined above, the 
book’s scope extends across all of the interventions that impact on the 
production, financing, use and management of residential property; 
irrespective of whether these are officially or popularly acknowledged as 
housing policy. Here, we are referring to the fact that contributions to 
housing policy are spread across numerous spheres and agencies of gov-
ernment at all levels, and may either be explicit or indirect/unintended. 
As such, the book adopts an institutional approach to examining housing 
policy, i.e. an approach which accords prime importance to governance 
structures, system stakeholders and their interrelations.
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The case for an institutional perspective as described above is broadly 
summarised in the contention that “…the pursuit of [actors’] goals is 
embedded in, and constrained by systems of rules, meanings and values” 
(Pierre 2011, p. 10). A similar approach is evident in the work of other 
leading scholars in the field including Bourne (1981), Kemeny (1988), 
Burke and Hulse (2010), and Lowe (2011).

The remainder of this chapter is structured in three sections that aim 
to establish a foundation for the chapters that follow. First, we briefly 
review the concept of housing policy and its dimensions. Second, we 
outline key analytical concepts in the study of housing and housing pol-
icy including housing tenure, housing need and homelessness, housing 
affordability, and affordable and social housing. Third, we provide an 
overview of the Australian institutional landscape within which housing 
policy is developed and implemented, locating where housing responsi-
bilities sit within governmental structures, as well as detailing the range 
of key interest groups and stakeholders that play a part in the housing 
policymaking process.

1.3    What Is Housing Policy?
As succinctly defined by King (2009, p. 42), housing policy is “the 
concern for the production, consumption, management and mainte-
nance of a stock of dwellings”. Donnison and Ungerson (1982, p. 13) 
describe housing policy as “any sustained course of action designed to 
affect housing conditions”. While not explicit in these formulations, it 
is important to note the imperative for influencing the distribution of 
housing opportunities, services and wealth accumulation as a significant 
component of many housing policy interventions.

Somewhat more broadly, Clapham (2018, p. 164) sees housing pol-
icy as “any action taken by any government or government agency to 
influence the processes or outcomes of housing”. He acknowledges that, 
from a governance perspective, it is accepted that many actors other than 
government or government entities influence the processes or outcomes 
of housing. At the same time, however, a primary focus on government 
actions reasonably follows from the conventional assumption that “the 
state holds a special place in this network and in many countries it is 
expected that the state takes ultimate responsibility for the outcomes of 
the housing system” (ibid.).
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Consistent with this reasoning, we define housing policy as govern-
ment actions or policy settings that influence (a) the supply of dwellings 
and its spatial distribution, (b) the characteristics and management of 
housing stock, and (c) who gets access to housing and on what terms.

However, as provocatively argued by Madden and Marcuse (2016), 
the very term housing policy may be subject to question. In their view, 
it “suggests the existence of consistent governmental efforts to solve 
the housing problem … [portraying] an artificially clear picture of what 
the state actually does in myriad unco-ordinated and at times contradic-
tory ways” (ibid., p. 119). Such reasoning is part of a broader argument 
about the motivations and drivers of housing policy, which we discuss in 
Chapter 2. Nevertheless, within the narrow context of defining the term 
itself, their comments usefully highlight the diffuse nature of what might 
be broadly classed as housing policy. Our chosen definition as above 
unquestionably captures a range of official programs and policy settings 
far wider than would normally be considered by any government as a 
part of its housing policy. To explore this a little further we consider the 
possible forms housing policy may take.

An overarching distinction can be made between direct and indi-
rect housing policy measures, i.e. those policies deliberately intended 
to impact on housing (and badged as such), and other policies that 
may exert significant influence on housing systems and outcomes while 
badged under other headings. The simplest example of a direct hous-
ing policy might be the state provision of rental accommodation, as in 
Australia’s traditional public housing model (see Chapter 4). Many indi-
rect housing policies are embedded within the tax system, e.g. the tax 
treatment of capital gains accruing to residential property owners (see 
Chapters 5 and 6). Significant housing impacts, often unintended, may 
also arise from infrastructure and transport policies, population and set-
tlement policies, social welfare programs and other diverse policy arenas.

Table 1.1 elucidates the major recognised forms of direct and indirect 
housing policy intervention in Australia using a classification of whether 
each impacts on the demand side or supply side, or is a regulatory 
measure; whether it is tenure specific or generic; and the administering 
government level/agency.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0780-9_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0780-9_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0780-9_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0780-9_6
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1.4    Key Concepts in Housing Policy and Analysis

1.4.1    Housing Tenure

Housing tenure is perhaps the most widely utilised concept or classifi-
cation in housing systems analysis as is reflected in the structure of this 
book. Simply put, tenure refers to the legally defined terms and condi-
tions on which people occupy their homes. From one widely accepted 
viewpoint, housing tenures are “the most important political institu-
tions of housing provision … because they define the formal position 
of residents in their capacities as owners, co-owners and users of their 
dwellings, and thus set up the rules of the games between actors in the 
housing market” (Bengtsson 2012, pp. 209–210).

Classically, housing tenure typologies differentiate dwellings and their 
occupants according to property ownership, dividing those holding title 
to their house or apartment (owner-occupiers) from renters (non-owners 
with a contractual right to occupy the home, albeit often for a specified 
period only). Beyond this, distinctions are conventionally made between:

•	owner-purchasers in the process of paying off a loan or mortgage 
on their home, versus outright owners who have no outstanding 
housing debt

•	renters in terms of the legal/administrative status of their landlord 
(private or social).

Housing tenure archetypes, particularly as they are constructed in liberal 
welfare regimes, are used to flesh this out a little further in Table 1.2.

As shown in Fig. 1.2, Australia has seen a gradual decline in own-
er-occupation and in public housing over the past two decades, while the 
rate of private rental has significantly increased. Since the millennium, 
similar trends have been seen in many comparator countries, e.g. New 
Zealand, the United States and the United Kingdom. What this means 
for Australia is that the number of private rental dwellings has grown 
substantially faster than the overall rise in the number of households over 
the period. At the same time, there has been a proportionate decline in 
social housing which has failed to keep pace with household growth.

The enduring focus on housing tenure as an analytical frame in hous-
ing studies partly attests to the ways that the popularly defined tenure 
categories serve as shorthand for residents’ housing rights and market 
position. Crucial here is the de jure security of tenure concept which 


