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Abstract 
 
This paper is concerned with the problem of how to characterize the housing-welfare state 
relationship. The image of housing as the wobbly pillar under the welfare state was first 
used in 1987 by Torgersen and endorsed in 1995 by Harloe, whose comparative survey of 
social rented housing in Europe and the United States led him to the conclusion that 
housing had ‘an ambiguous and shifting status on the margins of the welfare state’. This 
view was taken up by housing scholars, especially in Britain, where eighteen years of 
Conservative government was seen to have privatized much of the public housing stock, 
reducing the remainder to a poor quality sector for the least well off, thereby undermining 
claims that adequate and affordable housing for all was still a credible policy objective. 
Now, however, twenty five years after Margaret Thatcher’s first election victory, it is 
possible to argue that in certain respects housing is emerging as a model for the wider 
restructuring of the public services.  
 
The paper begins with a review of academic depictions of the housing-welfare state 
relationship, before moving on to a brief discussion of the need to take a view about how 
to approach the concept of the welfare state; this concludes that, especially when thinking 
about housing, where income from employment is the main determinant of material 
wellbeing, it is helpful to adopt a broadly based approach (as distinct from a narrow, public 
service based approach). The paper then presents a review of the evidence on housing and 
welfare state trends in Britain, employing the idea that the welfare state can be understood 
in terms of three distinct ‘settlements’ (political/economic, social and organizational), 
which have been re-negotiated in recent years.  
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The paper draws two main conclusions, one theoretical and the other with policy 
implications. The first suggests that we should abandon the idea of housing as the wobbly 
pillar under the welfare state, while the second implies that if housing is a model for other 
services then it is to be expected that they too would experience the sorts of intractable 
difficulties found in the residualized social housing sector, and in the market sector where 
income inequalities are increasingly reflected in levels of material wellbeing. 
 
Introduction 
 
Most of the more advanced economies of the twentieth century developed some sort of 
welfare state, although the extent, form and configuration varied from place to place, and 
from time to time (Esping-Andersen, 1990). While health and social security are usually 
seen as core services in welfare states, the status of housing has been debated, mainly 
because, as Harloe (1995:2) pointed out, it is ‘the least decommodified and most market-
determined of the conventionally accepted constituents of such states’. In the case of Great 
Britain housing was undoubtedly one of the major priorities for governments in the post-
Second World War reconstruction period, and as a result it was generally seen as part of 
the welfare state created at that time. According to Morgan (1984: 170), 
‘Housing…deserves its honoured role in the saga of Labour’s welfare state’. Now, in very 
different circumstances a very different kind of Labour government sees itself as engaged 
in ‘the most ambitious programme of public service investment and reform since the 
1940s’ (Office of Public Service Reform, 2000: 7), in which housing is barely mentioned 
(see for example Blair, 1998, 2002). One way of looking at this is to conclude that housing 
is no longer considered to be a major public service. Production of new dwellings in the 
social rented sector has been on a generally downward trajectory since the late 1960s, the 
total number of dwellings in this sector has fallen by 22.5 per cent between 1981 and 2002, 
and as a proportion of all housing, this sector had fallen from more than 31 per cent in 
1981 to 20.5 per cent by 2002 (Wilcox, 2003: 90).  
 
This paper develops a new perspective on the problem of how to depict the housing-
welfare state relationship, arguing that it should be seen as pioneering ideas that are central 
to the establishment of a new model welfare state for the twenty first century. The paper is 
based on the British experience, looking mainly at the twenty five years since Margaret 
Thatcher’s accession to power. Few would disagree with the idea that 1979 was one of the 
most significant dates in the history of housing in Britain since 1945. That year marked the 
end of the long growth phase for local authority housing and the beginning of an 
apparently inexorable decline, reinforcing the view that housing was different from and 
more vulnerable than other service areas. Now, however, a generation on from those days, 
we can begin to see things differently. 
 
The Wobbly Pillar and Other Metaphors 
 
The housing-welfare state relationship is complex, more complex than is acknowledged in 
most accounts. Housing is generally treated as one of the five key public services that are 
the conventional focus of academic social policy, along with health, social security, 
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education and the personal social services (Hall, 1952, Timmins, 1996, Brown and Payne, 
1994, Glennerster, 1995, Glennerster and Hills, 1998, Gough, 1979, Ginsburg, 1979, 
Ellison and Pierson, 1998, Alcock, 1996, Hill, 2000). This is an arbitrary and conventional 
list, which is open to challenge, and it is arguable that the welfare state should be seen as a 
policy stance rather than a bundle of public services. As will be argued shortly, there is a 
particularly strong case for taking a broader view of the welfare state when looking at 
housing, where the market is the main source of supply and distribution. The retention of a 
large market sector in housing, in contrast to the arrangements adopted for health and 
education, is widely recognized as a reason for noting that housing occupies a distinct 
position within the welfare state (Malpass and Murie, 1982: 5-7, Clapham, Kemp and 
Smith, 1990:ix, Harloe, 1995: 2). A range of more or less vivid metaphors have been put 
forward by writers attempting to capture the specificity of housing. Thus, Torgersen 
(1987:116) pictured housing as the ‘wobbly pillar under the welfare state’, while in a 
different plane Harloe (1995: 2) argued that housing has, ‘retained an ambiguous and 
shifting status on the margins of the welfare state’. Townsend (1976:87) referred to the 
way that housing ‘hovers awkwardly on the threshold of the status of a social service’, 
while Cole and Furbey (1994: 6) called it ‘a stillborn social service lodged within a 
capitalist dynamic of property relations’. Any of these statements could have been made 
about more or less any point in time since the late 1940s. However, from the late 1970s 
there developed a body of work inspired by the idea that housing was changing in ways 
that implied a retreat from established welfare state principles. Thus Murie (1977: 49), 
deliberately adopting the language of Richard Titmuss, suggested that the sale of council 
houses would lead to a ‘residual welfare council sector’, and Harloe (1978:???) suggested 
that council housing might be reduced to an ‘ambulance service’. Titmuss (1976:30-32) 
had outlined different models of social policy, contrasting what he called the residual, or 
minimalist, model, with the more comprehensive and inclusive institutional redistributive 
(welfare state) model. If housing was retreating from the sort of public service implied by 
the welfare state it was reasonable to depict this as a process of residualization. In the 
1980s a good deal of work was done to define, measure and explore the notion of 
residualization as a process affecting public housing. Residualization was the obverse of 
privatization, and Forrest and Murie (1988) tellingly titled their major review of the right 
to buy, Selling the Welfare State. A number of commentators noted that while the welfare 
state as a whole had proved to be remarkably resilient to the assaults of the Thatcherite 
Conservative governments after 1979, housing was the exception (Le Grand, 1991:??). 
Here there had been dramatic cuts in new investment in the public sector, accompanied by 
sharp increases in the levels of charges for services and an extension of the use of means 
testing. If not yet thoroughly residualized social rented housing was moving in that 
direction, and had been shown to be vulnerable to attack. How was it, Cole and Furbey 
(1994: 2) asked, that the government had been able ‘to amputate the housing arm of the 
welfare state’?  
  
In general, then, the academic literature on housing in Britain depicts it as part of the 
welfare state, but a distinct, marginal part, which has been moving away from the other, 
more secure, services. However, this picture needs to be retouched and re-interpreted. The 
argument to be developed here is that in the present period housing can almost be seen as a 
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model around which other services are being reorganized. In this context it is ironic that 
the growth of housing studies as a distinct field of academic enquiry has been accompanied 
by a declining level of interest in the connections between housing and the welfare state 
(Murie, 1997: 440). The increasing sophistication of housing analysis has not led to 
recognition of the complexity of the housing-welfare state relationship in the past, nor to 
acknowledgement of the significance of the links between what is happening now in terms 
of the reform of public services and processes that have been under way in housing for 
many years.  
 
Before going any further it is necessary to specify an approach to the term ‘welfare state’. 
Titmuss himself referred to it as ‘an indefinable abstraction’ (Abel-Smith and Titmuss, 
1987: 141), which is a useful reminder that welfare state was a label applied 
retrospectively to a set of reforms adopted in the 1940s (Whiteside, 1996: 83). It is useful 
for present purposes to distinguish between narrow and broad approaches to the welfare 
state (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 1). Narrow approaches concentrate on defined sets of social 
services, while broader approaches look at the full range of activities undertaken or 
supported by the state in relation to the wellbeing of the people. Much modern writing 
about the welfare state focuses on public services and public expenditure, but in housing 
studies it has long been acknowledged that it is necessary to look at the ways governments 
work through and with markets and not-for-profit organizations, as well as at the public 
sector itself. It is also important to remember that the main determinant of material 
wellbeing (and of differences in wellbeing) is income from employment (Glynn, 1999: 
179). This is especially relevant in relation to essential forms of consumption, such as 
housing, that are supplied mainly through the market. In housing, more than in health or 
education where most people continue to rely on public services that are free at the point of 
consumption, achieved levels of wellbeing reflect purchasing power, which reflects labour 
market conditions and positions. This implies an approach to the welfare state that 
embraces policies on employment and the distribution of income as well as the 
conventional public services. 
 
Housing and Welfare State Restructuring 
 
The postwar welfare state was dynamic and there was a certain amount of change in all 
services. Nevertheless, there is widespread agreement in the academic literature that the 
mid-1970s was a watershed, marking a crisis for what some writers refer to as the ‘classic 
welfare state’ of the postwar years (Digby, 1989, Lowe, 1994, Gladstone, 1999). There is 
less agreement about exactly what happened and what has emerged subsequently (Powell 
and Hewitt, 2002). However, is now clear that the welfare state has survived on a 
substantial scale; despite the New Right rhetoric of ‘rolling back the state’ predictions of 
its abolition proved to be unwarranted. But the welfare state has been subject to an ongoing 
process of restructuring. This process has proceeded somewhat differently in different 
programme areas: full employment was an early casualty, along with housing investment, 
but even Margaret Thatcher felt that it was prudent to proclaim that the NHS was safe in 
her hands (even if it wasn’t). Housing was seen as the exceptional case in the 1980s as the 
Thatcher governments avoided direct confrontation with the welfare system until after the 
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1987 general election, when ‘a major offensive against the basic structures of welfare 
provision was launched’ (Le Grand, 1991: ???). Nevertheless, from the outset the level of 
public expenditure was identified as lying at the heart of Britain’s economic problems, and 
the delivery of public services was seen as bureaucratic, paternalistic, inefficient and 
generally unsatisfactory, thereby justifying the promotion of alternatives. Privatization was 
one of the main themes of policy in the 1980s, together with the development of the notion 
of quasi-markets as a means of introducing competition into the delivery of public services 
(Le Grand and Bartlett, 1993). Quasi-markets were introduced in the NHS and local 
authorities were required to subject a widening range of services to compulsory 
competitive tendering. This led some refer to a mixed economy of welfare, while others 
spoke of the ‘post-welfare contracting state’ and the ‘competition state’ (Evans and Cerny, 
2003: 23). 
 
The change of government in 1997 was followed by a change of rhetoric and emphasis, 
including a return to the goal of full employment, albeit pursued by rather different means, 
and a (postponed) expansion of expenditure but no let up in the drive for ‘modernization’, 
including further privatization, of public services. Tony Blair made absolutely clear his 
commitment to the mixed economy approach: 
 

The days of the all-purpose local authority that planned and delivered everything 
are gone. They are finished. It is in partnership with others – public agencies, 
private companies, community groups and voluntary organizations – that local 
government’s future lies. Local authorities will still deliver some services but their 
distinctive leadership role will be to weave and knit together the contribution of the 
various local stakeholders (Blair, 1998: 13). 
 

The postwar settlements (Clarke and Newman, 1997) have been substantially renegotiated. 
First, the political/economic settlement has been renegotiated around a smaller role for the 
state in terms of both managing the economy and delivering welfare services. The 
consequence is acceptance of insecurity in labour markets in the face of global market 
forces, and greater reliance on markets as the mechanism for meeting consumer needs. The 
emphasis now is on preparing/disciplining the work force, managing the supply of workers 
rather than the demand for them. Alongside this is a marked redistribution of risk and 
responsibility from the state to the individual, loading financial costs onto individuals as 
the price of increased choice. Second, the welfare state has had to come to terms with a 
changing and much more diverse pattern of households and dependency; this includes the 
growth in the numbers of both two earner households (the work-rich) and also no earner 
households (the work-poor). Old assumptions of the predominance of white nuclear 
families with male breadwinners and dependent wives and children have had to be revised 
in the light of higher levels of female employment, increasing ethnic diversity, growing 
numbers of one parent households and more elderly people living independently for 
longer. Finally there is a new organizational settlement based on local authorities as 
strategic enablers rather than service providers, relying on a range of private, voluntary and 
community organizations for service delivery. These are typically required to compete in 
provider markets or quasi-markets for the right to provide services. Not only are services 
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now increasingly likely to be provided by non-municipal organizations but also, as a direct 
result, local accountability through elected representatives has been weakened. The new 
fragmented governance of welfare services can be seen as a shift towards managerialism – 
letting the managers manage – but it is often accompanied by a growth of government 
regulation and performance monitoring (Hoggett, 1996). An aspect of this is the growth of 
quasi-government by non-elected agencies directing or overseeing the spending of public 
money and the provision of public services (Clarke et al (2000: 4). At the same time there 
is a continuing rhetorical emphasis on the notion of users as consumers with choices and 
options. 
 
How does housing fit into this general picture? The full impact on housing of the 
abandonment of full employment policy in 1975 has not been widely discussed in the 
literature (Allen and Hamnett, 1991). The steep rise in unemployment in the late 1970s and 
especially in the early 1980s (unemployment trebled between 1979 and 1983 (Glynn, 
1999: 189)) occurred at a time when increasing emphasis was being placed on owner 
occupation as the solution to individual housing needs, and when opportunities for gaining 
access to social rented housing were in decline. The promotion of owner occupation was a 
policy that had been supported by full employment, but it was clearly at odds with the new 
post-Keynesian approach to economic management. In the thirty years after 1945 housing 
and employment policies worked in mutually supporting ways; after 1975, however, the 
position was reversed, and from 1980 onwards important changes in social security added 
to the difficulties of low income households in an increasingly unstable housing market. 
The central problem was that as housing policy came to place ever greater emphasis on 
market based solutions to individual housing needs, so employment policy was becoming 
more tolerant of high levels of unemployment, including much more widespread long term 
unemployment. Moving from work to benefit inevitably meant a substantial cut in income, 
and attempts to contain the burgeoning social security budget targeted benefits paid to the 
unemployed, 20 per cent of whom were home owners (White, 1983: 38) (Other sources 
suggest that one third of the unemployed in the mid 1980s were home owners, and one 
fifth had mortgages (Department of Health and Social Security, 1984, quoted in Doling 
and Stafford, 1989: 27)). Long term unemployment was clearly a threat to the 
sustainability of home ownership for those directly affected, making it difficult not only to 
maintain mortgage repayments but also to undertake routine repairs, let alone more 
expensive refurbishment or improvement. At the same time, Britain was becoming a much 
more unequal society, with incomes of lower paid workers tending to fall in real terms, 
while at the other end of the range real incomes rose strongly (JRF, 1995: 20). In the 1980s 
the benefits from cuts in income tax boosted the disposable incomes of the highest paid 
employees still further, adding to the house price spiral of 1987-88. This was a period 
when policies on employment, income distribution and social security all worked together 
against the interests of the least well off, while at the same time promoting the interests of 
the better off, widening inequalities in achieved housing wellbeing. To some extent council 
housing had helped to break the link between poverty and poor housing. But the policies of 
the 1980s reversed the trend.  
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The widely accepted view is that housing was at the forefront of welfare state 
restructuring, first as a response to the crisis from 1975 onwards, in terms of cuts in capital 
expenditure and then, after 1979, in terms of an in principle assault through privatization of 
public housing, powered by the right to buy at attractive discounts. The cuts in capital 
expenditure before 1979 indicate that housing was under pressure before the election of the 
first Thatcher government, but the cuts that followed 1979 were of a different order. While 
social security spending increased (inevitably dragged up by the rapidly rising numbers of 
people with no income from employment), and NHS expenditure was maintained, taking 
the period 1975-88, the education budget fell as a proportion of gross domestic product, 
which had not happened before (Glennerster and Hills, 1998: 36), but after 1979 housing 
was targeted to bear three quarters of planned cuts in the government’s first term (House of 
Commons, 1980: v). Capital expenditure on housing fell by two thirds in real terms 
between 1974/75 and 1988/89 (Hills, 1998: 182). Inevitably this translated into a steep fall 
in the numbers of new houses being completed by local authorities – no less than 86 per 
cent over the same period. The cuts in housing expenditure in the 1970s were focused on 
local authority capital budgets but later cuts were part of a dual strategy that included a 
planned shift to a more market based housing system. Thus, cuts in capital expenditure 
encouraged people to opt for private solutions, and large reductions general subsidy after 
1981 were imposed as a way of driving up local authority rent levels. This was also 
designed to encourage more people to buy their houses and to move social renting towards 
a more market-related pricing system in social rented housing, with assistance targeted 
through means tested housing benefit. The housing benefit was introduced in 1982-83 in 
the context of an attempt to rationalize means tested assistance with housing costs – a 
necessary reform given the decision to increase reliance on targeting.  
 
The squeeze on housing expenditure continued into the 1990s. Legislation in 1989 led to 
both deep cuts in local authority housing subsidies and in levels of capital expenditure on 
repairs and maintenance (Malpass et al, 1993). However, at the same time there was a brief 
investment boom in the housing association sector, which saw its approved development 
programme (ADP) almost triple between 1988/89 and 1992/93, before falling right back 
again by 1997/98 (Malpass, 2000: 204). The Labour government after 1997 allowed a 
modest increase in spending (in line with a specific election pledge to release local 
authority capital receipts from asset sales), but this was not sufficient to restore the mid-
1990s cuts of the outgoing government, and it was not until after the 2001 election that 
more significant increases in spending were permitted. Measuring housing expenditure is 
complicated and ‘involves much adding together of apples and pears’ (Hills, 1998: 132), 
but one measure suggests that in the period 1980/81 to 2001/02 housing was cut by 64 per 
cent, while all other main welfare programmes saw positive growth (Wilcox, 2002: 84). 
Part of the explanation for the apparently deep cut in housing is that there has been a major 
restructuring of expenditure: general housing subsidy to local authority housing revenue 
accounts has been eliminated in most areas and replaced by housing benefit, which counts 
as a form of social security payment, and there has been a significant growth in private 
borrowing by housing associations (which does not count as public expenditure) to 
compensate for cuts in the ADP (which is regarded as public expenditure). So, if housing 
has been exceptional in its declining share of public expenditure, it has been at the leading 
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edge of welfare state restructuring in terms of the greater use of both means testing and 
various forms of privatization. 
 
In a sense the mid 1970s welfare state crisis and the advent of Thatcherism merely 
intensified existing trajectories in housing policy (Ball, 1985). Such an interpretation is 
consistent with the view that housing was not primarily driven by welfare state ideas. The 
crisis of the welfare state, however, was to turn it towards the direction in which housing 
was already travelling: greater reliance on markets, more use of non-municipal service 
providers, a smaller, residual public sector and more means testing. These were all well 
developed in housing before the full-blown Thatcherite assault on the welfare state. The 
key indicator of continuity in housing policy is that owner occupation had been growing 
strongly, with explicit policy support, for the previous twenty years, while in the 1970s 
council housing had stagnated as a proportion of the total, and had been steered towards a 
more residual role. The wider use of means testing had been emerging since the mid 1950s, 
as part of the trend towards a more residualist approach to the public sector. In housing 
there had always been a large private market and a mixed economy of welfare provision. 
Privatization through the right to buy was a logical extension of support for owner 
occupation (as private renting declined so council housing came to be seen as a key source 
of supply). Early work on developing a non-municipal sector was taken a substantial step 
further in 1974, when the Housing Corporation was re-launched as a central funding and 
regulatory body for the housing association sector as a whole. At the same time housing 
associations were given their own dedicated and very generous grant system to enable 
them to play a larger role in meeting housing need (Malpass, 2000).  
 
In the 1980s housing was effectively a kind of testing ground for reforms that were later 
adopted elsewhere. The sale of council houses, for example, had been pioneered in 
Birmingham in the 1970s (Murie, 1975), but it remained unclear just how much demand 
there would be amongst tenants nationally. The successful implementation of the right to 
buy in the early 1980s may be seen to have bolstered the confidence of the government in 
pressing ahead with further privatization projects. The use of private finance in the housing 
association sector is perhaps a clearer example of an idea emerging from within the sector 
itself and then being taken up by the government as its own policy and subsequently being 
applied in other programme areas. Faced with diminishing state funding, a number of 
housing associations got together in the mid 1980s to explore the possibilities of private 
finance for new developments. Once it had been shown that capital could be raised in this 
way for social housing its appeal to central government was obvious, for it permitted grant 
rates to be cut and public expenditure to be saved without loss of output. It also had other 
advantages from the point of view of government in that it made housing associations’ 
assets ‘work’ (by providing the security for private loans), and it transferred risk to 
associations, thereby encouraging them to take a more business-like approach. It is 
important to appreciate that these developments since the mid 1980s would not have been 
possible without the preceding period of state funded growth in the housing association 
sector and in its asset base in particular. The generous grant regime of 1974 helped 
associations to build up their organizational and financial strength to a point where they 
could present themselves to lending institutions as credible borrowers of large amounts of 
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long term capital. The fact that they had housing assets that were largely unencumbered by 
debt was a significant factor here. 
 
The housing association sector is a good example of a quasi-market and quasi-government. 
The re-formulation of the Housing Corporation’s role in 1974 pioneered the idea of a 
national body, close to but separate from central government, with responsibility for 
funding and regulating independent service delivery agencies. This is now familiar in the 
privatized utilities and some parts of the welfare state but was a novelty at the time. The 
housing association sector operates as a quasi-market in the sense that individual 
associations bid to the Corporation (in England – similar but different arrangements 
operate in Wales and Scotland) for resources to develop new schemes. In the early 1990s 
the market was run on cut-throat competitive lines, but it is now rather more ordered. 
Indeed, new development by housing associations in England is closely orchestrated by the 
Corporation, much more closely than was local authority house building in its heyday.  
  
Another idea pioneered within housing was the transfer of municipal services to the 
independent not-for-profit sector. This again built on the housing association model and 
probably would not have developed in the way that it did without that model. In the early 
1980s the government experimented with selling individual estates, but it was in direct 
response to government policy in 1988 that a number of local authorities began to look at 
the possibilities of transferring the whole of their own housing stocks to newly established 
associations. This was prompted by concerns about a government initiative that appeared 
to imply the prospect of private landlords buying the most attractive parts of the council 
sector, leaving the local authorities with the least desirable and most problematic parts. 
Transfer offered an escape from this situation, while keeping the social rented sector intact. 
Transfer also opened up the opportunity for the local authority to realize a capital receipt 
on the sale, and to guarantee to tenants not only that their rents would not rise steeply but 
that they would get certain repairs and improvements done. Stock transfer began as a way 
of getting round government policy, but was soon taken up by government and turned into 
a mainstream policy (Malpass and Mullins, 2002). By 2002 over 700,000 dwellings had 
been transferred by over 120 local authorities, with the government strongly committed to 
the principle of separation of the strategic role of local authorities from the operational 
management of housing services (DETR, 2000: 60). The transfer of council houses to new 
landlords is a good example of the new fragmented governance of public services and the 
managerialist turn in the development of the welfare state. Whereas the postwar welfare 
state was built largely around municipal services the trend now is to move services away 
from direct responsibility of elected councillors. This is widely understood to be a way of 
giving more day to day control to senior managers, but it has been criticized in some 
circles for reducing accountability. Independent and arm’s length organizations are, 
however, regularly held to account by their regulators, whose influence and use of various 
performance measures, has increased as local councillors have been side-lined. 
 
Finally, the promotion of consumer choice, a strong theme in current policy towards the 
public services, is well represented in housing. This is clear enough in the continued 
promotion of owner occupation and private renting, but choice and consumer 
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empowerment are themes also supported within the social rented sector (DETR, 2000: 
chapter 9). The idea of tenants as consumers with choice is also being used in the reform of 
housing benefit in the private rented sector, where schemes are piloting flat rate payments 
designed to give people ‘shopping incentives’ to seek out the cheapest property or to 
bargain with landlords over the rent to be charged.   
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has outlined some evidence and reasons for a new interpretation of the housing-
welfare state relationship. The main conclusion is that, on the evidence from Great Britain 
at least, we should abandon the idea that housing is the wobbly pillar. On the contrary, 
over the last twenty five years, it has been pioneering reforms that other service areas are 
now adopting to a greater or lesser extent. In relation to the idea that the welfare state can 
be understood in terms of distinct settlements, we can say that housing has led the way 
towards a smaller state sector and greater use of markets; moreover, the British housing 
market is much less regulated than it was in earlier decades. So housing has developed to a 
greater extent than other service areas a choice based system that has transferred 
responsibility, risk and reward from the state to the individual, and all this has occurred in 
an unstable and increasingly unequal market for both housing and labour. The 
abandonment of full employment and the subsequent rise of both unemployment and 
income inequality, at a time when market based solutions were being urged on people 
across a wide range of incomes, meant that achieved housing wellbeing would come more 
closely to reflect labour market participation and position. Labour market inequalities 
clearly have greater impact on housing when purchasing power is the key determinant of 
consumption. In the pre-1975 welfare state the fact that housing was the least 
decommodified and most market determined of services mattered less in terms of achieved 
levels of wellbeing than is the case today.   
 
In relation to the social settlement, the housing system has adapted to the growth of both 
two earner and no earner households, and these differences are increasingly etched into the 
different tenures. As more women have entered the labour force, thereby enhancing 
household spending power, so the housing market has responded, making two incomes 
more or less essential. Households with only one earned income (or none) are therefore 
more likely to struggle to enter the market and to have to turn to social renting, thereby 
reinforcing it residual status.  
 
It is relation to the new organizational settlement that housing is most clearly in the lead. 
Twenty five years ago Britain (especially Scotland) had one of the highest levels of 
municipal rented housing in the west, but now the combined effects of sales to sitting 
tenants and transfers to new landlord organizations suggest that the end-game for 
municipal housing is well advanced. Other service areas, such as health and education, 
have been subjected to the same kind of managerialist turn. 
 
The exceptional severity of the housing policy in the 1980s, with deep spending cuts, 
privatization and residualization, created an impression that housing was the wobbly pillar 
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under the welfare state. The argument here, however, is that, taking a longer term view, 
housing can be seen to epitomize the new welfare state settlement, in which there is greater 
emphasis on privatization, demunicipalization, markets, choice and a strong regulatory role 
for the centre. Precisely because housing always had a dominant private sector, a mixed 
economy of welfare, and an active voluntary, not-for-profit sector recent trends in other 
programme areas have seen a convergence with the housing model. This is not to argue 
that ministers have consciously adopted housing as a model to copy, nor that they have 
deliberately tried out ideas in housing that have subsequently been used elsewhere, but the 
convergence is clear enough. 
 
Housing in Britain highlights how the welfare state has changed, and how it might change 
in the future. The former emphasis on collective provision of services has given way to the 
idea of private consumption and personal gain, but also direct user charges and to 
fragmented governance. Housing has moved from a needs based approach to an 
affordability approach (Whitehead, 1991). This is transparent in the active debate about 
house prices and wealth accumulation (which it is apparently very difficult to tax), but it is 
also present in the debates about pensions and university fees, where the benefits to 
graduates are emphasized as the justification for increased charges. Before 1975 the 
housing market was underpinned by full employment and a regulated mortgage industry. 
The abandonment of full employment and the deregulation of the housing market, together 
with the shrinking, increasingly residualized social rented sector, have transformed the 
situation. For those who can afford it there is a large private sector; the government’s 
strategy is clear: ‘giving responsibility to individuals to provide for their own homes where 
they can’ and for those who ‘need help with the cost of housing’ there is the social rented 
sector (DETR, 2000: 16). If housing is indeed in the lead, charting a course that may be 
followed by other services, then the intractability of the problems associated with both a 
residual public sector and an unstable and highly unequal private market provide useful 
evidence for policy makers to ponder. It may be a long time before the private sectors in 
health and education are comparable with those in housing, but the warning signs are there 
in housing for those who care to look. Twenty five years after Thatcher came to power it is 
still tempting to blame her for everything, but she has been gone for longer than she ruled 
and her successors clearly have to take responsibility for current policies and their social 
and economic consequences. 
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