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Introduction

arkets alone are not enough to serve
the needs of poor and vulnerable
groups; government needs to play
an active role in supporting their housing
needs through a combination of instruments,
including subsidies, infrastructure provision,
and public/ social housing. This report focuses
on one of many supply-side options—specifi-
cally, the provision of social housing—and
what governments need to consider if they
want to go down that path, and by exten-
sion, what World Bank task teams could look
at to understand the potential viability of pro-
posed programs.
Depending on where the reader is from,
the term ‘social housing’ may conjure up im-
ages of grey and derelict tower blocks on the
outskirts of town, or those of low-rise brick-
clad buildings in a thriving neighborhood, or
both. In reality, social housing encompass-
es both of these—and many more typologies
in between these two extremes—often in the
same city. Given the vast diversity of typolo-
gies—not to mention policies, financing mech-
anisms, and institutional frameworks—this
study starts with positing a working definition
of social housing, before delving into its dif-
ferent models, and finally makes recommen-
dations to help World Bank staff evaluate re-

quests from client governments to support
such projects.

That said, it is important to note at the
outset of this paper that social housing can-
not be a stand-alone solution for the chal-
lenges facing any country. It needs to be seen
as one element of a broader agenda that en-
compasses the range of issues for the entire
population distribution.

Context: Why are we doing this
study?

The approach to social housing has evolved
through time, ranging from densely concen-
trated publicly built housing for ownership to
below-market rental housing that is managed
and maintained by the public sector. There
have been diverse approaches on financing,
ownership, government involvement, target-
ing and income mix, and the role of the com-
munity.

More broadly, over the past five decades,
there has been an evolution of housing subsi-
dies away from sheer public rental to subsidies
for home ownership and subsidies to house-
holds for rent. Since adopting the ‘Enabling
Markets to Work' framework in 1993, the
World Bank's involvement in the housing sec-
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tor also evolved from project-based support to
holistic sector-wide support aimed at—(i) im-
proving policy and institutional structures, and
(ii) assisting governments to transform their
role from direct housing provision to that of an
‘enabler’.

Over the last three decades, many coun-
tries have had one or another form of social
housing or social assistance for housing, which
are distinctly different from each other, but
commonly categorized as ‘social housing’, as
discussed in detail in Chapter 2. These include
direct provision (Turkey, Singapore, and Bra-
zil), enabling private sector or community-led
provision (India, Thailand, and South Africa),
and providing rental assistance (Chile).

That said, with governments transition-
ing to playing the role of an enabler, the pro-
duction of social housing has fallen, and at
the same time, other models of housing assis-
tance have emerged—in advanced and emerg-
ing economies alike. Governments around the
world are now more than ever looking for in-
novative, sustainable, cost-effective solutions
and requesting World Bank support in the so-
cial housing sector. In this context, this study
of global social housing models is intended to
inform the World Bank and their client govern-
ments' approach going forward.

Objectives, scope, and
methodology of the study

This study aims to re-visit the conceptand prac-
tice of social housing, take stock of good prac-
tices and innovations, as well as the failures of
social housing, and suggest ways in which the
World Bank can help client countries/cities to
make social housing work for the poor and low
income households, as well as for the function-
ing of the housing market overall.

Specifically, the task at hand in preparing
this report was to:

* Develop a working/operational definition
of the loosely used ‘social housing’ termi-
nology;

* Take stock of housing policies and pro-
grams since the “demise” of public hous-
ing;

* Undertake in-depth case studies of suc-
cesses and innovations, lessons learned,
and factors for success; and

* Reflect upon how the World Bank could
engage with the social housing sector.

The research included an extensive litera-
ture review of primary and secondary sources on
social housing and in-depth case studies.



What is Social Housing?

The many definitions of social
housing

While the most common conception of social
housing is subsidized rental dwellings, the lit-
erature shows that there is no consensus on
the definition of the term. In fact, there is lit-
tle consensus on the term itself: while ‘social
housing' is a commonly used term in several
countries, it is often used interchangeably with
‘public housing’ or ‘subsidized housing'. These
alternate terms focus on a singular aspect
of social housing, i.e. ownership (by public
authorities) in the case of ‘public housing,’ and
financial backing (by public authorities) in the
case of ‘subsidized housing,’ thereby eclipsing
the other elements inherent in the term.

Social housing, like the national housing
systems they are a part of, are shaped by con-
text-specific political, economic, and cultur-
al environments. As these macro conditions
continuously change over time, so do housing
and social housing systems in a given location.
Therefore, the definition of social housing, as
well as the terminology used, varies signifi-
cantly across countries and time. Internation-
al organizations also define the term differ-
ently, often using working definitions that are
changed to align with the objectives of differ-
ent projects.

Table 1 below has select examples of the
terms and definitions of social housing used
around the world. More examples are provid-
ed in Annex 1.

It is thus clear that there is no universal
term or definition of social housing, and the
term is used rather loosely around the globe.
Yet, a few key elements are common across all
these definitions:’

* Some form of state support or subsidy, di-
rect or indirect (e.g. financing, land, infra-
structure, etc.)

* Targeting based on socio-economic and/
or vulnerability criteria

* Below market-rate housing for those who
cannot afford market rates

* Some form of (public) administrative over-
sight in the allocation of housing units,
rent-setting, and operations and mainte-
nance of the housing units

* Owned publicly or privately, but with a ‘so-
cial' purpose in the medium-/long-term
(say >5 years), or in perpetuity.

Using these common key elements as the
unifying thread, this study proposes the fol-

" Rosenfeld, Orna and UN.ECE, 2015; and Braga and
Palvarini, 2013.
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TABLE 1

DEFINITIONS OF SOCIAL HOUSING

COUNTRY

Austria®c

South Africa¢

201"

OECD, 2020

TERMA

People’s housing and
limited profit hous-
ing (wohnungsgemein-
nitzigkeitsgesetz

- WGG)

Social housing

Social housing or
(public) mass housing

Social housing or
council housing

Social housing

DEFINITION®

No official definition, but there are different forms of housing
provision beyond the market:

« People’s housing is subsidized rental housing provided by
municipalities

+ Limited profit housing is rental and owner-occupied housing
provided on a non-profit basis by investors that are regulated by
the Non-Profit Housing Act and have access to public subsidies
(Limited Profit Housing Associations)

Affordable housing for ownership provided by the Housing
Development Board (HDB) to all income groups

Social housing is a rental or cooperative housing option for

low- and middle-income households provided by Social Housing
Institutions (SHIs) or Other Delivery Agents (ODAs) in approved
projects within designated restructuring zones with the benefit of
public funding as contemplated in the Social Housing Act

Housing for ownership built by the government, targeted at low-
income families, and with a low down payment and low/no-interest
loan to make it affordable

Rental housing provided at reduced rents, by housing associations
or local councils, that is more affordable than housing on the open
market and usually built with the support of government funding

Decent and safe rental housing for eligible low-income families, the
elderly, and persons with disabilities

Housing for rent or accession to ownership for which there are
defined rules governing access to households with difficulties in
finding housing

Housing that is adequate in quality and location and does not cost
so much that it prohibits occupants meeting other basic living
costs or threatens their enjoyment of basic human rights

Residential rental accommodation provided at sub-market prices
that is targeted and allocated according to specific rules, such as
identified need or waiting lists

2 Rosenfeld, Orna and UN.ECE, 2015; and Pittini, Alice and Laino, Elsa, 2012.
b Cited from Pittini, Alice and Laino, Elsa, 2012.

¢ Pittini and Laino, 2012.

d https://shra.org.za/node/9.
e Cited from TOKI Corporate Profile Document 2019, available at: http://i.toki.gov.tr/content/entities/main-page-
slider/20191011095737969524-pdf.pdf.
fhttps://www.housing.org.uk/about-housing-associations/about-social-housing/.

9 https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/public_indian_housing/programs/ph#:~:text=Public%20housing%20was%20
established%20to,rise%20apartments%20for%20elderly%20families.

h'Hansson and Lundgren, 2019.
"https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/21100.

I “Social housing: A key part of past and future housing policy”, Employment, Labour and Social Affairs Policy Briefs, OECD, Paris,
http://oe.cd/social-housing-2020.



lowing working definition for social housing:
“Social housing is subsidized residential ac-
commodation provided at below-market prices,
targeted on the basis of socio-economic and/
or vulnerability criteria, and operating under
some form of (public) administrative oversight
in the medium-/long-term.”

Here, it is also important to clarify that, in
practice, the term ‘social housing' often gets
used interchangeably with ‘affordable hous-
ing,’ leading to confusion. Two questions to as
here are: Is all ‘social housing' affordable? Con-
versely, is all ‘affordable housing' social in na-
ture? Since the answers will vary from country
to country, it may be helpful to start by mak-
ing a distinction between the two. ‘Affordable
housing’, unlike social housing, is not necessar-
ily subsidized by government programs, does
not have government oversight in the medium
or long term, and may be naturally occurringin
the private market.?

A proposed framework for
social housing

Public policy (and laws and regulations) is at
the core of building social housing systems,
tying together all the defining and differenti-
ating characteristics. The literature identifies
four dimensions of social housing: (i) tenure,
(ii) provider (ownership and management), (iii)
financing, and (iv) targeting.® While public pol-
icy serves as the foundation of a social housing
system, the four dimensions are the building
blocks. This study suggests two more dimen-
sions that are critical: (v) planning and design,
and (vi) operations and maintenance (O&M).
Together, these six dimensions can serve as a
helpful overarching framework for social hous-
ing. Later in this paper, sections 3.2.4 and 3.3.4
use this six-dimensional framework to draw a
comparison across different cases.

WHAT IS SOCIAL HOUSING?

Below is an overview of the approaches to
each of these six dimensions based on differ-
ent policy objectives and available resources
that have resulted in different social housing
models and outcomes.

Rental and ownership are the two leading ten-
ure options in social housing models across
the world. Rental is the dominant tenure in
most of Northern, North Western, and South
Eastern Europe* while Mediterranean coun-
tries® have provided social housing for sale/
ownership. Some countries such as the UK
and those in Eastern Europe (Hungary, Poland,
Slovakia, Slovenia) have transitioned from
social housing for rent to ownership since the
1980s-90s. At the same time, countries are also
experimenting with alternate tenures such as
cooperatives and rent-to-own, and ‘continuum’
tenures such as community land trusts and
shared ownership, to improve housing afford-
ability and widen the reach of social housing.’

In the case of social rental housing, oneis-
sueis the duration that eligible households can
live in it. Programs in North and North-West-
ern Europe typically only check eligibility at the
time tenants move in, while in the US, social
housing residents® undergo income certifica-

2|n the US, it is referred to as naturally occurring
affordable housing (NOAH).

3 Braga and Palvarini, 2013.

4Including Denmark, Netherlands, Austria, France,
and Germany.

5 Such as Cyprus, Greece, and Spain.

6 Braga and Palvarini, 2013.

7 For instance, shared ownership in the UK that
allows tenants to buy a share of the dwelling and
pay rent on the rest of it has provided a stepping
stone to households looking to get on the home-
ownership ladder.

8 j.e. in public housing and Low Income Housing Tax
Credit (LIHTC) funded projects.
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FIGURE 1
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tion every year to check eligibility, and are sup-
posed to vacate if their income increases be-
yond the program’s income limits.®

In many emerging economies, for exam-
ple, Brazil, Egypt, India, Mexico, and Turkey,
the predominant tenure for social housing has
been home ownership.. Chapter 3 will elab-
orate more on some of these cases and cat-
egorize them as social assistance for housing
rather than social housing. Such programs are

often associated with mismatched preferenc-
es/ needs of target groups due to issues relat-
ed to affordability, location, and/or (labor) mo-
bility. As a result, the lowest-income and most
vulnerable groups for whom this housing may
not be suitable typically seek out informal
rental accommodation with little security of
tenure and poor living conditions. Recognizing

° Only in the case of rental housing.



this, there has been increasing discussion on
the need for social rental housing in emerging
economies in recent years, but their legal and
financial frameworks are often not designed to
adequately support such schemes on a large
scale (yet). For instance, the Government of In-
dia (Gol) instituted an Affordable Rental Hous-
ing Complex (ARHC) policy to build social rent-
al housing for migrants and the urban poor
in the wake of the migrant crisis during the
Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. However, due to
the absence of appropriate rental housing
laws and regulations, progress has been slow.

Institutional structure and data

There are a range of social housing provid-
ers including local authorities, public com-
panies, non-/limited- profit housing associa-
tions, community-led non-profit organizations,
and even private for-profit developers and
investors. Although one or the other takes

FIGURE 2

WHAT IS SOCIAL HOUSING?

the lead in social housing provision, every
model includes multiple stakeholders, each
with clearly defined roles and responsibili-
ties (Braga and Palvarini, 2013). As shown in
the figure below, the primary social housing
provider has changed over time, from private
employers and charitable institutions to gov-
ernment entities, and more recently to private
non-profit and for-profit sectors.

Financing and costs

Social housing is financed by multiple sources
including governments, private financial insti-
tutions, foundations, and project rent rev-
enues. Any social housing project typically
requires a layering of multiple financial instru-
ments to reduce the gap between market rents
needed to make the project feasible and rents
affordable to the target segment(s).

While in the past, governments typi-
cally shouldered the bulk of social housing

CHANGE IN PRIMARY SOCIAL HOUSING PROVIDERS OVER TIME
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FIGURE 3

POSSIBLE FINANCING SOURCES FOR SOCIAL HOUSING DEVELOPMENT
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development costs, in recent decades gov-
ernment financial support has been decreas-
ing. Therefore, social housing providers have
turned to private sector financing instru-
ments,’ which often tend to be complex,
short-term, and expensive. Providers use dif-
ferent combinations of these diverse financial
resources, the availability and effectiveness
of which are influenced by factors such as—
(i) government commitment to the sector; (ii)
maturity of providers; (iii) regulatory structure;
and (iv) financial market conditions (Pittini and
Laino, 2012).

Subsidies and targeting

Generally, targeting in social housing models
can be categorized as: (i) universalist, or (ii) tar-
geted. The former opens up the program to a
broad swathe of society, with up to 80% of the
population eligible in some cases. The Neth-
erlands, Austria, and France are a few coun-
tries that use this universalist approach. The
targeted approach is more narrowly focused
on specific groups, such as low-income or vul-
nerable populations. However, even coun-
tries that historically practiced universalist tar-

geting, such as the Netherlands and France,
have seen narrower targeting and an increas-
ing concentration of vulnerable populations in
their social housing in recent years."

Planning, regulations, and
sustainability

In their bid to address large housing defi-
cits, social housing programs in some coun-
tries have focused on the quantitative aspect
to the detriment of qualitative characteristics
(for example, Mexico, Brazil, Turkey). How-
ever, compromises on location, access to infra-
structure and services, design, and construc-
tion quality has led to deteriorated, vacant or
abandoned housing stock, and poverty con-
centration, among other challenges. In con-
trast, programs that have incorporated sound
planning, design and sustainability principles
have helped create thriving communities, as

10 Such as bank loans (construction and/or perma-
nent), tax credits, and guarantees.

" “Social housing: A key part of past and future
housing policy”, Employment, Labour and Social
Affairs Policy Briefs, OECD, Paris, http://oe.cd/
social-housing-2020.



seen in the cases of Singapore and Vienna.'
These cases owe their success, in part, to many
decades of evolution, strong government sup-
port, and a regulatory framework. In this
regard, it is important to note that these coun-
tries are somewhat exceptions to the norm,
and their experiences may not be replicable
in most developing countries without govern-
ment support/ financing and the regulatory
environment to make this possible.

O&M is an often-overlooked component of
social housing, as seen in the case of US pub-
lic housing or municipal housing in Hungary.
However, O&M is a critical component to
maintain the quality of living environment in

WHAT IS SOCIAL HOUSING?

buildings, and must be incorporated into proj-
ect financial planning and budgeting from the
start. Lack of financial and technical resources
for adequate maintenance is a strong determi-
nant of the success or failure of a project. In
addition to regular maintenance and repairs, it
is also important to account for the larger cap-
ital improvements that buildings need periodi-
cally. While day-to-day maintenance is typically
paid for from project cash flows, large-scale
capital repairs may be funded by government
grants as is the case in Singapore and Vienna.

12 Planning and design of social housing in Singa-
pore, like its other aspects, is centralized and man-
aged by the Housing Development Board (HDB); in
Vienna, strict regulations, government support, and
a competitive jury system ensure that social hous-
ing meets the highest planning and design stan-
dards.






A century of social housing:

Global typologies and

case studies

Disentangling ‘social housing’
versus ‘social assistance for
housing’

Governments in differing socio-economic
and political contexts have adopted different
approaches to address social housing demand,
leading to a variety of models and varying lev-
els of public and private intervention in the sec-
tor. This chapter attempts to categorize these
different models into typologies, and further
groups them into two broader categories: the
first category includes what is deemed social
housing per the definition presented earlier
in the report, while the second is social assis-
tance for housing, which is referred to as social
housing in many countries due their inherent
social characteristics, but in fact, does not fit its
definition in this report.

More specifically, the models catego-
rized under social assistance for housing are
distinct from those under social housing in
that they are time-limited and not designed
to produce a stock of social housing in per-
petuity or in the medium/long term, or spur
production of new social housing. The reason
for including them in this report is two fold:
(i) these are currently some of the more prev-
alent forms of government assistance global-

ly, and (ii) to make the point that these other
forms of government assistance are not to be
confused with ‘social housing,' as defined in
this report.

Table 2 presents three predominant social
housing models, and Table 3 presents three
forms of social assistance for housing, catego-
rized by provider.

Given that increasing requests by client
governments to the World Bank for support
in developing social housing, this study ex-
amined cases from countries with different
income levels and at different stages of de-
velopment. In addition to some of the well-
known examples such as those from West-
ern Europe, the case examples picked for
this study represent a cross-section of ad-
vanced and emerging economies to the ex-
tent that data was available, long-running
programs as well as pilot projects, and suc-
cess stories as well as failures—to present
a comprehensive picture of the possibilities
for social housing going forward.™

Plotting the selected case examples on a
graph, Figure 4 below illustrates the changes

13 Due to limited published information of programs
in emerging economies, the case studies are more
heavily weighted towards those from advanced
economies which are better documented.

1
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TABLE 2

PREDOMINANT SOCIAL HOUSING MODELS (CATEGORIZED BY PROVIDER/ OWNER-OPERATOR)

PROVIDER/ OWNER-OPERATOR

1 Government agencies

2 Non- or limited-profit housing
associations

3 Community land trusts

SHORT SUMMARY

Government builds, owns and rents housing
at regulated prices

Mission-oriented entities that build and/or
manage social housing, with government
support

Subsidized housing for ownership,
developed and managed by community-
led organizations such as land trusts or
community cooperatives

COUNTRIES
USA, Hungary

Austria, France,
Netherlands, South Africa,
UK, USA, Visegrad Four
(Czech Republic, Hungary,
Poland, Slovakia)

USA, Kenya, , various EU

Source: Author.

TABLE 3

PREDOMINANT MODELS OF SOCIAL ASSISTANCE FOR HOUSING

TYPE OF ASSISTANCE

1 Government-led housing
production (supply-side)

2 Government financial
assistance to households
(demand-side)

3 Private and small-scale
landlords

SHORT SUMMARY

Government builds, owns and sells housing
at regulated prices

Residents’ ability to pay for private housing
boosted by a government subsidy (rental or
ownership)

Private housing (subsidized) rentals
managed by not-for-profit or quasi-
government intermediary, with or without
government support

COUNTRIES

Brazil, Singapore, Turkey,
Thailand, Ethiopia, UK

Jordan, South Africa, USA,
Portugal (Lisbon), Spain
(Barcelona)

Source: Author.

in ownership and financing of social housing
and social assistance for housing over time,
from the bottom left to the top right quad-
rant. Over the last half-century, many gov-
ernments have been transitioning to an en-
abling role and private sector stakeholders
have taken a more active role in the devel-
opment, management, and financing of so-
cial housing.

The following sections detail the six mod-
els—three on social housing, and another three
onsocial assistance for housing—alongwith afew
case examples of each. Each has its advantages
and disadvantages, but the aim here is to use
the examples to illustrate the different models
rather than delve into their strengths and weak-
nesses, which are presented in Annexes 2-6 in
the detailed descriptions of the individual cases.
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FIGURE 4

SOCIAL HOUSING 2X2 MATRIX
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