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A 30th Anniversary

MRI Budapest 27-29.9.2019 Urban and Housing Systems under Pressure

... of MRI: in June 1989, at Noszjaj, we presented each other seemingly unique 
national or urban vignettes of housing. Juxtapositional analysis it was, and we
were eager for concepts to generalise and order our findings.

... of Esping-Andersen: in July 1990, at Gävle, I first met Jim Kemeny, who told
me about a brand new book: „The Three Worlds of Welfare“. I found it inspiring
(re: Austria-Sweden), and started to link it with my own housing research.

... of my PhD: completed in 1989, I had a year to edit it as a book. When it
came out in 1991, it was framed by the Structures of Housing Provision 
approach, and paid a lip service to Esping-Andersen. The tension between the
two concepts remained: one was urban/regional, the other national in scale.  
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30 Years of Typologies
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Welfare (State) Regimes (WR) have grown in numbers, and beyond the OECD, 
from the classical 3 to at least 10 (ASPALTER 2017) or even more (SCHUBERT 
2009). Groupings continue to be contested on (changing) empirical grounds.  

The Varieties of Capitalism (VoC) approach (HALL-SOSKICE 2001) has offered an 
additional, economic context for housing research. Alluding to this concept, 
Varieties of Residential Capitalism have been suggested by SCHWARTZ-SEABROOKE 
2008. Others have pleaded for a unified typology of capitalisms (SCHRÖDER 2013).

Housing Regimes (HR), originally based on the interplay between social and
private rental markets, have been proposed by Jim KEMENY (2006). Again, 
groupings as dualist or unitary rental markets remain contested, and are
leaving open the kind of interplay with the ownership markets.
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Virtues of Typologies
based on ASPALTER 2012/2019
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Ideal-typical method

Broad picture of average features per type as a yardstick, finding functional
equivalence (e.g. CASTLES‘ „Really Big Trade Off“), good to oversee large 
number of cases, perfect starting point for further real-typical analysis (below)

Real-typical method

Detailed analysis of material, institutional, legal, ideological arrangements, 
based on precise data. Sensitive to small and short-term changes. Depending
on choice and availablility of variables to measure phenomena and their
development
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Deficiencies

MRI Budapest 27-29.9.2019 Urban and Housing Systems under Pressure

Scale: in most comparativisms, the nation-state dominates. Sub-national 
comparisons are rare, even if housing markets are functioning on a regional 
level, and housing policies are made in urban/regional councils more than ever

History: comparisons tend to be snap-shots. Histories of housing tend to be
national histories. Housing stock, institutions, ideologies, are long-living animals, 
but different from one (urban) region to the other. The best place to analyse
mental, institutional, and material legacies is urban housing, and over a long time.

Scope: so far, housing regime (HR) analysis has focussed on rental markets, 
and the varieties of residential capitalism (VoRC) approach on owner-occupied
markets. In reality, there is much interaction. Same as typoplogies of markets
and policies in general (SCHRÖDER), housing typologies need to be combined.   
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Homework for panelists
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1. What is the main aim/function of the regime approach?

2. What is the geographic unit for the interpretation of the housing 
regime? (global, national, regional, urban)

3. How the political and economic system determine the housing 
regimes?

4. Are housing regimes change according to economic 
development?

5. How housing regimes intermediate the social inequalities?
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1. Main Function of Regime Approach
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• already mentioned as virtues of the ideal-typical and real-typical
method

• apart from all advantages of international comparisons (after 
IMMERFALL 1995: 26f.):

- potential to generalize from national/regional findings

- potential to specify/modify/relate existing generalisations

- descriptive function of adding more cases/observations

- „enlightenment function“ („undercutting the taken for granted“)

- pointing towards alternatives: „lesson drawing“ to „policy borrowing“
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2. Geographic Unit for Housing Regimes
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• Definitely the city or (better) the urban region, delimited by housing 
market areas, embedded in regional to national, sometimes supranational 
regulations.

• Nation-based comparisons of housing tend to hide as much as they reveal, 
making sense only in a few very urbanised and centralised countries.

• Sub-nationally, a variety of urban housing regimes can be detected, i.e. 
institutionalised power relations within a (welfare) triangle between state, 
market, and more informal institutions, which define legal and 
organisational arrangements in housing 

• In order to scan the whole orbit of players, a kind of „housing provision
chain“ offers a good starting point, or a more elaborate diagram of
„structures of housing provision“ (SHP © BALL-HARLOE 1990)

• In any case, institutional mapping should center around urban (regional) 
housing markets, and expand towards the national, European and global 
scales where appropriate
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3. Housing Regimes determined by the
political and economic system?
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• Determination is the wrong word for these relations; housing regimes
are embedded within larger structures, but in particular ways:

- Scale is different between urban (regional) housing markets and other
commodity markets; the same can be said about housing policies vis a 
vis other sectoral policies

- Since GFC 2008, speculation and financialization have further 
exacerbated the spread amongst urban (regional) housing markets, 
leading to a greater variety of housing problems and policy answers 

- Housing is an extremely long-lasting good, but ownership, housing
institutions, policies and ideologies display a similar kind of inertia (in 
comparison to other commodities and markets) – no other sector of
the economy is rooted deeper in history than housing
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4. Change with economic growth?
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• Convergence thesis of the old; housing regimes a divergence approach

• Global innovations such as financialisation or re-urbanisation/ 
gentrification “touch down“ within established variants of capitalism
and welfare regimes > variety of outcomes

• Example: post 2008 GFC, VoRC have changed, from different starting
points, at different speed, resulting in 4 trajectories (FERNANDEZ-
AALBERS 2016) 

• Due to institutional/ legal/ material inertia, path dependency is high in 
housing regimes; only mass privatisation produces clean breaks with
the past (and can hardly be reversed)
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5. Social Inequalities and Housing Regimes
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• Another neo-Weberian concept worth looking at again: Housing Classes
(REX-MOORE 1967), cross-cutting, often alleviating inequalities on the
labour market

• Domestic property classes are back again, substantially contributing to 
widening social inequalities (PIKETTY 2014)

• In (corporatist & social-democratic) welfare regimes, where cities have 
a large rental sector (Berlin, Vienna), speculative income is for a few

• In liberal and familialistic welfare regimes, a large group of home-
owners tries to benefit from price booms, falling victim to slumps

• Taxation of wealth (transfers) is at stake, varying a lot across welfare
regimes
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Some Suggestions
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• in 30 years of comparative housing research, we have learned to
use a “long view“ (Special Edition of „Housing Studies“ 2019.2)

• „Historicizing housing typologies“ (BLACKWELL-KOHL 2019) is a 
laborous, but fruitful endevour

• Histories of urban (regional) housing regimes, their institutions, 
legislations, ideologies and outcomes, are not just histories, but 
important contributions to understanding recent arrangements  

• For Vienna, I am currently working on a history of 100 years of
rental legislation, impinging on current housing supply
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