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Introduction

Since the 1990s, with the rise of neoliberalism in most countries as the accepted
governance norm, social housing and other forms of social support have been
affected severely. In Australia, any new supply of social housing in all states and
territories has almost come to an end (Morris 2013). Recently, both Victoria and
NSW have announced new social housing construction. Although this is a step in the
right direction, it is yet to indicate a long-term commitment to address the severe
shortage of social housing in Australia. This is demonstrated in projections that
estimate that over the next 20 years, 727,300 additional social housing dwellings will
be required in Australia (Lawson et al. 2019), which is a near doubling of current
combined public and community housing stocks. In 2017–18, there were only
437,000 social housing dwellings across the country (AIHW 2020).

Social (public and community) housing tenants have been seen as problem tenants
or problem families (Flanagan 2018), and their need for social housing has been
increasingly framed in the public discourse as rooted in their individual attributes,
rather than societal structures. Against this backdrop, a discourse around care has
been emerging as an alternative way of thinking and acting in response to neoliberal
policies and practices. In this paper, we use data collected from qualitative in-depth
interviews with social housing providers and tenants in four Australian states, to
highlight the experiences of both tenants and providers about the ways and extent to
which an ethic of care is involved in life in social housing.

Housing as Infrastructure of Care

To understand the experiences of tenants living in social housing in Australia, we
adopt Power and Mee’s (2020) understanding of housing as infrastructure of care.
Following the ‘infrastructural turn’ (Amin 2014), Power and Mee recognise
infrastructures as not necessarily public goods but sociotechnical tools and systems,
dynamic patterns that are ‘the foundation of social organisation’ (2020, p. 485). In
Australia, the concept of social housing as infrastructure has been recently debated
(e.g. Lawson et al. 2019), with housing researchers seeking to address the housing
affordability crisis and the increasing demand of low-income households for housing
support.

Building on this, Power and Mee examine housing as infrastructure of care as ‘a
sociomaterial system that patterns the possibility of care’ – both receiving and giving
care - through three main domains: housing materialities, housing markets and
housing governance, considering how each organises care giving and receiving
(Power & Mee 2020, p. 490). Other scholars have employed the notion of housing as
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infrastructure of care, expanding the debate into social housing, and housing
aspirations, pathways and provision (e.g. Mee 2009; Power & Bergan 2019;
McArthur & Stratford 2021).

Exploring Tenants’ Lived Experience in Social Housing

This paper draws on data from research examining the experience of social housing
pathways in Australia, focusing on four Australian jurisdictions: New South Wales,
Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania. The data was collected during 2018 and
2019 from interviews with people moving into, within and out of social housing, along
with social housing providers working with tenants to support these transitions. 

In total, across the four jurisdictions we interviewed 76 people who were living in
social housing or elsewhere, and 33 service providers, mostly working in community
or public housing agencies (Flanagan et al., 2020). 

Findings

Our findings suggest that in its current form, social housing in the four Australian
states does not include an integral structural form of care. This can be amended with
structural changes to the housing system itself that address the shortfalls of the
system rather than blaming individual tenants for their need of social housing. 

For our analysis, we adopt Power and Mee’s conceptual framework examining three
domains of housing as infrastructure of care: housing materialities, housing markets
and housing governance. In our study, these domains correspond with three kinds of
care we identified: tenants caring for their housing, social housing providers caring
for their clients, and the housing system caring for tenants.

Tenants caring for their housing 

Many of the tenants we interviewed cared deeply about their housing and took a lot
of pride in it. Most had positive experiences about their housing allocation,
expressing overall satisfaction with their housing conditions. Some felt their unit was
their home:

I'm so happy—that little unit I regard as my own. It’s just a one-bedroom
where all the elderly live, just a one-bedroom, and basically that’s what I
need in my life now (tenant, South Australia).

However, tenants felt that some of their fellow tenants should care more for their
properties. They expressed concerns about people not respecting their properties or
being involved in illicit activities, like drug or prostitution, believing such tenants
perhaps do not deserve to be living in social housing, although some still believed
such tenants should remain in social housing.

They shouldn’t be allowed to maintain a property if they’re going to be
violent and aggressive and assault other people; no, I think they should
lose their privilege (tenant, Victoria). 
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It’s people who are dirty and lazy and rort the system and milk the system
and don’t care and destroy stuff and joke about the fact that they’re going
to get a new house, yes. No—but then where do they go? (Tenant,
Tasmania).

Social housing providers caring for tenants 

We also found in interviews with social housing providers that they cared deeply
about their clients. One provider described his interaction with an older tenant:

He’s our longest tenant, he’s been here for 23 years or something. And
he’s fallen on the floor and I found him. He’d fractured his hip and he’d
been down for 14 hours on the floor and I think he would have died. And I
only found him because I was—it’s not part of my role but I just check on
him to see if he’s okay and that (provider, Victoria).

Tenants also shared stories about providers treating them with care and respect,
creating relationships that have resulted in improvement in tenants’ wellbeing and
sense of safety. 

She made me feel really good. I didn’t feel judged when I was being honest
about my past, I didn’t feel that I was looked down upon (tenant,
Tasmania).

She’s been amazing, she’s more a really good friend now and she’s been
so supportive for this whole process—got me support letters, flicked emails
to other housing workers to get advice, stuff like that—which I really
wouldn’t have thought to expect from Housing. She was right next to me
100 per cent, 110 per cent of the way from application on. She actually did
my resume and it was bloody amazing (tenant, South Australia).

Yet some tenants noted the lack of care they experienced from interactions with
housing officers. In many cases, tenants spoke about housing officers who treated
them without care, with disrespect and as inferior.

If the government was a bit more—I hate to say it because I’m not a very
nasty person—but not so up themselves and don’t look down on people
like we’re all just dirt on their shoes, then there’d be a lot more people
wanting to ask for help, if that makes sense (tenant, Tasmania). 

They should treat people more like people—rather than just numbers
(tenant, NSW). 

Oh, they don’t care. As far as they’re concerned, if you don’t like it you can
go someplace else because we’ve got plenty of people to come and move
in. That’s their attitude. It used to disturb me, now I just ignore it (tenant,
Victoria).

Housing system caring for tenants 

Finally, we found in our interviews that both providers and tenants believed that the
system did not have the institutional structure to provide the care that was needed.
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This was reflected in two ways. First was the lack of support many tenants felt they
needed, and the problems that emerged with not providing this support:

Putting people into housing and just leaving them there is not going to
make that person productive. They have been living on the streets, they
are still drug affected. I think supporting the people, making services
available to them or making sure they get the sort of help they need…
(tenant, NSW).

Really, people just need some kindness and empathy, someone to hold
their hand and basically say, ‘How can we help you?’ Like, a worker to just
say, ‘Come on, let’s walk to Centrelink together and get this sorted out,
we’ll come and help you print the forms’ (tenant, Tasmania).

Second was the housing organisation’s lack of care for their tenants:

I get the impression from Housing that they really don’t care at the
moment, because of this change that’s going to happen, that they’re not
listening to us and just—you know, push us to the wayside type of thing
(tenant, NSW).

Conclusion

In this study we found that the concept of care was instrumental to the ways both
housing providers and tenants described their relationships and interactions with one
another. We found that although housing and other support might be provided to
tenants, these services were not necessarily provided with care. Examining tenants’
experience of living in social housing from the perspective of housing as
infrastructure of care, revealed that ‘care-full relationships and care-full systems are
critical in shaping positive experiences for tenants’ (Flanagan et al. 2020, p. 56), and
particularly in social housing, where many tenants are carrying past experiences of
serious trauma and disadvantage. How can we, therefore, make social housing an
infrastructure of care?
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