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Abstract 

Social housing plays an essential role in both the housing and social environment in 

the UK; however, there is an unwarranted stigma attached to this type of housing. 

The aim of this research was to investigate ways in which to address this stigma. Its 

objectives were to understand the theoretical and conceptual aspects of stigma in the 

community, and to explore the role played by social housing in the UK, including the 

background to such housing and the impacts of government policy. This research also 

considers factors underpinning the stigma of social housing and compares this with 

stigma in another sector: mental health. The primary purpose of the study was to 

identify ways in which the stigma associated with this vital form of housing can be 

removed. 

The research began with a critical and detailed review of pertinent literature 

encompassing academic studies and industry publications. Primary data were then 

collected from a survey conducted with participants in the social housing sector. 

Analysis of the data indicates that the stigma linked to social housing is underpinned 

by poor levels of investment and a belief that, as a form of accommodation, social 

housing is a last resort used largely by people who are perceived as workless. This 

perception is reinforced by the media. Drawing on lessons from mental health, the 
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solution is to change public perceptions through both government leadership and the 

media. 
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1. Introduction 

Housing is a basic human need: according to the National Economic and Social Rights 

Initiative (NESRI, 2020), everyone has the right to a form of housing that provides 

secure, safe, affordable, and habitable shelter. NESRI further argues that it is the 

“government’s obligation to guarantee that everyone can exercise this right to live in 

security, peace, and dignity”, and that this right should be provided to all persons 

irrespective of income or economic resources. In the UK, there are three types of 

housing tenure: owner-occupation, renting in the private sector, and social housing, 

the latter of which consists of council housing and accommodation provided by housing 

associations (Power and Provan, 2016). Each form of tenure plays a role in providing 

shelter for households in the community; however, there is a stigma associated with 

social housing that has had negative impacts on social housing communities (Lund 

2019). 

According to the Local Government Association (LGA, 2019), the concept of social 

housing was first introduced in England in the ‘Addison’ Act 1919. Its aim was to 



 

Page 6 of 70 
 

provide housing for all segments of the population and to ensure every person has 

access to housing. However, Lund (2019) argues that, over the past five decades, 

there has been a shift in political attitudes towards social housing that has resulted in 

a decline in the supply and quality of this type of housing. The social housing sector 

has also been adversely affected by government policy. For instance, since the 

Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government first assumed power in 2010, 

there have been significant changes to both the social welfare and housing systems: 

social welfare payments and housing allowances have been tightened, with restrictions 

placed on the accessibility of social housing. The result has been a growing crisis in 

social housing, with an estimated 130,000 families in England forced to live in 

overcrowded one-bedroom flats and converted office blocks. The new Conservative 

government has pledged its commitment to substantial spending on the National 

Health Service (NHS) and the Police; however, little has been said about the shortage 

of housing and the crisis in social housing. It is believed that the current government 

will continue to promote the idea of home ownership, focusing on the provision of 

affordable housing, and will ignore the affordability problem affecting lower-income 

households. Concern has also expressed about the safety of social housing and the 

rhetoric, accompanied by minimal action, regarding tenant involvement in the decision-

making process (Dudman, 2019). 

This research explores the stigma associated with social housing and seeks to identify 

methods in which this form of exclusion can be understood and addressed. It was 

chosen as the topic for this dissertation because of a) its concern for the researcher 

(who is engaged in the sector) and b) its topicality, particularly post-Grenfell and with 

a proposed Government White Paper, which has been further reinforced by events that 

occurred in 2019 to mark 100 years of Council Housing. 

The purpose of this chapter is to set the research in context, establish a clear aim and 

set of objectives, and provide signposting for the research report. Throughout the 

research the terms England and the UK are used interchangeably. This is not 

uncommon, as illustrated by research conducted by the London School of Economics 

(LSE): for example, Scanlon et al.’s (2015) work on the buy-to-let sector in the UK. 

Focusing on social housing in England rather than the wider UK is justified by the fact 

that this form of tenure has greater government support in Scotland, as evidenced by 

the abolition of the right-to-buy scheme, higher levels of investment in social housing, 
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and a better track record with regard to intervening in social housing that does not meet 

the required operational or quality standards (Wheatley Group, n.d.). Consequently, 

there is less stigma surrounding social housing in Scotland than there is in England. 

1.1. Housing in the UK 

In a democratic country with a free market economy, it is difficult to ensure that every 

person can afford a property; that said, the government has a duty to provide suitable 

alternative accommodation for those in need of temporary housing, those who cannot 

afford market rates, and the most vulnerable in society (Van Bueren, 2016). The 

housing sector is, however, complicated with supply and demand linked to a range of 

factors, from the national economy and income levels to taxation, the availability of 

credit and debt financing, and population growth. This has created gaps between 

supply and demand and bubbles in the market whereby the cost of housing in the UK 

has outstripped affordability levels (Wilson and Barton, 2018). 

To set this crisis in context, for the foreseeable future, an estimated 320,000 houses 

will be needed in England every year to meet the demands of a growing population 

and the changing ways in which people live (Wilson and Barton, 2018). The impacts 

of this shortage have been well-documented, with Van Bueren (2016) suggesting that 

a lack of affordable housing is increasing the level of homelessness in England. This 

assertion is supported by Shelter (2019), which estimates there are currently 320,000 

homeless people in Great Britain, largely centred in major urban areas such as London 

and Manchester. Other effects of the housing crisis include the fact that numerous 

people who would have formerly lived in the private rental sector whilst saving for a 

property can no longer afford to do so. The only option available to them is social 

housing. At the same time, there is a limited quantity of such housing available, which 

increases the waiting lists for these properties (Wilson and Barton, 2018). Although 

this dire need for social housing is perceived as an important safety net for society, it 

has been residualised and is viewed in negative terms as a last resort (Tunstall and 

Pleace, 2018; Hastings, 2004). In short, the stigma associated with social housing has 

negatively affected the social, economic, and environmental wellbeing of individuals 

and communities living in such housing (Watt, 2008). 
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1.2. Stigmatisation 

Parker (2012) contends that to stigmatise someone is to treat them unfairly and with 

disapproval. He notes that there is a large body of research on the concept of stigma, 

most of which is health-related as stigmatisation can contribute to illness and adversely 

affect treatment. However, there is also a growing realisation that stigma may be 

associated with poverty, ethnicity, and sexual preferences. Such stigmatisation results 

in marginalisation and social disadvantage. 

Stigma is often linked to a particular characteristic or attribute, such as cultural 

background, disability, or a mental illness. It can be detrimental to an individual’s 

wellbeing. For example, in terms of mental health, stigmatisation can exacerbate such 

problems, leading to feelings of hopelessness and isolation, and reducing opportunities 

for social interaction or employment (Victoria State Government, 2019). Stigmatisation 

is generally viewed negatively by society and may be perceived as a form of racism or 

discrimination. In fact, there is a piece of legislation that prohibits such attitudes and 

practices in England (HM Government 2010). However, regardless of the exclusionary 

nature of stigmatisation, there also appears to be a tacit acceptance of this type of 

behaviour at all levels of society with respect to social housing (Watt, 2008; Raynor et 

al., 2020). 

This thesis therefore argues that exclusionary behaviour is unacceptable in 

contemporary society, and that the problem warrants further investigation. 

1.3. Aim and Objectives  

The aim of this research was to identify ways in which the stigma of social housing in 

the UK can be overcome. Its objectives were to:  

 Understand the theoretical and conceptual aspects of stigma in the community 

 Explore the role of social housing in the UK, including the background to such 

housing and the impacts of government policy 

 Consider the factors underpinning the stigma associated with social housing 

 Compare the stigma of social housing with stigma in other sectors, such as 

mental health 

 Determine ways of removing the stigma of social housing 

  



 

Page 9 of 70 
 

1.4. Structure of the Dissertation 

This research comprises six chapters, with Chapter 2 - Literature Review - presenting 

a critical review of pertinent literature to set this study in context and identify the gaps 

in current knowledge that need to be addressed. Chapter 3 – Methodology – presents 

the rationale for the research design, including a justification for each of the options 

selected in each stage of the research. The data are then presented and analysed in 

Chapter 4 - Results with analysis - and the findings are discussed in Chapter 5 - 

Discussion. Finally, Chapter 6 - Conclusions and Recommendations - revisits the 

findings of the study, draws overall conclusions, and proposes avenues for further 

research on this topic. 

2. Literature Review 

The purpose of this critical review is to determine the level of existing knowledge on 

this subject in order to set the research in context. 

2.1. Search Strategy  

The literature reviewed in the following sections was identified through a strategic 

search of scientific and academic databases. The process began with a broad search 

of Google Scholar, using terms such as “stigma in social housing”, “stigma + social 

housing”, and “social and economic disadvantages of social housing tenants”. This led 

to the identification of several academic sources on this topic, such as the Journal of 

Housing and the Built Environment and Housing Studies. A detailed search of each 

journal was then performed using similar search terms and by limiting the search to 

papers published in the last decade (2009 to 2019) and written in English. This returned 

a significant number of papers. Each abstract was then reviewed to identify the papers 

most relevant to this research. The final selection of papers and studies were then read 

and analysed thoroughly, the results of which are presented in the following sections. 

2.2. Theoretical and Conceptual Aspects of Stigma in the Community 

According to Goffman (1963), stigma is a process or situation that disqualifies an 

individual from social acceptance because they are different and thus perceived as 

tainted and discounted. Parker (2012), however, goes further, arguing that 

stigmatisation involves a process of devaluation and is inherently discriminatory, 

reinforcing social inequalities. Phelan et al. (2008) adopt a similar stance, equating 

stigmatisation with prejudice founded on exploitation and domination and the 
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enforcement of social norms. The purpose of stigmatisation is therefore that of 

“keeping people down, keeping people in, and keeping people away” (Phelan et al., 

2008, p. 364). 

The impacts of stigmatisation are manifested in the exclusion and devaluation of an 

individual or group of individuals because they are labelled/perceived as different. This 

can occur in domains such as mental health and in respect to social housing. 

Stigmatisation can operate at different levels, such as public stigma where society 

reinforces negative stereotypes through channels such as the media. There can also 

be self-stigma, where negative societal attitudes reinforce problems of low self-worth 

(Change Your Mind, 2019). Thus, stigma is underpinned by public perceptions of an 

individual, a location, or a community. 

Goffman (1963) contends that stigma (primarily arising from health issues) can 

adversely affect mental wellbeing, and that stigmatised individuals can find it difficult 

to achieve social acceptance, even when the source of the stigma has been removed. 

In effect, stigmatisation can destroy an individual’s identity. Thus, stigma is a social 

process underpinned by communication and perceived differences between that which 

is stigmatised and that which is considered normal or standard. Weiss et al. (2006) 

concur with this assertion, arguing that health-related stigma equates to the social 

disqualification of individuals, communities, and/or populations who are identified with 

particular forms of health, ethnicity, sexual preference, or socio-economic status. 

Notably, those living in social housing are typically in the latter group. 

Kearns et al. (2013) interpret such claims as suggesting that stigma is underpinned 

and driven by social interactions that are based on attitudes founded on the symbolic 

and physical attributes of the target of such stigmatisation. Stigma is therefore a social 

interactive process with negative effects. Thus, while an individual can be instrumental 

in creating their reputation, and can try to change it, such change is dependent on 

wider socio-cultural change as the attributes of stigma, such as living in a high-rise 

estate, are harder to change (Kearns et al., 2013). Such theories can be applied 

directly to social housing, where households and individuals are stigmatised by the 

public’s perception of lower-income groups living within a physically decayed 

environment. 
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According to Kearns et al. (2013, p. 579), “all places have identities, but some places 

also have reputations”, and it is the latter that can add to the stigmatisation of living in 

social housing. Indeed, most research on the concept of stigma appears to be in the 

area of public health and mental health. Wassenberg (2004) links image and reputation 

to stigma, arguing that the public image of a neighbourhood with respect to its 

popularity can affect its position in the local or regional neighbourhood hierarchy. Areas 

perceived to be in a state of urban decay have a poor image, and this can lead to 

stigmatisation of that neighbourhood. A negative image can then lead to a spiral of 

decay, within which stigma plays a key role by exacerbating the problems that already 

exist. The residualisation of social housing also creates deprived neighbourhoods with 

concentrations of socio-economically disadvantaged households, as a result of which 

residents are socially stigmatised simply for living in this type of area. Thus, stigma is 

entirely negative, whereas image and reputation can be either negative or positive. 

That said, a negative image and/or reputation can underpin the stigmatisation of 

residents and a community (Kearns et al., 2013). Hastings (2004) highlights the long-

term implications of stigma, arguing that social housing stigmatisation can impede 

educational and economic aspirations as well as social opportunities. 

Parker (2012, p. 164) concurs with this claim, adding that stigma is a form of prejudice 

and discrimination which reinforces social inequalities and “structural violence, 

highlighting relations of power and exclusion that reinforce vulnerability within a 

complex social and political process”. It is evident from this discourse that there are 

parallels between those stigmatised for health reasons and those for socio-economic 

reasons. This is largely because stigmatisation is the result of collective action by a 

group of people, which – at the same time – increases feelings of inadequacy within 

the individual, even though the stigma was attached to that individual/group by others. 

2.3. Role of Social Housing in the UK 

The Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH 2018a) states that social housing fulfils three 

different social functions in the UK: the provision of temporary housing for people with 

acute needs; a safety net providing long-term housing for low-income households who 

cannot afford market prices; and an affordable form of housing for a range of income 

groups unable to compete with private housing market prices. The social housing 

sector makes a positive contribution to community health and wellbeing, can be used 

to tackle poverty, and helps contribute to the creation of cohesive communities. 



 

Page 12 of 70 
 

2.3.1. Social Housing Post-1945 

However, Power and Provan (2016) argue that, despite the social importance of such 

housing, long-term policies in the UK have slowly eroded investment in this sector. 

They acknowledge that, from the 1940s to the 1960s, an estimated 2 million homes 

were demolished, primarily inner-city properties, and replaced with new buildings. At 

the same time, Housing Associations (HAs) were regulated and encouraged to 

become another provider of social housing. By the 1980s, subsided HAs had become 

major providers of new social housing, as shown in Figure 2.1. 

 

Figure 2.1. Council house building peaked in 1953, then declined to 2004. From 1974, 

Housing Associations took up some of the slack (Power and Provan, 2016, p. 6, Figure 

2). 

Around this time, there were also significant policy changes, resulting in legislation that 

adversely affected the supply and quality of social housing (MacEwen, 2002). By 2016, 

social housing was clearly in decline, with a corresponding rise in the private rental 

sector and owner-occupier forms of tenure, as illustrated in Figure 2.2 (Boughton, 

2018). 
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Figure 2.2. Social renting peaked in 1981 at 32%. The private renting market share 

increased from 1994 and surpassed social renting in 2012 (Power and Provan, 2016, 

p. 7, Figure 3). 

John-Baptiste (2019) explained that in 1919, the concept of social housing was 

introduced to make Britain a fit country for returning war heroes to live in, with an 

emphasis on housing standards and the provision of a home for every household. 

However, there has been a marked change in social attitudes to this form of housing, 

largely driven by government policy and the belief that if one does not own their own 

home, this merits disapproval. This belief has also been reinforced by television 

programmes, such as “Shameless”, which convey an impression of worklessness, 

criminality, and violence among those living in social housing. This has created a sense 

of shame and unease in people who live in social housing, and a concern that others 

will find out. 

Therefore, in less than half a century, social housing has moved from being a popular 

solution to post-war housing crises, providing accommodation for the working class 

population, to becoming a residualised tenure, perceived as a stigmatised form of 
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housing for the workless and most vulnerable households (Power and Provan, 2016, 

p. 15; Boughton, 2018). The introduction of the 1956 Housing Subsidies Act made 

funds available for slum clearance and provided housing for slum dwellers; at the same 

time, the rate at which social housing was constructed began to slow. This was further 

driven by the Housing Act and the Rent Act in 1957, which encouraged increases in 

rent and allowed local authorities to sell stock (National Archives, 2019). 

2.3.2. Modernism, Functionalism, and Ronan Point  

Feinstein et al. (2015) explain that the replacement housing reduced space standards 

and slums were rebuilt as high-density properties on urban sites. These high-rise 

buildings were founded on the Modernist concept of the functional unit, which sought 

to create an ordered functional space (Wassenberg, 2013) out of what was previously 

viewed as chaotic and disorganised slums. Examples of this style include Ronan Point, 

a high-rise prefabricated building. However, the subsequent collapse of this building 

following a gas explosion reinforced the view that social housing was poor-quality, thus 

reinforcing the stigma that to choose such housing was a last resort. The functional 

layout of these properties also reinforced the negative image of the social housing 

sector, leading to estates with a wider range of social problems, suggested to be at 

least partly due to a mass production of space that was consistent with the needs of 

the community (Harvey, 1989; Wassenberg, 2013). According to Perry and Stephens 

(2018, p. 31), the Ronan Point disaster catalysed the “debate about the desirability of 

system building and large, mono-tenure estates”. It had become apparent that funding 

cuts and a decline in building created forms of social housing that were difficult to let 

because of social issues. The term ‘sink estates’ emerged, which referred to social 

housing estates concentrated in areas of economic decline (Perry and Stephens 

2018). This further reinforced the stigma associated with social housing. 

2.4. Lack of Investment in Social Housing  

At the same time, existing local authority housing was ageing and lacked investment, 

resulting in poor-quality properties that further increased the social stigma associated 

with social housing. The issue was not helped by an increasing level of government 

support for owner-occupier forms of housing tenure through policies such as Right to 

Buy and deregulation of the mortgage market. The clear message conveyed in this era 

was that everyone should aspire to home ownership (MacEwen, 2002). Feinstein et al. 

(2015) argue that these policies led to the residualisation of the social housing sector, 
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and increased tenure stigma. Thus, by the 1990s, the general view was that social 

housing was second-best (Gurney, 1999). 

Inherent and perceived social and economic differences in the social housing sector, 

compared with other forms of housing tenure, provide a breeding ground for stigma as 

defined by Goffman (1963), Weiss et al., (2006), and Parker (2012). It can therefore 

be argued that such stigma has been and continues to be underpinned by policy and 

investment changes that have combined to reduce the volume, mix, and quality of 

social housing in the UK (Hastings, 2004; Salter, 2016). The process of stigmatisation 

is also driven by the media (Kearns et al., 2013; Arthurson et al., 2014). 

Moreover, the social housing sector is now facing additional pressure, with CIH 

(2018a) maintaining that a lack of investment, coupled with an increasing population 

and stagnant rates of income, has created a gap between supply and demand in the 

social housing sector. This exerts greater financial pressure on low-income 

households, increases overcrowding in existing properties, and can adversely affect 

levels of homelessness. A key issue with social housing is that it is perceived as a last 

resort housing option (Hastings 2004, p. 233). Given the continued under-investment 

in social housing stock, the inference is that little will change in relation to the 

stigmatisation of social housing tenants. 

A lack of investment in social housing has also resulted in poor management of this 

housing. Older social housing estates were designed and built in such a way that there 

was a concentration of the most disadvantaged communities; over time, a lack of 

investment has resulted in social polarisation and stigmatisation of these communities. 

Consequently, those in the “weakest position have ended up allocated to the least 

desirable housing”, and those with the means to do so have moved out of such areas. 

The situation is complicated by the lack of social housing; were this to increase, it would 

be easier to widen the range of economic groups living on these estates (Hills, 2007). 

Hills (2007) supports the need for an increased supply of social housing while arguing 

that it is also imperative to invest in maintenance and upkeep regarding the quality of 

existing stock. For instance, even if there is an increase in the rate at which new 

housing in the social sector is built, the likelihood is that existing stock will constitute 

an estimated 90% of the stock in the next decade. However, the focus of policy debate 

is on new buildings, thus ignoring the plight of existing tenants. This imbalance reduces 
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investment in and consideration of existing social housing. The resultant failure to 

adequately maintain these properties can lead to a decline in neighbourhood 

conditions and impede the growth of an income mix within the community, increasing 

the risk of stigmatisation. It is important therefore to understand the extent of 

stigmatisation in social housing in the UK. 

2.5. Factors underpinning the stigma associated with social housing 

According to Webb (2018), both social housing tenants and the broader public believe 

that social housing is negatively stereotyped and stigmatised. However, it is also 

evident that within the social housing sector there are degrees of stigmatisation: for 

example, social tenants may take the view that a particular street or estate is full of 

problem neighbours: as such there is a reluctance to engage with or move to these 

areas. This links back to the view expressed by Kearns et al. (2013) that communities 

can build a reputation that then leads to stigmatisation, regardless of the individuals 

living within that community. 

Jacobs et al. (2011) make a similar argument, pointing out that social housing 

neighbourhoods are viewed not in terms of social inequity but as a factor contributing 

to social disadvantage. These estates are also commonly perceived as “havens for 

crime” and “cultures of welfare dependency” (Jacobs et al., 2011, p. 1). Such 

perceptions can be related to government policies that have forced households into 

social housing, not out of choice but because they have no other options (Jacobs et 

al., 2011). 

Turner (2018) argues that these views are reinforced by negative media coverage, 

which for decades has portrayed social housing estates as places characterised by 

high levels of crime and worklessness. This view is endorsed in various television 

dramas: for instance, Channel 4’s ‘Skint’ was set on the Westcliff Estate, the residents 

of whom were portrayed as benefit scroungers. The reality, however, is that these 

groups are a small minority, yet “TV concentrates on them and gives a false 

impression” (Turner 2018, p.1). Webb (2018) adds that there is also a perception 

across most economic groups that social housing is for the neediest in society. A report 

by Shelter (2018) confirms that low-income households prefer to pay the high costs of 

private rent due to a belief they will be stigmatised if they choose to live in social 

housing. Although it is acknowledged that social housing is for the most disadvantaged 
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in society; it should also be available to low-income households and vulnerable groups 

who would otherwise struggle to secure accommodation (Pattison, 2010) or are forced 

to spend a high proportion of income on private rent (Shelter 2018). The additional 

difficulty with this situation is that it impedes government spending on social housing, 

as a lack of demand from low-income households who seek affordable rather than 

social housing shifts focus away from the latter, thus reinforcing stigmatisation and 

residualisation (Webb, 2018). 

The impacts of such stigmatisation include a reluctance by people on low-incomes to 

enter the social housing sector, despite the low rents and relative security of tenancies. 

This also reflects a lack of political will to consider social housing as a key tool for 

solving the wider housing crisis in the UK (Webb, 2018). 

Lund (2019) maintains that the UK government reinforces stigmatisation in social 

housing, citing as an example the 2015 budget by the then Coalition government, 

which stated that social housing is subsidised because the logic of the free market 

dictates the real price of private rental stock. Although he introduced a funding package 

to regenerate social housing estates and acknowledged the State’s failure to address 

the challenges of social housing, the Prime Minister reinforced the perception that such 

housing estates restricted opportunity, and associated these estates with poor 

parenting and mental health problems as well as substance addiction. This process of 

stigmatisation continued in the post-Grenfell “A new Deal for Social Housing” published 

by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG 2018), which 

describes the system as broken and asserts the need to provide a policy that will 

enable social tenants to climb the housing ladder. 

Lund (2019, p. 1) acknowledges that the Green Paper seeks to address the issue of 

stigma in this sector; however, he argues that the “patronising tone” of proposals such 

as providing the best neighbourhood for tenants, and emphasising the use of social 

housing as a springboard for owner-occupier tenures, reinforces the stigmatisation of 

social tenants. The implication continues to be that social housing is for the most 

disadvantaged, and that everyone else, regardless of socio-economic circumstances, 

should be aiming for home ownership. Shelter (2018) makes the compelling argument 

that, in modern society, the stigmatisation of social housing needs to be eradicated. 
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This raises the question as to how to remove what Lund (2019, p.1) describes as the 

“deeply embedded” problem of stigma in the UK. 

2.6. Removing the Stigma of Social Housing  

The recent winner of the Stirling prize prestige architectural award for an innovatively 

designed council housing estate, Goldsmith Street in Norwich, illustrates the 

possibilities for social housing (Royal Institute of British Architects, 2019). However, 

the issue of stigmatisation is likely to be a more difficult issue to resolve. Lund (2019) 

argues that to eliminate the stigma of social housing, it is vital to build good-quality, 

not-for-profit housing. This is endorsed by Doron and Tinker (2014) and Webb (2018,) 

who argue that a greater volume of well-designed housing will reduce stigma. 

However, there is also a risk that focusing investment on new buildings means there 

will be little investment in existing social housing, which, as previously noted by Hills 

(2007), would simply reinforce stigmatisation outside and within the social housing 

sector. Thus, the way forward is to increase investment in existing and new social 

housing. 

Jacobs and Flanagan (2013) contend that the stigmatisation of social housing and its 

public reputation as a failure has consequences for tenants and for agencies seeking 

to change these negative perceptions. The solution is a fundamental change in policy, 

increased public investment, and strong leadership in order to change the public 

perception of this sector. 

Taylor (2018) takes a slightly different view. Agreeing that stigma is reinforced by public 

and political perceptions, he sees the proposed solution as a form of paternalism 

characterised by a belief that outside agencies (landlords, professionals, the 

government) can change the system and then impose these changes on social 

tenants. The reality is that practical solutions to improve the quality and management 

of social housing require communication with, and the involvement of, social housing 

tenants. 

Kearns et al. (2013) point out that stigmatisation can be underpinned by the media, 

and, as mentioned earlier, Lund (2019) suggests that negative perceptions of social 

housing can be reinforced by government policies. The CIH (2018a) agree, arguing 

that stigma is underpinned by negative representations in all forms of media including 

broadcast, print, and social media. Such representations portray social housing 
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tenants as workless, anti-social, and in some cases fraudulent. The CIH (2018a, p. 25) 

make a similar point, arguing that language such as ‘sink estates’ and ‘under class’ 

reinforce the wider public perception of social housing tenants. 

According to Jacobs et al. (2011) the media play a key role in stigmatisation and should 

therefore try to alter the negative perceptions of housing by seeking to publish more 

positive accounts of this sector. Dean and Hastings (2000) view the solution from the 

perspective of the social tenants, arguing that if tenants take a proactive stance in 

publishing positive news stories about social housing, they will be able to challenge 

this stigma. 

2.7. Summary 

In summary, this review of literature has confirmed the existence of stigma relating to 

social housing. Such stigmatisation is based on perceived differences in society, which 

can be related to health, race, and/or socio-economic groups. Those living in social 

housing are stigmatised because the public view of such housing is that it is a last 

resort. This is reinforced by a government policy that implies the goal for all households 

should be home ownership. However, there is also stigmatisation within the social 

housing sector in that some tenants will not move to an area perceived to have a poor 

reputation. Thus, stigma is linked both to reputation and residualisation. The review 

indicates that public perceptions of social housing as poor-quality housing used by the 

workless is reinforced by successive government policies that have failed to invest in 

this housing, and by government rhetoric. Stigmatisation is also reinforced by the 

media, which shapes public perceptions. The solution is complex and will require 

investment in new, good-quality social housing, and in existing stock. These solutions 

may address the physical stigma of social housing, while alternative policy rhetoric and 

media discourse will be needed to change the inherent mind-set regarding the stigma 

of social housing. 

3. Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to contribute to the existing bank of research on the 

stigma of social housing. It was therefore essential for it to progress in a logical and 

transparent manner, with every stage of the methodology explained and justified (Bell 

et al., 2018). To achieve this, the research onion process developed by Saunders et 

al., (2019) was utilised, as illustrated in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1. Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 130, Figure 4.1). 

As shown in Figure 3.1, the research design begins with confirmation of the research 

philosophy, followed by the approach and strategy. The choices made in these early 

stages influence the choices made with respect to the collection and analysis of the 

data (Biggam, 2015). This chapter thus sets out the options available for each stage 

of the research design and justifies the selections that were made to optimise the 

reliability and validity of the research outcomes. 

3.1. Research Philosophy 

According to Easterby-Smith et al. (2012), it is important to explain the research 

philosophy, as the researcher’s beliefs about the nature of reality and the existence of 

knowledge can influence their approach to the research, the type of data collected, and 

the interpretation of such data, as shown in Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2. Relationship between Research Philosophy, Beliefs, and Research Design 

(Saunders et al. 2019, p.131, Figure 4.2). 

As shown in Figure 3.1, Saunders et al. (2019) contend that there are five philosophical 

schools of thought: Positivism, Critical Realism, Interpretivism, Post-Modernism, and 

Pragmatism. They assert that a positivist researcher perceives reality as independent 

of social mechanisms. This is linked to scientific studies, which assume that reality can 

be measured and explained using quantitative methods of reasoning and analysis. 

Thus, a positivist researcher may employ statistical analyses to study and identify 

relationships between key variables, and mathematical analyses to explain trends in 

the data. 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) explain that Interpretivism is the opposite to Positivism, 

as interpretivist researchers hold the view that reality is not an independent entity - 

rather it is dependent on social mechanisms such as human behaviour. This means 

that research founded on this philosophy is based on qualitative reasoning and 

analysis. 

Creswell and Clark (2017) argue that Realists assume that reality is an independent 

entity and agree that quantitative reasoning is required, yet they also see reality as 

influenced by social mechanisms and as therefore requiring a degree of qualitative 

reasoning. Saunders et al. (2019) add that the philosophy of critical realism focuses 
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on explaining what can be seen and experienced with respect to the underlying 

structures that shape events. 

According to Saunders et al., (2019), Postmodernism is philosophically similar to 

Interpretivism, focusing on the role of language and power relations in questioning 

accepted ways of thinking to reveal marginalised views. Thus, the postmodernist 

assumes there is no order in reality, as such a reality is shaped by fluid social 

mechanisms. Reality must therefore be defined as a collective decision that takes 

account of the power relations that exist within a society at a specific point in time. As 

such, a postmodernist researcher challenges organisational concepts and theories 

using qualitative reasoning and analysis. 

The fifth and final philosophy is Pragmatism, which, as Saunders and Tosey (2013, p. 

58) explain, assumes that “no single viewpoint can ever give the entire picture and that 

there may be multiple realities”. Consequently, the pragmatist researcher may employ 

a variety of analytical processes and methods of data collection depending on the 

research topic. 

Having reviewed each of the different philosophical positions, this specific study was 

founded on the critical realist belief that reality is an independent entity influenced by 

social mechanisms. It was therefore underpinned by both qualitative and quantitative 

reasoning, which influenced the analysis of the data collected and the approach to the 

research strategy. 

3.2. Approach to Theory Development  

The second stage of the research design, as shown in Figure 3.1, is that of deciding 

upon the approach to the study, of which there are three options: deductive, abductive, 

and inductive (Saunders et al., 2019). The main similarities and differences between 

these approaches are presented in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1. Research Approach (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 153, Table 4.4). 

 

Based on this table, this research was therefore deductive as it tested a hypothesis 

relating to stigma in social housing. 

Indeed, the bulk of research on social housing is founded on quantitative reasoning 

and analysis. This assertion is supported by reference to the annual Housing Review, 

which describes the state of the housing sector in terms of quantitative measures such 

as housing tenure, trends versus the macro economy, or changes in the housing stock, 

as shown in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2. Changes in the stock of dwellings by tenure, region, and country (CIH 

2018b, Table 21). 
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Figure 3.3. Affordable housing completions in England 2009-2019 (CIH 2019, p9) 

However, a focus on social housing that is largely quantitative in nature does little to 

elucidate the problem of stigmatisation in the sector and the human costs this incurs. 

This research therefore firstly reviewed existing literature to determine the logic of the 

arguments produced by existing studies. Appropriate data to measure and analyse the 

concepts identified in the review were then collected and analysed using qualitative 

methods, the results of which will be used to answer the research question posed in 

this study (Saunders et al., 2019; Hart, 2004). 
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3.3. Methodological Choice 

This research design stage is important as it determines the methods employed in the 

study. As previously noted, this research was underpinned by realist beliefs and was 

therefore founded on a combination of quantitative and qualitative reasoning (Creswell 

and Clarke, 2017). Saunders and Tosey (2013) note that a researcher can choose to 

start with a simple mixed methods design such as qualitative data collection and 

analysis. This could involve the use of focus groups to determine the breadth of 

possible factors to consider and then following this with quantitative data collection and 

analysis; for example, by using a questionnaire to ascertain the frequency of these 

factors. Alternatively, a more complex approach can be employed, incorporating 

“quantitative analysis techniques to analyse qualitative data quantitatively or vice 

versa” (Saunders and Tosey 2013, p. 59). For this study, a simple mixed methods 

design was used as follows: 

 The data collected in the literature review was used to identify the key factors 

underpinning the stigma associated with social housing 

 This was followed by a single form of data collection; following which the data 

were analysed using qualitative methods as set out in the next section 

3.4. Strategies  

There are a number of strategies that can be employed in research, including surveys, 

case studies, and archival studies (Bell et al., 2018). Hart (2004) and Biggam (2015) 

contend that the reliability of the research findings will be dependent on choosing a 

strategy that facilitates sufficient analysis and discussion of the data. Each of the 

potential strategies was therefore reviewed. This revealed that case studies allow the 

researcher to choose from a range of studies, including descriptive studies, analytical 

studies, and explanatory studies (Bell et al., 2018). Additionally, it provides an 

opportunity to investigate the issue of stigma in social housing from different 

perspectives, such as that of the social housing provider, the wider public, or the social 

housing tenant. There are, however, drawbacks associated with case studies, 

including the need to choose a study that is representative of the wider social housing 

sector to optimise the reliability of the findings (Thomas and Brubaker, 2000; Willis et 

al., 2010). 
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Coles et al. (2013) describe archival research as a process that investigates the past 

to predict future outcomes. For example, the literature review revealed that during the 

post-war years, social housing was viewed as an acceptable form of housing for a wide 

range of people. However, this changed over time, particularly from the 1980s onward 

with the deregulation of the financial markets and government policies increasingly 

focused on home ownership (Pattison, 2010). Thus, archival research could be used 

to investigate historic (1940 to 1980) views on social housing and the policies that 

subsequently changed those views. However, whilst this would have been useful in 

providing a background in which to situate current opinion, the difficulty is that, as 

shown in the literature review and confirmed by Hastings (2004), there is a dearth of 

research specifically focusing on stigma and social housing, which would have limited 

the value of this study. 

The third strategy considered for this research was a survey, which Fowler (2013) 

suggests is useful for gathering detailed data on specific topics. Groves et al. (2010) 

agree, adding that it is necessary to select a sample that is representative of the social 

housing sector and public opinion on social housing. Biggam (2015) is an advocate for 

survey research on the grounds that it enables the researcher to choose a sample and 

ask questions that address the specific objectives of the study. 

Having considered all three strategies, a survey was chosen for this study on the basis 

that it would enable the objectives of the dissertation to be addressed and would help 

fill existing gaps in the current body of knowledge on the topic of stigma in social 

housing. 

3.5. Data Collection and Analysis  

Survey data can be gathered using questionnaires, observations, and/or interviews 

(Saunders et al., 2019). For this research, questionnaires and interviews offered 

practical forms of collection. 

Questionnaires enable a researcher to gather a large volume of data from a large 

sample in a relatively short time. Online survey facilities are also available that can aid 

the collection of this data (Fowler, 2013). The benefits of this form of collection are that 

it is less time-consuming than carrying out interviews, and the data can be collected 

face-to-face or remotely. The quality of the data collected is dependent on the 

experiences of the sample and the clarity/accuracy of the questions posed. Therefore, 
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it is essential to ensure that the questions are focused on the research objectives and 

that the responses add value to the study (Groves et al., 2010; Biggam, 2015). 

Bell et al. (2018) argue that interviews are also a useful form of data collection, adding 

that they can be conducted face-to-face or using remote processes (such as Skype). 

There are different formats for interviews, ranging from a structured format where the 

questions are prepared in advance to an unstructured format where the researcher 

draws on a list of topics rather than prepared questions. The choice depends on the 

researcher’s knowledge of the topic being explored and their experience in conducting 

interviews. Whilst interviews can provide more detailed information than 

questionnaires, the quality of the data is dependent on the rapport between the 

interviewer and the interviewee and the process can also be time-consuming (Groves 

et al., 2010). Additionally, the researcher is also reliant on the interviewees 

participating as agreed, otherwise there may be an inadequate amount of data 

available for analysis and discussion (Biggam, 2015; Saunders et al., 2019). 

After due consideration, this study employed an interview strategy, using a semi-

structured interview format to optimise the volume and quality of the data collected and 

to gather opinions from interviewees based on their experience of stigma in the social 

housing sector (Bell et al., 2018). 

3.5.1. Survey Sample 

As pointed out in the previous section, a key factor in ensuring the quality of the data 

collected is the sample and the extent to which this represents social housing in the 

UK. To that end, the interviewees were selected using the researcher’s contacts in the 

social housing sector. The aim was to access a broad sample of experienced 

participants in this sector as well as tenants currently living in social housing. The 

sample included the following: 

 A social housing tenant involved in the operation and management of social 

housing as Chair of a Tenant Council 

 Chair of a national social housing tenant body 

 Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of a Social Housing Landlord Organisation 

 Senior Housing Academic 

 Senior Social Housing Professional Body Adviser 

 Lead participant in a local authority investigation into social housing stigma. 
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3.5.2. Interview Questions  

The interview questions were developed during the literature review, and initially 

comprised a long list of 43 questions. Each question was then tested against the 

research objectives to determine whether the responses would add value to this 

discussion, as shown in Appendix B. This process resulted in 10 questions being 

selected. A second review was then carried out, ensuring there was a mixture of closed 

and open styles to optimise the volume of data collected and to draw on the experience 

of each of the interviewees. The interviews were carried out in person at a time and 

place that suited the interviewee. The interviews were recorded by the researcher and 

later transcribed. 

3.5.3. Analysis  

In keeping with the realist approach to this study, the data were analysed using a 

mixture of quantitative (statistical) and qualitative (coding and thematic) analyses. 

However, to understand the opinions expressed by the participants in the survey, the 

bulk of the data required qualitative analysis. The quantitative analysis was used to 

analyse the responses to the closed questions and to assess the weight of opinion 

expressed in the responses to the open style questions. Thus, closed questions that 

required a definitive response were analysed using statistical analysis while open style 

questions were analysed using coding and thematic analysis. To facilitate this process, 

the transcripts of the interviews were read and re-read to understand the context of the 

responses and ascertain key words/phrases used in response to each question. These 

were then developed into a series of codes from which key themes in the responses 

to each question were determined (Guest et al., 2011). The interpretation of the data 

therefore involved qualitative reasoning in relation to the coding supported by 

quantitative analysis where the key variables were identified by the number of times 

each was mentioned by participants. 

3.5.4. Ethical Considerations 

Because this research gathered data from non-vulnerable humans, the researcher 

adhered to the commonly accepted ethical standards employed in academic studies. 

For instance, prior to starting each interview the researcher explained the purpose of 

the study. They did not collect personal or any commercially sensitive information and 

details on the interviewees remained confidential (Bell et al., 2018). 
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3.6. Summary 

In summary, this research was founded on the realist approach, using a mix of 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Several strategies were considered, of which the 

survey strategy was deemed best suited to answering the research question posed 

and providing reliable research outcomes. The researcher adhered to ethical 

standards throughout the research process. The data was collected using a series of 

interviews with a selected sample and analysed using a combination of quantitative 

and qualitative methods, as set out in the next chapter.  

4. Results, Analysis, and Discussion 

This chapter presents an analysis of the data collected in the interviews, followed by a 

discussion of the results in relation to the research objectives. 

4.1. Data Collection and Analysis  

This section provides an analysis of the responses to the interview questions. 

4.1.1. Survey Sample Demographics - Questions 1 & 2 

Six interviews were conducted for this research. Given the importance of obtaining a 

sample that was representative of the wider social housing sector, the first question 

asked the participants for a brief resume of their relevant experience. In line with ethical 

requirements, personal details of the participants remained confidential. The 

responses to this question can be summarised as follows: 

 Chief Executive Officer (CEO1) of a Social Housing Landlord Organisation 

o responsible for business development and strategy 

o worked as a Professional in housing for 30+ years, as both an executive 

and board member 

 Chair of a national social housing tenant body (CSH) 

o worked in social housing for more than 50 years, with 39 years at a senior 

level in both local authority housing and in a Housing Association, 

including serving as chair on two HA boards. 

 Senior Housing Academic (SHA) 

o Professor of Housing Policy with experience as Regional Policy and 

Information Manager for the former Housing Corporation 

 Lead participant in a local authority investigation into social housing stigma (LP), 

supported by a Policy Officer (PO). 
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o LP has 25 years’ experience as a Housing Service Improvement 

Manager in Local Authority and Housing Association housing 

o Oversaw the stigma research 

o PO closely involved in stigma research 

 A social housing tenant involved in the operation and management of social 

housing as Chair of a Tenant Council (CTC) 

o 11 years as a tenant in social housing 

o 9 years involvement in Tenant Scrutiny 

 CEO of a Social Housing Sector Professional Body (CEO2) 

o Extensive experience in social housing 

o Senior management in national housing body 

o Sociologist by background 

Because the focus of this research was on the stigma associated with social housing, 

Question 2 asked the participants to define stigma in society. This was to ensure that 

the participants had a consistent understanding of stigma in the context of this study. 

The responses indicated that the participants associate stigma with negative 

disadvantage in the community and tenure in the social housing sector. Stigma was 

also described as an unfair process driven by external elements such as the media as 

well as within communities. It was described as a form of prejudice founded on a lack 

of knowledge and incorrect assumptions about a community or group of people within 

that community. These descriptions closely align with the findings of the literature 

review, where Goffman (1963) links stigmatisation with a form of disqualification and 

lack of acceptance within society. Similarly, Parker (2012) and Phelan et al. (2008) 

linked stigmatisation with a devaluation process and the reinforcement of social 

inequalities. 

Although the sample was small, the wide and diverse range of their experience 

provided a rich source of data. The participants also exhibited a detailed understanding 

of the notion of stigma in relation to social housing and could therefore add value to 

this study. 

4.1.2. Existence and Drivers of the Stigma Associated with Social Housing - 

Questions 3 to 5 

Question 3 asked participants whether there is stigmatisation of social housing in the 

UK and if this is based solely on public perceptions or includes stigma within the social 
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housing sector. To establish key themes within the data, the responses were compared 

and coded as shown in Table C1, Appendix C. The key themes were as follows: 

o Yes, stigma exists 

o Stigma can be a public perception of workless people seeking free 

accommodation and unable to manage their money 

o Stigma also exists within the social housing sector, typically alongside socio-

economic dividers 

o Stigma is reinforced by media (television and press) as well as political policies. 

Question 5 was included to probe the responses to the previous question and asked 

participants about the drivers of stigmatisation in social housing. There was a strong 

correlation between the responses to this question and the responses given to 

Question 3. The consensus was that stigma is underpinned by a lack of knowledge 

about social housing, with public opinion being shaped by both politics and media. For 

instance, CEO1 stated there is a lack of clarity regarding the purpose of social housing 

due to: 

“Changes in allocations policies, leading to a victim attitude. Concentrating 

challenging people in areas. An imbalance between tenants and landlord’s 

rights - not easy to ‘get rid of’ unsatisfactory tenants. Sense of entitlement 

leading to an erosion of values. How good or bad are our services? Because 

lower rent is paid, it can lead to a lifestyle being pursued that is disproportionate, 

it becomes ‘normal’ but can contrast with people in more expensive housing.” 

(CEO1). 

The CSH expressed a strong view, arguing that the media is at fault in stigmatising 

social housing: 

“It is also a case of stereotyping all because of the behaviour of some. 

Scroungers; skivers; benefit cheats and other such terminology all contribute to 

the generalisation of all social tenants being one or more of these” (CSH). 

CEO2 agreed, pointing out that the media stereotypes people in social housing in terms 

of the deserving and undeserving poor, thus fuelling the belief that “people are 

personally responsible for their own success and so those who are not successful must 

have not tried hard enough.” 
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Question 5 explored the role of policy in stigmatisation, asking participants whether 

government social, housing, and fiscal policies have contributed to the problem of 

stigma in this sector. The responses to this question were coded as indicated in Table 

C2, Appendix C. Notably, all participants held the view that government policies have 

underpinned public attitudes to social housing and reinforced stigma in this sector. The 

relevant themes are as follows: 

o Key policies such as those favouring home-ownership and policies that cap 

welfare benefits reinforce the notion that social housing is a second-best choice 

o Reinforces the economic divides in modern society. 

4.1.3. Impacts of Stigmatisation - Questions 6 to 8 

Question 6 elicited participants’ views on the impacts of social housing stigma on 

individuals, households, and social housing communities. The responses to this 

question generated consistent themes, with the impacts suggested to include a lack of 

aspirations and self-esteem. The knock-on effect of these impacts are difficulties in 

securing work and a good education. This can have an adverse effect on mental health, 

increase levels of desperation, and induce a feeling of worthlessness. This can result 

in anti-social behaviour and crime, thus creating unsafe communities. The CSH 

summarised the views of the sample by stating that: 

“The impact of stigma can be huge and cross generational. It will affect people’s 

self-worth and can lead to some ‘living down’ to the view of others. In 

households it can be similar in impact to the caste system in India with children 

having no expectations above that of their parents or grandparents. For whole 

communities it can lead to a sense that the place where they live cannot be of 

value because of the public perception of it, ‘so why should I invest in a place 

like this?” (CSH) 

The responses also revealed that participants felt stigma can result in a lack of pride 

in neighbourhoods and can impede mixed communities. LP provided a realistic insight 

into the impacts of stigmatisation, stating that when someone lives in social housing 

there is a sense in which they have to: 

“apologise every time someone visits because of the condition of the entry and 

communal areas”, this in turn can affect everyday activities such as taxi rides 

restrictions, credit availability, deliveries” (LP). 
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Given these impacts, Question 7 revisited the issue of the drivers of stigma in social 

housing, asking the participants if they felt the media (TV, radio, virtual media) 

contribute to the stigmatisation of social housing and to provide examples of this. The 

responses were consistent with the views expressed in earlier questions, with all 

participants agreeing that reality and fictional programmes on TV provide a distorted 

view of social housing. This is reinforced by media coverage from ‘red top’ papers such 

as the Daily Mail. They argued that such a distorted view fuels opinion on social 

housing without giving the public a balanced view of the realities of this form of housing 

tenure. 

4.1.4. Solution to the Stigma of Social Housing - Questions 8 to 10 

Question 8 asked participants whether the solution to the stigma of social housing is 

to build more social housing and invest in existing social housing stock. There were 

mixed responses to this question. For example, CEO1 was adamant that the solution 

does not lie in building more social housing, rather it would be better to: 

“stop talking about ‘social’ housing. Talk more about the market, its mix and 

breaking up ‘mono tenure’ communities. Having rents at different levels 

available, more mixed” (CEO1). 

This participant added that the quality of housing was important with a focus, with other 

key requirements including mixed tenure developments. 

The CSH, however, expressed a different view, arguing the need to build more homes 

while at the same time moving away from the perception that these are “last resort” 

properties for those in need. The CSH also supported the need for investment in 

existing stock, otherwise there would be a risk that social housing policies will set up 

the “most vulnerable to fail if we fail to provide the support necessary to help some of 

those who live on social housing estates” (CSH). That said, both the CSH and LP 

agreed that to date regeneration schemes had essentially failed in their fundamental 

purpose, as they had resulted in gentrification which had effectively priced social 

housing tenants out of an area rather than regenerating their living spaces. 

The SHA agreed with the CSH, adding the caveat that there is a need for bespoke 

solutions that address the needs of a community rather than applying universal 

solutions “across all towns and cities”. They felt that increasing the supply of social 

housing would relieve pressure on allocations provided that such development focuses 



 

Page 34 of 70 
 

on mixed communities, otherwise there is a risk of “monolithic social housing estates” 

(SHA). 

LP felt strongly that the solution should include investing more in social housing whilst 

simultaneously addressing stigma issues by promoting a positive social conversation. 

This view was shared by CTC who submitted that investment alone is not the solution 

to the stigma of social housing, adding that such investment could increase public 

resentment regarding the perceived perks given to social housing tenants. 

CEO2 agreed with the consensus view that there is a need to increase the supply of 

social housing, as this would support the “idea that social housing can be for everyone 

and access is open”. They felt that the issue of regeneration can be more complex, as 

there can be a mistaken belief in planning and development that regeneration is a form 

of social cleansing that reinforces the belief that “social housing and its residents are 

not valued” (CEO2). 

Question 9 was prompted by Taylor’s (2018) view that any solution to the stigma of 

social housing must include the involvement of tenants in the decision-making process. 

Participants were asked whether social housing tenants have a role to play in 

determining the solution to stigmatisation in this sector. There were similar responses 

to this question, with CEO1 expressing the controversial view that tenants should not 

be included because the “sector is not sufficiently homogenous to achieve that” 

(CEO1). 

Both the CSH and CEO2 expressed the opposite view, stating that tenants should be 

included in the decision-making process, with CEO2 arguing that it is essential to 

communicate with those directly affected by stigmatisation to: 

“properly understand how it works, their sense of the processes involved and 

what can be done to address them” (CEO2). 

CSH added that it is a mistake to believe that “professionals” in housing know best. 

They stated that because the solution has to satisfy the needs of the social housing 

tenants, it is sensible to include these communities in the process. That said, they felt 

this path may be difficult, as there can be: 

“uncomfortable discord as different individuals will have different views but that 

shouldn’t stop anyone from doing so. It would be a classic (and monumental) 
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mistake to think ‘we’ can solve stigmatisation and not include those being 

stigmatised in the process” (CSH). 

The CTC, unsurprisingly, also championed tenant involvement on the premise that this 

can improve housing management and landlord - tenant relationships. 

The SHA concurred with these views, stating that involving tenants in the development 

process can enhance their pride in the community and build self-esteem. The SHA 

also agreed with the CSH that this can be difficult as stigmatisation has in some cases 

created apathy in the community, which impedes the willingness of people to 

participate in the process. LP reiterated this point, stating that there is a need for 

balance and to ensure that the process is not too prescriptive as this simply facilitates 

paternalism. 

The final question aimed to fill potential gaps in the previous questions, drawing on the 

wider experience of the participants by asking them whether there is an optimal 

solution to the problem of stigmatisation. The responses to this question are coded in 

Table C4 in Appendix C. The main themes derived from the analysis indicate that the 

problem is complex; as such there is no simple, optimal solution. Nevertheless, there 

was agreement on the need to rebrand social housing and the public’s perception of 

the sector. Participants felt this can be achieved through positive media and a greater 

control over media content of relating to this sector. It can also be shaped by better 

education of the public to ensure that views on social housing are based on fact rather 

than the distorted views of the media. The CTC made an important point, stating that 

the social housing sector could learn from the mental health sector as the latter has 

shifted away from stigmatisation towards a greater understanding of the issues 

associated with mental health. This in part has been achieved through more positive 

media coverage. 

5. Discussion 

This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the objectives of the study. 

The data provided insightful views on social housing based on the experiences of the 

respondents. It is important to reiterate that the objectives of this research were to 

understand the theoretical and conceptual aspects of stigma in the community whilst 

exploring the role of social housing in the UK, including the background to social 

housing and the impacts of government policy. These objectives were addressed in 
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the literature review. This section will therefore integrate and discuss the findings of 

both the data analysis and the literature review, focusing on the factors that underpin 

the stigma of social housing and ways to potentially eradicate this problem. 

5.1.1. Factors Underpinning the Stigma of Social Housing 

The responses to the interviews convey the clear message that there is stigmatisation 

in social housing, and that the key factors that underpin this problem are distorted 

media attention, political rhetoric, and policies that increase the socio-economic divides 

within society, between social tenants and owner-occupiers, and between social 

tenants. This strongly correlates with the findings of the literature review, with Jacobs 

et al. (2011) suggesting that stigmatisation is related to a perception of social inequity 

fuelled by the media that suggests social housing communities are crime-ridden areas, 

and that government financing creates communities that are dependent on the State. 

These views are constantly reinforced by the media, which portrays all social housing 

as workless, feeding the public an inaccurate view because, although there are 

pockets of worklessness in social housing, these people are in the minority (Turner 

2018; Webb 2018). 

 

A persistent theme in the data was concern over the perceived bias in media such as 

TV and ‘red top’ newspapers, which distort views of social housing. Such views 

encourage the general public to perceive all social housing tenants as workless, lazy, 

and reinforce the view that social housing is crime ridden and that residents expect the 

government to fund their lifestyles while all others have to work for a living. These views 

are reflected in research carried out by Hastings et al. (2004), who suggest that stigma 

could be reduced if people understood the complex causal factors that lead to the 

degradation of social housing. The implication is that there is a need for greater 

accountability for the problems arising in this sector. Arthurson et al. (2014) make a 

similar observation, suggesting that the general public typically form an opinion on 

social housing based on TV dramas rather than hard facts. Similarly, Jacobs et al. 

(2011) argue that wider society needs to understand the factors that underpin 

inequality and discrimination in social housing and adopt a holistic view of the policies 

that create stigmatisation and shape the role of the media. 
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5.1.2. Ways of Removing the Stigma of Social Housing 

Wasserberg (2004) highlights the extent of the problem, implying that in some cases 

the only way to remove the stigma associated with an area is through the demolition 

and regeneration of the properties. However, the responses to the interviews suggest 

that such a process can exacerbate the social issues, as regeneration may lead to 

gentrification which simply reinforces the social and economic divides in these 

communities. 

It is clear from the data that there is a desire to end stigma in social housing; however, 

there are varying levels of agreement on the ways to achieve this shift. It is conceded 

by many that necessary solutions include rebranding of the sector, better education of 

the masses to ensure they understand the importance of this type of housing, and the 

need for honest media coverage of the sector. Jacobs et al. (2011) acknowledges the 

benefits of practical steps, particularly with respect to media reporting, in changing 

public perceptions of social housing. Additionally, social housing organisations can 

improve the situation by demanding greater positive coverage and engaging in social 

media processes to change public opinion. 

One of the participants commented that the provision of mixed communities could 

reduce the problem of stigmatisation. Arthurson (2012) and Raynor et al. (2020) make 

a similar assertion, suggesting that mixed-tenure communities can be useful in 

educating both sides of the housing tenure. Thus, people can experience living in or 

close to social housing and these experiences should encourage them to develop open 

minds about such housing, challenging the myths perpetuated by the media. Morris et 

al. (2012) and Busch-Geertsema (2014) express similar views, arguing that policy-

makers should view a social mix as a key mechanism for addressing the stigma in 

social housing estates. This can be achieved by dissipating the concentration of 

poverty, unemployment, and low esteem, and by integrating social housing tenants 

with owner-occupiers. Although this process does not guarantee the amelioration of 

social stigma; it can improve the urban fabric and quality of housing stock, which in 

turn improves the socio-economic and physical environment of these estates. Whilst 

this is not an instant solution, it does offer opportunities for a long-term organic solution 

to the crisis in social housing.  
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5.1.3. Learning from Mental Health  

According to Bentley et al., (2018), the stigmatisation of people living in social housing 

can result in a higher instance of mental health issues, compared with those not living 

in social housing. Notably, however, although there is continued stigma associated 

with social housing, the levels of stigma associated with mental health issues is 

reducing. This begs the question as to how this has been achieved in the mental health 

sector and whether there are lessons to be leant with respect to social housing. 

Strikingly, only one of the participants suggested that the social housing sector could 

learn how to deal with stigmatisation by turning to the mental health sector. Spagnolo 

et al. (2008) make the point that the shift away from stigma in mental health has been 

driven by public education. As such, it is now unacceptable for the media to stigmatise 

people suffering with mental health issues, and this has been achieved through a 

combination of traditional (TV, press) and modern (Facebook, Twitter, social media) 

media and political policies. This reinforces the views expressed by the participants 

that a key element in reducing stigma is holding the media to account for distortions in 

reporting (Taylor, 2018). 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

Social housing plays a central role in UK society in the provision of temporary housing. 

It provides a safety net in the form of long-term housing for households in the lower 

economic bracket and the provision of affordable housing for households unable to 

compete in the private market. It is clear that social housing contributes to a sustainable 

society, particularly the social wellbeing of low-income communities and those who are 

vulnerable in such communities. However, the reality is that low levels of investment 

in social housing have been coupled with a societal aspiration towards home 

ownership. This research therefore aimed to identify ways in which the stigma of social 

housing in the UK could be overcome. To this end, its objectives were to understand 

the theoretical and conceptual aspects of stigma in the community and explore the role 

of social housing in contemporary society. It also considered the factors underpinning 

stigma in this sector and sought to draw parallels with stigma in other sectors such as 

mental health. Finally, it sought to identify ways in which the stigma associated with 

social housing could be eradicated. The purpose of this final chapter is to reiterate the 

findings of the research and the conclusions drawn from these. 
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6.1. Findings of this Research 

The key findings of this research are as follows. 

6.1.1. Theoretical and Conceptual Aspects of Stigma in the Community 

The findings suggest that stigma is a process of disqualification whereby society 

decides that an individual or a community should be excluded because they are 

different from the norm. This exclusion is generally based on economics, perceived 

social status, or for reasons should as disability or mental health. Essentially stigma is 

a negative process, associated with the devaluation of an individual and/or community. 

Stigmatisation is also a form of prejudice, exploitation, and domination, whereby wider 

society seeks to impose its social norms on all people and excludes those that do not 

fit these requirements. Stigmatisation is unfair and unjust, yet it prevails in modern 

society, creating social and economic divides, reinforcing differences, and making it 

harder for those who are stigmatised to cross the divide into what is considered the 

norm. 

It is therefore unsurprising that significant impacts are associated with stigmatisation, 

including adverse mental wellbeing and the destruction of an individual’s confidence 

and sense of identity. Stigmatisation can also impede personal development and 

education. Such negative impacts can create a spiral of decay within a community and 

this in turn reinforces the negative perceptions of wider society, thus forming a viscous 

circle of exclusion and social deprivation. This research also found that wider societal 

divides and the tacit acceptance that those in social housing are different to the norm 

gives governments a mandate to make fiscal, social, and economic decisions that 

adversely affect this group. That is not to say that such policies deliberately target 

social housing; rather, it suggests that governments are confident that the wider 

population will not reject or object to policies such as a lack of investment in social 

housing. 

6.1.2. Role of Social Housing in the UK 

This research has shown how the role of social housing has changed in the past 

century. In the mid-twentieth century, following two world wars, this form of housing 

was essential and valued in the UK, providing housing for all sections of the 

community. It was acceptable to live in social housing and each community comprised 

a mix of different ethnic, economic, and educational backgrounds. A sense of 
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community and value could be found within the social housing sector. However, this 

sense of pride diminished over time as government investment in the sector 

decreased. At the same time, there was a concerted effort by successive governments 

to reduce the cost burden of social housing and welfare, reinforced by policies that 

encouraged home ownership. Such policies ultimately created the perception that 

social housing was only suitable for the desperate and those who wanted to live off the 

state. This perception was and indeed continues to be reinforced by the media. 

6.1.3. Factors Underpinning the Stigma of Social Housing 

There is a degree of overlap between the changing role of social housing in the UK 

and the factors that underpin and drive stigmatisation. Social housing was first 

established as a safety net for those struggling to find accommodation so that, as the 

economy grew, it was able to safeguard low-income households and the most 

vulnerable in society. However, the transition from housing that was valued to that 

which is assumed to be a last resort form of accommodation has been driven by social 

media, including television dramas that depict those in social housing as criminals and 

workless. This image has not been enhanced by the poor quality of social housing, in 

which extremes of poverty can be found. This combination results in pockets of 

deprivation, where social exclusion occasionally overspills into social disruption. Such 

events are seized on by the media and the masses to justify their perception of social 

housing. Such negative perceptions of social housing are not confined to wider society, 

as there are social strata within the social housing sector where residents refuse to 

move to certain areas because of their poor reputation. 

6.1.4. Lessons from Mental Health 

Social housing is not the only sector to be adversely affected by stigma; sectors such 

as mental health have also been stigmatised for centuries, possibly because of fear 

and also because those suffering from mental health problems live outside the norms 

of society. However, the media are finally addressing some of the stigma associated 

with mental health and this has created a widespread rejection of stigmatisation in this 

sector. The lesson for the social housing sector is to therefore educate the public and 

government about social housing, and to demonstrate the impacts such stigma can 

have on communities. The social sector requires champions to raise its profile and to 

educate the masses as to the importance and benefits of social housing. However, in 
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the digital age, this requires cooperation from all forms of media, including government, 

television, and social media  

6.1.5. Ways of Removing the Stigma of Social Housing 

There are several ways to remove the stigma associated with social housing, including 

the regeneration and refurbishment of existing housing and the provision of new, good-

quality properties in mixed tenure developments. However, such measures can be 

destructive to existing social housing communities and can also reinforce their belief 

that they need to change to fit in with social norms. This is unsurprising as these 

measures focus on changing social housing rather than tackling the root of the 

problem, which is the societal perception of social housing residents. 

The way forward, as mentioned in the previous section, is to therefore change the 

mind-set of society. This requires a more positive coverage of social housing 

communities and an open, honest discussion about the needs of lower-income 

households and the vulnerable in society. This can only be achieved if the government 

takes the lead and the media changes its current practices when reporting on this 

sector. 

6.2. Conclusion 

This research concludes that stigma is a form of collective prejudice and discrimination. 

It has no place in modern society as it simply reinforces social inequalities and results 

in the exclusion of a group of people for no other reason than the perceptions of the 

place in which they live. The entire process of stigmatisation initiates a chain of events 

in an individual’s life that adversely affects their sense of self, identity, and belonging 

in society. This in turn can affect educational outcomes and community harmony. 

Stigma is underpinned by a lack of investment in social housing, and poor planning 

and design. This is then reinforced by biased and often inaccurate media coverage. 

This creates a viscous circle of social and economic deprivation that is itself used to 

justify the negative beliefs underpinning stigmatisation. The way forward is to change 

societal perceptions which, as noted, requires government leadership and a change in 

media practices.  

6.3. Recommendations 

The findings of this study are founded on a detailed and critical review of secondary 

data from academic and professional publications and the analysis of primary data 
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from a series of interviews with participants active in the social housing sector. 

Although they contribute to existing knowledge on this topic, it is recommended that 

they be enhanced through further study. For instance, it would be beneficial to examine 

stigma from the perspective of those living in social housing. This could comprise a 

survey of a range of social housing residents from various parts of the UK, which would 

elucidate their experiences of stigmatisation. Such data would be valuable in 

confirming the long-term impacts of this problem in contemporary society. It would also 

provide an insight into the solutions that people in social housing believe are needed 

to address stigma.  

This research covers a broad range of issues underpinning and reinforcing stigma in 

social housing, a recurrent issue of which is the role played by the media in reinforcing 

stereotypes in this sector. It would therefore be useful to examine this role in greater 

detail; for example, by analysing daily newspaper coverage of the sector as well as its 

portrayal in television dramas.
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Appendix A: - Interview Questions 

Question 1 

Could you please give a brief resume of your background and experience in social 

housing? 

Question 2 

In your opinion, how would you define stigma in society? This does not have to be 

confined to social housing. 

Question 3 

I have conducted a literature review as part of this research and it appears that 

stigmatisation is inherent in relation to social housing. Would you agree that there is 

stigmatisation of social housing in the UK? Is this purely external (public perceptions) 

or is there stigma within the social housing sector among tenants? 

Question 4 

In your experience, what are the drivers for stigmatisation in social housing? 

Question 5 

In your opinion, do you think that government social, housing, and fiscal policies have 

contributed to the problem of stigma in social housing? 

Question 6 

In your experience, what are the impacts of social housing stigma on individuals, 

households, and social housing communities? 

Question 7 

Do you think that the media (TV, radio, virtual media) contribute to the stigmatisation 

of social housing? Can you give any examples? 

Question 8 

Do you think that the solution is to build more social housing? Should there also be 

investment in existing social housing stock? Can you please explain your response? 

Question 9 
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Should social housing tenants have a role in determining the solution to the 

stigmatisation of this sector? 

Question 10 

This issue appears to be a complex problem involving not only social housing tenants, 

but the public, the media, and the government. In your opinion, is there an optimal 

solution to this problem? If yes, what is it? If no, where does this leave social housing 

in the UK?  
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Appendix B - Developing Questions for Interviews 

Initial Questions  Final Question  Reference from 

Literature Review  

What is your role in social 

housing? 

Could you please give a 

brief resume of your 

background and 

experience in social 

housing? 

 

Fowler (2013) 

Are you a developer/local 

authority/social housing 

provider? 

How many years have you 

worked in social housing? 

   

Do you think that social 

housing provides a good 

service for society? 

How would you define 

stigma in society? This 

does not have to be 

confined to social housing. 

 

CIH (2018) 

What is the purpose of 

social housing? 

Would you say that there is 

a stigma associated with 

social housing? 

What is stigma? 

What is stigma in social 

housing? 

   

In your experience, is there 

stigma associated with 

social housing in England? 

I have conducted a 

literature review as part of 

this research and it 

appears that stigmatisation 

is inherent in relation to 

social housing. Would you 

agree that there is 

stigmatisation associated 

with social housing in the 

Webb (2018) 

CIH (2018) 

Turner (2018)  

Jacobs et al. (2011) 

 

Does the public view social 

housing as second-best? 

Is there a belief that social 

housing is only for poor 

people or the 

disadvantaged in society? 
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Is there a feeling that a 

person is workless if they 

live in social housing? 

UK? Is this purely external 

(public perceptions) or is 

there stigma within the 

social housing sector 

among tenants? 

 

Is social housing seen as 

something in which nobody 

wants to live? Why? 

Is stigma about social 

housing confined to the 

general public who view 

this sector from the 

outside? 

Is there stigma within the 

social housing community? 

Do some social housing 

tenants stigmatise other 

tenants in what are viewed 

as lesser quality properties 

or crime ridden areas? 

   

Do you think that stigma is 

a new concept in social 

housing?  

In your experience, what 

are the drivers for 

stigmatisation in social 

housing? 

 

Kearns et al. (2013) 

Turner (2018)  

Arthurson et al. (2014) 

Is the stigma of social 

housing underpinned by 

economic divides? 

Is stigma based on 

income, work 

opportunities, or the type of 

work that a tenant does? 

For example, those in work 

and those on 

unemployment benefit? 
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Does the media have a 

role to play in 

stigmatisation? For 

example, TV, newspaper, 

social media? 

   

Do you think that 

government policy since 

the 1950s has affected the 

level of stigma associated 

with social housing? 

In your opinion do you 

think that government 

social, housing, and fiscal 

policies have contributed 

to the stigma associated 

with social housing? 

 

Feinstein et al. (2015) 

Power and Provan 

(2016) 

Pattison (2010) 

What policies (social and 

political) have influenced 

the stigma associated with 

social housing? 

After WWII, social housing 

was viewed as good-

quality housing available 

for all sections of the 

community. However, over 

time this has changed to a 

more stigmatised form of 

housing. How has this 

occurred? 

Is government or political 

ideology to blame for the 

stigma associated with 

social housing? 

 

   

How does such stigma 

affect the social housing 

community? 

In your experience, what 

are the impacts of social 

housing stigma on 

Feinstein et al. (2015) 

Hastings (2004) 
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Do you think that social 

housing communities are 

bothered by wider public 

opinion regarding their 

form of tenure? 

individuals, households, 

and social housing 

communities? 

 

Is stigma endemic in 

modern society? 

Do you think that social 

housing tenants are 

disadvantaged because of 

housing tenure? 

Is stigma a location issue; 

for example, where some 

estates are viewed as no-

go areas due to crime?  

Can a social housing 

tenant be successful in 

education/work despite the 

stigma of social housing? 

   

There are several dramas 

and documentaries on TV 

that depict social tenants 

as workless and living off 

the state. Do you think this 

affects the public view of 

housing? 

Do you think that the media 

(TV, radio, virtual media) 

contribute to the 

stigmatisation of social 

housing? Can you give any 

examples? 

 

Turner (2018)  

Arthurson et al. (2014) 

Do TV dramas provide an 

accurate picture of social 

housing in England? 

Do media outlets such as 

TV and news add to the 

stigma of social housing? 
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Is there a solution to the 

stigma associated with 

social housing?  

Do you think that the 

solution is to build more 

social housing? Should 

there also be more 

investment in existing 

social housing stock? Can 

you please explain your 

response? 

 

Lund (2019)  

Doron and Tinker (2014) 

Webb (2018) 

Kearns (2013) Would such stigma be 

reduced if there was a 

policy to build new high-

quality social housing in 

better locations? 

Is stigma associated with 

the quality and location of 

social housing? 

If social housing was 

designed to be the same 

as owner-occupier 

housing, would this reduce 

stigma? 

   

Who should decide the 

way forward for social 

housing? 

Should social housing 

tenants play a role in 

determining the solution to 

stigmatisation in this 

sector? 

 

Taylor (2018) 

CIH (2018) 

   

Should tenants have a say 

in finding a solution to the 

problem of stigmatisation 

in social housing? 

This issue appears to be a 

complex problem involving 

not only social housing 

tenants but the public, the 

media, and the 

government. In your 

opinion, is there an optimal 

solution to this problem? If 

Taylor (2018) 

Is there a solution to this 

problem? If yes, what is it? 

Would it help if social 

tenants were given the 
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power and the funding to 

develop a solution that 

suits their needs? 

yes, what is it? If no, where 

does this leave social 

housing in the UK?  

 Would you agree that the 

solution requires 

collaboration between all 

stakeholders in this sector? 

In your opinion, what is the 

perfect solution to this 

problem? 
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Appendix C - Analysis of Responses to Interviews 

Note: in this coding process, common issues repeated by the participants are highlighted and definitive responses to questions are 

highlighted in green. 
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Table C1 Responses to Question 3 

Responses  Coding  

Yes, I agree with all that. Including among tenants, e.g., attitude of some 

longstanding tenants towards those they consider as not acting ‘tenant-like’. 

Question is, what created stigmatisation of social housing? In the earlier days of 

what we now call Social Housing, this wasn’t the case. There is a Scottish Play 

called ‘Steamy’ that is based around a public wash house, with people expressing 

happiness at getting out of the tenements and into ‘social housing’. Allocations 

systems might have been more helpful in the earlier days too, with some homes 

allocated to lower ‘professionals’ and others considered ‘lower’ socio-economically. 

Stigma is reinforced by media attention, e.g., series like ‘Feckless’. This can affect 

the views of others living in social housing, which affects the expectations of tenants 

more generally. There might be a parallel with the attitude of and comments about 

slum dwellers by the Victorians. 

It is not helpful that there now seems to be a lack of clarity as to the purpose of 

social housing. It has moved from ‘decent and affordable’ to ‘welfare housing’. 

People now have to be in quite difficult circumstances to get into social housing. This 

may have created a ‘victim persona’ among social housing households. With it, a 

sense of ‘entitlement’. Layered onto housing are other social issues as well, with 

social housing becoming wrongly linked with the welfare bill. 

Yes 

Stigma is underpinned by public opinion and 

longstanding tenants 

 

Created by television and media  

 

Due to a lack of clarity over the purpose of 

social housing  

 

Seen as housing for those in most difficult 

situations – victim persona  

 

Public perception that there is a sense of 

entitlement  

 

Contrary to the social norm of aspirations of 

home ownership  
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This is all compounded by the promotion of home ownership as being ‘good and 

desirable’ 
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There clearly is stigmatisation in social housing. This occurs both in terms of the way 

tenants are perceived/portrayed by the press and media; by the way they are 

perceived by the general public; by some who work in or around social housing, and 

indeed by some tenants’ perception of other tenants. 

 

Yes  

 

Caused by media and the press 

 

Can be public perception and/or from within the 

social housing sector 

It is a real problem rather than imagined. Partly to do with how social housing is 

constructed, plus the availability of other tenure options, particularly from Thatcher 

onward. 

It is different in different countries, e.g., Vienna, where there is little stigma. 

Design issues, such as for mass housing, even though not all social housing stock is 

like that. 

 

Yes  

 

Public perception reinforced by public policy and 

design issues  

It is both external and among tenants. Evidence of both can be found in the local 

Pride or Prejudice report. Example of within is non-benefit recipients towards benefit 

recipients. “Those ones.” People are fed the story, e.g., through the media. 

Can be among tenant issues as well; for example, upkeep of property issues. 

But is not as stark as wider public perception might suggest. 

It can also be generational. For example, older people towards younger people. 

Nothing came out of the project to suggest it could be geographical. 

Yes 

 

It is public and within housing sector perceptions  

 

Benefits/non-benefits  

 

Media 
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Tenants’ perceptions of the behaviour of others 

Yes. External includes labelling. Assuming that social housing occupants do not go 

to work. Referred to as “those people”. No hopers. Families given large houses, 

which are a mess. 

Internal stigma can be that of shared owners and leaseholders towards tenants. 

Leaseholders: “we pay for everything we receive.” – Partly understandable, but do 

not appreciate how tenants pay for services. 

Internal can also include a lack of awareness. For example, within members of the 

Tenant Council, a lack of awareness/disbelief that families are not eating properly; 

they must be mis-spending their money. Hearing the example of East Homes and 

children going to school without breakfast. Disbelief. 

Yes 

 

It is an external issue -public perception that 

people are handed large houses which they fail 

to keep in order  

 

Internal stigma is from shared owners towards 

tenants – socio-economic grounds  

 

Lack of awareness  

Assumption that tenants misspend their money 

rather than consideration that they may not have 

any 
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Both. 

External stigma appears present in media and political discourse and narratives as 

well as wider public discourse. 

But I think social housing tenants and residents recognise it themselves and while 

not necessarily ascribing it to themselves, family, or friends, they may ascribe it to 

other social housing tenants. 

 

Yes 

 

Both public and internally driven  

 

Media involvement  
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Table C Coded Responses to Question 5 

Response  Coding  

Yes. Fiscal policy has favoured home ownership. Tax breaks and the Right to Buy 

for example. Only emphasis seems to be on home ownership. 

Allocations of social housing are based on need. Defined and required by 

Government Guidance. 

There seems to be no acknowledgement of the role of social housing. Yet its 

contribution to Public Health and Educational Attainment is acknowledged. The past 

success of social housing has contributed to today’s middle class. 

Today, however, it might be said that aspirations are capped by social housing. 

Planning policy needs to be considered as well, with the creation of mixed 

communities and the emergence of ‘poor doors’ depending on who is paying for 

what. Also, there is an impact on people buying next to social housing 

developments. 

 

Yes 

 

Emphasis of policy is on home ownership  

 

No public acknowledgement of the role of 

social housing in society  

Absolutely. Past governments have actually coined the phrases that have come to 

epitomise the very concept of social housing tenants being unworthy or second 

class. The obsession with home ownership and the aspiration to ‘own your own 

home’ being something that sets one person’s worth above another has set the tone 

of such stigmatisation. 

Yes  

 

Policy drives the conceptualisation of 

social housing tenants as unworthy or 

second class  
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The idea that it is somehow ok to avoid paying tax but cheating on benefits is 

criminal adds to this sense. 

 

Policy supports home ownership  

Yes. In a very big way. Also, how politicians talk about housing. This can vary. After 

Grenfell there were some quite sensitive political comments. But politics is where the 

votes are. 

Social Housing has sometimes been seen politically as providing a ‘leg up’. A 

second-best option, implying a negative label. Associated with the scroungers 

debate 

Yes 

 

Policy suggests that social housing is a 

second-best option; negative labelling  

Yes. Although people are not always as resistant to the development of social 

housing as may be thought. 

But association with welfare benefit does not help nor does pushing owner 

occupation as a desired tenure. Cultural, strive to achieve. 

Memories are short, there is a perception as to who social housing is for. Some 

people assumed they could not access social housing when in fact they could. 

Lack of social housing development has not helped. Therefore, it is often let only to 

those most in need. 

At best, social housing is seen as a ‘springboard’ to ‘something better’ 

Yes 

 

Policy pushes owner-occupier 

 

Social housing viewed as a springboard to 

better housing  

 

 

Possibly. But stigma has been highlighted in the Green Paper at least. Government 

has definitely contributed in the past. 

Yes 

 

Government policies contribute to stigma 



 

Page 66 of 70 
 

For example, the continuous push that you have to buy your own home. A cultural 

aspect pushed by Government policy. 

Other policies that have contributed are imposing benefit caps and child limits on 

welfare benefit. 

 

 

Focus on home ownership 

 

Not helped by social welfare caps  

Yes, all of them. 

Housing and social policy has sometimes reinforced notions of stereotyping and 

deserving/non-deserving poverty, inadvertently becoming direct political aims. The 

fiscal policies that created austerity have supported and underwritten these 

processes – if only by making rationing and allocation debates more difficult 

Yes 

 

Fiscal policy  

 

Stereotyping of deserving/non-deserving  
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Table C3 Coding of Responses to Question 7 

Responses Coding  

Yes. ‘Benefit Street.’ Channel 4. ‘Social Housing or Social Cleansing’ Channel 5. 

Role of the Daily Mail. 

Local radio taking up the causes of tenants unhappy with their social landlord but based upon 

misconceptions. For example, BBC Three Counties Radio regarding the maintenance of a 

back garden tree that the social landlord would not deal with . . . because it was the tenant’s 

responsibility. Unfair presentation leading to distorted perception. 

A media angle that social housing is not good for anyone generates sector stigma. 

Media focus on ‘poor doors’, but a lack of explanation as to why such arrangements exist. For 

example, BBC Radio London on play areas separated by tenure in the redeveloped former 

Highbury Stadium. 

 

Yes 

 

‘Benefit Street.’ Channel 4. 

‘Social Housing or Social 

Cleansing’ Channel 5. 

 

Role of the Daily Mail 

 

Local Radio 

Absolutely. TV programmes like Shameless create a sense that what they portray is real and 

not drama. As long ago as Till Death Us Do Part, some felt that the Alf Garnett character was 

somehow supporting their views on race and did not see that the reverse was the case.  

Reality TV shows rarely show a positive image of those in social housing and, similarly, the 

red top press will focus on negative stories rather than positive ones. Politicians have fuelled 

this image and recent comments by Jacob Rees Mogg show this continues to be the case 

even after the Grenfell tragedy.  

See also my answer/comments to question 4 above 

Shameless  

Till Death Us Do Part 

 

Reality shows 

 

Politicians  
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Yes. Associated with crime and violence. The impression is that it is worse than it is. 

Distorted. 

Also, coverage given to harsher penalties being given to social tenants than others, e.g., 

rioting. 

‘Red top’ newspapers promote stigmatised view. 

Example of programme: ‘Benefits Street’. This represents a default position. 

 

Yes 

Distorted view from Benefits 

Street  

Perhaps it has changed a bit for the better since the Grenfell disaster. But still an attitude 

towards “only being tenants”. 

Social housing is labelled by the media, e.g., in interviews. 

Example of unhelpful programme: Coronation Street. 

Closely related to the way the media speaks about people that live in social housing 

Media interviews distorted  

 

Coronation street  

Yes. 

Consciously in the case of programmes such as Benefits Street, but also unconsciously in the 

default portrayal of social housing and its residents and communities in fictional as well as 

factual programming. 

 

Yes 

Benefits Street  
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Table C4 Coding of Responses to Question 10 

Responses  Coding  

That there might just be a market. That we are 

not stuck in a sector-based approach and 

thinking. More on appropriate pricing (as under 

question 9). 

Social Housing continues to be a political 

football. 

Need to think outside the box 

Sadly I do not believe there is a single solution 

to what is, as you say, a complex problem.  

As a profession, housing must admit that there is 

a problem and not everyone is blameless when 

it comes to creating or fanning the issue. We 

must help champion actions that enable our 

residents and communities to demonstrate that 

the stigma is no more warranted than claiming 

that ultra-rich people abusing the tax system 

means all rich people are crooks.  

Parliament must also own this problem and 

accept that they have in part created a climate 

where it not only exists but flourishes. Perhaps 

they could pass legislation that stops the press 

and media from publishing such a one-sided 

view of society or are properly and proportionally 

punished when they do.  

There should be proper regulation of the press 

to stop this type of sensational and sloppy 

journalism. I do not believe the press will do this 

for themselves.  

The public view will in part be informed or more 

appropriately misinformed by all of the above 

 

No single solution  

 

Social housing sector and 

politicians need to take 

ownership of the problems  

 

Legislation to prevent distorted 

reporting  
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Work needs doing on the image. Also on 

combating negative news stories. Sometimes as 

a part of regeneration projects. Even renaming 

locations. Rebadging. Promoting regeneration 

stories where things have really improved. 

Image creation 

Need for image enhancement 

and rebranding  

It is multi-faceted. But it can’t be ‘put at the door’ 

of social housing. 

Would take wider societal change. Difficult to 

address with one solution. Human nature will 

out. It is about people’s differences 

Complex problem requiring 

multi-faceted solution 

Image issues  

People need to be educated. For example, the 

casual conversation members of the Tenant 

Scrutiny Team had with people they met who 

had numerous preconceived ideas about social 

housing and social housing tenants. 

Lot to learn from mental health. People are 

listening to mental health issues more. People 

talk about it more openly. Much more explaining 

going on. Ruth Fox on Twitter is very open and 

honest about her own mental health situation. 

The responses are generally good. No trolls 

have been seen. 

Need to educate people about 

the truth of social housing. 

 

Lessons to be learned from 

mental health and how stigma is 

being eradicated in relation to 

this issue. 

I don’t think there is a single, simple optimal 

solution. Rather, it will take effort and a variety of 

different measures to fully address stigma. But I 

also believe that addressing, challenging, and 

removing stigma is possible with a determined, 

conscious, and organised effort. 

 

Complex problem 

Requires determined, organised 

solution  

 

 

 


