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Abstract

The Scandinavian (or Nordic) welfare model is world famous. It is known for its universal coverage of benefits and services, generous benefit levels, well-developed services – all financed with a relatively high progressive taxation that keeps income inequality rather small. Of course, the broad similarity is associated with a number of specific differences, and in recent decades all of the Nordic countries have moved away from the ideal typical Nordic model. In spite of the similarity of the welfare arrangements in the Nordic countries, their housing policies have never been similar. This difference of Nordic housing policies was the topic of a collaborative research project involving one researcher from each of the five Nordic countries: Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. The trajectory of housing policy in each country was analyzed with the help of an ideal typical periodization of housing policy, which seemed to apply to all countries investigated. In all of the countries four historical stages of the development of housing policies can be distinguished more or less clearly: (1) the introduction stage, (2) the construction stage, (3) the management stage and (4) the public retrenchment or privatization stage. This paper presents the stage model used in the book and shows how it works in one case, that of Finland.  The nature of the stage model is then scrutinized theoretically and empirically. Public retrenchment is surely not the end of history of housing policy, so what after this public retrenchment? Are there elements of a cyclical model of housing policy development rather than a ‘linear’ periodization?  How to accommodate an  actor-centered approach into  the ‘structural’ periodization of the stage model? Is the change of housing policy structural or ideological?          



INTRODUCTION

During the decades since the 1980s there has been a decisive change in the European housing policies. In almost all countries there has been a shift from a housing policy regime where the state has an extensive role in the production and consumption of housing to a system where market mechanisms play a more central role. The uniformity of the development across many countries raises a question of whether there is some more general regularity in this development, perhaps even a law of development of housing policies applicable to all societies, including the East-Asian ones. It is, however, quite questionable whether general laws valid in all socio-historical contexts can be detected in social and political development (see e.g. Elster 1993, 2). If indeed there are no general laws of development in societies, we should generalize in more modest ways, as generalize we must if we are to be social researchers. One form of such generalizations are models that attempt to capture how some process typically happens. Such models are often developed inductively, by looking how processes empirically have happened in various cases. 

In the classic Chicago School urban sociology from the early 20th century these kinds of models were called ‘natural histories’.  Writing about the theoretical contribution of the Chicago sociologists Abbott characterizes natural history as follows:
	
	A natural history was a temporal pattern that followed a relatively predictable 	course. It could be diverted or shaped by environing facts, but its general sequence 	could be understood as a whole beyond the contingent details. (Abbott 1999, 199.)

In this paper I first present and discuss a model that describes the natural history of housing policies in the Nordic countries. By Nordic countries I refer to the three Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden and two of their neighbors, Finland and Iceland. These are all rather small countries in the Northwest semi-periphery of Europe.  In history these countries have been parts of the same state formations, though never all at the same time. They all share the Protestant religious faith, though all are quite secular now (despite the high church membership). Due to the long-standing historical links between the countries, there are many cultural similarities (e.g. customs and ways of seeing the world) between them.  Among the five Nordic countries, in the three Scandinavian countries the main language spoken is quite similar and residents can understand the language in their neighboring country. All of the Nordic countries are relatively prosperous, though for some of them (Finland and Iceland), the prosperity really came only after the Second World War. Most, importantly all of them conform more or less to what is internationally known as the Scandinavian (or Nordic) welfare model.     
 
The Scandinavian welfare model is known for its universal coverage of social benefits and services, generous benefit levels, well-developed services – all financed with a relatively high progressive taxation that keeps income inequality relatively small. Of course, the broad similarity is associated with a number of specific differences, and in recent decades all five of the Nordic countries have moved away from the ideal typical Nordic model. In spite of the similarity of the welfare arrangements in the Nordic countries, their housing policies have never been similar but on a very general level: ‘All the Nordic countries seek to provide housing of a decent standard for the whole of their population’ (Lujanen 2004, 15). What all Nordic countries share is also a similar policy theory in regard to housing, a view about the proper division of responsibility between the state and the market in housing provision (Bengtsson 1995). 

The dominant policy theory in these countries is what Bengtsson calls state as a corrective to the market. This means that in all of these countries a constitutive assumption of housing policy is that housing is mainly provided in the market, and the role of the state is to correct market imperfections and failures. This is, however, not very distinctive of  Nordic countries as in practically all European societies with market economy the policy theory is the same. Though Nordic countries share the same general policy theory how these countries have tackled housing problems politically has been quite different (see Bengtsson 2013b). Sweden and Denmark have had comprehensive  housing policies targeted to all households. Finland and Iceland have had selective policies targeted to those who need assistance most and to special groups. Norway used to have a general orientation in housing policy but has moved towards a selective one.

There is also a difference in the forms of housing tenure in the Nordic countries: there are various national forms of rental and owner-occupied housing that differ between each other (see Karlberg & Victorin 2004). Types of housing tenure are distributed differently  across the population and housing stock of each country.  Iceland, Norway and Finland have been nations of home-owners where the percentage of households living in owner-occupied housing is high (from 70 to 90 per cent of households at the highest) whereas in Denmark and Sweden the percentage of owner-occupier households has been lower (at the highest around 60 per cent).  In these two last countries publicly supported rental housing has been a major influence on the housing system though not numerically dominant. In contrast, in thehome-owning societies of Iceland and Norway such housing has been relatively insignificant. A special feature of both Sweden and Norway is that co-operative tenure is more common in these two countries than elsewhere Europe or North America (see e.g. Sørvoll 2014). For example in 2015 21 per cent of Swedish and 14 per cent of Norwegian households were co-operative “tenant-owners”[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  The percentages are calculated from statistics available at the Statistics Sweden (http://www.scb.se/en/) and Statistics Norway (https://www.ssb.no/en/) home pages.  ] 


The table below shows the distribution of tenures in the Nordic countries on the level of types of tenure. In different countries there are many different forms of tenure. for example renting in the private market and public or social renting,  that can be classified into two major types, that of owner-occupation and that of renting (see Ruonavaara 1993b). Looking at the matter from this perspective, also co-operative tenure falls under owner-occupation. After all, in co-operative housing the residents’ rights over the dwelling are based on ownership relation, not that of rental contract.  The division of housing stock between two types of tenure, renting and owner-occupation, is shown in the table below for the Nordic countries:



Table 1. Types of housing tenure in 2014 in the Nordic countries, percentages

	
	Rental
	Ownership
	Other

	Denmark
	39
	58
	3

	Sweden
	38
	62
	0

	Finland
	33
	67
	0

	Iceland
	25
	74
	

	Norway
	23
	77
	0



Sources: Grunfelder, Rispling and Norlén (eds.) 2016, 130; Statistics Iceland home page.

That housing policies are so different in countries that are otherwise  similar and have a broadly similar orientation to how the state is to provide welfare for its citizens requires explanation. This was the key question in a collaborative research project involving one researcher from each of the five Nordic countries. The project was called in English Why so different? Nordic housing policy in a comparative historical light. Each of the researchers was in charge of a national case study as well as contributed to the overall approach, the comparisons between the national cases and drawing the conclusions.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  The project was initiated, led and coordinated by political scientist Bo Bengtsson from Uppsala University in Sweden. Political scientist Lotte Jensen represented Denmark, historian Erling Annaniassen Norway, sociologist Jón Rúnar Sveinsson Iceland and sociologist Hannu Ruonavaara Finland. The results of the project were published in a Swedish language book in 2006 and in an updated, expanded and slightly revised edition in 2013 as well as in English language articles (e.g.  Bengtsson & Ruonavaara 2011 and Jensen 2013b). 
] 


The project searched for the explanations behind the very different histories of housing policy across the five Nordic countries applying a historical institutionalist perspective (see Jensen 2013, 135). A central idea of the project was path dependence of housing policies. This is a now fashionable term emphasizing a point many social scientists would generally accept but perhaps not take seriously in their research practice:  history matters. There is quite a lot of methodological discussion about how to understand path dependency, what types of path dependency there is, etc. Here it is sufficient to get a general idea of what kind of approach we are talking about.  The sociologist-historian William H. Sewell defines of path dependence as a process where “what happened earlier at an earlier point in time will affect the outcomes of a sequence of events occurring at a later point in time” (Sewell 2005, 100-101). This is an often quoted broad definition of path dependence – too broad for some researchers. Therefore it is important to be able to account for how and through what kinds of mechanisms history matters. Usually it is thought that path dependence keeps things as they are rather than promotes change. The literature on path dependence lists several mechanisms supporting stability, the most well-known of these being ‘increasing returns’ (e.g. Pierson 2004, 22-30). Does path dependence then make change of housing policy impossible? No, the theory assumes that in the course of history there are every now and then critical junctures where policy makers are facing a situation where an alternative for the present policy opens and could be chosen

The idea of path dependence was, however, not  the only organizing theoretical insights of the research. Firstly, the focus of the research was on housing institutions, and it was argued that housing tenures are the central institutions in housing policies. Therefore, most critical junctures analyzed concerned housing tenures in one way or another. Secondly, an important theoretical and methodological tool was an ideal typical periodization of housing policies. According to this periodization four stages of development of housing policy can be distinguished: (1) the introduction stage, (2) the construction stage, (3) the management stage and (4) the public retrenchment or privatization stage (see also Jensen 2013b, 137). In the next section I will explain the periodization in more detail, as well as discuss the central term of the paper, ‘housing policy’. 

FOUR STAGES OF HOUSING POLICY  

By ‘housing policy’ I refer to lines of action taken by public organizations with the intention to influence the availability of housing, the variety of housing options, material and environmental quality of housing as well as cost of housing for a population settled or settling in some defined area (neighborhood, locality, nation)[footnoteRef:3]. The actions that fall under ‘housing policy’ are varied indeed from creating institutions (e.g. housing tenures), establishing actors to the housing system (e.g. state housing banks), regulating the housing market (e.g. rent control), creating norms for housing quality (e.g. building regulations), subsidizing the material production of housing (e.g. renovation grants), evening out of the housing costs (e.g. rent subsidies), improving the residential environments (e.g. neighborhood renewal) to preventing residential segregation (e.g. social mix policies). This definition excludes actions of private sector actors, like employers (important in many times and places, e.g. in Finland up to the 1970s) as well as those of third sector organizations (like churches). Thus, I will focus here on public housing policies. [3:  This is a reworked version of the definition given in my doctoral dissertation (Ruonavaara 1993a). In that work I was concerned not to define housing policy in a way that would imply that it always improves housing conditions. I was thinking of privatization policies in the United Kingdom and elsewhere for which the positive net welfare consequences were doubtful: for some people they increased housing welfare, for others they decreased it. Therefore I tried to develop a definition which did not assume that housing policy always improves housing conditions, something I still think is right. However, it is probably true that housing policies in most cases are and need to be justified with an argument that this particular policy indeed increases the population’s housing welfare immediately or in the long run.       ] 


Housing policies follow from political decisions taken with consideration of some population’s housing conditions. Some of these are explicitly and directly targeted to housing conditions. However, there are also policies that are not primarily policies in the housing field but have an important housing policy aspect and often are motivated by housing policy considerations, like the tax subsidies that home owners enjoy in many countries. For example, home owners may have a right to deduct some of their mortgage interest payments from their taxable income.  For the most part, then, housing policy is intervention to housing conditions but we must not forget the other policies that have important housing policy aspects. 

Here the basic assumption is that housing policy is a historical phenomenon. It enters the historical stage after the housing question has been politicized, that is, some actors have brought housing condition into the political agenda as something that the local or national state should do something about. What this implies is that laissez-faire (government does nothing) is housing policy only after the housing question has been politicized. It is a housing policy if it results from a decision made after the issue of state intervention in housing situation is raised to the political agenda or there has already been public intervention in the workings of the housing market. Therefore not  all countries have always had a housing policy. There is housing policy if public intervention in housing is debated regardless of the extent of public intervention in housing conditions. The end of housing policy happens only after the housing question has completely disappeared from the political stage. As housing is such a central part of people’s lives and well-being the end is not in sight.

In Europe the term ‘housing question’ usually refers to the late 19th and early 20th century concern about the housing situation of the urban and rural working classes (one of the most famous texts about this is Friedrich Engels’ Zur Wohnungsfrage written in 1872-3). Bourgeois reformists as well as activists in the emerging labor movement were appalled of the unsanitary, unhealthy and crowded housing conditions of the poor. Poor housing conditions were considered physically detrimental but also morally harmful (see e.g. Ruonavaara 1996). Congested housing drove men to the street and pubs and the presence of subtenants in the same rooms with the family were seen to contribute to illicit sexual relations. Apart from humanistic and moralistic concerns bourgeois reformers were also concerned about the possibility that inhuman housing conditions might radicalize the urban working class.
 
Throughout history, poor people’s housing situation has probably been a privately experienced concern for them. It becomes the housing question only after some actors publicly raise it to a social problem that the ‘society’ should do something about. This politicization of the housing question happens in the introduction stage of housing policy. That stage happened in the Nordic countries in late 19th and early 20th century when industrialization and urbanization began really to accelerate. In this stage the housing question transforms from being a series of recurrent crises raising concern every now and then to something that is constantly kept on the political agenda (Bengtsson 2013a, 23).  However, in the introduction stage both public subsidies to housing production and consumption as well as interventions in the workings of the housing market remained limited. The concern for housing question is in this stage more talk than action. 

In the construction stage the political decision-makers start putting into practice the ideas raised to the political debate in the introduction stage. The main concern of housing policy in this stage is to eliminate housing poverty by producing more housing. By ‘housing poverty’ I mean the shortage of housing of a standard considered adequate in the society at a price affordable also to low-income people. In the construction stage local and national governments start supporting housing production by different means, for example by starting to provide subsidized financing for housing construction and by giving tax concessions for housing production. But the construction stage is not only about the physical construction of housing. In this stage, the system of housing policy that is to take care of the succession of housing problems raised on the political agenda is built up (Bengtsson 2013a, 24). In the Nordic countries the construction stage happens from the early post-Second World War period to the early 1970s.    

Gradually, housing poverty starts to be eliminated as a problem concerning large numbers of low and middle-income earners and it becomes a problem that concerns only special groups and people in specific difficult life situations. Now the concern shifts from producing as much as possible to the management and improvement of existing housing and neighborhoods. In the construction period the focus on elimination of housing poverty by increasing new production overrode the concern for quality of housing and residential environment. In the management stage these come to the fore: the political agenda shifts from production to questions of management, housing renewal, tenant participation and physical and social environment (Bengtsson 2013a, 24). The housing mass produced during the construction stage needs to be renewed and updated to new needs and standards of space, quality and amenities.  In this third stage the physical and social environments of the neighborhoods that were built fast at the height of the construction period are increasingly criticized. Tenant participation in the management of housing is raised to the political agenda. The concerns for environmental sustainability of housing as well as social and ethnic segregation enter housing policy debate. In the Nordic countries the beginning of the management stage can be dated to late 1970s.

The last of the four stages is the public retrenchment or privatization stage. In this fourth stage the policies and institutions produced in the previous stages are seriously questioned, re-evaluated, remodeled and partly discarded. The old policies and institutions are argued to be overgrown, bureaucratic and expensive. This re-evaluation results in changes in the system of housing policy shifting gradually the responsibility of housing from the public powers to the market and the consumer. The cost-effectiveness of the public investment on housing, removal of regulations experienced as too bureaucratic, and the avoidance of harmful public intervention in the workings of the market become major issues in the housing policy. The public retrenchment stage started in the Nordic countries as well as in other parts of Western world in the 1990s (Bengtsson 2013a, 24). 

The stage model is an ideal type partly abstracted from the histories of Nordic housing policies and partly the  result of theoretical reflection upon the ‘logic’ of housing policy development. Like any model it is not intended to be a one to one description of how the Nordic housing policies have developed. Its function is to provide a framework for looking at the development housing policies in Nordic countries. Not only correspondence to the model but also difference from it is interesting. It is a verbal model and there is no sense in trying to test whether it is true or not but like statistical models we can discuss to what extent it fits the reality. The fruitfulness of the stage model is in its capacity to make sense of the history we are analyzing.  Let us now look at how the stage model works in one case, that of Finland. 

 THE STAGES OF FINNISH HOUSING POLICY[footnoteRef:4] [4:  The account is taken largely from my country chapter on Finland in the book on the puzzle of Nordic housing policies (Ruonavaara 2013). The reader interested in the sources is advised to consult the chapter.  ] 


Introduction stage: late 19th century to World War Two

Like in many other countries in Europe, also in Finland the housing policy started with early industrialization during the  late 19th and the early 20th centuries. Before the Second World War the housing situation was poor in Finland (see Ruonavaara 1993a, 63-68). In Finnish cities the majority of households lived in one room dwellings housing in average 2-4 persons per dwelling (depending on the census year and location). The level of housing amenities was low. In the capital city, Helsinki, running water and inside toilet were common already in 1920, but in dwellings in smaller urban centers they were found much less often and became common much later.     

Finland industrialized later than many other countries, and also the development of housing policy lagged behind in comparison with more advanced European societies. Along with the ‘social question’ in general, the ‘housing question’ was eagerly discussed among middle class reformers as well as in the new workers’ associations. However, not much happened in public housing policy until after the Second World War. The public powers’ involvement in housing provision remained marginal and they limited their activities to acute crisis situations, like the housing shortage after the First World War when a temporary rent control was enacted. This was no different from the general welfare policy orientation during the 1920s and the 1930s: the existing social policy was generally of residual kind and control-spirited. There were, however, some enabling measures (in contrast to restrictive ones, like rent control) in the interwar housing policies. There was, for example, a modest state housing loan system for building non-profit rental housing, as well as self-built owner-occupied housing. In the early 20th century the self-builders’ movement was close to many housing reformers’ heart (see Ruonavaara 1999). 

The central critical junctures of the introduction stage had to do with legal reforms concerning housing tenures, rather than subsidies or financial policies concerning housing. In the mid-1920s two Finnish forms of housing tenure were institutionalized by new legislation. A special feature of the Finnish system of housing provision was the emergence of a specific form of owner-occupation in multi-family housing.  Since the late 19th century various kinds of “housing companies” had existed; these provided the residents flats in multi-family housing. Sometimes the terms of possession were quite similar to renting, sometimes they resembled owner-occupation. Many of the early housing companies represented workers’ self-help. A group of workers came together to establish a joint-stock company that would act as a developer of a new residential building. The house was built, sometimes self-built, and the shareholders in the company moved in as residents of the house who were collectively responsible for the management and the maintenance of the house. To regulate legally this kind of activity and to root out speculative activity operating under the name of housing company, a law on housing companies was passed in 1925. What this did, was to consolidate an urban form of owner-occupation that was to become very important in the period after the Second World War. During that later period the housing company lost its character of housing consumers’ self-help and became a form of organization that also commercial developers made use of (see Lujanen 2010 for an up to date description of this form of housing tenure).

The law on housing companies was passed with little discussion and in great agreement between the parties in the Finnish parliament. After all, it was a law that promoted popular self-help of people trying to become home owners. This appealed to both Left and Right. Such unanimity was not reached in the making of the first law on rental housing in Finland, passed also in 1925. The disagreement between the Left and the Right concerned the position of the tenant: were tenants the weaker party in the rental relation that had to be guaranteed special protection by the law. The landlords who were at first positive toward  the law started to see it as continuation of rent control and violation of their constitutional rights. In spite of strong resistance from the landlords’ camp the 1925 law guaranteeing some security of tenure for tenants was passed. Both of these laws concerned at the time predominantly a minority of the total Finnish population, that living in urban and semi-urban municipalities. Housing companies existed only in urban localities, and households in the countryside were already in the interwar period mostly homeowners.

The construction stage: from World War Two to 1970s

Finland urbanized, and also industrialized, properly only after the Second World War. The housing situation after the war was extremely difficult.  Finland had lost the war against Soviet Union and large areas of Eastern Finland were annexed by the  Soviet Union and most of the Finnish population in that area was evacuated to Finland’s reduced territory. So Finland had an evacuee housing problem at the same time as a problem of housing the veterans coming home from the front. Building materials were hard to get, capital was scarce and the skilled labor force was in great demand in public works and reconstruction of the industry. The post-war was also a landmark era in the development of the Finnish welfare system. Many l histories of the welfare state in Finland consider the reconstruction period after the war as a decisive break with the previous residual and control-spirited welfare state policy. Also housing policies experienced a change in the reconstruction period. The role of the state became more active: rents were controlled and new building of housing was subsidized in taxation. A particularly interesting critical juncture was the founding of the state housing loan system ARAVA in 1949.  

The aim of the ARAVA system was to provide subsidized loans to promoters of housing construction in urban municipalities. Originally ARAVA was to be an organization that would not only have financed housing production but would have had wide-ranging planning powers concerning housing production. In the political process that led to the establishment of ARAVA the organization’s assigned tasks were reduced to those concerning financing. The bourgeois political forces suspicious of large-scale state intervention in housing provision emphasized ARAVA’s nature as a temporary organization for relief of the housing crisis that followed the war. However, ARAVA was not abolished even though the private market production recovered. By the 1960s it had become fully consolidated as a part of a repertoire of policy instruments in Finnish housing policy, as well as a means to exercise state control over a part of housing provision.  

The early post-war period marks the transition between  the introduction stage and the construction stage. New institutions were created and consolidated while residential construction got an extra boost with the new state housing finance. However, as the private housing construction recovered from the war time crisis by the end of the 1950s the role of the state housing finance started to diminish. Also rent controls were gradually removed in all localities. This, however, did not mean a return to the laissez-faire situation as some important policies were started in the early 1960s, for example, the housing allowance system for families with children. 

The construction period began for real in the mid-1960s. The housing standards in Finland were low by European comparison in the early 1960s and the country was experiencing fast changes of economic and occupational structure with accompanying large-scale migration from the countryside to the urban municipalities (as well as emigration to Sweden). There was a pressing need to build more, and this need was largely satisfied with building concrete suburbs at the outskirts of towns and cities. These were not only inspired by the new techniques of building with pre-fabricated elements but also by new ideas concerning social planning. The new techniques made it easier to plan and construct larger residential areas. With the possibilities of large-scale planned housing development, also housing policy was to be centrally planned and equally large-scale. These prospects created co-operation between big construction companies and state housing policy makers. The boost in the housing production that peaked at 1974 succeeded in relieving the housing shortage in Finland. During the period 1971-75 about 55 per cent of the dwelling units produced had received public housing finance; and during the period 1976-1980  that share rose to  60 per cent.

This development of housing policy followed the guidelines for a new housing policy that two parliamentary committees had designed at the end of the 1960s. In their reports the state was considered to bear the responsibility for the workings of the housing provision system and its distributive outcomes. A social minimum of housing standard was defined, and the state was understood as being responsible for guaranteeing that minimum to every citizen. The conceptual triad of steering by the state, social justice and effectivity characterized the new housing policy. The scope of the public financing of housing production was to be expanded radically. When benefiting from subsidized housing finance,the developers also had to comply with various sorts of state regulations concerning the standards of housing produced, house prices and rents and choice of residents. Social justice was to be guaranteed by favoring the least well-off. Had  the ideas in these two committee reports been fully put into practice, the resulting housing system would have been strongly regulated by the government and the public housing authorities. However, such system was not developed.  
 
Overlapping management  and public retrenchment stages  

The planning ideology of the 1960s started to wane at the end of the 1970s. The 1980s were a time of rapid increase in the standard of living and the income level in Finland. Most of the new housing production was privately financed and the share of households in home-ownership was increasing. The shift in the housing policies from supporting housing production to supporting housing consumption signals the  gradual passing of the construction period. Selective and direct forms of subsidy increased their importance in the state subsidy budget. However, at the same time the tax subsidy enjoyed by indebted homeowners became more important than any of the subsidy forms in the official housing budget. This was the consequence of the heavy growth of homeownership during the period. In terms of the four-stage model, the period from the early 1980s  has had characteristics of both management and public retrenchment stages. The orientation towards a more market-based housing policy, typical of retrenchment stage, emerged already in the 1980s, whereas some of the typical features of management stage, like the concern for residential segregation and renovation of the large housing stock resulting from the construction stage , emerged more recently.

The central “critical juncture” of the public retrenchment stage was the deregulation of the rental housing market in the mid-1990s (see Kettunen & Ruonavaara 2015). In the early post-war period rents had been strictly controlled. Later this control was removed and replaced by a more lenient form of rent regulation. This new regulation system was one where the government decided the yearly maximum rent increase based on new housing development cost. The idea was both to keep rents affordable for the tenant and to guarantee the landlord a reasonable return to the investment. The first steps of the deregulation were taken during the severe economic recession that Finland experienced in the early 1990s. An external shock, the recession, opened a window of opportunity that made deregulation of rental housing relatively unpainful politically. The Finnish parliament debated the gradually expanded reform for years, occasionally rather heatedly. The deregulation of rental housing was unanimously supported by the non-socialist parties whereas the Left was divided on the question. The left socialists were strongly against the deregulation that they condemned as privatization of rental housing whereas social democrats had more mixed feelings with the reform. The rent deregulation happened in three stages and it was supported by the majority in the parliament. 

Another sign of the public retrenchment stage is the gradual withdrawal of the state from financing housing construction. The ARAVA system that was once the flagship of Finnish housing policy was terminated  by a government decision of not granting new ARAVA loans after 2007. The state support for housing finance was now channeled only through interest subsidies on bank  loans. At the same time, state financing of the production of owner-occupied housing that once was quite substantial was practically ended. State financial support for housing production is now mainly targeted to social rental housing. Land policies were deregulated by giving market actors more freedom to plan land use for their own business purposes. The substantial “universal subsidy” to home-ownership resulting fromthe right to deduct a part of the mortgage interest payments in taxation, has been gradually cut by the government to extinction. 

SCRUTINIZING THE STAGE MODEL OF HOUSING POLICY DEVELOPMENT

We found the  stage model useful in our comparative research on Nordic housing. It does seem to help organizing the analysis of the development of housing policies in the Nordic countries. In all of the countries the different stages could be distinguished with the special case Finland where two of them were overlapping. In the beginning of this chapter I referred to the model as a “natural history” depicting a predictable succession of stages to which “environing facts” can cause deviations.  The environing facts that made the two last stages overlap in Finland should perhaps be studied in more detail. 

The stage model has attracted interest among researchers, and others have applied it (see articles in Holt-Jensen & Pollock,eds., 2009) or found it useful in developing their own approach (Sørvoll 2014). Bengtsson and his co-authors suggest that the stage model might also be more widely applicable to analyzing housing policy “in other similar countries” (Bengtsson 2013a, 24). The notion of similarity is not explicitly discussed by Bengtsson, but  “similar countries” refers to European capitalist industrial societies with a history of state intervention in the workings of the housing market. A question is whether the model could be even more general. Is it indeed an ideal type that can be fruitfully used in analyzing the development of housing policy in any society where the housing question becomes politicized – including the East Asian societies?  

Three of the four stages follow from “the internal structural dynamics of housing provision” (Bengtsson 2013a, 24). The idea of dynamics is rather easy to understand. First there is a need to raise housing poverty on the political agenda. The shortage of housing is an obvious beginning of housing policy. When the discussion reaches a political consensus sufficient for putting words into action housing policy moves to the second stage where the building of housing policy institutions as well as the elimination of housing poverty with publicly subsidized mass production of housing begins. After a period of intensive construction the most urgent need for housing is satisfied. When the quantitative shortage of housing is no longer the first priority, the attention shifts from production to management and to the  quality of housing and the residential environment. 

It seems that the stages follow each other according to an internal structural logic: the concern for housing shortage must transform into a concern for production, need for production is saturated sooner or later, and then the concern shifts to the quality of what is produced. However, the fourth and last stage does not seem to fit into this internal dynamics: it appears to be more ideologically influenced and linked to “the general public retrenchment of the welfare state” (Bengtsson 2013a, 24).  But is this so? Could it be that public retrenchment is also structural?  Or conversely, are the previous stages also ideological?  If we take into account the old sociological insight about the bureaucratic systems’ tendency to preserve themselves and to grow, the interests of the personnel employed as professionals in the systems, the political stakes invested in maintaining the old system and the possible rigidity of the machinery created in tackling the emerging housing problems, we can fit public retrenchment into the structural logic framework. The housing policy systems become too large, expensive and rigid, and therefore create an incentive for restructuring and deconstructing them. 

For housing policy to change, there must be some sort of grounds for dissatisfaction with the old housing regime, and not only an ideological interest in transforming it. If we look in this direction, the historically changing and relative nature of housing problems to which policies are responding would have to be taken into account more systematically. The ideal model does not ignore this: it starts from the housing poverty. There is room for an approach conceptualizing housing policy periods (like stages) as sequences of problem solving (Haydu 1998). The evolution of the housing conditions creates issues of quantity of available housing, then issues of quality and finally issues of economic sustainability.         

But the analytical lens can be turned the other way around. Is it not possible to think that the stages before public retrenchment are nearly or just as much ideologically influenced? The initial stage, the politicization of the housing question, requires a shift in thinking about housing poverty: it is not people’s personal problem but one that the society represented by the local and national state has a moral duty to interfere in. Drawing from the Finnish case we could subdivide the construction period into the construction of institutions and the construction of housing units. The construction of housing policy institutions could also be seen as part of the introduction stage. Institutions can be established but it is not evident that they are used for a state- promoted mass production of housing on a large scale. In the Finnish case, the policy tools created in the immediate post-war period were put to extensive use from the mid-1960s on. It can be argued that in Finland, as well as in other Nordic countries, the extra effort of ‘building out of the housing shortage’ (a slogan in Sweden) was influenced by a modernist welfare ideology best embodied in Scandinavian social democracy, but shared also by other political forces at the time. 

The shift of concerns from production to management feels quite structural, but a counterfactual question can be posed: why did public retrenchment not happen already by then? After all, the state had done the job it was asked  to do: eliminate extreme housing poverty.  Somehow quality issues were now moved up in the political agenda[footnoteRef:5]. One contributing factor is probably the rise in people’s housing standards. When the level of living of the population rises, issues about the quality of life become more pressing. In the housing sphere, this means that people’s ideas about what housing standard is acceptable change.  Having a roof over one’s head is not enough anymore for people, and issues of social and physical characteristics of the residential environment are moved up in the housing policy agenda.  If all stages of housing policy are more or less ideologically grounded, public retrenchment is not an outlier in the stage model.  [5:   Visiting Sweden at the late 1980s or early 1990s as a beginning housing policy researcher, was baffled by some housing researchers view that in Sweden no research on housing policy is needed anymore, only research on housing management. Nowadays, researchers in Sweden would not agree with this. ] 


What the preceding discussion suggests is that it might be possible to elaborate the stage model by linking it more to the changing ideological environment and cultural expectations about public responsibilities concerning housing provision. That would mean that the stage model is a more historically grounded ideal type than what the idea of “structural logic” would suggest. Historical grounding would also undermine a suggestion to develop the stage model into a cyclical one where public retrenchment stage would mark the end of one cycle leading to another introduction stage beginning another cycle of housing policy[footnoteRef:6]. Though attractive, this idea is questionable if the cycle is understood as a return to the original situation. Housing problems never recur as exactly the same, the housing situation is an evolving one and this evolution creates new problems to be solved.  The more historically grounded the stage model is, the more difficult it becomes to develop an abstract cyclical model of housing policy change. [6:  This was suggested to me by the Finnish philosopher and sociologist Petri Ylikoski in a seminar.] 


One aspect that is worth thinking about is the relation of the stage model to the institutionalist approach to researching housing policies. In our research project  the theoretical approach is actor-based, not structural. Paraphrasing Marx, people are seen to be making the history of housing policy, albeit not in the conditions they have themselves chosen. Past policies frame current conditions shaping the environment for policy choice and the ways societies see their housing problems and policies. Ultimately housing policies are results of actors’ actions and interactions. So the structural dynamics of the stage model should at least in principle be decomposed into actions and interactions by different categories of actors: government ministers, politicians, bureaucrats, developers, building companies, residents’ interest organizations, etc. However, the stage model is not so presented. It is presented in a passive voice, as shifts occur from one stage of housing policy to another. An actor-centered elaboration of the stage model could be possible, and it might offer theoretical insights missed while doing research relying on a structural model. If the model is developed towards a succession of problem solving situations, an actor-based “translation” of the stage model would have to be made. 

It is possible to read our analyses of the national histories of the five Nordic countries as what Andrew Abbott calls ‘ancestors plot’ (Abbott 2016, 96): accounts mapping out what we think are the important causal factors leading to one outcome: public retrenchment. In fact, the case study of Denmark was explicitly written so that it starts from the description of the  failed attempts to privatize the Danish social housing sector and then goes on to discuss the historical development of the factors that contribute to the sector’s inertia against policy change (see Jensen 2013a).  However, the intention of the research was not to map the road to public retrenchment but rather to account for the fact that housing policy regimes in the Nordic countries are different. The idea was that during the post-war period in each of the Nordic countries a housing policy regime developed gradually that reached its high point in the 1980s and thereafter was gradually restructured and decomposed. The research outcome is actually that of a relatively stable constellation of national policies and institutions that has evolved through the post-World War Two period and now faces pressures for change. 

 A reader of the findings of comparative research on Nordic housing policies might get an impression that public retrenchment is the end of history of housing policy. Surely this is not so, even if aspects of the approach chosen could lead the reader to think so. The focus on path dependence fixes might direct our attention on stability. Change happens at “critical junctures” in which we move from one stage to another, and there is no going back. When the problem of housing shortage is solved we no longer have to worry about it – unless some external events like wars or natural disasters create it anew. But stability is not characteristic of housing conditions. Housing is a social process where change is endemic (c.f. Abbott 2016). Talking about the demand side, population grows (or diminishes), its age structure changes, it changes place in the country, its level of living changes, as well as its housing-related values. On the supply side production technology changes, economic conjunctures boost or restrain production, financing instruments develop, markets emerge and others wither away. Change is also path dependent and path dependence does not preclude change. The housing question keeps moving and evolving, acquiring new forms in different times and places.

Problems encountered in earlier stages of housing policy can re-emerge but in a new form. An example is the quantitative shortage of housing. In present-day Finland, the most debated housing policy problem is the shortage of affordable rental housing in the capital city, Helsinki, and its metropolitan area[footnoteRef:7]. Job opportunities attract people to move the Helsinki Region. However, rents and housing prices are there so high that ordinary people in service occupations, like nurses or police officers, cannot easily afford to rent or buy housing there. The situation is even worse for low-paid manual workers, not to speak of new immigrants. What is the policy response to the problem? Housing policy experts and politicians are desperately seeking ways to increase housing production in the Helsinki Region.  We are back to the construction stage problem of numerical shortage of housing; but this time it is not a national but a local one. There is hardly any discussion of housing problems outside the Helsinki region and other growth centers.  In this situation where the ideology of public retrenchment is dominant, some policy instruments used during the original construction stage are ruled out. There is no serious discussion of reintroducing any form of regulation of rents. The government is not considering taking the lead in housing provision and expanding its role as a financer of housing production as the 1960s committee reports envisioned. The solution is now sought through partnerships between the government, municipalities and the private sector as well as dismantling regulations that owners of social rental housing are under in order to make investment in new production more attractive.             [7:  This is also a problem in Sweden’s capital city and other large urban areas there. Possibly other Nordic capitals also suffer from similar problems.   ] 


CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

A central issue discussed above is whether the development of housing policies basically follows an inbuilt internal structural “logic” or is mainly driven by outside forces, defined by Abbott as “environing factors”. There are all kinds of environing factors ranging from general economic situation to movement of population between different parts of the country but one important factor is the ideological discourse that suggests and legitimizes particular policy developments. 

The example of the present Finnish situation suggests that there are both internal dynamic elements of the housing question as well as external ideological frameworks within which solutions to the problems can be sought. However, there is a tension between explaining the development of housing policy by ideological influences or by inbuilt dynamics. It is quite reasonable to say that both have a part to play in the development of housing policies but the real challenge is to try to specify what part each of them plays. Is one or the other more important in explaining the observed development of housing policies?  I argued that the politicization of the housing question is an ideological choice, something that is self-evident only to those who live in countries with a history of housing policy. The idea that the government should intervene specifically in housing provision was once a new way of thinking about housing, and it marked an ideological rupture with how housing policy had been conceived in the past. There are also other frames.  

The Nordic countries all share a similar policy theory about the role of public housing policy: the role of the state is to correct market imperfections and failures. This is probably so obvious to people in these five countries that it is scarcely recognized as a particular ideology concerning housing provision. The stage model used in the research on Nordic housing policies is resting on this policy theory, but it is clear that when this ideological choice has been made there is also structural logic (described above) that constitutes the ‘natural history’ of housing policy that the stage model basically is. The stage model discussed here is one step in developing a more nuanced approach to analyzing housing policy development. 
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