
This is the first study to provide a detailed qualitative longitudinal 
analysis of the interaction between poverty and housing over the 
life-course of each of the participants involved. The report shows 
that good and stable housing can mitigate poverty and support life 
transitions. It also documents the painful reality of negotiating an 
increasingly expensive and constrained housing system.
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Key message

Far from a ‘housing ladder’, for many the process of finding and 
keeping a home was more of a ‘treadmill’. People were running 
fast just to stay still and were worried about falling off completely, 
devoting considerable resources, both in terms of income and time, 
to achieving very little benefit.

Recommendations
• Future housing and social security policy has to take much better account of the complex life 

events that people experience. 

• The study supports the call for increasing the supply of social rented housing.

• The focus of policy should shift from the provision of housing to the provision of homes that can 
offer people certainty, control and protection over their life-course.

APRIL 2018

Housing and life experiences: 
making a home on a low income

Summary

The research
Karen Croucher and Deborah Quilgars, Centre for Housing Policy, 
University of York, and Alison Dykes, Stockholm Environment Institute.



Background
The Housing and life experiences report provides a detailed analysis of the 
interaction between poverty and housing across the life-course of each of the 
participants involved. The study, which took place over three years from 2015, 
was designed as a qualitative longitudinal panel study. It involved 72 participants 
all living in households where the total household income was less than the 
Minimum Income Standard, in six different case study areas, across the four 
nations of the UK. Analysis focused on housing pathways over time, current 
housing, and housing changes. The study shows how good and stable housing 
can mitigate poverty and support life events. It also documents the difficulties in 
trying to make and sustain a home in an increasingly expensive and constrained 
housing system.

Key points
• Current housing systems, and the linked welfare systems, respond poorly to life events such as 

relationship breakdown and the onset of poor health.

• For our low-income participants, a stable and safe place to call home had been a struggle to obtain, 
and then sustain.

• Social rented housing at its best provides a secure tenancy in decent housing at an affordable rent, 
but its potential is undermined by lack of supply, some poor neighbourhoods, and properties which 
are let in a poor state of decoration and repair. The security of tenure offered by the tenure is also 
being eroded by the Localism Act (2011) and the Housing and Planning Act (2016).

• The private rented sector is still a transitional tenure, but increasingly being used in the longer term 
by a wide mix of households. For those on low incomes who are only able to access properties at 
the lower end of the sector, high housing costs, poor quality housing and/or the precariousness 
of tenancies, undermine the creation of a home. Many felt ‘stuck’ with no other alternative tenure 
available to them.

• Stable home-ownership is underpinned by stability of income and relationships over time. However, 
for those on low incomes costs of maintenance, interest-only mortgages, or mortgages stretching 
into retirement, undermine future security.

• The extended family (and to a lesser extent, other wider social networks) play a central role in 
supporting people to make and keep a home.

Housing pathways: stability or precariousness
Most home-owners were on a ‘settled ownership’ pathway, usually supported by stability of income 
and relationships over time. For others, purchasing later in life usually under the Right to Buy and on 
a ‘convertor’ pathway, costs of maintenance and interest-only mortgages undermined security in the 
future. The ‘settled social rented’ pathway at its best provided a secure tenancy in decent housing at an 
affordable rent, providing security and stability over time. In contrast a ‘stuck/unresponsive social renting’ 
pathway offered only forced stability, as the housing system was slow to respond to changing needs. 
The experience of ‘safety net’ social housing was very mixed: participants often felt grateful for the help 
received, but often had a tortuous process into the sector, and enduring housing problems were also 
present in many accounts.



The private rented sector, traditionally a transitional tenure, is increasingly being used as a longer-term 
tenure by a mix of households. Those participants who were on a ‘private rented sector only’ pathway 
expected to remain in the sector for the foreseeable future, despite many having a preference for 
ownership or the social rented sector. For some, returning to the private rented sector was their last 
resort. People often felt stuck in the sector, but also in a state of precariousness, fearing being forced 
to move at short notice, or rent increases that would price them out of a home.

Housing moves: a housing ladder or a housing treadmill?
There was very muted evidence from our participants of a traditional ‘housing ladder’ that people climb 
towards an ever better standard of living, accumulating housing assets over time that they can draw on 
at some future point. Rather, finding a safe and stable place to call home over the life course had often 
been a struggle for people to obtain and sustain, particularly when major life changes had occurred that 
impacted on income or the capacity to work. Many had moved often over time, either within or between 
tenures, sometimes gaining small benefits, but rarely anything more than that, with the closest analogy 
being a housing ‘treadmill’. Considerable resources, both in terms of income and time, were given over 
to achieving very little housing gain or increased benefit over time.

Making and sustaining a home
Many participants felt they were only ‘just managing’ on their current income. Daily life required careful 
juggling and balancing of money. Beyond regular rent or mortgage payments, housing costs related to 
moving and making a house a home stretched people’s limited financial resources across all tenures. 
The costs of entry to home-ownership and to the private rented sector (i.e. deposits, agents’ fees) were 
seen as high. The poor state of decoration on entry to the social rented sector made creating a decent 
comfortable home difficult. Meeting energy costs was a concern across all tenures. For home-owners 
on low-incomes maintenance, repairs and home insurances were a source of anxiety. ‘Keeping the place 
nice’ over time – warm, comfortable, in good order and repair – was not always possible on a low income. 
Some in the private rented sector were fearful of asking landlords to undertake repairs and maintenance 
for fear of being asked to leave or pay more rent.

Life transitions and complexity
Key life events, both positive and negative such as relationship formation, the birth of a child, moving 
from the parental home, as well as divorce, separation, escape from a violent partner, the onset of ill 
health or caring responsibilities, accident and injury, can disrupt people’s lives suddenly and with long 
term consequences. Our analysis found that UK housing systems offer poor support through key life 
transitions, often leaving people in housing that no longer meets their needs for prolonged periods 
of time. In contrast, across tenures, the response to people in financial difficulties who could not meet 
their housing costs was often quick, and often punitive in nature.

Participants’ accounts highlighted the major contribution of housing benefit to reducing housing 
related poverty. However benefit shortfalls were a significant financial issue for those affected by them, 
particularly in the private rented sector.

Altruism: care, support and family networks
The central role played by extended family and, to a lesser extent, other social networks in supporting 
people in their homes was evident. This was regardless of age or tenure. Families helped at key points 
of difficulty or change, as well as giving more sustained support over time. Support could be financial 
and practical, and sometimes included providing a home for individuals both in the short and longer term. 
A stable and affordable home plays a role in sustaining crucial supportive family networks.

Poor health and caring responsibilities were also key influences on people’s housing pathways. Illness and 
disability also created a greater imperative for living in suitable, warm, secure housing with adequate space.
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Place and location
Within the narratives of home, place and location were important considerations. Poor neighbourhoods 
had a broader impact on people’s financial situation in multiple ways, for example, accessing work, health 
and education, and maintenance of family networks. Better neighbourhoods were understandably 
preferred but not always accessible to those on low incomes.

At a national level, the study found more similarities than differences across the six case study areas, with 
issues being amplified in some areas rather than different in nature.

Conclusions
Present housing systems, and the linked welfare systems, respond poorly to life events such as 
relationship breakdown, job insecurity, and the on-set of poor health and/or caring responsibilities. 
Steady work, stable relationships, good health and in-work benefits such as sickness and redundancy 
pay, underpinned settled housing pathways. Future housing and social security policy has to take much 
better account of the complex life events that people experience. It needs to better support people’s 
considerable individual and extended family efforts to cope with unplanned life events, and make and 
sustain a home. The study supports the call for increasing the supply of social rented housing. Ultimately, 
policymakers need to shift their focus from the provision of housing to the provision of homes that can 
offer people certainty, control and protection over their life-course.
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