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Overview 
John Hills, professor of social policy at the LSE, published his report, Ends and means: the 
future roles of social housing, on 20 February, 2007. Ruth Kelly had commissioned the 
report in 2006, and provides a foreward to it. 

The report had been widely anticipated in the media - with commentators suggesting it 
would call for radical reform such as ending secure tenancies and means testing tenants to 
see if they could afford to move on to private housing. However, the report is much more 
considered than this. Professor Hills does not make a series of firm recommendations, but 
proposes possible ways forward. He largely rejects the more fundamental reforms that 
would lead to a much more market based system. 

This briefing gives a short summary of the background and content, and provides initial 
responses: 

welcomes the firm statement from Professor Hills that social housing has a continuing 
vital role to play in achieving housing and wider objectives 
agrees that the problems identified in the report, such as the lack of social and 
economic mobility of many tenants, have to be urgently addressed 
states that councils should have crucial strategic and provision roles in reconfiguring 
deprived estates 
repeats the LGIU's call for greater devolution to local authorities of powers over 
services such as skills and regeneration, and over funding allocations 
accepts that the reforms in managing the system to improve the opportunities for 
tenants to gain access to jobs and assets are needed, but argues that it is equally 
important that there is a major investment into social housing in the comprehensive 
spending review 2007.  
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Briefing in full 
The keenly awaited review into social housing (provided by councils and housing 
associations) by Professor John Hills was published on 20 February 2007. The report, Ends 
and Means: the future roles of social housing in England, establishes the context and 
assesses the current state of social housing against criteria such as quality, affordability, 
social inclusion and opportunities for social and economic mobility. 

Profesor Hills, director of the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion at the London School of 
Economics,  stresses in his introduction that the report assesses different objectives and 
implications "or the direction of travel on reform", rather than making detailed policy 
recommendations.  

This briefing provides a short summary of the background evidence and gives an initial 
response to the conclusions the report reaches.  

Background 

Professor John Hills was commissioned in 2006 by Ruth Kelly, the Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government, to “stand back and ask what role social housing can 
play in 21st Century housing 
policy”. The objective of the review was to provide the background and analytical framework 
for a national debate on this crucial issue. Professor Hills lists the three key questions raised 
by the terms of reference:  

What can social housing do in helping create genuinely mixed communities? 
Can the way we run it encourage social mobility and opportunities, including in the 
labour market, for people to get on in their lives? 
Can social housing and other support be more responsive to changing needs and 
enable greater geographical mobility? 

 Aims of social housing policy 

Professor Hills makes three key points here: 

There is a very strong argument that social housing at sub-market rents is a significant
part of how we try to meet overall housing and distributional aims - providing higher 
quality housing than private landlords, affordability, avoidance of disincentives to work 
and community polarisation and discrimination. The report goes on to evaluate the 
success in achieving these aims. 
The case for social housing varies across the country and is strongest in high-cost 
areas. 
A rationing system produces 'costs', such as the difference in treatment to those who 
'make it' through the system and those who do not; limits on mobility; limits on choice; 
and lack of consumer power over producers. These disadvantages do not outweigh 
the advantages, but they do need minimising - the current system is not particularly 
successful in doing so. 

The current position 

Overall housing conditions, including physical standards, have improved over the long-term, 
and the majority of the key indicators of stress in the housing market have got better. 
However, there are exceptions, such as social tenants now having less space than other 
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sectors; overcrowding has deteriorated in London; and a doubling of the use of temporary 
accomodation in the last decade;  . 

Social housing has changed considerably over the last 25 years: the sector is much smaller;
provision has become more tightly constrained and tenants are now much more likely to 
have low incomes and be unemployed than in other sectors. 

Housing subsidies are now largely provided through housing benefit (demand-side 
subsidies) rather than supply-side ie reducing the costs of housing. 

Measuring success 

The report evaluates how well social housing is meeting specific success criteria: 

Quality - social housing is more likely to meet the decent homes standard than private 
rented housing. Although social housing tenants are more likely to say they are 
dissatisfied with aspects of their housing quality than others, 40 per cent say that 
social housing would be their preferred tenure given a free choice, including owner-
occupation, but only eight per cent of private tenants say the same thing. 
Allowing a social mix - this section shows very clearly the residualisation of social 
housing: by 2004-05, 34 per cent of all social housing tenants were from the poorest 
fifth of the income distribution, and only 19 per cent from the top half. The income 
polarisation between tenures is now also a polarisation between areas - nearly half of 
all social housing is now located in the most deprived fifth of neighbourhoods. 
Supporting mobility - employment rates of those living in social housing with 
particular disadvantages are substantially lower than those with similar disadvantages 
but living in other tenures. Potential explanations of this include the way those with the 
greatest needs are screened into social housing, but out of other tenures; particular 
fears about loss of benefits on moving into work within the social sector; the location of 
social housing and “neighbourhood” effects from its concentration in deprived areas; 
possible “dependency” effects of welfare provision; and the difficulty of moving home 
to get a job once someone is a social tenant.  

Options for reform 

Professor Hills acknowledges that with the pressures within social housing and the problems 
from rationing, there will be critics who advocate fundamental reforms that would result in a 
much more market-based, less rationed system. However, he dismisses this 'solution' - the 
side-effects and the higher rents they entail would be damaging both to promoting work 
incentives and to achieving more mixed-income communities. They would have major 
detrimental effects on current tenants. 

Instead, Professor Hills considers more modest reforms which "could both increase the 
options available and make better use of very scarce and pressured resources".  

Mixed-income neighbourhoods 

The report identifies six possible ways of achieving more mixed-income neighbourhoods 
within the existing stock: 

Large-scale remodelling and rebuilding may sometimes be the only alternative, but 
its high cost and the impact on existing residents and communities make it of 
limited use as a way of improving the income mix in the areas where a large 
proportion of social tenants live.
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Examining the way allocations and access policies work to try to reduce the extent 
to which they are sometimes an engine of polarisation, even within the social 
housing stock. The positive experience with choice-based lettings could contribute 
further to this. 
Like-for-like sales and purchases, or using the proceeds of market renting of existing 
properties to finance purchases in other neighbourhoods to diversify the stock of social 
landlords. 
In different parts of the country there is potential to use vacant land within 
predominantly social housing areas to bring in both new stock for sale, low-cost 
home-ownership or market renting through infill and to generate resources to 
improve the existing stock or provide new affordable housing. 
Retaining higher-income tenants through high quality management, improving 
neighbourhood conditions and services, and diversifying the options open to them. 
"Most fundamentally, however, the income mix within an area will be changed, if the 
incomes and employment prospects of existing residents can be improved". 

Supporting livelihoods 

Professor Hills suggests five directions for achieving better employment outcomes for social 
tenants. The fifth would require radical reform: 

Housing benefit: less rapid adjustment of 
entitlement to changing circumstances could help both stability of income on a move 
into work and reduce the administration involved. 
More integrated support for housing and employment, with initiatives such as the 
Department for Work and Pensions’ “Pathways to Work” pilots which have shown the 
value and cost-effectiveness of personalised support for people with labour market 
disadvantages. 
Local employment: Social landlords can be important partners in neighbourhood 
regeneration programmes designed to improve links to work and skills. 
Mobility: job-related reasons (including, for instance, potential childcare support) and 
the fact that an existing tenant transferring within the existing stock creates a 
vacancy behind them, could be included as factors in establishing priorities for who 
can move.  
More fundamental reforms: Thorough-going reforms to increase social rents to much
less deeply subsidised levels could reduce the rationing constraints within which social 
housing operates. "However, in high-cost regions, this could greatly extend the poverty 
trap and worsen work incentives. In relatively low-cost regions, the impact on 
incentives would be much smaller, although even in such regions very careful design 
would be needed to cope with higher cost areas within them and to offset impacts on 
existing tenants". 

Offering a varied menu 

This section considers how tenants and prospective tenants could be offered a wider range 
of housing options beyond the standard secure tenancy. It suggests that there could be a 
review of the ways in which common equity purchase rights could be applied across social 
housing on common terms. 

At the point where someone presents themselves as being in housing need, for 
some, a route through to a traditional social tenancy may be most appropriate, but for 
others, quicker, more flexible support may be the most appropriate way of meeting 
their needs. For those with some margin above the ability to pay a social rent, low-cost
home ownership options may be both preferred by them, but also cheaper than the 
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long-run cost of social housing. 
For existing tenants, a system of regular review every few years could run through 
whether someone’s circumstances had changed to allow them to take up a different 
part of the “offer”. This could range from saving through additional payments on top of 
rent, to part equity purchase. Subsequently, some could benefit from the ability to 
“staircase down”, to draw out part of their equity when they needed it. 

Professor Hills' conclusions 

The report concludes with a firm statement that social housing should continue to play a vital
role in 21st Century housing policy. It goes on to say that in terms of some of the key 
reasons for using social housing to achieve housing policy aims, the outcomes are at 
present disappointing.  

The problems in part reflect the sheer pressure the sector is under, but more could be done 
to achieve better outcomes: 

"How far policy moves will depend on priorities and, in some cases, on available resources. 
But if social housing is to fulfil its potential, new approaches are needed. At their root we 
need to move beyond an approach where the key function is one of rationing and trying to 
establish who is not eligible for social housing to one where the key question is “How can we 
help you to afford decent housing?” and “Here are your options”. Within this, housing in itself 
is not the only issue. The overall policy aim may remain achieving “a decent home for all at a 
price within their means”, but historically we may have given too little attention to the last 
part of that – doing enough to support people’s livelihoods and so boosting the means at 
their disposal". 

Comment 

Professor Hills' report is clearly meant to be a spur to an ongoing debate, and not a firm set 
of recommendations. It is a welcome and measured paper.  

We particularly welcome the firm conclusion that social housing has a continuing vital role in 
achieving housing and wider social and economic objectives. It is also helpful that he 
recognises that large-scale remodelling and rebuilding are limited options only. It is crucial 
that the difficulties that the report highlights, such as the concentrations of deprivation in 
some areas, are dealt with, without undermining the fundamental benefits of social rented 
housing. The aims of widening choice and access to social housing are to be supported. 

Although many of the ways forward suggested in the report are rather modest, the report 
also  examines some of the more fundamental reform options, such as ending secure 
tenancies, but makes it clear that these would not be acceptable. However, discussing the 
pros and cons of such measures can help to clarify the way forward for more modest 
reforms. Radical change requiring compulsion eg to prevent under-occupancy would 
be unjustifiable, but there is a case for providing greater incentives and options that tenants 
could take up when their circumstancxes change. 

The analysis of the background to the current state of social housing is thorough but not 
surprising. Other reports, such as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation's study monitoring 
progress on twenty estates (published in November 2006) have shown similiar results in 
relation to residualisation and the lack of job mobility. The Rowntree report showed 
considerable progress in turning round problem estates, but also that some indicators had 
not shown improvement, so that there seemed to be greater economic inactivity and worse 
health compared with the national picture.
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The Rowntree study also had some concerns about promoting tenure mix. it says that it may 
have beneficial results, but there were disbenefits as well: the worst off may be squeezed 
out of some estates; and low cost home ownership properties have failed to sell, causing 
high turnovers and a rise in hard to manage private rented housing. Changing tenure in itself 
will not be enough to dramatically reduce concentrations of social exclusion: directly 
addressing social and economic inequalities is essential, as well as trying to ensure that 
housing allocation policy does not lead to stigmatised estates. 

However, it is clearly beneficial to have more socially mixed communities. In 'Housing: the 
right to choose' (LGIU 2005), we called for councils to have a renewed direct provision role, 
as well as a strengthened startegic role, where councils could recycle properties to 
reconfigure estates, for example, selling unpopular flats to people who would not normally 
qualify for council housing, such as key workers, and using the receipts to acquire or build 
properties for families, possibly outside their area. Councils, given a reformed housing 
finance system,  could be promoting greater choice, widening access and tackling 
residualisation.  

The LGIU has also (most recently in our final response to the Lyons Inquiry) called for  a 
widening of regulatory powers over and greater devolved governance of specific services, 
such as transport and skills, infrastructure and economic development, and for more local 
and regional control over the allocation of funding streams, including housing funding. Local 
authorities have the key role to play in bringing together the necessary components for 
achieving mixed and sustainable communities, and can most effectively link support for 
housing with support for gaining access to work.  

Professor Hills is very clear that it is crucial to focus on current tenants and on making the 
best use of the existing stock. Although this is clearly fundamental (and some of the areas 
he wants further debate on, such as reform of housing benefit, are critical), the report is a 
missed opportunity to restate the need for a huge injection of investment into new social 
housing in the Comprehensive Spending Review. Without a step change in supply, the 
pressures on the current social housing sector, will continue unabated, despite reforms to 
the way the system is managed. Turning round existing estates and widening opportunities 
for residents also require continued investment into homes and the wider environment, as 
well as the the kind of reforms Professor Hills outlines. 

'Ends and means: the future roles of social housing in England' is a major opportunity for a 
national debate on the future of social housing, based on evidence and research and not on 
myths and prejudice. The LGIU will continue to participate in that debate. 
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Additional Information 

Covers 
Skills, Training, Economy, Environment, Regeneration (STEER)  
Housing  
Finance, Charging and trading  
Equalities, Social inclusion, Community cohesion  
Planning, Transport, Environmental sustainability  

Send Feedback for this briefing 

Related links 

Ends and means: the future roles of social housing  
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