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Abstract  
Social housing is today a highly residualised sector due to a combination of declining public 
investment and intensified targeting of stock to the neediest households. We argue that 
residualisation has opened up a distinct ‘problem space’ wherein policy making and debate are 
organised around a distinct set of questions and imperatives. Drawing on research into the 
management of social housing waitlists in Australia, we show how this problem space is 
characterised by a preoccupation with finding ever more fine-grained ways of targeting social 
housing to the neediest households in the context of growing scarcity of housing stock. 
Defining and operationalising ‘neediness’ becomes the focal point for policy making and 
struggles thereover, overshadowing questions of supply and broader debates about the role of 
social housing in addressing the housing crisis. The problem space of neediness is thus 
characterised by a tendency to reify social housing scarcity, transforming it into a natural and 
inevitable constraint that policy makers must simply manage.  

Introduction 
We know [people are] eligible for social housing, we really want to house [them], but 
we just haven’t got anything right now. (Policy maker, Queensland) 
…we don’t have an infinite resource [social housing] to be able to apply to community 
need. (Policy maker, Tasmania) 
People are a little bit challenged by us… [saying] “There isn’t enough [social housing] 
for everybody.” (Policy maker, Queensland) 

When working with Australian state governments on a range of social housing and 
homelessness program evaluations over the last few years, we have been struck by the 
sentiments expressed by policy makers towards the scarcity of social housing—sentiments 
which are illustrated in the above quotes. Our evaluations consistently highlighted how the 
limited supply of, and long waitlists for, social housing is inhibiting the programs we were 
commissioned to evaluate. In response to this, policy makers construe the scarcity of social 
housing as an unfortunate but inevitable constraint that they—and indeed we, in making 
recommendations from our evaluations—must accept and work around. What struck us about 
these responses is the way they elided the role of policy making itself in producing social 
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housing scarcity through decades of cuts, sell-offs and underinvestment (Pawson et al., 2020). 
Overtime, we came to recognise this tendency to reify social housing scarcity—that is, to treat 
it as a ‘thing’ rather than a product of human activity (Berger & Luckmann, 1967)—as an 
entrenched feature of housing policy making in Australia.  
This article builds on these anecdotal insights by subjecting the reification of social housing 
scarcity to systematic examination. To do this, we draw on research we conducted into the 
governance of social housing waitlists in Australia. This research involved analysis of social 
housing policy and waitlist management practices in three Australian states: New South Wales 
(NSW), Queensland, and Tasmania. The findings presented here are based on analysis of key 
policy documents, as well as interviews with housing policy actors from both government and 
the non-profit sector in each state. The analysis was informed by a Foucauldian-inspired 
approach that conceptualises governance as operating within a particular ‘problem space’ 
(Collier, 2009) wherein prevailing policy issues are shaped by the legacy of past 
decisions/interventions and the expert and policy discourses that surround them. 
On the basis of this research, we argue that the reification of social housing scarcity is a 
reflection of a new problem space of social housing provision, wherein the question of how to 
best target scarce housing resources to the ‘neediest’ households preoccupies policy making 
and debate. This focus on neediness emerges in the wake of decades of policy-induced 
residualisation of social housing: the simultaneous shrinking of supply and targeting of housing 
allocations to those households with the greatest needs (Angel, 2021; Authors - redacted). This 
gives rise to a new set of policy challenges that revolve around the question of how to 
conceptualise and operationalise neediness to enable housing providers to triage a growing 
population of vulnerable households. Operationalising neediness thus becomes a focal point of 
policy experimentation and struggle, with the scarcity of social housing becoming largely taken 
for granted. In this way, we show how the reification of social housing scarcity is a structural 
tendency immanent to the problem space of neediness.  
This paper contributes to the housing studies literature by providing new insights into the 
practical and discursive conditions that shape policy making and debate in the present. We 
show how the emergence of the problem space of neediness has paradoxical consequences. On 
the one hand, it instigates a partial break with the tendency of policy makers to frame social 
housing tenants as a welfare-dependent ‘underclass’ (Darcy & Rogers, 2014; Flint, 2003; Rose, 
2000) by reconceptualising them as vulnerable households whose ‘complex needs’ (Dobson, 
2019) excuse them from private housing consumption. On the other hand, it provides a rubric 
for filtering seemingly less-needy households out of the social housing system, reframing the 
problem of rationing scarce housing resources as an opportunity to help these households 
achieve ‘independence’ within the private market or subsidised housing options that mimic it 
(e.g. affordable housing). We argue that this filtering further deepens the residualisation of 
social housing, contributing to recent debates over the ongoing utility of residualisation as an 
analytical concept (Blessing, 2016; Humphry, 2020; Tunstall, 2021).  
The paper begins by reviewing the literature on residualisation and the changing meaning of 
social housing, before outlining the concept of ‘problem space’ and how we use it to guide our 
analysis. We then describe the data generation techniques deployed in our study of social 
housing waitlists, on which this paper is based. Moving onto the findings, we outline the 
parameters of the problem space of neediness, including how neediness gets defined, the 
controversies and struggles that surround its use in practice, and the tendency it entails towards 
the reification of social housing scarcity. We conclude by elaborating on the paper’s key 
contributions.  
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Residualisation and the changing meaning of social housing 
Social housing in most of the developed world has undergone some profound changes over the 
last three-to-four decades. This includes the emergence of the category social housing itself to 
reflect the fact that state-managed public housing now exists alongside—and is increasingly 
being transformed into—housing provided by the not-for-profit sector (Pawson et al., 2020).3 
Arguably more significant, however, has been the change in the status and function of social 
housing vis-à-vis other tenure types over this period. Irrespective of who manages it, social 
housing has undergone a well-documented process of residualisation (Angel, 2021; Malpass, 
2004; Authors - redacted). As noted above, this involves the shrinking of the social housing 
sector relative to other forms of tenure types, such that it plays a more marginal role within the 
overall housing system. For example, in Australia social housing has declined as a proportion 
of all housing in in recent decades, making up just 4.3 percent of all housing in 2019, down 
from 4.7 percent in 2010 and 6.2 percent in 1991 (Pawson et al., 2020; Productivity 
Commission, 2019). Residualisation also involves the concentration of the ‘neediest’ or most 
disadvantage segments of the population within this shrinking sector.  
A variety of factors have contributed to the residualisation of social housing; however, it is 
most clearly linked to changes in housing policy and the political ideologies/rationalities that 
underpin them. Since the 1980s, governments across the developed world have significantly 
reduced spending on the construction of new social housing and on the maintenance of existing 
stock (Jacobs, 2019). Some have also engaged in the sale of social housing, a policy commonly 
associated with the Thatcher government’s Right to Buy scheme in the UK, but which is also 
a prominent feature of housing policy in Australia where it has a longer history (Blessing, 
2016). These policies have induced profound scarcity in the social housing system, helping 
engender a new world of ballooning waitlists and sometimes decades-long wait times (Jacobs, 
2019; Keene et al., 2021; Pawson et al., 2020).  
This process of policy-induced scarcity is coupled with a policy of intensified targeting of 
remaining stock, usually to households deemed most in need. Targeting has always been a part 
of social housing provision, as the allocation of newly-built stock to returned servicemen and 
‘working families’ in the Post-War period shows (Flanagan, 2020). However, targeting under 
residualisation is both more pronounced and based on new conceptualisations of 
need/vulnerability. As Pawson and colleagues (2020, p. 101) explain in their analysis of 
Australian social housing policy,  

targeting has increasingly favoured not only low-income households (e.g. those with 
incomes below an administratively determined percentage of average weekly earnings), 
but also vulnerable and/or complex needs applicants, such as those affected by personal 
crisis, ageing and frailty or mental ill-health and/or other disabilities. Intensified 
targeting from the 1990s was achieved by replacing an allocation system largely based 
on so-called wait turn (housing offers made in date order of entry onto the applicant 
register) to one based mainly on prioritising tenancy offers to those in highest or most 
urgent need. 

Coupled with increased scarcity of housing stock, targeting has contributed to the concentration 
of society’s most disadvantaged households in the social housing sector, giving rise to 
stigmatisation, a high prevalence of problem behaviour and at-risk tenancies, and the reduced 
financial viability of social housing as tenants’ rent-paying capacity is reduced  (Jacobs et al., 
2010).  

 
3 For simplicity and clarity, we use the term ‘social housing’ from herein unless making an intentional distinction 
between types of social housing. 
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These residualisation-inducing policy changes are, of course, linked to the broader processes 
of state restructuring and welfare reform commonly associated with neoliberalism. Whilst the 
nature of neoliberalism is highly contested (Larner, 2000), most scholars agree that it entails a 
critique of state-centred welfare provision on both political-economic and moral grounds. In 
relation to what was then public housing, early neoliberal critiques of the 1980s and 1990s 
lamented the magnitude of public outlay on the development and maintenance of housing 
stock, as well as the apparent inefficiencies of state housing provision, particularly during 
periods of economic turbulence and resultant crises in public finances (Jacobs, 2019). 
Proponents of neoliberalism also construed public housing as socially and morally harmful, 
arguing that it promoted dependency and passivity amongst the lower classes. As Jacobs (2019, 
p. 82) states of the UK, policy makers of the 1980s and 1990s regularly portrayed public 
housing “as an iconic emblem of personal failure amid a threatening dependency culture that 
was seen as prevailing amongst the poorest, most “irresponsible” sections of British society’. 
The neoliberal critiques of social housing have engendered a fundamental shift in how it is 
understood, both in terms of who it is for and what function it plays in the broader housing 
system. Put simply, for much of the twentieth century, social housing was conceived as a means 
of ensuring affordable accommodation for low-income households (Troy, 2012). This 
conception was linked to a variety of political imperatives in different geographical contexts: 
from slum clearance and sanitation; to post-war reconstruction and housing shortages; to 
addressing the failure of private markets to accommodate people on low incomes; to providing 
a stable basis from which low-income families could save for home ownership (Flanagan, 
2020; Jacobs, 2019). Yet, underpinning these diverse objectives was a shared sense that social 
housing was a form of essential infrastructure; that it provided a legitimate alternative to market 
provision and helped keep housing markets in check; and that large scale public investment 
was necessary to guarantee these functions. 
Over time, the neoliberal critiques of social housing eroded (albeit gradually, unevenly, and 
incompletely) the sense that it constitutes a legitimate alternative to private provision, and that 
the state can and should be a direct provider of affordable housing on a large scale. Social 
housing is today seen as an auxiliary to private market provision, with the latter coded as the 
normative mode of housing consumption (Darcy & Rogers, 2014; Flint, 2003). Here, 
neoliberalism intersects with the growth of ‘consumer society’ (Bauman, 2005) and the 
associated normalization of private consumption as the means through which people secure 
their welfare and develop their identities/biographies. In this context, social housing becomes 
the tenure for society’s ‘flawed consumers’ (Bauman, 2005): those who, by virtue of their (lack 
of) capacity or competency, are unable to satisfy their housing needs through the private market 
and are thus forced to rely state intervention (Darcy & Rogers, 2014; Flint, 2003).  
Residualisation therefore entails a shift in how social housing is conceived. Rather than a 
legitimate tenure offering affordable housing to whoever requires it (notwithstanding some 
notable exclusions, see Flanagan, 2020), social housing is conceived as a ‘safety net’ or 
‘welfare service’ for individuals with specific needs (Fitzpatrick & Pawson, 2014; Flanagan, 
2020). It is ‘welfarist’, not in the sense of universalist social protections to guard against market 
failures, but rather in the ‘liberal’ (Esping-Andersen, 1990) sense of a residual service for 
individuals and households who are unable to perform normative market freedoms due to their 
personal circumstances or deficiencies. This welfarist logic, which Esping-Anderson (1990) 
identified as definitive of liberal welfare states, is nowhere more apparent than in the targeted 
allocation of social housing properties where housing providers look beyond mere 
income/affordability considerations to target applicants with additional support needs that 
inhibit their ability to engage with the private market.  
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Whilst this (neo)liberal conception implies an acceptance that social housing has a role to play, 
it has been an uneasy acceptance. Around the turn of the millennium, fears that social housing 
breeds welfare dependency were coupled with concerns about an emerging ‘underclass’ who 
are not only poor but who also reject consumer society’s values (choice, responsibility, 
independence, etc) (Bauman, 2005; Flint, 2003; Rose, 2000). These fears led to efforts to ‘fix’ 
problem tenants by endeavouring to instil in them capacities for autonomy and self-reliance, as 
seen in the provision of choice-based lettings, strategies to include tenants in the governance 
of social housing estates (often in highly constrained ways), and efforts to promote community 
as a means of managing antisocial behaviour (Darcy & Rogers, 2014; Flint, 2003; McKee & 
Cooper, 2008). There has also been an emerging focus on transitioning tenants out of social 
housing if/when their neediness abates and their capacity to secure housing on the private 
market improves. Fitzpatrick and Pawson (2014) suggest that social housing in Australia and, 
to a lesser extent, the UK, is shifting from a safety net/welfare service to an ‘ambulance 
service’. In the ambulance model, the needs-based targeting of allocations is coupled with fixed 
term leases and periodic reassessment of those who make it into social housing, with an eye to 
transitioning lowering-needs tenants to the private market.4  
Residualisation has thus had a profound impact on social housing provision, particularly in 
liberal welfare regimes like Australia and the UK. Yet, some recent work questions whether 
residualisation remains the dominant process considering contemporary empirical and policy 
developments. Tunstall (2021) shows that the concentration of highly marginalised tenant 
groups has decreased in the UK. Others highlight a shift in targeting practices with the 
emergence of new forms of state-subsidised rental housing that rely on private capital to 
finance, and in some cases manage, new developments (Blessing, 2016; Humphry, 2020). 
These initiatives often require higher rent contributions from tenants and an ability to integrate 
with middle-class residents in mixed-tenure developments. They therefore eschew the neediest 
tenants in favour of households who can demonstrate self-reliance, responsible conduct, and a 
capacity to ‘improve’ their situation by (re)engaging with employment and training, and 
potentially transition to private housing. We return to these claims in the conclusion, where we 
question the claim that these developments constitute a shift away from residualisation and 
offer our own interpretation of them based on our empirical contributions.   
 

The ‘problem space’ of social housing provision 
Our argument is that decades of residualisation in Australia has opened a new ‘problem space’ 
for policy making and debate over social housing provision. We take the notion of ‘problem 
space’ from Collier (2009), who deploys the term in his reading of Foucault’s later writings on 
‘problematisation’: the processes that explains ‘how and why certain things (behavior, 
phenomena, processes) became a problem’ (Foucault, 2001, p. 171, original emphasis). We use 
the term ‘problem space’ in the specific context of social housing provision to refer to the 
governmental challenges and imperatives that arise from residualisation and its flow on effects. 
These challenges/imperatives are, at least in part, practical in nature. Housing supply really is 
scarce, and increasing supply takes time to plan and deliver, even when there is the political 
will to do so. There are also a range of practical considerations around how best to target 
housing allocations to the neediest households, including how to define, substantiate and 
balance those needs, as we explore later in this paper.   

 
4 N.B. the adoption of fixed term tenancies has been significantly contested in the UK, meaning their 
implementation has been more partial and limited than it has in Australia (Fitzpatrick & Watts, 2017).  



 6 

However, the challenges and imperatives that constitute this problem space are more than just 
practical, at least in the sense that we commonly use that term. They also have a discursive 
quality in that they arise from what we think is possible, practically, politically, or morally 
speaking. In other words, practical problems emerge, and are made sense of, within particular 
discursive contexts: they generate particular debates, and are settled through particular kinds 
of solutions that are given a natural, self-evident quality when the problem is framed in one 
way rather than another. Discourse thus not only sets the conditions of possibility regarding 
ways of thinking about and responding to the challenges of social housing provision, but it also 
imbues a sense of necessity on the solutions that are forged in this problem space (Foucault, 
1969). In effect, and as we observed at the beginning of this paper, the limitations of a 
residualised social housing sector with known scarcity of supply do not prompt a reimagining 
of the function of social housing and its possible role in addressing the housing crisis. Instead, 
limited stock becomes a given; a self-evident, objective truth that is no longer worth debating, 
but which sets the parameters of debate instead around the imperative to ration dwindling 
housing stock through needs-based targeting.  
The problem space thus entails a tendency towards the reification of the practical and discursive 
conditions that make it possible. Following Burger and Luckmann (1967, p. 106), we use 
‘reification’ here to mean  

… the apprehension of human phenomena as if they were things, that is, in non-human 
or possibly supra-human terms. Another way of saying this is that reification is the 
apprehension of the products of human activity as if they were something other than 
human products.... Reification implies that man [sic] is capable of forgetting his own 
authorship of the human world. 

This does not mean, however, that the problem space determines how policy actors respond to 
the challenges that confront them. A key affordance of the concept of a problem space is that 
it implies a degree of openness in how the challenges produced by residualisation are thought 
about and responded to. It therefore leaves room for politics, contestation, and struggle, and 
avoids the overly integrated or coherent understanding of power/governance that sometimes 
creeps into Foucauldian-inspired scholarship (Larner, 2000). As we show below, responses to 
the challenges of residualisation are highly fluid and contested. Policy actors approach these 
challenges from different standpoints in the housing system and the power relations that 
comprise it, bringing to bear different organisational objectives, professional practices, and 
forms of expertise. This gives rise to tensions and struggles that are productive (in the 
Foucauldian sense), raising new questions/problems and generating new policy innovations or 
solutions. It also generates ‘overflow’ (Callon, 1998): perspectives and actions that break with, 
and occasionally explicitly challenge, the assumptions underpinning the problem space and 
which disrupt its reifying tendencies.  

Methodology 
The impetus for this paper is a current three-year Australian Research Council study on the 
experiences of individuals and families who are waiting for social housing and the processes 
through which they are governed. By waiting, we mean that their housing needs have been 
assessed and determined by the state as sufficiently high to render them eligible for a much-
coveted social housing dwelling and they have joined the ranks of other eligible applicants on 
the long and slow-moving social housing waitlist. As noted above, the study focuses on three 
Australian states: NSW, Queensland, and Tasmania. These three states offer a good cross 
section of the Australian administrative and demographic landscape. They differ significantly 
in size: NSW is the largest state with eight million people; Queensland the third largest with 
five million; and Tasmania the smallest with 540,000. However, all three states are facing 
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significant housing affordability pressures, driven in part by decades of underinvestment in 
social housing. And whilst the administration of social housing differs across the three states 
(e.g., in terms of the level and type of involvement of non-government organisations), all three 
have adopted needs-based targeting as a means of dealing with an acute undersupply of social 
housing relative to demand.  
In the first stage of the project, which we report on here, we focussed our attention on two key 
areas. First, developing an understanding of the apparatus of the social housing waitlist and the 
heterogeneous elements that make it up: the policies and politics that shape it; the techniques 
through which a population of applicants is assessed, measured, prioritised and managed; and 
the strategies deployed to sort, organise and reduce the waitlist, if not through the allocation of 
housing, then by finding ways to remove people from it. We obtained this data through an 
analysis of key policy documents and housing strategies from each of the three states, along 
with a thorough interrogation of the application process as outlined in detail on state housing 
department websites and portals.  
Second, the problem space of social housing provision implicates a vast web of actors, 
organisation and institutions that work directly with social housing applicants, participate in 
the formation of housing policies and programs, advocate for improved access to housing or 
increased supply, intervene on behalf of a particular applicant, and routinely make decisions 
that directly or indirectly impact on how long applicants might wait and what they do in the 
meantime. We term this diverse group ‘policy actors’, defined by Weiss-Gal and Gal (2014, p. 
20) as ‘those individuals, organisations and institutions that have a direct and indirect interest 
in a specific policy and are involved in the policy process concerning this policy in one way of 
another’. The term captures  the involvement of both state and non-state actors in policy making 
and implementation, albeit with different levels of power and authority, differential access to 
critical policy arenas, and variously involved in designing, implementing or managing the 
effects of social housing policy.  
For the purpose of this study, we identified five types of social housing policy actors: 1) state 
government senior housing officials who occupy the housing policy space; 2) state government 
or community housing provider (CHP) senior housing management staff who oversee the 
housing operation and service space; 3) state government housing department or CHP 
workers—street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980)—who work directly with housing applicants; 
4) specialist housing, health and other support and advocacy service providers for low-income 
and vulnerable populations who make up the bulk of social housing applicants; and 5) 
representatives of state and national peak housing and welfare organisations. For this stage of 
the project, we sought to better understand the role of these diverse policy actors in the 
contested space of housing policy, including their views on the function of social housing 
within the broader housing sector; their understanding of how formal housing policies are 
conceived and enacted in practical terms; their role in supporting housing applicants as they 
navigate the complexities of the social housing system; and their general observations on the 
state of social housing waitlists. 
This information was elicited through 50 semi-structured interviews with policy actors from 
three states (12 in New South Wales, 7 in Queensland and 21 in Tasmania). The variability in 
interviews across each state was predominantly influenced by access to local housing service 
staff, which was only granted in Tasmania, despite repeated requests for an interview in the 
other states. Otherwise, at least one interview was conducted with a policy actor from the 
remaining four categories. Ten organisations were already partners on the project and readily 
agreed to an interview; the remainder were identified through our knowledge of the social 
housing system and issued with a written invitation to participate. All consented. The 
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interviews were conducted through a combination of face-to-face and web-conferencing 
platforms and lasted anything from 45 minutes to two hours. The interview schedule was 
tailored for each policy actor type so that the questions remained relevant to their work. All 
interviews were recorded and transcribed, then analysed in NVIVO using a combination of 
analytic and empirical codes that were derived inductively from the data. Relevant codes for 
this paper included housing supply (problem definition, reification); rationalities 
(residualisation, governance challenges); and governing wait lists (targeting, assessment of 
need). 

Foregrounding neediness 
We argue that decades of social housing residualisation in Australia have opened up a distinct 
problem space that conditions contemporary policy making and debate. The defining feature 
of this problem space is a preoccupation with neediness, that is, with the problem of how to 
ensure social housing is allocated to those households with the greatest need.  

Neediness as capacity for independence  
Our findings show that, in this context of growing social housing scarcity, policy actors have 
come to accept intensified needs-based targeting as a practical necessity. For instance, a 
housing advocate from Queensland stated that:  

… there was a change 12 years ago about levels of need and I think you had to be high 
or very high [need] to get a look-in. It was rationing. It was taking this scarce resource 
and rationing it to people with really high needs, which makes a lot of sense…  It was 
a reasonable policy response to a very tough problem.  

Similarly, a government employee from Tasmania remarked that ‘I think the point that needs 
to be made is that the reason that we have a focus on allocations—and we have to do that at the 
moment—is because of supply’.  
Yet, whilst the necessity of needs-based targeting is accepted, the emphasis that policy actors 
now place on neediness raises new policy questions. Central amongst these questions is how 
neediness itself is to be defined and operationalised. From the perspective of policy makers, 
the key challenge is how to define need in a way that allows them to differentiate among a 
growing population of ‘flawed consumers’ whose need for housing far outstrips supply. For 
instance, in its Future Directions for Social Housing policy, the NSW Government (2016, p. 
8) described the challenge faced by the social housing sector in the following terms.  

Demand for social and affordable rental housing is increasing. An increasingly 
unaffordable private rental market for people on low incomes, responses to 
homelessness and fewer social housing vacancies have driven the growth in the waiting 
list, which has now reached 60,000 households. [A]t the same time, people are staying 
in social housing longer. The average length of a social housing lease is becoming 
longer, with more than 50% of people in social housing holding a lease for 10 years or 
more. 

The picture painted here is one where growing demand from people unable to access market 
housing intersects with fewer people exiting social housing, placing pressure on the social 
housing system. In response to this challenge, Future Directions presents a new strategy that 
‘refines the focus on need’. This entails making a distinction between  

…two broad groups of social housing tenants:  

• The ‘safety net group’: people who require support for an extended period of time 
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• The ‘opportunity group’: people who can be helped to become more independent 
so they no longer require social housing and government assistance. (NSW 
Government, 2016, p. 7). 

Reflecting the ‘ambulance’ logic described by Fitzpatrick and Pawson (2014), this statement 
implies that tenants can be differentiated in terms of their capacity for independence; that is, 
the extent to which their ‘needs’ prevent them from (re)engaging in ‘normal’ housing 
consumption within the private market. The ‘safety net group’ are people whose needs are so 
acute that they are unlikely to achieve this ‘independence’ even with significant support, such 
as ‘[t]he frail aged and people living with a disability or a serious mental illness’ (NSW 
Government, 2016, p. 7). By contrast, those whose needs are less severe are positioned as 
having the ‘opportunity’ to re-engage with private housing consumption and thus as requiring 
assistance to re-enter the private market.  
Similar calculations are undertaken in the other jurisdictions. In Queensland, policy actors 
describe how increasing housing scarcity is occurring alongside growing levels of need. A non-
government support provider stated ‘… [I have] a little over 10 years’ experience and I would 
say that there seems to be… less and less housing available and higher and higher needs in the 
community’. In this context, existing systems of needs-based targeting are no longer effective 
for differentiating amongst the population of flawed consumers. As policy maker from 
Queensland explained, 

In terms of the way the Housing Register looks now, most people are sitting in… the 
very high or high need [categories]. The categories are still there, but what’s happening 
is most people are sitting up there because of the complexity of their lives now.  

Like NSW, the Queensland Government is beginning to experiment with new definitions of 
need that differentiate people based on their capacity for independence. The participant quoted 
above went on to state:  

We have started to look at, from a cohort perspective, who is going to be in that group, 
given that context [of growing need/complexity], less able to move towards 
independence somewhere else.  

Like the ‘safety net’ group in NSW, the people now targeted for social housing in Queensland 
are those least likely to achieve ‘independence’ in the private market. Inevitably, this requires 
the screening out of people with more moderate needs, who are assumed capable of accessing 
market housing with some support. As another government employee explained:  

It’s not in an official term, but we do talk in terms of assisting people to get to their 
level of independence. So, we know that everybody’s got different needs and we know 
that they might vary over time, but if people are capable of, with just a little bit of 
assistance, obtaining or maintaining some sort of private market solution… why 
wouldn’t we try and assist them to do that? And not necessarily have a square box of 
assistance that we have provided previously.  

For this participant, growing demand and shrinking supply create an imperative to ‘think 
outside the box’ of social housing, and to look for new ways of providing opportunities to re-
enter the private market for people with the capacity to do so.  
This practice of differentiating amongst tenants based on their capacity for independence is, of 
course, informed by the long-held assumption that social housing represents and contributes to 
welfare dependence (Flint, 2003; Jacobs, 2019). For instance, the Future Directions policy 
warns that ‘[s]ocial housing exists to help those in need. But providing subsidised housing also 
has the potential to entrench disadvantage’ (NSW Government, 2016, p. 7). However, the 
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distinction also implies that dependence is unavoidable—and thus legitimate and acceptable—
for some groups of people; namely, those whose ‘complexity’ of need places market housing 
well and truly out of reach.   

Complexity of need 
Alongside capacity for independence, complexity has become an important variable in how 
policy actors conceptualise neediness. Consistent with broader trends in housing and 
homelessness policy (Dobson, 2019; Parr, 2019), people with ‘complex needs’ are conceived 
as experiencing multiple and intersecting vulnerabilities that exacerbate and perpetuate one 
another. Having complex needs is considered significantly more disabling than experiencing 
any given need in isolation, meaning that people with complex needs are seen as having limited 
capacity for independence. Assessing complexity thus operates in tandem with judgements 
about capacity for independence in policy actors’ efforts to differentiate amongst an 
increasingly needy population. For instance, a government employee from NSW explained 
how assessing complexity of need plays an important role in how that state determines which 
social housing applicants are given ‘priority’ status on the social housing waitlist.  

In the application for housing assistance there are specific questions that will indicate 
for us whether a client has indicators of urgent and/or complex need… So people with 
certain and specific complexities—like if you’ve got… specific disabilities, 
homelessness—and again even in the homelessness space… you're talking about how 
long and for what length of time and how many incidences. So all of that… assists in 
leading to whether a client would or wouldn’t be considered for priority housing 
assistance.  

A Tasmania Government employee also described how judgments about complexity enable 
policy actors in that state to prioritise amongst a gamut of needy social housing applicants.  

We really monitor and tightly audit this and question… why are people on the register? 
Why are they priority applicants?  Yes, affordability, you can tick it off for most of 
them, but it’s actually their security of tenure, it’s their degree of homelessness—and… 
the majority do actually have homelessness.  They also have other issues like health 
and mobility reasons, a high proportion of disability, high proportions of mental health 
and alcohol and drug reasons.  

As these examples illustrate, targeting social housing based on complexity requires weighing 
up a wide range of circumstances and vulnerabilities. This reflects Dobson’s (2019, p. 16) 
observation that the category ‘complex needs’ constructs a new ‘knowable social “group”’ 
comprised of people exhibiting an eclectic set of characteristics.  

…complex needs are conceptualized as interrelated past and present conditions, 
disorders and dysfunctions, which manifest in a range of interconnected, entrenched 
and self-destructive social problems and support needs. They are linked to poverty, 
multimorbidity, offending, homelessness, ‘street culture’ activities (e.g., begging, 
‘rough sleeping’, sex work), drug and alcohol addictions, long-term unemployment, 
physical harm to self (self-harm, suicide) and others, and anti-social behaviour. 
Attendant medical problems and diagnoses include physical ill-health and mental 
disorders, multiple exclusion and disadvantage, poly-drug use, and dual-diagnosis 
(meaning, substance mis-use and mental ill-health). (Dobson, 2019, p. 9) 

This eclecticism is reminiscent of earlier conceptions of social housing tenants as an 
‘underclass’ (Flint, 2003); a category that Bauman (2007, p. 30) described as spanning ‘An 
utterly heterogeneous and extremely variegated collection’ of people that included everything 
from ‘welfare mothers’, to homeless drug addicts, to petty street criminals. However, while 
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this underclass was derided for its apparent ‘choice’ to reject consumerist values and embrace 
welfare dependence, people with complex needs are seen as lacking the capacity to engage in 
private housing consumption. Their moral culpability for dependence on social housing is thus 
attenuated, if not extinguished. The focus on neediness that emerges from residualisation thus 
serves to legitimise social housing consumption for this (increasingly narrow) group of flawed 
consumers, marking a ‘partial break’ (Authors - redacted) with the neoliberal preoccupation 
with enforcing private consumption. Neediness, and particularly complexity of need, thus 
become highly valorised categories.  

Controversy and struggle around neediness  
As noted above, the ‘problem space’ concept draws attention not only to the problems that 
animate policy making, but also to the controversies and struggles that come to surround them. 
The valorisation of neediness in the problem space of social housing provision renders it a key 
focal point for such controversies/struggles. Whilst policy actors generally accept the 
foregrounding of neediness described above, they approach it from different standpoints 
shaped by different—and sometimes opposing—organisational objectives and pressures. 
These contrasting standpoints give rise to struggles over how neediness should be 
operationalised in practice, including how needs are assessed and the processes determining 
whose needs are met, how, and in what order.  
In Queensland, many policy actors lament what they see as an inconsistent approach to 
assessing need across the housing sector. As one housing advocate put it:  

I think across government and the community services sector… the assessments aren’t 
consistent. We’re not using the same tools and we’re not using the same or different 
tools to the same level of capability.  

This controversy arises from re-occurring disagreements between government and non-
government policy actors over whether given applicants are needy enough to warrant social 
housing. Non-government actors complain that many needy applicants miss out on housing 
because government housing providers lack the capacity to properly assess neediness. One 
non-government support provider stated that, ‘[government] don’t have any tools to understand 
a person… I don’t think they’ve got any sort of assessment [tool]’. Another complained that 
the government’s assessment process was unsuitable for people with complex needs: ‘I think 
that the assessment process is trying to put people into certain categories, but that’s not always 
possible when you’re working with people who have complex needs’.  
The controversy over assessment of need has given rise to a variety of proposed solutions, 
further preoccupying policy making energies with the problem of neediness. The Queensland 
Government, for its part, has responded by undertaking what one participant described as a 
‘workforce uplift’: overhauling assessment methods and providing additional training for 
government frontline housing workers in assessment practices. However, this program has 
faced implementation challenges and has done little to quell criticism from non-government 
policy actors.  
Similar struggles play out in NSW and Tasmania, albeit with slightly different emphases. 
Whilst there is broad agreement that a consistent approach to determining need is necessary, 
there are countervailing concerns for the capacity of needs-based targeting systems to respond 
to the unique circumstances of applicants, particularly when dealing with people who have 
‘exceptional’ or ‘urgent’ needs. For instance, a Tasmanian Government employee explained 
how that state has established ‘…a consistent system response… state-wide in Tasmania’. 
Whilst she saw ‘advantages to that, strong advantages’, she also saw ‘some weaknesses’.  
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[Some p]eople may not be well catered for in that system-type response and this is 
where ‘special allocations’ come in… [This can happen] when you have some really 
multi-need, complex clients… some really problematic clients—often young people 
with violence—really needing an urgent response and a special response… That 
process… can come down [to] the… directors to tell the tenancy services to make an 
allocation.  As a director you will make a special allocation.  

Government actors from NSW described similar considerations about ensuring clients with an 
‘urgent need’ can be allocated housing outside of the usual procedures. ‘[If] the staff go “this 
one’s really, really urgent and we need to house them,” they can take that application… to a 
higher delegation to say this person really needs to be housed immediately’.   
The discretionary nature of these judgements of ‘exceptional’ or ‘urgent’ need is a point of 
controversy, with some non-government stakeholders arguing that it undermines fairness and 
transparency. For instance, a housing advocate from NSW stated that 

It feels like a pretty decently set up system, except for… that lack of transparency… 
when the department breaks the rule [and comes] in over the top and says we’re making 
a special [allocation]… That does… introduce an unfair element because you can't see 
what’s happening.  

There is also disagreement amongst non-government actors over the value of discretionary 
decisions. As another housing advocate from NSW explained, 

I talk to frontline colleagues—they and I want different things. I want a system… that 
is blind to everything and just [follows an] algorithm.  If you are… a frontline worker—
why does a client want to have an advocate? To get them bumped to the front, to get 
the rules changed.  

Thus, whilst some housing advocates lament the use of discretion, some frontline actors 
(ostensibly) see it as an opportunity to secure housing for their neediest clients; a divergence 
of perspective that is clearly grounded in their different standpoints within the housing field. 
At stake in these controversies is the perennial public management problem of balancing 
systemic impartiality with responsiveness to people’s unique circumstances (Du Gay, 2000). 
These stakes are significantly augmented in the present case due to the drastic scarcity of social 
housing and the premium that this places on judgements regarding neediness. There is thus 
intense scrutiny of, and contestation over, the fairness of different approaches to determining 
and triaging need, as policy actors with different standpoints and goals are affected by these 
approaches in different ways. These controversies serve to further preoccupy policy actors with 
questions of neediness, soaking up time and energy from other questions and issues, including 
whether short supply of housing is something that might, under different political and policy 
conditions, warrant redress.  

Neediness and the reification of scarcity  
An important implication of the preoccupation with neediness is that it confers a sense of taken-
for-grantedness on the question of social housing scarcity. This does not mean that policy 
actors are not conscious of that scarcity; indeed, we showed above how they recognise it as the 
primary impetus for intensified needs-based targeting. Rather, it means that many policy actors 
accept social housing scarcity as a natural and unavoidable constraint on their activities, rather 
than the product of historic and ongoing policy decisions regarding social housing’s role in the 
housing system.  
This is particularly true of government policy actors, who tend to construe to social housing 
scarcity as something that governments have little choice but to manage through needs-based 



 13 

targeting. For instance, when discussing why targeting is necessary, a Queensland Government 
employee state simply, ‘It’s supply verse demand’. Similarly, a Tasmanian Government 
employee explained, ‘You’ve got to remember that this is gate keeping because we don’t have 
an infinite resource to be able to apply to community need… It needs to be a rationed 
application’ (emphasis added). Statements such as these reify social housing scarcity by 
rendering it in ‘non-human or possibly supra-human terms’ (Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p106). 
Scarcity thus becomes something independent of policy decisions, like the finitude of natural 
resources or the vicissitudes of self-regulating markets.  
Whilst particularly strong amongst government policy actors, many non-government actors 
also expressed this viewpoint. For instance, reflecting on the necessity of improving needs 
assessments in Queensland, a housing advocate stated,  

If the market was suddenly flooded with so many houses that every house was 
competing for a tenant, rather than the other way around, maybe assessments wouldn’t 
be so important. But in the market that we’ve got, it becomes more important to be good 
at this stuff and have the right tools. 

Here, again, we see social housing scarcity portrayed as an external constraint that policy actors 
must adjust to. Such a perspective is, of course, understandable given that individual 
bureaucrats and non-government organisations lack direct control over social policy decisions. 
It likely also reflects the fact that the policy frameworks driving residualisation in Australia 
were established more than two decades ago, meaning policy actors have become accustomed 
to it. However, we suggest that it is also a reflection of the preoccupation with questions and 
controversies over neediness. As we alluded to above, the focus on managing the effects of 
scarcity through needs-based targeting, and on controversies surrounding how this is done, 
encourage an acquiescence to this situation and, overtime, its naturalisation.  
It is important to note that, whilst pervasive, the tendency towards reification was not uniform 
amongst policy actors. Some non-government actors engaged in explicit critiques of social 
housing residualisation and the policy frameworks that drive it. A housing advocate from NSW 
stated that he saw social housing scarcity as a deliberate policy choice to privilege the private 
market: ‘…the NSW government will do anything but build social housing; there are a plethora 
of private tenancy assistance schemes’. Other participants questioned the focus on neediness. 
For instance, the leader of a large non-government service provider from Queensland stated, 

I think the government’s done a poor job at selling social housing, because I don’t think 
you should sell housing on need. Housing is a human right, and it makes sense that 
everyone needs a home... And I just think it’s wrong to say, “It’s all about need.” It’s 
about income and need, and it’s about affordability and need. 

Statements such as these question the neoliberal assumptions underpinning the problem space 
of neediness. They also articulate an alternative rationale and function for social housing, such 
as the idea of it fulfilling a ‘human right’ to housing. They can therefore constitute an 
‘overflow’ (Callon, 1998) for the problem space: a set of responses to the challenges of 
residualisation that spill over its discursive parameters and threaten to disrupt its otherwise 
reifying tendencies.  
However, advancing such critiques does not mean that these policy actors are somehow 
immune to the imperatives and challenges that characterise the problem space of neediness. 
Indeed, they and their organisations must manage the impacts of social housing scarcity in their 
day-to-day practices just like everyone else, and they are active participants in the struggles 
and controversies over neediness outlined above despite their misgivings about the focus on 
neediness. Insofar as these activities perpetuate the policy preoccupation with neediness, and 
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thus the reification of scarcity this begets, reification can be seen as a structural tendency 
imminent within the problem space, albeit one that produces overflows and which policy actors 
respond to with differing levels of acquiescence.   

Conclusion 
We have shown in this paper how the governance of social housing provision in Australia 
operates within a distinct ‘problem space’ centred on the question of how best to target scarce 
housing resources to those households with the greatest needs. Defining, assessing, and triaging 
neediness is a central focus for policy actors implicated in social housing provision, making it 
the object of both policy innovation and controversy/struggle. This policy preoccupation with 
neediness means that policy actors increasingly take the scarcity of social housing for granted, 
treating it as an unavoidable constraint on their activities, rather than the product of deliberate 
policy decisions taken over many decades. Hence, we have argued that a tendency to reify 
social housing scarcity is a structural feature of the problem space of neediness.  
The emergence of the problem space of neediness has paradoxical implications, in that it 
simultaneously helps (partially) re-legitimise and de-stigmatise social housing at the same time 
as deepening its residualisation. As we showed, social housing is understood in this problem 
space as a necessary safety net for those households whose needs are so complex that they 
cannot reasonably be expected to (re-)engage in private housing consumption. This signals an 
important shift away from previous conceptions of social housing as a breeding ground for a 
welfare-dependent ‘underclass’, who reject the normative values of consumer society in favour 
of a life of dependence, passivity and deviance (Bauman, 2005; Darcy & Rogers, 2014; Flint, 
2003; Rose, 2000). Unlike the underclass, people with complex needs are seen as having a 
legitimate dependence on the state to meet their housing needs, given the debilitating impact 
of their multiple and compounding vulnerabilities (Dobson, 2019).  
As shown elsewhere (Parr, 2019; Authors - redacted), this shift has the benefit of engendering 
more ‘caring’ responses from policy makers and other actors, who now see their role as 
identifying and supporting the most excluded households in the housing system. Indeed, many 
of the policy actors we interviewed expressed the desire to help meet the needs of vulnerable 
households, with non-government actors in particular struggling to ensure that needs were 
properly assessed and triaged to stop vulnerable households from falling through the cracks. 
This development mirrors, and is likely bound-up with, similar changes in homelessness policy, 
wherein people with complex needs are increasingly targeted for housing first and supportive 
housing interventions that eschew the conditional and paternalistic approaches of the past 
(Authors – redacted; Parr, 2019).  
Yet, whilst the problem space of neediness opens up the possibility of more caring approaches 
to people with complex needs, it creates the conditions for the abandonment of other vulnerable 
groups to an increasingly unaffordable and inhospitable private rental market (Pawson et al 
2020). As we showed, neediness is understood as comprising an inverse relationship between 
complexity of need and capacity for independence, meaning that households with less 
complexity are seen as having greater capacity—indeed, greater ‘opportunity’ (NSW 
Government, 2016)—to re-enter the private market, albeit with significant state support.  
This filtering out of all but the neediest/most complex households will only deepen the 
residualisation of the social housing sector, making recent claims that social housing policy is 
moving to a post-residualisation phase seem misplaced. Indeed, the practice identified by 
recent studies (Blessing, 2016; Humphry, 2019) of housing providers targeting new, less-
generous subsided rental programs to more responsible and independent households is entirely 
consistent with a social housing system operating on a conception of neediness as capacity for 
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independence. As one contributor to this literature themselves acknowledges, the emergence 
with new forms ‘affordable housing’ targeted at ‘independent’ cohorts is completely consistent 
with the ongoing residualisation of ‘traditional’ social housing qua tenure for the neediest 
households (Blessing, 2016).  
The problem space of neediness also serves to deepen residualisation insofar as it leads policy 
actors to reify social housing scarcity. Whilst calls to increase the supply of social housing are 
common place, and some policy actors are openly critical of the focus on need, the current 
shortages of stock means that policy actors have little choice but to ration what housing there 
is, and need is perhaps the fairest and most justifiable basis for doing this. Yet, if the focus on 
neediness leads to the reification of the problem of scarcity, as we have shown that it does in 
Australia, then social housing will remain a highly residualised sector into the future. For, 
whilst there are some ebbs and flows in the extent of residualisation in some jurisdictions 
(Tunstall, 2021), we are unlikely to see a sustained shift to de-residualisation unless the 
practical and discursive conditions that shape how social housing policy is made (i.e. the 
problem space) themselves change.  
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