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THE LATEST RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS - IN PLAIN ENGLISH

The recent revival of interest in ‘localism’ and community-
led solutions to housing issues has raised a number of 
interesting questions. These include the scale and nature  

relationship to traditional housing tenures and to public 

for or limit their success. 
 
At the political level there has been a cynicism about 
‘localism’ policies that appear to operate mainly to 
rationalise cuts to public expenditure. Implicit assumptions 

been criticised. Uneven outcomes of policies dependent on 
an active ‘civic core’ have been rightly condemned. 

While these arguments have mainly been concerned 

substance and lived realities of organisations and people 
in community-led and self-help organisations. The long-
standing and international prevalence of many forms 
of community-led housing highlight the need to detach 

‘Coalition 

Localism’.  
that may support or suppress community-led solutions  
is called for. 

Articles in this Evidence issue draw on recent research that 
has begun to address these questions and help to provide 
an agenda for further research.  

Richard Lang and David Mullins build on earlier attempts 
to map the community-led housing sector in England and 
its relationship to co-operative and mutual housing. While 

self-help housing sector with roots in squatting and 1970s 

they all exhibit some 
co-operative principles 
in their governance. 
International lessons 
from public promotion 

are therefore relevant to 
consider. 
 
Tom Moore and David Mullins highlight the importance 
of external support in enabling community-led housing 
to develop successfully. Careful choices are required 

partnership to provide the external resources and 

notions of ‘scaling up’

as ‘going viral’ may be preferred to maintain the local 
scale and accountability that provides the unique added 
value of the sector.  

David Mullins and Halima Sacranie take a closer look 

variety of organisations involved and the impact of state 
funding on growth of the sector. This programme created 

as the by-product of relatively modest property 
based investment. Asset transfer was seen to enable 

 
“So it was all about becoming sustainable also, but not 

losing the value of what we do.”  

 

Further evidence on impacts of cooperative models 
is provided by the Human City Institute’s mapping of 

superior housing management performance to other 
forms of social housing has been validated by regulators. 

A community-led future?
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and self-build (see Quick Links) adds to the evidence of 

are little known and are not revealed by the conventional 

renting. While still small scale in relation to conventional 

led solutions appears to be much more than a rhetorical 
prop to public spending cuts.  
 
Professor David Mullins
Housing and Communities Research Group
University of Birmingham

Turning empty houses into homes through homesteading. 
 

 
e http://www.emptyhomes.com/wp-content/
uploads/2012/07/DIY-regeneration-Homesteading.pdf  

yourself? Understanding the changing landscape
of the UK self-build market.  
University of York and Lloyds Banking Group   
e http://www.york.ac.uk/media/chp/documents/2013/

 
 

series with online presentations  
 
e http://bigsocietylocalismhousing.co.uk 
 

 
 
e http://www.hqnetwork.co.uk/events

Quick links: 

Housing as school power
Research by professors Becky Francis and 

 

moving house to ensure their children can go  
to the ‘right’ schools.

House purchasing power is used by middle class parents 
 

class parents secure their children’s educational success. 

use such strategies. The research showed how much 
aspirations for equality of opportunity are undermined  
by some parents’ resources.
 
The research found that middle class parents were 
generally better informed about schools. Asked if they 
had ever used strategies about improving their child’s 

socio-economic groups said they had used strategies that 

cost money. These were moving to live in an area that they 

parents were also more likely to have hired a private tutor 
to help their child pass entrance exams. 
 
The dangers of ‘parental choice’ making inequalities 

They recommend the government should take strong 
action on school admissions. That would include requiring 
schools to publish socio-economic data on who applies 
and is admitted. They also want lotteries or banding for 
admissions across local systems. 

Parent Power? Using money and information to boost 

children’s chances of educational success 

e http://www.suttontrust.com/our-work/research/item/
parent-power/
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Tom Moore from the University of St Andrews 
and David Mullins from the University of 
Birmingham assess how small players are 
developing their role.

Community-led and self-help housing has a long history  
in England. But it has become more prominent in recent 
years in response to entrenched housing problems such  

neighbourhood decline. Community-led housing 
organisations innovate by prioritising local needs and 
emphasising community leadership and engagement.  
This has led to a groundswell of support for community 

providing some substance to policies promoting localism 
and community empowerment.  

 
just pledges of support. They need practical and 

not overwhelmed by government priorities or partnering 
organisations. Both are also heavily reliant on the 

manage the organisations. Our new research paper 
explored the recent growth of CLTs and self-help housing 
to see which forms of support and partnership have been 

 

CLTs are set up by local people to increase the supply of 
 

self-help housing organisations are created to bring empty 

dereliction. There are now around 160 CLTs and 110 
self-help housing organisations in operation across 

or in planning. The self-help housing sector aims to bring 

has expanded. 

The CLT sector has developed a formalised network of 
umbrella bodies operating at national and regional scales. 
These professional umbrella bodies can reduce burdens 

This institutional support has been critical to the 
expansion of CLTs and there are now six umbrella bodies 

– a membership body that lobbies for CLTs nationally.  

While such expansion is sometimes referred to as  
‘scaling up’, this term has an unfortunate nuance that 
implies a shift from the community-based local focus  
that many participants see as the key advantage of these 

umbrellas adopt a property development role in their own 

understanding of community ownership and control  
within the CLT sector. CLTs may also form partnerships  
with technical experts such as housing associations in 

 

partnerships may shift decision-making and the economic 
 

approach known as ‘going viral’. There is a loose network 

Help-Housing.Org – that aims to reproduce local projects 

facilitating local networking and shared practice between 
projects. This peer mentoring approach aims to preserve 
local leadership rather than creating larger scale support 

diverting them from their own work. The framework for 
bringing empty homes back into use has also begun to 
incorporate a range of roles and local partners such as 

housing may begin to follow the pattern of expansion set 
by the earlier growth of CLTs. This involves the 
development of new institutional structures and 
partnerships to provide intermediary support regionally 
and locally. 

required to construct an environment in which community-
led housing can thrive. This has largely been achieved by 

associations and local authorities involved in their 

housing groups have largely developed through a blend of 
peer mentoring and professional support. 

Scaling up or going viral?  
How should community-led 
housing be supported?
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concerns that the interests of local community groups may 

partners such as asset-focused housing associations.  

This is not inevitable and the role of partners and 
 

key challenge in scaling up community-led initiatives is 
that professionalisation may threaten the very objectives 
and values that small-scale local providers were created  
to preserve. At a national level both sectors place a strong 
emphasis on their members being community-led and 
maintain a commitment to peer mentoring. It will be 

common dilemma of harnessing external resources  

accountability that provides the unique added value  
of the community-led housing sector. 

Scaling up or going viral?  

How should community-led housing be supported?

 
Contact: Tom Moore tm55@st-andrews.ac.uk 
 

Full report: 

e http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/tpp/
vsr/2013/00000004/00000003/art00007

What lessons can the co-operative and mutual  

 

 

housing provision?

 

 

 

does this have on social-spatial polarisation?

 
Explore all these questions and more at the ESRC  

 
 e http://bigsocietylocalismhousing.co.uk/

Research by the Director of York University’s 
Centre for Housing Policy Becky Tunstall 
explores that elusive idea, the Big Society.

In a seminar in Belfast convened to explore the impact 
that the Coalition’s Localism and ‘Big Society’ ideas were 

catalogue of ways that the Coalition promised to give local 
communities the power to ‘build the Britain they want’.  

“already agreed policies” to promote their Big Society idea.

suggested that people on low incomes or from deprived 
areas may have less inclination or less capacity to take up 
opportunities to participate. Some argued that the most 

“cynically 

attempting to dignify its cuts agenda, by dressing up the 

withdrawal of support with the language of reinvigorating 

civic society”.

pledges in low income areas. It found little evidence of a 
skew in impact that would disadvantage these areas.  
She noted there was little overall impact assessment so  

third sector and families. But more important is the  
‘overall scale of welfare activity’ coupled with ‘reductions  
in activity towards low income areas’.
 
Read more at  
 
e http://bigsocietylocalismhousing.co.uk/seminar-2
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In 2011 a bold policy decision was made 

Homes Programme to non-registered housing 
providers. David Mullins and Halima Sacranie 
from the Housing and Communities Research 
Group at the University of Birmingham explain 
 
While conceived primarily as a way of tackling empty 

led funding programmes loosely associated with the 
Localism Act. Its impact should therefore be assessed not 
just in relation to value for money of empty homes brought 
into use but also the wider impact of allocating funding to 
community-led groups.  

Our new research explores the early impacts of the  
 

million allocated to 19 community-led organisations in  

makes six interim recommendations.  

The majority of grant recipients (16) were locally  
based and planning to operate in a single local authority 

streams of work within existing community based and social 

interest companies and industrial and provident societies 
 

for most organisations renovating empty homes was a 

participant as ‘an ‘income stream, but with a social purpose’. 

 
Local knowledge was an important advantage for 

made it 

rent once the renovation had been completed’. 

Two main business models were adopted. The lease 

to cover leasing costs. The acquire and renovate model uses 

making up the balance of refurbishment and purchase costs. 
This model proved increasingly popular with the growth of 

 
One interviewee advised: 
the properties’.

 
“We realised as an organisation we 

 

Case study organisations claimed a variety of social impacts 

for supported housing projects and as “a way of targeting 

needs groups ..unlikely to be assisted through homelessness 

or social housing routes”.

employability skills and workforce satisfaction:  
“I feel the satisfaction of being able to look at the house and 

be like, “Yeah, I’ve done this.” 

 

 
volunteering and training opportunities and work for 

local economy than large scale procurement programmes. 

existing housing rather than demolishing and building new: 
“There’s something special about renovating a house because 

in this current climate, it’s about recycling and preserving and 

natural resources.” It is intended to validate these claims in a 

 

Early impacts on sector growth and organisational 

housing organisations increasing from one to 22.  

to continue was strong: ”Even if the grant comes to an end, 

we are committed to our Empty Homes programme.” Future 
 ‘meanwhile use’  

of empties awaiting regneration or sale of hard to let  
social housing.  
 

 

 

d.w.mullins@bham.ac.uk 
 

With funding and support from Building and Social Housing  
Foundation and Third Sector Research Centre.

Renovating empty homes:  
a community good
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A recent project used the international 
experience of co-operative housing to inform 
the UK community-led housing sector and 
explore its interaction with localism. It was 

in Good Governance, and supervised by 
Professor David Mullins.  
 
Richard has a well-grounded understanding of the well-

David has expertise in housing and communities and a 

operative housing in England. The project explored the 
 

 

understanding real impacts of major policy change on 

innovation. This approach is particularly apposite to 
current policies purporting to promote ‘localism’ and its 

‘the big society’. These policies are often  

impacts of community participation on social cohesion 
and good governance.  

Our focus on the conditions for ‘real localism

involved engaging with the wider international experience 
of co-operative governance. Drawing on the Vienna model 
of public promotion and institutional support highlighted 
the importance of the wider governance context in 
stimulating a strong co-operative housing sector but 
potentially endangering bottom-up resident action.  

of ‘scaling up’ the community led sector so that it has a 
greater impact on key housing agendas such as housing 

regeneration. While public promotion could provide a 
means of access to resources and technical support to 

 
sector distanced from communities and thereby 
negate some of the key advantages of user and citizen 
participation in community-led housing. 

While the English co-housing and community land trust 

clearly exhibit co-operative principles in their governance. 
Depth interviews with leading actors in the community-led 
and co-operative housing sectors highlight some of these 

for promoting real localism. The gradual emergence of 
a broad ‘mutual housing sector’ with a loose umbrella 

ability to promote practical opportunities for co-operative 
 

government’s localism policies has been sceptical and 
contested. “Localism, that’s politics, isn’t it? … The shaping 

of the political end, I’m not really interested in that. In terms 

of the practicalities on the ground … our approach is to try 

ways.” Nevertheless the sector has proved adept at (re)

policies that have accompanied it. Although the recent 
political discourse on localism has given the sector a 

community-led housing has actually been relatively small 
 

nature of the sector. 

The study has provided us with a better understanding 

importance of support mechanisms to achieving real 
localism. The study outlines basic models in each  

to ‘participation principles’ with community-led groups 
tending towards “extended self-help” meaning not (only) 
by actual users but by a local community including both 
residents and participants (see Figure 2). 

The study has laid down a number of challenges for 
further research that will be important for future work in 

housing governance. Key dilemmas concern growth and 

involve wider partnerships with public bodies and larger 

risks of institutionalised public promotion. 
 
We have been successful in securing funding to develop 
work from this fellowship into a full comparative project. 

capital in local communities and how this might be 

Real localism for  
co-operative housing 

http://www.hqnetwork.co.uk/evidence


www.hqnetwork.co.uk/evidence

evidence. GOING LOCAL

07

enhanced through vertical ‘linking capital’. This study will 
include case studies of community-led housing in the 
English Midlands and co-operative housing in Vienna 
and will take place between 2014 and 2016. It will 

of the community-led and co-operative housing sectors 

 
 

Research Centre.   
Bringing real localism into practice through
co-operative housing governance. The role and 

  
Contact:  
Richard Lang  richard.lang@jku.at 
David Mullins d.w.mullins@bham.ac.uk

Figure 3: Community-led Governance Models  

Housing Associations and Local Authorities

Local 
residents Local 

residents

Local 
residents

 
 
 
 
 

Local 
residents Local 

residents

Local 
residents

Local 
residents Local 

residents

Local 
residents

Collective 
custom build:
field your 
dreams
How to get projects 
off the ground

In association with

Thursday 27 February   Full details from HQN at:  
www.hqnetwork.co.uk/events
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the Housing Studies Association. Funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.

Evidence newsletter editor: Dr Janis Bright

www.hqnetwork.co.uk/evidence
evidence@hqnetwork.co.uk

! follow us on twitter @hqn_ltd

Our next issue in  
February will be on 
regeneration. 

Send us your research 
news and events on 
these topics.

COMING SOON

In numbers: mutual housing
• Non-decent housing: 4% compared with 10% for  
 small associations. 

The former Tenant Services Authority found co-ops 

 
 
Lettings 
 
Co-ops house similar proportions of homeless 
applicants to small associations (20.7%).  
Of applicants from poor or overcrowded housing:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From More than markets: mutual and co-operative housing  

in the UK, Human City Institute.   
Free download:   
e http://www.humancity.org.uk/publicationsRef20.htm

Mutuals own or manage some 190,000 homes. 
Organisations managed by tenants in the social 
sector account for more than a quarter  
of mutuals. Of these:    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

gateways and mutual housing associations account for  

Mutual performance 

Research from the Human City Institute attempts to 

 

 average to let a home compared with 80.2 days 
 for small housing associations. 
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