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Abstract 

There is a development towards increased home owning in the housing sector 
throughout Europe. The background of this study is that a similar development 
has begun on the Swedish housing market as well. According to some scholars, 
this development has started a process described as a ‘reconstruction’ of the 
housing market. In the interviews reported in this study, this reconstruction is 
illustrated by respondents’ shifting judgments on and attitudes to tenure forms. 
Interviews with 30 Swedish households show that, on a security/insecurity 
scale, renting was formerly ranked more highly than owning, but that it is now 
valued as less secure. Winds are changing: Owning one’s home is valued higher 
when Swedes start to realize the possible use of housing equity; rents are high 
but interest rates are advantageous. This shift in attitudes might also reflect 
policies, even more evident in, for example, the UK and Belgium, that 
encourage owning one’s home. Policies promoting home owning are well in 
line with centre-right ideas spreading over Europe. These ideas are said to be 
needed to ensure Europe’s competitiveness in times of globalization and to 
relieve the accompanying fear of unemployment. The qualitative approach 
taken in this report has been lacking in housing research in general and was 
therefore prioritized by the so-called OSIS project (Origins of security and 
insecurity: the interplay of housing systems with jobs, household structures, 
finance and social security). The project concerns increased home owning, 
whether advantageous or disadvantageous, among Europe’s population. The 
aim of the present study is to document perceptions of securities and risks 
among Swedish dwellers. Respondents were asked about choices of tenure, 
financial matters, and risks and securities with their housing as related to their 
personal socio-economic and employment situation. The interviews were thus 
meant to show people’s reflections and reactions to changes on the housing 
market. 
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1.  Introduction 

In European urban and housing research, there is a growing interest in the 
consequences of increasing homeownership and a strong promotion of 
homeownership (Doling, 2006, Doling and Ford, 2003, Horsewood and 
Neuteboom, 2006). What are the consequences of this development? Moreover, 
is this development predestined in all European countries? Possible 
consequences are suggested in the literature (e.g., Doling, 2006, Doling and 
Ford, 2003). Is there, on the one hand, going to be a majority of ‘responsible’ 
citizens who own their homes and, on the other hand, a small but important 
minority of the population who never get access to homeownership? Will this 
increase residential segregation? Another suggestion is that a growing part of 
the population will use housing equity1 as a welfare resource, for instance in 
addition to ordinary pensions, since house prices have risen and interest rates 
are low (housing equity). This so-called asset-based welfare offers a possible 
key to a more general reduction in social protection spending (an idea imported 
from the USA). Altogether, the financial potential of Europe’s homeowners is 
enormous (Doling, 2006, p. 4). At the same time, a common point of concern 
for increased homeownership is increasing debts in the total European 
population as well as the threat of a housing bubble.  

The assumption in the present study is that there is a unifying base behind 
investigations of increased home owning in Europe. It is the concern for 
possible shifts in social justice following changes in the housing system as well 
as in people’s attitudes. Based on this discussion, it is a central hypothesis that 
homeownership provides homeowners with a level of security that distinguishes 
them from renters and thus creates different citizenships within Sweden. 

As a part of this emerging research on increased home owning (whether 
advantageous or disadvantageous to Europe’s population), the aim of the study 
is to describe risks and securities that people perceive about home owning and 
renting in Sweden. Respondents were asked about choices of tenure, financial 
                                                           
1 Housing equity is the difference between the estimated price on the property and the 

mortgage. This difference is sometimes used for housing renovation or other 
consumption. There is a risk in having a high loan to value in the event of a housing 
market crash/bubble, but there is also a safety in having a low loan to value because 
it gives the household an extra financial resource. In this report, housing equity plays 
a central role in households’ thinking about insecurity and security. Equity is also an 
important dividing line between owners and renters. Equity is “The money value of a 
property or of an interest in a property in excess of claims or liens against it.” 
http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/equity  Merriam-Webster OnLine (2007). Website. 
Accessed 2008.01.25. © 2007-2008 Merriam-Webster, Incorporated.. 
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matters as well as the risks and securities associated with their housing in daily 
life. The interviews were meant to show whether people had reflected in their 
own way upon theoretically described changes on the housing market and 
whether they had reacted in a way to respond to actual changes. This qualitative 
approach has earlier been described as a lacuna in housing research. In the 
report, these questions are used as section headings, because it is my intention 
to stay close to the original material in this first and only extensive report from 
the interviews.2 

According to the preconditions of the research questions stated above, 
Sweden is not yet the prime case. The increase in homeownership has been 
much higher in, e.g., the UK. From 1960 to 2002, the proportion of home 
owning in the UK has risen from 42 to 69 percent, whereas the corresponding 
rise in Sweden has been from 36 to 42 percent (not including cooperative 
housing associations3) (Doling, 2006, p. 2). Naturally, the variation across 
Europe is great, but out of 19 countries, only Finland and Ireland have had a 
decline in the percentage of homeownership since the 1990s (Doling, 2006, 
p. 2). Another reason for interest in the proportions of housing sectors is the fact 
that Swedish housing has traditionally been directed through public housing. 
Lower proportions of public housing will in practice diminish the political 
action space (Bengtsson, 2006). 

Doling (2006) argues that the growth of homeownership is desired by the 
European governments as a response to globalization. How does he, then, 
connect the growth of homeownership to globalization in his discussions? First, 
he states that the conventional wisdom is that “Europe will progress only by 
cutting taxation and increasing flexibility – there being no alternative, viable 
options – and that this has been accepted in all member states” (Doling, 2006, 
p.3, also referring to Bale, 2005). Thus, a compromise between social 
democracy and neo-liberalism constitutes this so-called Third Way. However 
with this view, only neo-liberal policies can be sensibly pursued and, in 
consequence, growth of homeownership and removal of housing system 
rigidities will continue. 

On the neo-liberal agenda, homeownership also offers market provision, 
consumer choice and self-reliance. For governments, self-reliance is an 
important key to reduced spending on social protection. This would be a way of 
lifting people out of poverty because it provides people with a personal 
                                                           
2 My aim is more limited but still close to the aim of the OSIS project, which intended 

to investigate “How households perceive the patterns of security and insecurity, 
advantage and disadvantage associated with different housing positions; how those 
perceptions have moulded their personal strategies with respect not only to housing, 
but also to matters such as work, family size, education and pensions; and how those 
positions have provided them with material security and insecurity” (University of 
Birmingham and Cooner, 2007). 

3 A cooperative housing association (CHA) is an indirect form of ownership through an 
association. 
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provident fund for special needs. These are clearly ideological notions, but are 
nevertheless believed to help increase the competitiveness of the European 
countries in an era of globalization. 

In summary, the argument might be pursued along these lines: globalization – 
policies to save jobs (and encourage entrepreneurship) – savings in social 
spending (more directly linked to social housing in other European countries) 
by, among other things, deregulating housing systems – neo-liberalism to meet 
these demands (reduced taxation). This is a very brief version of the discussion, 
but it nevertheless summarizes the conceptual basis of this research. However, 
the direct aim of this report is not to test this thesis or to take a stand on how 
housing systems should develop. Here, interviewees in Sweden are given a 
chance to develop their thoughts and perceptions on securities and risks as well 
as on the complex relationships between housing tenure, choices, work and 
social security. 

1.1 The Swedish context 
It should be remembered that the interviews were conducted before the change 
of government in Sweden (September 2006) from social democratic to neo-
liberal. In hindsight, it is even more interesting to see how people expressed 
themselves before on the matter of a stronger promotion of homeownership. 
The new neo-liberal government has significantly lowered real-estate tax, 
abolished interest subsidies and investment subsidies for housing that have been 
important for the building of multifamily dwellings (Boverket, 2007). 

As a further background, the Swedish housing market went through a crash 
in 1990-91 (also emphasized by interviewees). It was more or less the same 
crash that was experienced in the rest of Europe. Some ingredients of this crash 
are of importance to understanding the reasoning of respondents referred to in 
this report. The housing market crash was not a single event; it coincided with 
other economic and political changes in Sweden (Turner and Whitehead, 2002). 
There was high and rising unemployment, rising interest rates, reduced housing 
subsidies, and falling prices. For the home-owning respondents, the most 
important ingredient was probably the falling house prices (see Figure 1). (For 
additional information on changes in the 1990s, see Turner and Whitehead, 
2002, and for a general presentation, see, e.g., Andersson and Turner, 2005). 
 



 14 

 

Figure 1. Real price index for owner-occupied, single-family houses in Sweden, 
1976–2000 (1981 5 100). Source: Turner and Whitehead (2002, p. 210) 
 
For households buying in the late 1980s, the fall in prices was significant at the 
beginning of the 1990s. It either locked households in or left those who moved 
with significant outstanding loans. For households living in cooperative housing 
associations (CHAs), the charges were significantly raised due to reduced 
interest subsidies. Along with high interest rates on mortgages at the beginning 
of the 1990s, the charges laid the ground for high housing costs. Some 
households that had used housing equity when house prices were high had to 
leave their homes; moreover, their homes could not be sold. Renters were not 
unaffected by the housing market crash, since the interest subsidies were much 
reduced. The consequence was raising rents as can be seen in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Development during 1986–1997 of rents per square metre, for 
dwellings with three rooms plus kitchen belonging to a Municipal Housing 
Company (in 1999 prices). Source: Turner and Whitehead (2002, p. 207) 
 
For some respondents, the housing crash and its aftermath have had a 
significant influence on their future housing circumstances as well as on their 
security and insecurity. It has influenced their position on the housing market 
and, as we will see below, their opinions on housing. However, these interviews 
should be considered from the point of view of the housing market in 2005 
when interest rates were low and the housing crash in 1990-91 was distant, but 
not forgotten. 

According to Bengtsson, there are three features that characterize the 
Swedish housing system: a universal housing policy, an integrated rental market 
and a corporative system for rent setting including a strong Union of Tenants 
(Bengtsson, 2006). The universal housing policy is based on the idea that 
housing policy is for everyone, not only for those households most in need of 
public subsidies and aid. Therefore, selective measures are not generally used. 
This is connected with the neutrality between tenures that Swedish housing 
policy attempts to achieve: when one tenure is subsidized in some way, all the 
others should also receive an equivalent subsidy (see, e.g., Lujanen, 2004). 
Sweden also has a remarkably integrated rental housing market with significant, 
institutionalized ties between the public and private sectors (see also Kemeny, 
2006). 
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In Sweden, the public housing sector boomed during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Between 1951 and 1970, 42 percent of new construction consisted of public 
rental housing. From 1945 until 2005, the owner-occupied housing increased 
from 38 to 43 percent of the housing market (see Table 1). Since then, however, 
there has been a wave of building of owner-occupied housing. The almost 
simultaneous building of rented multifamily and owner-occupied houses is seen 
as a paradox in Swedish housing history – a compromise between the 
government’s strong promotion of municipal rental housing and the citizens’ 
demand for owner-occupied housing (Almqvist, 2004). A special feature of 
Sweden’s tenure structure is the relatively strong position of the co-operative 
housing association sector (which has increased from 4 to 17 percent of the 
market in 60 years). 

Table 1. Dwellings by tenure in Sweden 1945-2005 (%) 
Tenure 1945 1960 1970 1980 1990 2005 
Owner-occupied housing 38  34  34 41 40 43 
Cooperative housing  4  9  13 14 15 17   
Rental housing 58 57 53 45 45 40 
          - Private  52 43 30 21 20  .. 
          - Public  6  14 23 24 25 .. 

Sources: Turner (2003); for 2005, estimates are based on the 1990 census and 
production and demolition statistics by Tommy Berger IBF. 
 
As implied above, municipal rental housing in Sweden does not function as 
social housing in the same sense as in many other countries. Access to 
municipal rental housing is not primarily regulated by need and income 
although, in practice, less-advantaged groups are overrepresented in the sector. 
Tenants’ security of tenure is well-protected in Sweden: rental contracts are not 
limited in time, either in private or public dwellings. The unlimited tenancy 
agreement in combination with negotiated rents make the rental sector in 
Sweden particularly secure and attractive. The corporate rent-setting system 
(which has been in effect since 1968) forces private landlords’ rent revisions to 
follow the standards set by the public/municipal housing company according to 
criteria of quality, location, etc. This system attempts to protect tenants against 
large rent increases and to prevent the creation of a differentiated rental market. 

The taxation system in Sweden both discourages and encourages 
homeownership. Both owner-occupied housing and cooperative housing 
associations were subject to real-estate tax, which was administered by the 
national government. Newly built dwellings had no real-estate tax during the 
first five years followed by a period of reduced tax. The real-estate tax was a 
certain, constantly debated percentage of the assessed tax value (one percent in 
2005). Since the tax reform in 1991, long-time homeowners with houses in 
attractive locations have seen their real-estate tax increase. This increase has 
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caused insecurity among some homeowners (Skatteverket, 2005). On the other 
hand, owners also have the possibility of tax deductions based on the interest 
rate on mortgages. The new government in power has changed some of the 
terms, but interviewees in the study refer to the above-described situation. 

1.2 Welfare and segregation on the agenda 
Some people benefit from the development of increased homeownership, for 
others this development is not advantageous. Therefore, the underlying 
concerns in this report in relation to a changing housing market in Sweden are 
issues of social justice. The social justice approach in this report considers to 
what extent people have a fair chance to dwell with financial security. In this 
perspective, dwelling in financial security is considered to be a normal, good 
situation. On the other hand, low financial security that results in a high degree 
of vulnerability in case of change in income (caused by, e.g., unemployment, 
sickness, handicap) or change in expenditures (such as increased rent or interest 
rate on mortgages) is considered a less fortunate situation. People whose 
situation is less fortunate should be given a better opportunity. 

How does the ongoing increase in home owning and the simultaneous 
decrease in private and public renting influence issues of social justice? A 
wealth of consequences can be identified, but I concentrate upon two interest-
ing. In research on increased homeownership, two tangents could be followed: 
home owning as a welfare asset and geographical sorting/segregation patterns. 

First, home owning as a welfare asset will make way for a lower level of 
social protection provided by social institutions. In this reasoning, a stable 
financial situation on the housing market is required (i.e., there may be no 
bubbles) as well as an all-embracing home owning sector. Renters will not be 
able to rely on owning as a welfare asset and may face increased vulnerability. 

The second concern is the consequences for the already apparent segregation 
patterns. With a shrinking sector of both private and public rented housing, the 
total selection of rented dwellings will diminish. Moreover, people who can 
afford home owning will tend to enter the home owning sector because of the 
asset-based welfare idea. This will increasingly drain the rented housing sector 
of wealthier residents. Former political goals to achieve a social mix in 
neighbourhoods will be difficult to achieve or must be abandoned. 

This report does not answer general questions of welfare and segregation. 
Nevertheless, my intention is to reflect on these questions by looking at the 
respondents’ experiences and views. The development sketched above is by no 
means definitive. Thus, there is obviously room for additional opinions in the 
Swedish and European debate on the size of the home owning sector and its 
impacts. 

Following this introduction, the next section describes method and material 
as well as the city of Gävle as the location of the interviews. After raising an 
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analytical question concerning the meaning of housing and homeownership, the 
section deals with housing decisions, financial security, use of housing 
resources, risk and insecurity and, lastly, an analytical question on safety nets. 
At the end, there is a conclusion section dealing with insecurity and security 
issues. 
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2.  Methods and material 

The OSIS project, the results of which are reported in the present paper, was a 
multi-disciplinary and multi-methodological research project. It was funded in 
2004-2006 by the European Union under the Citizens and Governance in a 
Knowledge Based Society Programme within the 6th frame programme. The 
project included nine countries and ten partners, of which eight countries and 
partners participated in the qualitative part. The countries were Belgium, 
Finland, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom. The project proceeded in two stages. The first stage included a 
quantitative analysis of secondary statistical material. It explored the 
relationship between homeownership and aggregate characteristics of countries 
as well as between homeownership and household characteristics. The second 
stage consisted of an examination of the institutional framework of 
homeownership and a of a qualitative interview study (Andersson, 2005; 
Andersson and Turner, 2005). The institutional framework served as an aid in 
interpreting findings in both the qualitative and quantitative parts of the project. 

A relatively structured design of the qualitative work was agreed upon to 
achieve the greatest possible degree of comparability across countries and, at 
the same time, to retain the essentially qualitative approach of the work. This 
tension between the need to structure the material and, at the same time, to leave 
room for interviewees to express their own perspectives was broadly discussed. 
A compromise was to use both structured questions and fairly open ones, 
sometimes followed by prompts. The main research tool utilized in the 
interviews was the topic guide agreed upon by all country teams, see Appendix 
III. Basic concepts used in the topic guide, e.g., tenure concepts, risk, security 
and housing equity were discussed intensively. Country-specific concepts were 
excluded. 

As part of the topic guide, vignettes were designed to allow comparison of 
responses to certain prescribed situations. Vignettes are short hypothetical 
stories of persons in specified situations relevant to the topic of the research. 
Interviewees were asked to respond to these vignettes by, for example, offering 
advice or giving a judgement of the situation. They were further asked to 
provide an explanation of their response. This method enabled examination of 
different groups’ interpretations of a uniform situation and was helpful in 
elucidating important issues. Four vignettes were designed in the OSIS project 
to explore different aspects of housing: tenure preferences, equity release 
options, risk and safety nets, and general attitudes to financial planning. (For 
more information about vignettes used in OSIS, see Toussaint et al., 2007, 
p. 21). 
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Vignette 1: 
A young man and a young woman, both of whom still live with their parents 
want, to form a household and ask your advice about whether they should buy a 
house or rent one. The woman has a secure job in a government/municipal office 
but the man has less secure work and has had a series of temporary jobs although 
some have lasted as long as a year.  
What would you advise them to do and why? 

Vignette 2: 
In some countries it is possible for people to use their property to supplement 
their pension income.  It works like this: Although you own your house outright 
you take a new mortgage on your house.  You receive a capital sum but only pay 
interest on the loan. The capital sum you borrowed is repaid on your death when 
the house is sold. Imagine that this is possible in Sweden. 
You have some friends who are considering increasing their income by this 
means.  If they asked you for your advice what would you say to them?  
Do you think that such a scheme would be a good idea or not and why?     

Vignette 3: 
A married couple in their mid-fifties have three years remaining on their 
mortgage. Their house has increased in value by 300 per cent since they bought 
the property. The wife works part-time and the husband has just learned that he 
is to be made redundant in three months time. The wife’s salary is not enough to 
cover all of their outgoings but they do not have any outstanding debts apart 
from their mortgage.  
What options do the couple have? What would you advise them to do? Could 
the couple have done anything to plan for this event?  

Vignette 4: 
A friend inherits 50,000 Euro. She has a mortgage of 70,000 Euro and expects to 
work for another 16 years. She asks your advice about what to do with the 
money. What would you advise her to do and why? 

Also included in the topic guide was a housing history, which was very helpful 
in understanding the respondents’ current situation and ideas about housing. 
The housing history included year, age at move, tenure, location, who they lived 
with and the main reason for moving. It gave a rich source of information about 
the past, and interviewees could refer to this history during the interview. This 
is why some remarks and citations in the following empirical account refer to 
other decades and situations in respondents’ lives. In addition, the intention is 
that information on age together with name in parentheses after the citations 
will help the reader with the time dimension. 

The 30 Swedish interviews were carried out in Brynäs and Sätra in Gävle 
Municipality, with both homeowners (private and owners in CHAs) and renters 
(public and private). The choice of location was based on the idea of avoiding 
both very depressed and prosperous areas. Gävle and the residential areas of 
Brynäs and Sätra suited this purpose; see description of places below. 
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The interviews were carried out during May, September and October of 
2005. Strategic sampling was crucial to identifying an appropriate number of 
informants in different tenure forms with different characteristics, both couples 
and singles, unemployed and employed, young and old, and female and male; 
see Table 2 for the final result of interviewee profiles4. In interviews with 
couples (the household interviews), one main informant was interviewed, but 
the situation of the whole household was always taken into account. The whole 
context of the household’s financial situation was considered important. 

Table 2. Households by quota categories 
 Renters (10) Owners (20) 

Cooperative, private 
Total 

Couples (20) 
Single    (10) 

6 
4 

4 9 
5 2 

30 

Employed (20) (adult members 
to be employed and/or non-
employed e.g. family carer) 
Unemployed (10) (one adult 
member or more) 

7 
 
 
 
3 

4 9 
 
 
 

5 2 

30 

Aged up to 45 
45 years old or more 

7 
3 

5 6 
4 5 

30 

Female as lead/equal (or sole) 
respondent 
Male as lead/equal (or sole) 
respondent 

5 
 
5 

5 6 
 

4 5 

30 

 
Given the inclusion criteria and decisions on target quotas, different methods 
were used to reach respondents. The means to do this was decided by each 
OSIS country team, but there was a continuous exchange of experiences in the 
working group. In the Swedish case, many methods were used: invitations by 
post to random addresses in the chosen areas or through the mediation of 
gatekeepers, relying on the ‘snowball’ effect or putting up notices at suitable 
locations in the respective areas. The notices were posted to search for specific 
respondents in residential areas, but were left without responses. Colleagues at 
the Institute for Housing and Urban Research, Uppsala University (which is 
located in Gävle), and people at the municipal housing company 
(Gavlegårdarna) helped make new contacts that could, in their turn, produce 
new possible interviewees. Two gatekeepers in particular were used, one of 
whom was the former chair of a cooperative housing association, and the other a 
journalist (former co-worker at the institute). 

In addition to the description of the strategic sample in Table 2, there are 
other characteristics of the interviewees; see Appendix II for socio-economic 
                                                           
4 This was also the quota agreed upon with the OSIS project members. 
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data on the interviewees. Eight households are characterized as marginal on the 
housing market according to the following definition5: They have a combination 
of high loan to value ratios, low incomes, a history of problems with paying 
mortgage or rent, live in lower segments of the housing market, with one or 
more members of the household being unemployed or unable to work, and they 
lack (private) safety nets. Two households are in arrears, in one case so 
seriously that it has consequences for his possibilities to choose and change 
housing. 

Among the homeowners, I have also distinguished between those in privately 
owned housing and households in CHA (cooperative housing associations). The 
latter is an indirect form of ownership through an association. In practical terms, 
it means that loans for the entire building, taxes, outer maintenance, and 
water/heating are taken care of by the association to which residents belong. 
Association members pay a fee for service and maintenance. Housing units in 
CHAs are often apartments in multifamily housing, but semi-detached houses 
are common. Water and heating can also be jointly taken care of by privately 
owned households (in Swedish a “samfällighet”). Thus, the boundaries are not 
clear-cut. However, an evident difference is that charges are incurred for 
residents in a CHA. 

Further characteristics include the following: Three of the households had a 
member on parental leave and four had foreign-born members. Interviewees’ 
levels of education ranged from 7- or 9-year primary school, in the case of some 
elderly interviewees, to one young interviewee who held a PhD in technology 
(but was unemployed). Half of the interviewees, mainly young people, had 
completed a post-secondary education. Thirteen of the interviewees lived in 
Sätra and 17 lived in Brynäs. 

When analysing the data, the OSIS working group agreed on common 
guidelines. The two most important tools were an analytical framework and a 
detailed coding frame. The analytical framework was important in identifying 
key ideas, whereas the coding frame ensured that every team would analyse the 
full range of material collected. To enhance the analysis, the coding frame was 
cross-referenced to the analytical framework. 

As previously mentioned, this study is limited by the fairly structured 
method, which is due to the need for comparability. Nevertheless, it should be 
mentioned that respondents had opportunities to express spontaneous 
frameworks. It was, for example, exciting to discover their ideas about 
(in)justice between different tenure forms, about different generations’ views 
and the consequences of when and where other people have entered the housing 
market. The OSIS working group, including myself, had not anticipated these 
aspects. 

                                                           
5 The term “marginal” is often used for persons worse off than some defined as 

marginal in this study. However, they are marginal on the housing market according 
to our, the OSIS team’s, definition. 
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In a section about limitations, one should also mention the severely limited 
possibilities to generalize from a qualitative study of this kind. However, if 
supported by secondary statistical data, the results may in some cases be 
reinforced. This is, for example, true of the over-representation of lower income 
groups in the rental sector. It is reasonable to assume that people with less 
income will have more difficulties in counteracting risks by, e.g., taking 
insurances or investing in funds. In this way, the credibility of my study is 
based on its consistency with other research findings. However, the most 
interesting results of this study are the new ideas generated, the overall picture 
of the development of housing circumstances, and the households’ complex 
housing context. 

2.1 Areas of fieldwork 
All interviewees lived in the Municipality of Gävle. The city has some 92,000 
inhabitants and is the 15th largest city in Sweden. It is located about 170 km 
north of Stockholm on the Baltic Sea. As the centre of the county, Gävle has a 
large public sector, but companies such as Korsnäs AB (paper, pulp, cardboard 
and wood products) and Ericsson AB (electronics and IT) also employ many 
people. 

Considering socio-economic characteristics, the rate of unemployment in 
Gävle was, at the time of the interviews, somewhat higher than the national 
average, and the average income was lower in 2005, according to Gävle 
Municipality (2007). The population growth rate is slightly higher for Gävle 
than for the whole of Sweden, and there is a small net in-migration (Statistics 
Sweden, 2007). Socio-demographic data show that nine percent of Gävle’s 
population were born abroad, whereas the national average was 13 percent 
(Gävle Municipality, 2007). In terms of education, Gävle essentially represents 
the national average except that the proportion with a post-secondary education 
is one percent lower than the national level of 34 percent (Gävle Municipality, 
2007). The deviations from the national average are thus small enough to 
warrant the statement that Gävle is ‘an average Swedish city’, which was a 
purpose of the study for better generalisation. 

In Gävle, there is a municipal housing company with about 17,000 
apartments (rental), but there are also privately rented apartments and 
apartments offered by cooperative housing associations (CHA). However, the 
majority of the population (56 percent) live in owner-occupied single-family 
housing. In recent years, building of new dwellings has increased somewhat in 
Gävle as in Sweden in general. House prices have increased by 5-6 percent per 
year since 1993. This development is not as strong as in Stockholm. On the 
other hand, it is not as weak as in neighbouring, smaller municipalities in this 
region of Sweden (Andersson and Turner, 2005). 
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In Brynäs (1.6 km SE of the centre) and Sätra (2.5 km NW of the centre), all 
tenure forms are available as well as a range of households matching our criteria 
(see Figure 3 for residential areas.) The Brynäs residential area includes older 
housing mostly consisting of multifamily dwellings. The area of Sätra consists 
of multifamily dwellings, semi-detached housing and parts with single-family 
housing; see pictures in Appendix II. Sätra was built during the so-called 
Million Programme era, but there is still some construction going on in the 
northernmost parts. Both Brynäs and Sätra have municipal as well as private 
rental housing, cooperative housing (owners) and privately owned housing 
(Andersson and Turner, 2005). 

 

 

Figure 3. Gävle centre with surrounding areas including Sätra (northwest) and 
Brynäs (southeast) 
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3.  Meaning of housing and homeownership 

In the further examination of people’s perception of different tenures, the first 
question concerned the meaning of “housing”. Although the meaning of the 
term is not directly linked to perceptions of security and insecurity, it is 
nevertheless important. It can be assumed, for example, that the greater the 
meaning of housing, the more relevant the question of security. Another 
connection is meaning expressed in favour of one tenure form. Therefore, one 
of the first questions was: What is the meaning of housing to respondents and 
does it differ by tenure? Section 3.2 goes into respondents’ preferences for 
different housing and tenure forms. 

3.1 What is the meaning of housing to respondents? Does it 
differ by tenure? 
Concerning the meaning of housing, the feeling of security and being yourself 
on your own territory is vital and does not seem to differ between tenures. Most 
respondents were able to compare between tenures, because only two (Renter, 
Female, 42, and Renter, Female, 64) had lived exclusively in one tenure form. 
For some owners, being creative is of value, including adapting the 
house/apartment to their own preferences. This, however, was a freedom some 
renters had experienced in the municipal housing company’s (MHC) apartments 
as well. Simply by asking for permission to paint and change wall-papers, they 
were given the material for free earlier than the company-agreed interval of 
maintenance. 
 
The meaning of housing differed very little between people in different tenures. 
A main point that was frequently made (in almost the same wording) with 
reference to mortgage payments was that it feels good to pay to yourself. 
(Likewise it would feel good to pay to yourself even for tenants.) 

I: What, if anything, does it mean to be a homeowner? 
M: You do pay to yourself, it is a form of saving, saved capital you have in your 
property. (Homeowner, Male, 62) 

There were also households in which housing was not at all regarded as an 
investment. One single woman, being artistic and only living in turn-of-the-
century buildings, did express all kinds of sentiments towards her apartment – 
except regarding it as an investment (Homeowner, Female, 54). 

F: Yes, my apartment means a lot to me. It is important for me to be surrounded 
by things I like. It is important that it is functional, I do paint a little and for me it 
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is important that there is a place where I can do that here. It is important that I 
can be lazy when I want to be. It is important to have a territory and that I can 
close the door of my room because my child also needs to close the door of his 
room and it is important that both of us can do that. So it is important that there 
is peace and quiet and I can do what I want because I am at home very much. 
(Homeowner, Female, 54) 

This indicates that the general meaning of housing does not necessarily differ 
between tenures, but respondents do associate different tenures to different 
costs. With respect to time, specific physical housing may mean more when it is 
owned owing to a long time commitment. This will be described later when 
discussing the issue of intergenerational transfers of summerhouses. However, 
the meaning of any housing is expressed in the same way, regardless of whether 
the current housing has more or less of the mentioned ingredients. 

3.2 What are households’ housing and tenure preferences? 
Interestingly enough, respondents express unanimous preferences concerning 
housing and tenure regardless of actual tenure. This was especially evident 
when I asked about ideal housing and housing location. An average sized house 
by the sea or a lake in the countryside, but not too far away from the city, was 
preferred. For all but one respondent (who would prefer to rent a turn of the 
century apartment in Paris), the location imagined was around Gävle or 
elsewhere in Sweden.  

Nor do people’s opinions about their ability to remain in their present 
housing differ between tenures. On thinking it over,  a few owners concluded 
that renting was more secure. Renting does not entail expensive surprises (such 
as a broken refrigerator), because all you have to do is to pick up the phone and 
tell the housing company, they said. However, renting was perceived as an 
increasingly expensive alternative given the low interest rates. 

The first and most important reason for owning is that it seems to be a 
financially advantageous alternative. According to respondents, however, there 
are exceptions at both ends of the life cycle. That is, renting is seen as a good 
alternative for young people as well as for the elderly. Respondents’ preferences 
changed with increasing age, a pattern also seen in their housing history. 
Exceptions were one couple (Renter, Female 42) who always rented because, 
they said, they were not able to do the maintenance on a property, and one man 
(Homeowner, Male, 55) who thought renting was unthinkable even in old age, 
because he had visited rental housing through his work and did not like the 
neighbourhoods. 

In Vignette 1, where respondents were asked about a young couple and their 
housing, the responses where similar. The young couple was advised to rent. It 
is easy to move if they change jobs and they probably do not have enough 
money to buy, respondents believed. Some added that banks would not lend the 
couple money, they probably have low incomes and unstable positions. 
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Respondents also saw it as the easiest way, thinking that this may be a trial 
period for the couple. They are living together for the first time, and if they 
separate, there will be no difficulties with mortgages and selling. 

M: Rent! 
I: Rent? Yes and why? 
M: Because they haven’t lived together, so it is unsure if they fit [together], it is 
totally another thing to move in together. Then they don’t have a very stable 
income either. 
I: No. 
M: So I suggest that they rent. (Renter, Male, 32) 

F: Yes, a rented apartment.  
I: A rented apartment, why then? 
F: Well, the first thing is that if they move in together and buy cooperative 
housing they will be in debt, and that seems very uncertain, it seems uncertain 
that relationship, so I don’t think you should do it because you risk being in 
debt, you know. (Homeowner, Female, 59) 

A majority added that they should not move in together immediately; they 
should rent separately first, as this is an important experience. Some 
respondents with a history including separation/divorce said this was a mistake 
they made and something they would have done differently if they had started 
their housing history all over again. 

M: I wouldn’t for instance move in with the cohabitant the first thing I did. 
I: Leaving home in that way?  
M: Yes, instead leave home and live by myself and then move in with someone. 
(Renter, Male, 32) 

There was also a tendency for disadvantaged renters to favour the municipal 
housing company over private landlords. One of these (Renter, Male, 33), who 
lived in an MHC apartment, said that he strongly preferred that to living in 
private multifamily buildings, which are often smaller and where you are a 
victim of a private landlord’s arbitrariness and enjoy less privacy. He strongly 
advised his brother (who was new in Sweden) to live in an MHC apartment. 
Another respondent (Renter, Male, 45) was angry because he had to stay with a 
private landlord, at the bottom of the standard scale, as he said. He was however 
denied an apartment with the MHC because of large debts that were registered 
with the enforcement administration (Kronofogdemyndigheten). He would like 
to live among the majority of renters in the municipal company’s dwellings, to 
enjoy more privacy and a greater choice of apartments. 

When respondents were asked about the role of homeownership in Sweden in 
general and about people’s preferences, owning was the most common answer. 
However, many added that some people certainly prefer renting because of the 
service provided. Likewise, young people were thought of as preferring to rent. 
One woman (Homeowner, Female, 59) said that home owning was less 
important in Stockholm and that the importance of owning one’s home 
depended on availability and choice in the city. One respondent elaborated on 
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the issue of whether owning is wanted per se, or whether owning is made 
attractive by the larger variety and physical form of housing that comes with it. 
She thought that a wider supply of renting in different forms would change the 
preferences in favour of renting. 

F: You know I don’t think it is the ownership per se, it is rather the choices. That 
you want…No, but I do think it is a choice when you think [where] you want to 
live and what suites you the best and sometimes it leads to you having to own. 
But I think that with a bigger, a larger supply of rented housing then more would 
rent anyway. (Homeowner, Female, 46) 

On the basis of other studies in the OSIS project, I was expecting people to 
expand on the issue of experiencing pride and a sense of achievement when 
discussing preferences of owning, but they did not (Naumanen, Ruonavaara, 
Jakku and Lockmer, 2007). One reason may simply be that people do not 
perceive the differences between owning and renting in that way. Another 
reason may be a hesitation to brag. Closely related to feeling proud of one’s 
own achievements in housing is making comparisons with others. Thus, it may 
be politically controversial to spell it out, i.e., that one is better off than others. 
A few respondents, though (e.g. Renter, Male, 42, Homeowner, Male, 55 and 
Homeowner, Male, 64), have reminded me of the fact that you want to purchase 
because you always end up in “better” neighbourhoods, and that 
neighbourhoods with renters are less cared for and not as nice. This description 
of residential segregation (based on class or ethnicity) seems to be almost 
unmentionable among respondents. However, a few of them, including one 
immigrant (Renter, Male 33), emphasized the apparent differences between 
residential areas. Nevertheless, the few answers suggesting pride and a sense of 
achievement may only mean that respondents did not think of housing in that 
way, at least in these average- to low-income areas. It is important to remember 
that Gävle is a medium-sized town where class, neighbourhood and tenure 
differences may not be as clearly pronounced as in larger cities such as 
Stockholm (Andersson, 1998). In conclusion, there is a higher appreciation of 
rental housing (service, low risk) and a somewhat lower appreciation than 
expected for owned housing. In light of the increasing home owning sector, this 
is an important message and, in addition, these results also stand out as 
exceptional in international comparisons (Elsinga et al., 2007). 
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4. Housing decisions 

There were a great number of life events that had influenced housing decisions. 
Commonly mentioned were breaks in relationships, moving in with a partner 
and other life-course considerations such as the need for larger/smaller housing 
for a growing or diminishing family. Thus, the importance of life-course events 
is apparent in the responses. 

4.1 What influences households’ housing decisions? 
One couple described their housing history from living separately in rented 
apartments as students, moving together in a rented apartment, through living 
together in a CHA in a terraced house where their first child was born, to the big 
house they have today with two children (Homeowners, Female, 35, Male, 36). 
The woman emphasizes the role of the children in her part of the housing 
decisions. 

F: Me, I always place the children in every thought and if you have children, a 
family, and all that, then it maybe feels more like that you want to own. (…)6 F: 
I can imagine it’s more important during that time in life, somehow. 
I: Yes. 
M: Yes, it might be like that. (Homeowners, Female, 35, Male, 36) 

Moving to a job was the experience of some, but not many. The reason may be 
that the majority of respondents had lived in or around Gävle since they were 
young. Others had first moved to Gävle to study, but then started to work and 
stayed on. Even if they changed employment, there was no reason to move. In 
addition, employment decisions can have an influence in that they can build up 
financial resources. This, in turn, has given some respondents the possibility to 
upgrade housing. Two women said they had just followed their husbands’ em-
ployment opportunities (Renter, Female, 64) and (Homeowner, Female, 53). 

However, none of the respondents said that they had moved in order to gain 
financially from housing (even though some moves had this consequence). 
Some marginal households had moved because they could not manage rents, 
charges from CHA or mortgage payments, but the moves did not result in 
financial gains (value of house/apartment had diminished). Some older home-
owners mentioned that they might move to improve their finances when they 
retire in the future. A common strategy mentioned was to sell the 

                                                           
6 Silence, inaudible mumbling or restarted, detached phrasing. 
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house/apartment and move to something smaller (owned), or rent to enjoy their 
days as a pensioner. 

Housing decisions seemed rather unrestricted for most respondents, but 
housing history often included one or more forced decisions in their youth; 
owing to education or separation, the rent or charge had become too high. One 
exception was a respondent (Renter, Male, 45) who was subjected to severe 
restrictions because his debts were registered with the enforcement administra-
tion. Because of this, he could not rent an apartment either from the MHC or 
from some private landlord. His current (private) landlord had his parents stand 
surety for him. His housing decisions were limited to a very small choice of 
apartments. 

M: It wasn’t of my own accord, it was more a situation I have been in for several 
years really, I am not allowed to rent without my parents as guarantors because I 
have several hundred thousands in arrears. It’s alimony and I still have 
mortgages since the divorce. 
I: Yes. 
 M: Even if I have had incomes, sometimes incredibly large incomes I haven’t 
had any security you know. We had been looking at several apartments before 
this one, which I really wanted, one in the middle of town with five rooms for 
4,600 with tiled stove and stuff like that. But I wasn’t allowed to take that one 
the housing company said, they had a tougher policy. And Gavlegårdarna 
[MHC] I had been and had many “points” from many years but they have, for a 
municipal company and the biggest in Gävle, they have maybe the dirtiest rules. 
(…) You can only have maximum 20,000 in debts and I have much much more. 
(Renter, Male, 42) 

4.2 Conversely, how does housing affect other areas of house-
holds’ lives? 
The question posed here was: Has your housing, and in particular your owning 
or renting a home, affected decisions in other areas of your life – and why? 
Surprisingly, housing circumstances did not influence households in any other 
way than that they limited vacations, according to respondents. This was the 
case with the marginal households. Those pointing out affordability problems 
for vacations said they had never been abroad on vacations, some having 
received complaints from their children who compared with friends whose 
families could afford to travel. 

When prompted, some were able to come up with a housing impact they did 
not see at first, but they said this impact was minor. On a housing market like 
Stockholm’s, where housing is difficult to come by, one respondent said she 
could only take jobs to which she could commute. She could not give up her 
long search for an apartment for a job. She added that these were times when 
finding a job was easy (Homeowner, Female, 54). One couple (Homeowners, 
Female 35, Male 36) with children counted on being able to stay in their house 
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while studying (given a housing allowance) and admitted that they might have 
given up their education if they had had to move. The impact was minor com-
pared to the other way around, that is, the degree to which other decisions in life 
affect housing. The impact of housing may be small. However, another 
interpretation is that restrictions were justified, particularly in view of the high 
costs of housing. Costs were justified unconsciously by the will to stay on. 
Rather than housing, factors such as low income or the cost of having a large 
family were seen as causes of financial problems. 

Rather than having affordability problems and letting housing affect other 
areas of life, households said that they were prepared to move to improve their 
financial situation. In my position as an interviewer, I sometimes found their 
situation sufficiently difficult to justify moving, but they had found ways to 
cope with it. This was especially true of marginal households. They did not find 
the situation acute enough to move. 

4.3 In particular, what is the relationship between employment 
and housing? 
The first relationship between employment and housing among the interviewees 
was clear. Households with average to high incomes had a stable housing 
situation and lived in good quality housing that was often privately owned. 

Among the Swedish respondents, the thought of using housing equity to 
work part-time was new; nobody had ever done that. The majority rejected the 
idea for the future as well. They rather wanted to ‘cut the coat according to the 
cloth’. Accordingly, many had made a simultaneous housing and job career. 
When they started to earn more they moved to bigger and higher quality hous-
ing. For many, this caused difficulties at the time of buying, but the situation 
gradually improved with time. 

Also, none of the respondents had used housing equity for starting a business, 
pension or early retirement. Especially elderly respondents started to talk about 
ethics when I made the suggestions that housing equity could be used for these 
purposes. It was considered a great mistake to spend what you had tried to pay 
off all your life and, in addition, housing could not be put at risk. 

M: The own home is a security with which you do not play. (Homeowner, Male, 
62) [Concerning using equity; he had a business himself, but used other special 
loans for that purpose] 

Judging from respondents’ comments about ‘playing with money’ when pre-
sented with the idea of using housing equity, the interviewees in Gävle did not 
seem ready either to use or to acknowledge the idea of using equity in that way. 
Despite the increasing home owning sector, the respondents had not embraced 
the concept of a weakened welfare state in favour of welfare based on assets. 
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5. Financial security 

Financial security is an everyday question for many households. The interplay 
between housing systems, household structure, finance and social security is 
sensitive to small changes in either factor. A survey made at the time of the 
interviews illustrated that 39 percent of Swedes said they would have to move 
in the event of an increase in housing costs by 2,000 SEK7 or the equivalent 
decrease in disposable income (Länsförsäkringar, 2005, Swedish insurance 
company). Many Swedes have small or non-existent buffers to meet changes in 
costs, incomes from social insurances, separations or other events in life. 

5.1 How financially secure do households feel, and does it 
differ by tenure? 
Most interviewees feel financially secure concerning their housing. They say 
that as long as they prioritize the costs for housing nothing will happen to them. 
They will manage to pay and there will be no reason for eviction or 
repossession. This applies to both renters and owners. 

There are three exceptions among the respondents. One marginal household 
(Homeowner, Female, 59) felt unsure about whether she could stay on in her 
current housing at the time of the interview. Another (Homeowner, Male, 56) 
was about to move because of the breakdown of his relationship. A third 
respondent (Renter, Female, 64) felt unsure about whether she and her husband 
could stay when she would become a pensioner next summer. 

Even if most respondents felt financially secure, another important exception 
concerned those who bought or sold and those who paid cooperative charges in 
the early 1990s, which was the time of the housing market crash. Some 
respondents still suffered from the after-effects of that crash. One household 
(Homeowner, Female, 53) had to leave an apartment in a CHA because both the 
charge and the mortgage interest rate had increased. They got nothing in return 
for their housing. All over the country, the charges in cooperatives increased, 
the worst cases being newly built housing with large shared loans. The fact that 
the state reduced the housing subsidies further aggravated an already difficult 
situation. 

                                                           
7 SEK, Swedish crowns. 10 SEK equals approximately 1 EUR. 
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5.2 Do some homeowners feel more secure than others? 
Those with well paid jobs, savings and big housing equities feel more secure 
than others do. Among the interviewees, this is particularly the case for those 
who own their dwelling and who were born in the 1940-50s. The ‘secure group’ 
also included some ‘lucky’ young couples that had just begun to realize that 
their housing is also a great asset. One respondent (Homeowner, Male, 38) was 
very proud over his choices, which, as he saw it had made him and his family 
wealthy (wealth in equity since property value had increased). It should be 
noted that he is now 38 years old and that he entered homeownership in 1997. 
His only experience of homeownership is that of rising house values and 
declining interest rates. This fact may explain his feelings. One woman 
(Homeowner Female, 29) reflected on the issue of housing as an investment in 
different time-periods. 

I: You nevertheless mostly assume that it is a good investment, to invest in a 
property? 
F: Yes, we  (…) did enter the housing market at that time, so thus far it has been 
that way. There are others that have entered at a totally different moment in time; 
I don’t know when but maybe 20 years ago or something, that, with very high 
interest rates and then weak development of prices. (Homeowner Female, 29) 

How shall we view the fortune of homeowners resulting from house price 
increases in relation to renters’ non-existent housing fortunes? There are also 
the different opportunities between generations to take into consideration. Two 
elderly men cited below describe how they have just stayed on and made a 
fortune. The citations also reflect a kind of compassion for younger people on 
the housing market today and the fairness and justice of the system. 

M: It’s awfully unfair really this society in that you (…) if you have been lucky 
like us in having a house like this, so cheap housing and then you know of those 
paying 6-7000 per month in rent and get nothing in return and barely make ends 
meet you know, and can’t save a coin. (Homeowner, Male, 55) 
M: In fact, you could say that we, born during the 1940s have got our houses for 
free, it is that bad because the inflation has paid them. Or the savers have paid 
our houses, it’s ugly really but that’s what has happened. 
I: Yes and today it’s not at all the same. 
M: No, and if you bought a house earlier on you could see better times coming 
but I doubt it will be better later on. It takes inflation and you don’t know that. 
People buying expensive housing today they might have to put up with very high 
housing costs their whole life you know. (Homeowner, Male, 64) 

Another ingredient that caused many homeowners to feel secure was their 
comparably low housing costs. This meant that risks suggested to them during 
the interview did not feel relevant. In addition, younger and well-informed 
households enjoyed the flexibility of mortgages compared to rents. They did not 
have fixed loans. Whenever they had a change in income they could change the 
payment of the loan. This was the case for the couple with children that stayed 
in the house and studied (Homeowners, Female, 35, Male, 36). They did not 
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pay off anything for three years. Another well-informed woman (Homeowner, 
Female, 46) said that if you have a house, you have to follow the economic 
development. You must plan actively instead of just paying off. 

F: In former times you paid off, it kind of lies in some people’s genes, you are 
supposed to pay off. (Homeowner, Female, 46) 

5.3 Level and nature of households’ resources. Do perceptions 
relate to more objective measures of security? 
Many households have enough savings to pay rent or CHA charges for about 
two months. Some savings are locked in, i.e. private pension savings. Given the 
aim of the present study, the chosen geographical areas did not include the 
wealthiest households, rather households with average and below average 
incomes. Despite this controlled bias in wealth, some private homeowners have 
resources of 50,000 Euro, excluding the value of their housing. 

On the other hand, marginal households have very little savings and, thus, 
limited financial security. Among the eight marginal households, six do not 
have any savings; some even had extensive loans (housing and study loans not 
included). Two marginal households with savings have loans that are larger 
than their savings. These marginal households are special cases but, in general, 
it may seem that people save little for future needs related to, e.g., health and 
care. This is probably because most still have confidence in the public health 
care system. Not a single respondent had an insurance to cover costs for care 
(but they did have insurances for accidents and sickness). In this sense, an asset-
based welfare system seems both distant and even impossible. 

Perceptions of financial security did relate to more objective measures of 
security. Those who were marginal were aware of their status, and vice versa. 
The secure households were more protected. Most had detailed arrangements to 
manage their housing costs in relation to other costs. This means that mortgage, 
charge from CHA or rent as proportions of net income varied greatly. In short, 
wealthier households paid a smaller proportion than did poorer households. This 
is perhaps no surprise; more surprisingly, though, wealthy households seemed 
to pay less even in absolute terms. 

The most interesting and unexpected finding was interviewees’ comments on 
justice. Many compared their own financial housing situations, today and in the 
long run, to that of those who had just entered the housing market. 
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6. Housing as a financial resource 

Questions were posed to learn if housing was used as a financial resource, and if 
so how. As homeownership is increasing and expected to increase even further, 
households’ finances will increasingly rely on it as an asset. 

6.1 Housing as a financial resource or investment 
Both owners and renters view owned housing as an investment. Most renters 
regret not having bought housing earlier on. They compare with family and 
friends who have increased their wealth through their housing. 

F: It is regrettable today when at this age, when thinking about it, but we have 
been living well like this and all, it hasn’t been something… What is your own is 
still your own, a cooperative housing or a house. (Renter, Female, 64) 

Owners say that improvements in housing are an investment that will pay back 
when they sell. This means that many (not all) do not regard housing as a finan-
cial resource until they sell. A growing awareness can be observed, but many 
see loans as something that just has to be paid off and not increased. Older 
owners with smaller loans in relation to the value of their housing had a greater 
awareness of housing as a financial resource. But the youngest respondent 
(Homeowner, Male, 25) was very direct about his apartment in a CHA being an 
investment. 

M: I look at it as an initial capital, later on if I have paid it off and I think if it 
goes on like this I will make a profit, thus if I sell it and then maybe see it like a 
form of saving (…) if you want to buy a house or something next time. (Home-
owner, Male, 25) 

A single, young man, divorced with twins said that his house was an investment 
but added that the children, the proximity to school and the lower costs deter-
mined the move. He also said the main reason was to enjoy living. 

M: It is not the main reason why I moved here, to make money, it was to live 
here and enjoy living. (Homeowner, Male, 32) 

The thought of housing as an investment often stops at the current housing. 
None of the households had bought other property in order to rent out. There 
was also an example of a household that was in trouble due to having used 
equity (Homeowner, Female, 42). She regretted using housing equity (to buy a 
camping caravan and a car, and to pay debts), since it resulted in affordability 
problems after the housing market crash in 1991. She talked about the reduced 
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interest subsidies as if “they” took away the reduction in the interest rate. She 
would not use equity again and felt unsure about future house prices. 

I: Do you think you have benefited financially somehow from your housing? F: 
Both, but I have been thinking it has been relatively expensive to live for us 
since they [the government] took away the reduction in the interest rate. Then it 
became expensive, so then you thought that now you live very expensively. But 
right now when you hear the costs for renting and then we don’t live that expen-
sively either, we don’t do that. (Homeowner, Female, 42) 

6.2 In what ways has housing been used as a financial resource 
by owners? 
To the extent that equity has been used at all, it has been to improve housing 
and to buy cars and furniture. One household used it to buy a caravan. It was a 
delicate ethical question for some of the older households, because they have 
been taught that loans are to be paid off. The younger households often had a 
more open attitude towards using equity. 

Home improvements are considered an investment. Costs are sometimes 
high, which makes it reasonable to use housing equity. In general, people would 
rather make use of other savings or, most preferably, pay with their monthly 
income, even if they have used housing equity before. Already when moving in, 
a couple of households chose a higher mortgage for the maintenance they 
planned to carry out. A related reason for higher mortgage for a few households 
was to buy furniture. These were young households starting new homes. 

The second most common use of equity was to buy a car. Three households 
had already done this and a number of others were considering it. However, this 
says something about attitudes towards the use of equity among the interviewed 
households in Gävle. Despite increased advertising, the use is still limited. 

6.3 In what ways would owners consider using housing equity 
in the future? 
In a Vignette where respondents were asked about the use of housing equity to 
supplement pension, many more were positive to the idea than when it was 
brought up in a direct question about their own situation. Despite being pointed 
out in, e.g., recent advertising, the concept was new to the majority. The conse-
quence of children and grandchildren not inheriting the total value of the prop-
erty troubled some respondents. However, if people could not afford a living in 
spite of having this great asset, there was no doubt they should use it, respon-
dents believed. One single woman with children said the following concerning 
the Vignette. 
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F: Good idea I think. Because I don’t think that I live to save money in heaps for 
somebody else. I live to have a good life as long as I live, I think. And then if 
there happens to be something left over for somebody that’s only a good thing. 
(Homeowner, Female, 54) 
F: It sounds like a very good idea I think. 
I: Ok, you think that. 
F: You are able to enjoy from the selling of the apartment yourself really [the 
value] instead of leaving it to the children in the form of inheritance. (Renter, 
Female, 47) 

Others did not at all like the idea of using housing equity and said that the banks 
would fool them, that loans are no good or that it was not worth it. The best 
approach was to sell the house and downsize or even rent. I asked one renter 
(Male, 33) whether it was a good idea to use housing equity to supplement 
pensions, and he just said the following. 

M: No, I don’t like debts and loans. (Renter, Male, 33) 

The fact that many Muslims reject loans, as this young man does, is a problem 
if homeowners are supposed to use their housing equity. 

Concerning their own future use of equity, many imagined that they would 
use it if there were no other solutions, but more than half of the interviewees 
were positive. The most favoured use was home improvements, acute care 
needs, purchase of holiday home and to supplement pensions. Some could also 
consider using it to stop working or work part-time. None of the respondents 
favoured using equity to purchase another property to rent out, start a business 
or fund vacations. 

My interpretation is that it is difficult to judge whether people really would 
use housing equity for the things they said they could use it for, since for most, 
this was the first time they had thought about the possibilities. One woman first 
told me that you could not use it before selling, which is a common misunder-
standing. 

F: The only possibility to release money, it’s to move and sell. (Homeowner, 
Female, 59) 

6.4 How important are intergenerational transfers of housing? 
The respondents do not prioritize intergenerational transfers of housing. They 
want their children to have their own life, but are at the same time prepared to 
help financially if necessary. They also feel that they themselves would like to 
benefit from resources derived from selling their property. Especially pensions 
are the future worry that could be solved by selling. One young man did not 
want his parents to sacrifice anything for the sake of inheritance. 
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M: Though I don’t think my parents should refrain from doing things to be able 
to have an inheritance to pass on. (Homeowner, Male, 31) 

Two young men (Homeowner, Male, 38 and Homeowner, Male, 32) wanted 
their children to inherit summerhouses that had been in the family for genera-
tions, and one woman (Homeowner, Female, 35) will inherit her parents’ house, 
which had been in the family for a long time, and she wants to keep it. In these 
examples, there were no particular financial reasons; rather they reflect the 
interviewees’ affection for the physical houses. One exception is a man who 
immigrated to Sweden in 1989 (Renter, Male, 33) and who wanted to buy or 
leave housing to future children as a financial precaution, because he himself 
had inherited property in his former home country. 

Apart from summerhouses, the tradition of intergenerational transfer has 
slowly weakened according to some interviewees. Because of changes in 
Swedish society during the past 50 years or so, inheritance is no longer indis-
pensable for young people to succeed in life. The latest generations have bene-
fited greatly from the welfare state, and families form ties in other ways than 
through housing, some said. Presumably, there are still variations between rural 
and urban areas, as well as between generations. 

F: It is different nowadays so to speak. In former times it was more like a condi-
tion or a possibility for children if you inherited from your parents, but 
nowadays they have their lives and their apartments already. So the connection 
is no longer there as I see it between [future possibilities and inheriting housing] 
somehow. What we try, the money we have, we try to share while we are alive, 
already now. When we sold in Uppsala they got some money for example and 
like that, we take the opportunity now. (Homeowner, Female, 56) 

When asked specifically whether they wanted to leave financial support (instead 
of housing) to their children, e.g. through a sold property, this was naturally 
favoured. Many would also like to give while still alive and when the children 
are young. They still lived in their respective properties and were thus prevented 
from using housing as a help to the children. 

Very few had benefited from parents selling housing when buying their own. 
There seemed to be a mismatch in time, since children were already established 
when inheritance became an issue. One respondent, however, benefited from an 
inheritance from his grandparents when he bought his first apartment. He could 
then sell the apartment at a profit and invest in his present home (Homeowners, 
Male, 31 Female, 29). 

Yet another reason for owned homes not being viewed as financial resources 
is probably the result of government policies. Since 1974, the neutrality princi-
ple explicitly states neutrality between tenure forms regarding financing and 
taxation in Sweden (Bengtsson, 2006). This principle has influenced and 
probably counteracted a development towards housing as a financial resource. 
In the past few years, however, financial institutions have promoted the use of 
equity. 
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7. Risk and insecurity 

7.1 In what way do households perceive risks to housing and 
does this differ by tenure? 

Apart from the marginal households (8) in the survey, respondents do not worry 
about risks to housing. Overall, they assess risks as small even after discussing 
particular issues. To illustrate this, respondents talked about elevators and stairs 
in the building when asked about health problems or accidents. They did not 
associate this with financial problems in the first place, despite being 
interviewed about financial matters. 

Non-marginal households did hypothesize about risks when asked specific 
questions. Concerning income reductions in the form of unemployment and 
sickness benefit, many answered that this would not force them to move. They 
would have less money to spend on other things, but they could afford it. 
However, some have started to think about their lower future income as 
pensioners. One renter said she and her husband would try to stay in their 
apartment when she retires, but that they are thinking about the possibility of 
downsizing to manage housing costs (Renter, Female, 64). 

Neither did costly repairs worry non-marginal households. They said they 
had savings to cover them or that, if needed, they could use housing equity. 
Some older homeowners saw a risk that maintenance would be difficult for 
them to carry out when they got older. Hiring craftsmen would be relatively 
expensive, they said (implicitly they did not want to use equity). For renters, 
maintenance is not an issue, since it is included in the rent. 

When prompted with a question on increased rent or interest rate on 
mortgages, non-marginal households said they could manage. Some households 
did even refer to possible help from the government if circumstances worsened. 
The explanation was that if they were in trouble, most homeowners in Sweden 
would be in trouble, and then the government would have to do something to 
help them out. 

Neither marginal nor non-marginal households felt insecure about the 
landlord selling the house or, for that matter, about the neighbourhood possibly 
deteriorating. They just did not see it as a risk in their neighbourhood and with 
their landlord. 

For all households consisting of couples, the risk of separation was the most 
important. Some people with low housing costs did not think they would have 
to move in such an event, but for most it was self-evident that they would have 
to lower housing costs by downsizing. 
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Understandably, the situation for marginal households differs in the above-
mentioned respects. They already live at, or under, the limit of what they can 
afford. Rent increases or increases in mortgage interest rates pose risks to them. 
Because of this, most marginal homeowners have fixed interest rates as a 
precaution. Fixed interest rates are a safety measure, but at the same time, they 
incur higher costs when interest rates are low. Costly repairs are another source 
of insecurity for marginal homeowners who do not have housing equity to use. 
Marginal renters feared rent increases, which have been the case for a number 
of years; see Figure 2 in the Introduction. 

7.2 Do some homeowners feel more at risk than others? 
Tenure is not the main reason for households’ perceptions of risks to housing. 
Rather it is a matter of affordability of housing together with household size, 
age and employment. However, there are very different preconditions for 
owners. Owners in CHAs, formed in the 1980s or 1990s, before or during the 
housing market crash in Sweden, have worse conditions than others do. One 
example is the single, unemployed respondent (Homeowner, Female, 59) who 
perceived many risks and could afford her apartment only because her daughter 
(unemployed, 36) stayed with her. 

F: Yes, this is affordable thanks to my daughter living here, that is…But if she 
moves, then you have to cut down a lot of things.” (Homeowner, Female, 59) 

To this woman, unemployment was the main reason for difficulties, and the 
CHA where she lived had suffered in the crisis in the beginning of the 1990s. 
Because of this, she still paid a high monthly charge of 5,100 SEK (and an 
additional 1,000 SEK for broadband) plus electricity. The same respondent has 
past experiences of affordability problems. 

I: Have you now or have you earlier had the experience of difficulties of paying 
for a loan or charges? 
F: Yes 
I: Why was that? 
F: Yes, it was precisely when I became unemployed and ends did not meet, you 
know, but I managed. 
I: Yes. 
F: But then I got nothing for myself sort of. 
I: No: 
F: Everything went then to loan and housing and then I survived on 
approximately 2,000 per month. And I don’t live on that much more today either 
but, but I have directed my life according to those costs you could say. I: And it 
has been like that for a while, your lower income? 
F: Yes, yes. (Homeowner, Female, 59) 

For this woman, affordability of housing together with household size, age and 
(un)employment were all factors relevant to her situation. 
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To convey the importance of the factor of household size together with age 
for feeling at risk, all respondents can be considered. This is because the 
majority of them talked about periods of affordability problems when they lived 
alone, children were small, they had new and big mortgages, and one of the 
parents were either working part time or stayed at home. If respondents went 
through this phase of life when the housing market crash occurred, they were 
often badly hit. One respondent (Homeowner, Female, 42) was hit in this way, 
and her experience shows in the response to Vignette 1. 

F: Yes, I somehow think the prices for the cooperative apartments have become 
so high, that I would be afraid to buy second hand now. You hear about prices of 
500-600 000 then I would probably advise them to get a rented apartment. 
I: To start with a rental? 
F: Yes, because suddenly it goes down and then they stand there with all those 
mortgages. Right now it is like that (…) so if it was my son I would advise them 
to start with a rented apartment (…) 
F: I do think many apartments are overpriced now. 
I: Because they have increased [in prices] that much? 
F: Because one has seen how it can turn out [with prices] one has been there 
when it went down. So right now… but otherwise I would think it’s a good idea 
to buy housing. (Homeowner, Female, 42). 

7.3 What is the level and nature of risks faced by households? 
Do perceptions of risk relate to objective measures of 
insecurity? 
My interpretation is that the level of risk faced by the interviewed households is 
not a question of eviction or repossession. Not even for the marginalized 
households. The situation is not threatening in such a way that they perceive a 
risk of becoming homeless. It is more a question of a trade-off between the 
value of staying in the present housing and the costs that this entails. How much 
is the household willing to pay before downsizing? But there is clearly an 
insecurity when it comes to expenses in daily life. For the marginal households, 
it is not possible to go on vacations abroad, or to go anywhere for that matter. 
This might not be considered the most severe financial circumstance, but it 
should be remembered that it is a comfortable way of conveying the message 
without losing face. Not being able to afford extras in day-to-day life is 
probably more difficult to talk about. Financial limits on vacations are 
mentioned by many of the marginal households and were also a reality in many 
households’ past. 

Some renters who expressed insecurity said that they could adjust housing 
and be better off if they either sold their cooperative housing or bought a home 
(Homeowner, Female, 59, Renter, Male, 45 and Renter, Female, 34). The 
present low interest rates are, however, exceptional and changing housing in 
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these conditions may be uncertain. The fact that owning has become a low-cost 
alternative to renting has changed the ‘normal’ pattern in people’s thinking 
about housing and affordability in Sweden. 

The question of whether the perception of risk relates to more objective 
measures of insecurity is, in itself, an interpretation of the respondents’ 
situation. As stated above, some of the respondents could downsize to lower 
costs for housing. Taking this measure is the respondent’s own responsibility. 
Measures to be taken by society include different benefits such as 
unemployment benefit, sickness benefit, housing and social allowance and 
pensions. For a researcher and outsider, it is very difficult to say whether these 
measures live up to the expectations, but they certainly diminish the 
households’ risks. In addition, households seem to count on a traditional 
extensive Swedish welfare state. 
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8. Safety nets 

The first questions asked in this section were: Have you made any private 
arrangements that would provide you with a safety net if you were unable to 
pay your housing costs? Why/Why not? What about other possible eventualities 
in your life – have you made financial arrangements for these? Why/Why not? 
These questions were followed up with suggestions for such arrangements. 

8.1 Counteracting perceived housing risks 
The first way of counteracting perceived risks to housing is to use savings, 
respondents said. The amount of savings varied greatly. Non-marginal 
homeowners were best prepared in terms of savings, whereas marginal 
households had little savings or none at all. About half of the respondents also 
gave examples of things (cars, etc.) they could sell in case of shortage of 
financial resources. 

Respondents generally did not have mortgage insurances. Although they did 
have some savings, those were not solely meant for housing. Three households 
(Homeowner, Female, 56), (Homeowners Female, 29 and Male, 31) and 
(Homeowner, Female, 46) had mortgage insurance, which included protection 
in the event of the other household member’s death. These were households 
where either partner could very well stay on and bear the costs by her/himself. 

Of those younger than 45 years, the majority said that their parents would 
help as a last resort. In particular, this was the case if the problems were minor 
and could be solved within a reasonably short time. Many respondents over 45 
said they had no family that could help. If problems were to become more 
permanent, households would turn to the municipality and apply for housing 
allowance and, if the worst came to the worst, social allowance. However, many 
knew that they were not eligible for social allowance. On the other hand, many, 
even non-marginal households, had already had housing allowance for some 
time. One couple had it while studying for 2 years (Homeowners, Female, 35 
and Male, 36). 

For other events in life, many had private pension savings and almost all had 
a private insurance for accidents and sickness. Being part of an unemployment 
benefit fund seemed natural, so many did not think of Vignette 3 as very 
threatening. For Vignette 3, where the income of the man would be reduced to 
80 percent of the original income, many respondents suggested that the 
household could stop paying off the mortgage. 
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M: I see no reason for that, it depends on their economic situation in general, he 
doesn’t get 0 crowns after being unemployed (…) with just these facts I would 
say they will survive anyway. (Homeowner, Male, 28) 
F: But he must get some kind of benefit anyway. (…) Their situation might be a 
little worse then. (Renter, Female, 27) 

Respondents who were in a marginal or difficult situation judged the situation 
in Vignette 3 as more insecure than did others. They themselves had 
experienced problems such as late payment of unemployment benefits, which 
had caused problems given the tight financial margins. Seven of the eight 
marginal households advised the couple in Vignette 3 to sell the house. 

M: It seems like they couldn’t afford staying there, yet somehow, in a clear 
economic aspect it might be a good idea then to, to move to something cheaper. 
(Renter, Male, 42) 

8.2 What influences planning strategies? 
The above might suggest that financial planning strategies differed by tenure, 
given that homeowners could afford more savings and insurances. But those 
with savings and insurances said they had been making the same arrangements 
through their housing history, that is, both when renting and owning. It would 
thus seem important to have an income above average to be able to afford to 
counteract perceived risks to housing. 

8.3 What are the views of households on welfare provision? 
How important is the role of welfare in safety net provision? 
Of all available support, housing allowance was the first to be mentioned by the 
interviewees in relation to housing problems. No one thought this benefit to be 
wrong in principle. Still, some objected to the use – or improper use – that they 
thought had been associated with this benefit earlier. One renter said that, 
clearly, the responsibility lies with the individual and that the state/municipality 
should not interfere until the situation is really acute. He then referred to his 
cohabitant’s more permissive ideas. The couple had different opinions. 

M: There you want benefits straight away! 
F: Yes, it depends on the individual too. Everybody can’t handle money, that’s 
just the way it is. (Renter, Male, 29, Female, 22) 

Among the interviewed households, it seemed a gender issue to what extent 
people should handle their own problems. Female respondents were largely 
satisfied with the current system, whereas men were inclined to say it was too 
permissive. 
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One respondent (Renter, Female, 34) thought that MHC had a responsibility 
and should make greater efforts to build cheaper housing. Newly built housing 
by the MHC in Gävle had far too high rents she said. 

Vignette 4, on financial planning strategies, shows that the low interest rate 
of today has had an impact. Some respondents suggested that money should be 
placed elsewhere rather than used to pay off the mortgage, whereas others 
suggested that half should be used to pay off the mortgage. “Do something fun, 
enjoy the money” was an attitude favoured by all respondents. 

F: I wouldn’t tell her to pay off that loan. 
I: No. 
F: I would ask her to look through what she pays every month and yes, compare 
so that costs seem reasonable if she can get them down a little. (Homeowner, 
Female, 54) 

F: I would ask her what she wants to do, if she has any dreams, if she wants to 
travel around the world. As it is now it is very cheap to have loans so you don’t 
have to think about that (…) it’s not that, if the interest rate had been higher it 
would have been very beneficial to pay off the loan. (…) if you don’t have any 
other great plans then it might be as well to pay it off so you have very little left 
for later. But if you want luxury and do something else then it is (…) 
I: A good opportunity? 
F: Yes and it is the lifestyle of that person that decides how you want to do. 
(Renter, Female, 47) 

Concerning safety nets, the conclusion can be drawn from these respondents 
that many households save surprisingly little. In light of a greatly reduced 
possibility to receive housing allowance, this entails an increased risk for the 
interviewed. 
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9. Concluding discussion 

A larger proportion of homeowners will have an impact on people’s housing 
risks and securities. The interviews in the present report serve as an example, 
showing the perceptions of 30 Swedish households. There is a complex web of 
factors influencing risks and securities. It consists of work, household size, 
income, education, social security, former housing and the time of buying and 
selling. 

The aim of the study was descriptive: to describe the risks and securities that 
people perceive in relation to home owning and renting in Sweden. In the 
following, I suggest some conclusions based on these aspects of the report. 

In the third section, on the meaning of housing, respondents called attention 
to the importance of a rented housing sector, though home owning was 
preferred for financial reasons. Rental housing is as secure as owned housing, 
some said, but, recently, the price development has changed this picture. In this 
respect, however, it is an important message that the rental sector is appreciated 
despite the increasing home owning sector. 

The respondents in Gävle did not seem ready to either use or acknowledge 
the idea of using equity other than for housing-related investments (and 
possibly a new car). Some respondents talked about ‘playing with money’ when 
they were presented with the idea of using equity. The respondents had not 
embraced the concept of a welfare state withdrawing its position in favour of 
asset-based welfare. 

Concerning financial security in section five, it was most interesting that 
some interviewees brought up the question of justice. The time of entering the 
housing market was considered to have given rise to various outcomes. Also, 
the different opportunities at different times for a young couple starting a 
housing career were taken into account. Some respondents said it will never 
again be as financially favourable as it was for them, both to enter the market 
and to be there in the long run. 

At the end of section 6, it was suggested that Swedish government policies 
probably explain why owned homes are not viewed as a financial resource to 
any great extent. The neutrality principle has influenced and probably 
counteracts a development towards housing as a financial resource. In the past 
few years, however, financial institutions have promoted the use of housing 
equity. 

Except for marginal households, respondents did not worry about risks to 
housing. Respondents counted on measures taken by the society such as 
housing allowances, unemployment benefits and sickness benefits. However, 
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some respondents referred to the housing crash in the early 1990s as typifying a 
possible future threat. 

In section 8, on safety nets, it was discovered that respondents’ households 
have a surprisingly low amount of savings at their disposal. As the chances of 
receiving a housing allowance have been reduced, I regard this as an increased 
risk for the interviewed households. 

In this concluding discussion, I have taken the time dimension present in the 
respondents’ housing histories one step further. According to my analysis of the 
interviews, respondents previously saw equality between the different forms of 
tenure. This has now changed in favour of homeowners, and private 
homeowners in particular; see Figure 4. These signs of reconstruction that I 
have found in their stories are not abstract; they can also be described as 
modified conditions on the housing market. Lower interest rates on mortgages, 
increased house prices and relatively high rents for tenants have changed the 
landscape of housing for Swedes (Andersson and Turner 2005). The long period 
of price growth is exceptional and, together with the low interest rates, it forms 
the framework for the current situation. 

The analysis of the interviewees’ responses suggests that a restructuring is 
beginning in Sweden, comparable with the description of a reconstruction of the 
housing markets in the whole of Europe (Doling, 2006). This seems to be a 
restructuring that concerns citizenship and social rights, with housing being an 
important factor in the process. What is at stake here is creating a citizenship 
characterized by reduced security, one that is more dependent on 
homeownership as a means of counteracting insecurity. This is, indeed, difficult 
to test, and it is only possible to make suggestions about its accuracy. 

With the interview material I have presented, I will never be able to confirm 
the development described, but the interviewees did convey the idea. Ideas 
come from single respondents; Figure 4 is based on their perception of the 
current situation compared with their current perception of the past. 

There are also serious doubts about the perception of this reconstruction. 
Some home owning respondents speak of risks such as maintenance costs, while 
at the same time having large housing equity (plus householders' comprehensive 
insurance) and savings. The traditional perception of homeowners as having 
more insecurity and of tenants as having more security still exists. At the same 
time, the notion that owning is more favourable is gaining ground. Tenants are 
said to pay high rents and to have no knowledge of whether rents will increase 
in the future. Tenants have no housing equity to supplement their pensions, and 
they are often not able to save much; see Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Position of owning and renting on the security and insecurity scale 
before and after 1993 in Sweden (preliminary summary of the respondents’ 
views in 2005) 
 
It would be interesting to come back to the interviewees to check their attitudes 
today. The election of 2006 changed the distribution of political powers, and 
changes have been made in the Swedish housing system. The consequences of 
these changes are not yet clear. One reasonable assumption is that lower 
taxation of homeowners and abolishing subsidies for building multifamily 
dwellings are favourable for homeowners. 

Particular interest, however, is focused on homeowners, the reason being the 
pattern of increased home owning throughout Europe. Interestingly, a division 
between private and cooperative homeowners can be seen, where private 
homeowners are the real ‘winners’, whereas cooperative homeowners give a 
mixed picture of their position in relation to security/insecurity. The timing of 
both buying and selling housing has been of great importance for future housing 
costs as well as the financial situation of cooperative housing associations 
(CHA). Because of different financial situations, charges for cooperative 
housing differ greatly. 

The media are important to the discussion illustrated in Figure 4. Are housing 
issues trend-sensitive? I have not done any systematic research on the picture 
the media paint of mortgages, future house prices, interest rates or issues related 
to housing equity. Nevertheless, my view is that it seems as if respondents 
referred to an ongoing discussion and share opinions on these issues that can be 
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found in the media. It is possible that the changed views on housing as an 
investment are supported by the media and reflect a general trend in Europe. 

The reconstruction analysed above can be discussed as a matter of social 
justice, but the present findings are limited. The social justice issue is reflected 
in the suggestion that homeownership provides homeowners with a level of 
security that distinguishes them from renters and thus creates different 
citizenships within Sweden. The issue is brought up by some respondents in 
terms of the fairness of different situations resulting from entering the housing 
market at different times. They talk about the rights and wrongs of the fact that 
they pay less for housing than new homeowners do. They also compare 
themselves with renters of the same generation and consider the long-term 
consequences of this difference; today, renters do not have any housing equity. 

In general, this study has shown that the social justice discussion concerns a 
widening gap caused by reconstruction of the housing market. In this study, this 
gap is visible between, on the one hand, couples borne in the 1940s who own 
their house and, on the other hand, young couples and singles (old or young) 
who do not own their house or who entered the housing market during a less 
fortunate time period. Young entrants on the housing market are very 
vulnerable to higher interest rates; and older, marginalized households (e.g., 
singles) may never have recovered from the housing market crash in the early 
1990s. Older marginalized households are insecure about their pensions and 
about being able to afford to stay in their present housing. The wealthiest 
households in my survey have the lowest housing costs. This division by age, 
tenure and year of entering the housing market became clear through the 
respondents’ experiences. 

In spite of this so-called restructuring and preferences for owning in a 
financial perspective, the interviewees were not in favour of any kind of mono-
tenurial Swedish housing system. They saw advantages in all tenure forms. 
Renting in privately as well as municipally owned apartments was seen as an 
important and natural alternative to home owning. Swedish owners were either 
not ready or not willing to use their housing equity as asset-based welfare. 
Instead, the interviewees who are, among others, bearers of the idea of the 
Swedish housing system see neutrality between tenures as an important 
ingredient, and they discuss fairness and ethics. Findings such as these are 
possible only in qualitative work. The results are necessary to inform the 
development sketched by, among others, Doling (2006), a development in 
which home owning is prioritized by governments as a means to cope with 
globalization. Interviews with people are one way of showing politicians that 
people may not be ready for a reconstruction of the housing market in the 
direction of a great increase in home owning. Further research aims at searching 
for alternative ways of coping with pressures from globalization, not at 
outmanoeuvring spending on the housing sector in particular or social provision 
in general. 
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Appendix I: Pictures from Sätra and Brynäs 

 

Figure 5. Rented terraced housing in Sätra, Gävle (Municipal housing 
company) 
 
 

 

Figure 6. Private house in Brynäs, Gävle 
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Figure 7. Rented apartments in Brynäs, Gävle (Municipal housing company) 
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Appendix II: Table of respondents, socio-demographic 
data 

Note:  16 women and 14 men (whereof 3 couples) interviewed 
 17 respondents in Brynäs and 13 in Sätra 
 8 marginalized households 

 
Number Sex Age Tenure  

form 
Household 
type 

Economic 
status 

Label in text Education 

1 m 56 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Couple now 
separating 

 (Homeowner, 
Male, 56) 

2 out of 3 years 
in secondary 
vocational 
program 

2 f, 
daughter 
present 

36 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Couple + 2 
children 

Marginal, 
unemployed 

(Homeowner, 
Female, 36) 

2 years 
secondary edu. 

3 m 25 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Single  (Homeowner, 
Male, 25) 

3 years 
secondary edu. 

4  m 33 Renting Couple + brother  (Renter, Male, 
33) 

Drop out post 
secondary edu. 

5 m 32 Renting Couple Partner on 
parental leave 

(Renter, Male, 
32) 

Bachelor of 
business, 
Australia 

6 f 47 Renting Single  (Renter, 
Female, 47) 

Bachelor in 
social science 

7 f  54 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Single + 1 child  (Homeowner, 
Female, 54) 

Teacher, post 
secondary edu. 

8 m 42 Renting Single Marginal, but 
newly 
employed 

(Renter, Male, 
42) 

Bachelor in 
social science 

9 m 45 Renting Single Marginal, 
unemployed 

(Renter, Male, 
45) 

Secondary edu., 
drop out 

10  f 59 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Single + adult 
daughter 

Marginal, 
unemployed 

(Homeowner, 
Female, 59) 

9 years primary 
school, 2 years 
vocational 
program 
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11. f 49 Owning, 

Cooperative 
housing 

Couple + son Partner early 
retirement, 
caused by 
illness 

(Homeowner, 
Female, 49) 

2 years post 
secondary edu.  

12 m, f 29, 
22 

Renting Couple Working part 
time and 
studying 

(Renter, Male, 
29) (Renter, 
Female, 22) 

Bachelor of 
social science 
economy, both 

13 f 34 Renting Couple + dotter Marginal. 
Partner early 
retirement, 
illness 

(Renter, 
Female, 34) 

2 years post 
secondary edu. 

14  f 42 Renting Couple Marginal. Sick 
leave. Partner 
early 
retirement, 
illness 

(Renter, 
Female, 42) 
Male 57 

Post secondary 
edu. Without 
diploma 

15 m 28 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Single Unemployed (Homeowner, 
Male, 28) 

Bachelor of 
Science (Econ.)  

16 m 55 Owning Couple  (Homeowner, 
Male, 55) 

Secondary edu. 

17 f, m 29, 
31 

Owning Couple 
(expecting) 

Female on 
parental leave, 
Male 
unemployed 

(Homeowner 
Female, 29) 
(Homeowne
r, Male, 31) 

Master of 
technology (F), 
PhD in 
technology (M) 

18  f 27 Renting Couple  (Renter, 
Female, 27) 

3 years post 
secondary edu 

19  f 56 Owning Couple  (Homeowner, 
Female, 56) 

3 years post 
secondary edu. 

20  f 46 Owning Couple + 2 
children 

 (Homeowner, 
Female, 46) 

Master of Law 

21  m 38 Owning Couple+2 
children 

 (Homeowner, 
Male, 38) 

Post secondary 
edu. 

22  m 62 Owning Couple  (Homeowner, 
Male, 62) 

Primary school 
and evening 
courses 

23  f 53 Owning Couple Marginalized 
(stronger 
before children 
left) 

(Homeowner, 
Female, 53) 

2 years 
secondary edu. 

24 m 32 Owning Single + 2 
children 

Unemployed (Homeowner, 
Male, 32) 

4 years 
secondary edu. 
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25 f 31 Owning Couple + 2 

children 
Parental leave (Homeowner, 

Female, 31) 
Master of 
technology 

26 m 29 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Single  (Homeowner, 
Male, 29) 

4 years 
secondary edu. 

27 f 42 Owning, 
Cooperative 
housing 

Couple+ 2 
children 

Unemployed, 
marginalized 
(stronger in 
past) 

(Homeowner, 
Female, 42) 

2 years 
secondary edu. 

28  f, m 35, 
36 

Owning Couple + 2 
children 

 (Homeowner, 
Female, 35) 
(Homeowne
r, Male, 36) 

Bachelor of 
technology, both 

29 m 64 Owning Single  (Home-owner, 
Male, 64) 

Primary school 

30 f 64 Renting Couple Partner just 
changing from 
unem-
ployment to 
pension 

(Renter, 
Female, 64) 

9 years primary 
school 
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Appendix III: Topic guide 

OSIS qualitative interviews 
 

TOPIC GUIDE 

1. You and your household 
 

Can I begin by asking a little bit about you (both partners) and your 
household… 
 
Who do you share your home with?  
 
And do you (any members of the household) work? What do you (and others) 
do?  
 
And how long have you all been living here? 

2 Housing history 
 
I would like to ask you (both) about your housing history…  
 
Could you tell me about when you first left home, and the reasons for leaving at 
that point? 
ASK: 

• age of leaving 
• whether respondent and partner (and/or children) lived with parents or 

other relatives before moving to their own home. If yes, for how long 
and for which reasons. 

 
Could you briefly tell us about the houses/flats and places you have (both) lived 
in since leaving your parental/ family home and the reasons for these moves? 
(e.g., employment, family changes, relationship breakdown, education etc).  
 
[FILL IN GRIDS ATTACHED] 
 
For couples and families: 
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Could I just check when you formed your present household? [Note on grids 
when separate housing histories became one] 

3  Move to current house (in more detail) 
 
We’d like to ask you a little bit more about moving to your current home… 
 
What were the main reasons for moving to your current home? 
And to this location? 
 
What were the reasons for buying, rather than renting, a house/flat?  
ASK: 
Did you consider renting at all? If so, why and why did you decide against it? 
 
How did you/ are you financing the purchase of the dwelling/ self-build? Why 
did you choose this method? 
ASK: 

• type of mortgage? 
• any state aid? 
• money given by family/ relatives etc? 
• money loaned by family/ relatives etc? 
• inheritance?  
• equity from previous property? 
• other resources? 

 
Do you remember how much you borrowed to buy this house? How much did 
the property cost when you bought it? (or ask cost of property and % mortgage). 
 
If renting:  
What were the reasons for renting (rather than buying) a house/ flat?  
ASK: 

• were there any reasons for choosing to rent from the state or social 
landlord or private landlord (rather than one of the other types of 
renting)? 

4 Current housing  
 
You told me that you were living alone/ sharing this house with X and that you 
moved here…) 
 
Have there been any changes in your household since you moved here? 
 
What do you think about your present housing and its location?  
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ASK: 
• neighbours 
• neighbourhood -  social and physical environment, facilities, transport 

etc 
 
Overall, how happy would you say you are living in your present 
accommodation and location? 
 

 
Vignette 1:  

 
A young man and a young woman, both of whom still live with their parents 
want to form a household and ask your advice about whether they should 
buy a house or rent one.  The woman has a secure job in a 
government/municipal office but the man has less secure work and has had a 
series of temporary jobs although some have lasted as long as a year.  

What would you advise them to do and why? 

5 Housing, security and investment 
 
What does your house/ flat mean to you? 
 
What, if anything, does it mean to be a homeowner/ renter? 
ASK: 

• Does being an owner/renter make you feel secure in any way? 
 
If owning (or ever owned; see housing history): 
Do you think you have benefited financially (either directly or indirectly) in any 
way from your housing? If yes, in what ways? 
ASK: 

• did this just happen, or did you plan to benefit financially? 
 
(IF NOT COVERED ABOVE – or for current owners) 
Do you know whether your house has changed in value since you bought it?  
ASK:  

• if so, by how much? 
• what do you think are the reasons for this? 
• what about the price now – do you know whether it is stable or going 

up/down? 
• what, if anything, does this mean to you? 

 
Have you thought about, or accessed, any of the money that is stored in this 
home – or any previous home?   
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ASK: 
• if yes, for what purpose did you think about or access it?  

o housing related 
o other spending or saving 

• if you only thought about it, what were you going to use it for and what 
made you not do it?  

• if you have not done this/ thought about it, is it something you have 
heard about? What do you think about this idea? 

 
If yes, how did you access the money stored in the home?  

• method used and why chosen 
o by moving 
o by selling (and not buying another property) 
o flexible mortgage – withdrew some money 

• how easy or difficult was this? 
 
Would you consider using your housing to provide you with a financial 
resource in the future? What would you consider financing in this way, and 
why? 
NOTE: ASK OPEN-ENDED TO BEGIN, THEN USE THE FOLLOWING 
PROMPTS: 

• care needs 
• children’s education 
• household leisure/consumables (e.g. holidays, cars) 
• further home improvement or purchase of another property 
• business formation/ investment 
• early retirement/ pension supplement  
• to enable someone to work part-time or stop work temporarily or 

permanently 
• second homes 
• other 

 
For all: 
How important/unimportant is it to have a property to leave to your children 
and/or other people/organizations?  
ASK: 

• important in what way (passing on the home or the wealth in the case of 
homeownership)? 

• who, if anyone, would you want to inherit your property? 
• have you done anything to ensure this (e.g. made a will, marriage 

settlement)? Why/why not? 
 
Have you ever inherited a property/share of property or money from the sale of 
a property? Do you expect to do so in the future?  
ASK: 
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• what did you use this money for? 
• have you/would you use such an inheritance to pay off part/all of your 

mortgage?   
 
Can I just check, do you own or are you buying any (other) properties – or have 
you thought about it? 
ASK: 

• type of properties (second holiday home; flat/ house they bought to rent 
out to others; former home that they now rent out; parental home etc) 

• if yes, what made them do this? If they decided against it, why? 
• whether they think these are good or bad investments 

 
Overall, to what extent, if any, do you see housing as a financial investment?  
ASK: 

• is it a good or bad investment? Why?  
• how do you see property prices developing in the future? 

 
 

Vignette 2: 

 

In some countries it is possible for people to use their property to supplement 
their pension income.  It works like this:  Although you own your house 
outright you take a new mortgage on your house.  You receive a capital sum 
but only pay interest on the loan.  The capital sum you borrowed is repaid on 
your death when the house is sold. Imagine that this is possible in (country).  

 

You have some friends who are considering increasing their income by this 
means.  If they asked you for your advice what would you say to them?  

 

Do you think that such a scheme would be a good idea or not and why?     
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6 Housing and risk  
 
How affordable is your present housing? What makes it 
affordable/unaffordable? 
ASK: 

• how much they spend on mortgage or rent as proportion of net income 
(from all sources) and whether this is affordable or not 

• other costs of housing e.g. repairs, service or management charges etc 
 
Do you experience or have you ever experienced any difficulties in paying your 
mortgage or rent? Why was that? 
ASK: 

• whether struggled but paid OR was not able to pay 
• for how long and how much 
• reasons for difficulties 
• consequence of not paying (including evictions or repossessions) 

 
Are there any risks that might have an impact on your housing situation?   
NOTE: ASK OPEN-ENDED FIRST, THEN ASK THE FOLLOWING: 

• what about unemployment? How secure is your (your partner’s) job?  
• what about other risks?  

o income reductions 
o health problems/  accidents  
o rent / mortgage increases (rises in interest rates, etc.) 
o costly repairs needed on property 
o landlord selling house/ asking you to leave 
o neighbourhood deterioration 
o change of government (policy changes, e.g., rent increases) 
o other risks  

 
How likely is it that these risks could arise in your household?  
 
What do you think would be the impact of any of above risks on your present 
housing situation?  
ASK: 

• whether experienced any risks before and whether that affected housing 
then 
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Vignette 3: 

     A married couple in their mid-fifties have three years remaining on their 
mortgage. Their house has increased in value by 300 per cent since they 
bought the property. The wife works part-time and the husband has just 
learned that he is to be made redundant in three months time. The wife’s 
salary is not enough to cover all of their outgoings but they do not have any 
outstanding debts apart from their mortgage.  

What options do the couple have? What would you advise them to do? 
Could the couple have done anything to plan for this event?  

 

7 Safety nets/ planning 
Have you made any private arrangements that would provide you with a safety 
net if you were unable to pay your housing costs? Why/ why not? 
ASK: 

• private insurance 
• savings 
• other arrangements 

 
What about other possible eventualities in your life, have you made financial 
arrangements for these? Why/ why not? 
ASK:  

• retirement – pension planning 
• health needs – insurance etc 
• care needs – insurance etc 
• death – life assurance etc 
• other eventualities 

 
Do you think that owning/renting your home has made a difference to your 
financial planning? If so how?  
 
Has anything else influenced your financial planning?  
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Would there be any other types of financial supports available to you if you 
were unable to pay your housing costs? What kind of assistance would you 
receive? 
ASK: 

• help from family/ friends? 
• employee benefits? 
• support from the state? 
• help from the church or other voluntary organisations? 
• other? 

 
If the worst came to the worst, could you go back to your family as a last resort?  
 
Who do you think should be responsible for providing support to households 
with financial difficulties related to housing costs? 

8 Impact of housing on other decisions 
Has your housing and, in particular, your owning or renting a home affected 
decisions in other areas of your life – and why?  
NOTE: ASK OPEN-ENDED FIRST, THEN USE THE FOLLOWING 
PROMPTS:  

• decisions about jobs (and training/ education) for you or your partner 
• decisions about working full-time or part-time 
• plans for retirement 
• children’s education 
• relationship decisions  
• leisure/ holiday decisions 
• other 

 
Have other circumstance in your life (including the above) affected your 
housing decisions? 
 
 

Vignette 4: 
 
A friend inherits 50,000 Euro. She has a mortgage of 70,000 Euro and expects to work for 
another 16 years. She asks your advice about what to do with the money. What would you 
advise her to do and why? 
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9 Overall views on housing and preferences 
Do you think you will move house/flat in the near or distant future? Why/ why 
not? 
ASK: 

• trading down or up (or similar house)?  
• will any money be released from the house? If so, what will you use 

this for? (spend or save) 
 
Do you think you will make any repairs on or extensions to your house/flat in 
the near or distant future? Why/ why not? 
ASK: 

• how will this be financed (re-mortgage or other resources)? 
 
For homeowners: 
Would you ever consider (in any circumstances) renting a house/ flat? 
ASK: 

• if yes, in which circumstances? 
• if no, why not? 

 
For renters: 
Would you ever consider buying a house/flat?  
ASK: 

• if yes, in which circumstances? 
• if no, why not? 

 
Looking back over your whole life, what do you think have been the main 
influences on your views about housing and owning or renting your home?  
ASK OPEN TO BEGIN WITH AND THEN ASK: 

• family/ relatives 
• peer group 
• employment 
• media 
• other   

 
Have your views on housing changed over time?  
 
How important do you think homeownership is to people generally in this 
country? Why do you think it is important/ not important to people?  
 
Thinking about what you have told me about your housing history, if you could 
start all over again, would you do anything differently?  
 
Finally, if you could live anywhere you wished, in what sort of property and in 
what sort of area would you like to live?  
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Qualitative interviews 

Socio-demographic data 

1. Could you please tell me a little bit more about the people who live in our 
home? 
Person (enter relationship 
to respondent/s) 

Gender Age Status of those over the age of 16 
(see codes below) 

1. Respondent    
2.    
3.    
4.    
5.    
6.    
7.    
8.    

Status: 1. Employed full-time; 2. Employed part-time (state hours); 3. Self-employed;  
4. Unemployed and looking for work; 5. Looking after home/family;  
6. Unable to work due to illness/ disability; 7. In full-time education or training;  
8. Retired; 9. Other 
 
[NB for section on employment and education, use national classifications]. 
 
    Respondent Partner 

2. What is your (and your partner’s) job/ occupation?  
Job title 
Position/ rank/ grade 
Industry/ type of organisation 

3. At what age did you (and your partner) leave school? 
Do you (both) have school leaving exams? 
(state level, e.g., International baccalaureate/A levels) 
Do you (both) have any higher exams? 
(state highest, e.g., first degree such as Masters, etc.) 
Do you (or your partner) have any vocational/professional  
qualifications? (fill in) 
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4a. Where were you (and your partner) born? 
Country of interview 
Other (fill in) 

4b.Where were your (and your partner’s) parents born? 
Both country of interview 
One country of interview/ one born elsewhere (fill in) 
Both born elsewhere (fill in) 

5a. Which, if any, faith/religions were you and your partner brought up 
with? (please fill in if applicable) 

5b. Do you (and your partner) identify yourself with any faith/religion 
now? (please fill in if applicable) 

6. Is your home: [NB: National classifications of tenure to be used] 
Owned outright? (only for Hungary!) 
Bought with a mortgage? 
Rented from the state? 
Rented from a private landlord? 
Part of a cooperative housing? 
Partly rented and partly owned? 

7a. If you bought your home, what type of mortgage do you have? 
Endowment 
Repayment 
Interest only 
Other 

7b. And is your mortgage rate: 
Fixed (or discounted) at a certain interest rate for a period of time (if so, for how 
long) 
Discounted 
Capped 
Variable depending on interest rates 
Other mortgage rate 
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8. What is your approximate monthly mortgage and/or rent payment per 
month? (fill in) 

9a. Which band best represents your household’s total take-home 
income? (after tax and other deductions) 
 
[WE NEED TO AGREE ON SOME BANDS IN EUROS] 

9b. Could you possibly also tell us the actual amount received in Euros? 
(Note: this is so we can work out what proportion of your income you spend on 
your mortgage. If you would prefer not to state this, could you please give us an 
approximate ‘proportion’) 
(fill in amount) 
(fill in proportion) 

10a. Do you (or your partner) have any of the following types of assets 
or investments?      
   Yes  No 
Savings  
Financial investments (e.g., stocks and shares, bonds etc) 
(Other) residential property 
Land  
Investment in commercial business 
Other (this can include anything the respondent regards as an asset, e.g., 
valuable goods, heirlooms, etc).   

10b.Which band best represents the approximate total amount of these 
assets or investments (excluding your home)?  
[AGAIN WE NEED TO AGREE ON SOME BANDS IN EUROS]  

11a. Does your household have any of the following types of loans 
(excluding the mortgage)?    
   Yes    No
    
Bank or other commercial loans (apart from mortgage) 
Loans from family or friends 
Credit card/ store card accounts 
Other loans 
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11b. And/or are you currently behind with any payments on: 
Your rent or mortgage 
Household bills (e.g., for utilities) 
Other payments 

11c. Which band best represents the approximate total amount of any 
(other) loans or outstanding payments? (not including the mortgage on 
your home) 
[AGAIN INSERT BAND] 
 
For homeowners only 
 

12. Do you have any other regular costs related to your property (apart 
from the mortgage)? (please state approximate charge per month) 
Management / service charge for upkeep of shared spaces  
Other repairs/ maintenance costs 
Property tax  
Council Tax 
Compulsory insurance 
Other costs (please specify) 

13. Thinking about the total amount outstanding on your mortgage, could 
you tell us approximately how much you still have to pay on the 
mortgage? (fill in) 
 

14. What do you think the value of your property would be if you sold it 
on the open market at the moment?  
(fill in estimate) 
Cannot estimate this 
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Brief housing history (use separate table for partner until the 
household was formed) 

Note: Start with first independent housing after leaving parental home. 
Also note moves back to parental home (with exception of vacations during 
education) 
 
Move Year  Age at 

move 
Tenure Location Who shared 

house with 
Main reason for 
move 

1       
 

2       
 

3       
 

4       
 

5       
 

6       
 

7       
 

8       
 

9       
 

10       
 

11       
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Risk and security in home 
owning and renting 
An interview study in Sweden

How do Swedes relate to choices of tenure, financial
matters, and risks and securities associated with housing
in their daily life? The aim of the project reported here
was to examine how households and individuals perceive
and experience security and insecurity aspects of housing
and tenure in relation to their personal lives, socio-
economic position and employment situation. A central
hypothesis was that homeownership provides homeow-
ners with a level of security that distinguishes them from
renters and, thus, creates different citizenships within
Sweden. One result was that owning a home is rated as
more secure today, whereas renting was regarded as
more secure before. High rents in rented housing together
with low interest rates on loans and increased housing
equity/ wealth form the basis of this change in percep-
tions among the interviewees in 2005.

Eva Andersson holds a PhD in Social and Economic
Geography. She is a researcher at the Institute for
Housing and Urban Research, Uppsala University.
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