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5. Equity Inequity: Housing Wealth
Inequalities, Inter and Intra-generational Divergences, and the Rise of
Private Landlordism
Abstract
There is much evidence of rising inequalities across advanced economies. This
paper argues for the special position of housing equity in inequality dynamics

of inequality through the British case and assesses empirically the dimensions
of private landlordism. The research points to the starkly concentrated nature
especially disadvantaged prospects among younger cohorts. The recent emergence
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5.1 Introduction
There is no doubt that many advanced economies have found themselves in a
period of rising inequalities. Piketty’s (2014)
has put both an academic and public spotlight on economic inequality. Evidence

shares from 65% to over 70% (Piketty 2014). Recent analyses, have only pointed

congruity in steadily rising inequality since the late 1970s or 80s (Hills 2010).
research, Piketty’s analyses and the subsequent academic debate, have put a

), the author prematurely dismisses

and, through bequests, future generations. In contexts of rising housing prices

across many advanced economies in recent decades. These debates on the role of
housing capital, rather than dismissing inequality trends, emphasise a refocus on
the central dimension of housing in understanding contemporary inequality.

time, labour and housing market changes alongside reduced state support have
created unfavourable conditions for younger adults in purchasing onto the housing
ladder (McKee 2012; Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2015). While many of these
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and more precarious households. On the other hand, housing price gains over
among those most successful on the market. Particularly striking is the recent

economic changes on inequality dynamics have not been suitably understood or
empirically evaluated.

different contexts at the turn of the century (see Hamnett 1991; Hamnett 1999;
Forrest, Murie, and Williams 1990; Hancock 1998; Henley 1998). While there has
been recognition of inherent inequalities (see Henley 1998), past research has often
1

compared
to other assets (Hamnett 1999; Hancock 1998). This has resulted in optimistic

(Hancock 1998; Malpass 2008). Past contexts of strong economic and labour

and North America – albeit differing in precise timing and conditions (Kurz and

endorsed its equalising capacity as a mechanism for the democratisation of
landscape subsequently remaining one of essential consensus in the commitment

1

Housing equity

debts.
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historically favourable periods. Furthermore, the very fact that property remains
the largest asset for most households only strengthens the need for a holistic

key to current and potential future economic security and capital accumulation,
the crucial intergenerational dimension of housing equity through inheritance or
of inequalities.
In understanding the housing dimension of inequality, there both appears to

distributed asset is increasingly confronted by the reality of divergent housing

of inequality. In many recent measures of inequality among countries of Western

limited economic opportunities for the youngest cohorts (Hills et al. 2012: McKee

for processes that appear across many advanced economies to varying degrees
(Lennartz, Arundel and Ronald 2015; Nolan et al. 2014; Piketty 2015), yet have
received little international attention.

Research

this paper echoes the plea of Dorling (2014) in arguing for a better understanding
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The paper proceeds in three parts. Firstly, setting out by arguing for the special
research then outlines the key current drivers behind potentially increasing housing

5.2 Why does housing equity matter?
In this paper, the argument is made for the special position of housing property

as stock investments and business holdings – net of total debts. Previous studies

be of importance, it is proposed that housing plays an essential role that deserves
particular attention in understanding the dynamics of societal inequalities for the

attention in analyses of inequality as they often display extreme concentrations
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2

cohort periods, and thus for many households acts – or is perceived to – as an

prospects are key to economic inequality.

Does housing equity matter as household wealth?

even in periods of some need, from a reluctance to sell because of attachment or

catalyzing agent for the accumulation of more capital. These include more abstract
notions of savings from imputed rent (Richardson and Doling 2005; Tunstall et

there is little exemption, and it is generally not directly transferable across generations.
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Dorling 2014). More directly, mechanisms of equity release can leverage housing
numerous implications in the short and medium terms, housing equity can play

housing values rise alongside discriminant access (Allegré and Timbeau 2015).

What about alternative tenures and forms of savings?
A second critique regarding the focus on housing equity is the contention against

to access (Henley 1998; Kemp and Keoghan 2001). While it may provide affordable
housing to an important minority, 3
of the spectrum. Private rental options, on the other hand, often suffer from issues
of affordability and precarity (Kemp 2015). 4 While tenants are clearly excluded

majority of households (Kurz and Blossfeld 2004). If foregoing home purchase

public housing represents an important alternative for a larger proportion of urban households.
4

In terms of the UK case, the quality of private rental options is contingent on substantial
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there simply is no evidence of a clear substitute mechanism of saving and capital

Housing and asset-based welfare
erosion of traditional state support and the attendant promotion of ideals of an
advanced economies, accumulating private housing equity has become a major

and the market (Forrest and Hirayama 2009), especially in leveraging property

increasingly diminished alternative resources.

5.3 Drivers of Increasing Housing Inequality
divergences. The focus of the discussion herein is not intended as an exhaustive
involve a multitude of often interacting factors – but rather to delineate the key

transformations in the labour market over recent decades have resulted in both
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and heterogeneity alongside crucial mortgage system changes brought forth by

state policy approaches have tended to reduce support for economically vulnerable

rising property values of market insiders and a concentration of the housing stock.
contemporary housing inequality across advanced economies (summarised in

Housing market drivers
• Rising house prices
• Volatility & heterogeneity
• Mortgage reorientation

Intermediary processes
• Declining homeownership access
• Rising housing values for market insiders
• Concentration of stock & landlordism

State drivers
• Policies favouring housing &
labour market insiders

HOUSING
WEALTH
POLARISATION

Labour market drivers
• Increasing polarization
• Employment insecurity

Labour market drivers
transformations in the labour market that have undermined the economic capacity

that existed under previous Fordist conditions (see Beck 1992; Giddens 1999).
and employment insecurity, such as through higher youth unemployment,
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underemployment, contract precarity and income disparities (see Arundel and
Doling 2016; Buchman and Kriesi 2011: McKee 2012; Nolan et al. 2014). Rising

the
or the squeezed middle. While unemployment

more disadvantaged backgrounds (Buchmann and Kriesi 2011; Hills et al. 2013).
Taken together, these labour market dynamics have clearly exhibited a
by reduced economic capacity, rising employment insecurity and increased
relative incomes of younger people over the longer term since even before the crisis

2012). 5 While labour market restructuring may have more limited effects on the
their housing loans – they strongly impact those at the beginning of their housing
careers.

Housing market drivers
transformations over recent years that have likely further contributed to housing
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house prices and mortgage system changes. These dynamics can both be placed

embedding of real estate into (global) circuits of capital (Aalbers 2008; Aalbers and

behind opaque agreements – exposing the most precarious buyers to high levels of

of credit means that those holding assets that can be used as collateral, especially
In real estate, credit expansion and increased property investment has seen – on
economies (Aalbers 2008; Whitehead and Williams 2011). Rising house prices
present an important driver of diverging housing opportunities as they both

capacity (see Allegré and Timbeau 2015). Despite the economic outcomes of the
rising) in many countries, especially relative to incomes (Whitehead and Williams
bank deposits and pension annuities, increased the relative attractiveness of real

needed for home purchase moving beyond the capacity of many – particularly
younger – households (Resolution Foundation 2013; Doling and Richard 2010).6

needed to save for an average deposit in the UK rose from less than 5 years in 1983 to over 25 at
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respectively advantaged or disadvantaged by timing and ability to leverage capital
and credit (Doling and Ronald 2010; Forrest and Hirayama 2009). Moreover,

space (Marciczak et al. 2016). At the global scale, the search for returns through

ability to play on the international property market (Kemp 2015).
Recent mortgage system transformations have seen both increased barriers
for housing access to many households and a further reorientation of credit to
has been strongly connected to the availability of mortgage credit (Aalbers 2012;

little savings or more precarious employment (Arundel and Doling 2016; Lennartz,

boosted credit availability at attractive rates, 7

primes rather than the subprimes
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State drivers
8

recent state policy
approaches have in many contexts tended to compound labour and housing market

9

Government cuts have, for example, seen rising educational costs that combined
large debts upon graduation – especially among those of more disadvantaged
backgrounds (Buchmann and Kriesi 2011; Hills et al. 2012) – hindering traditional
Ronald 2015). While not delving here into the complex dimensions of policy and
legislative approaches, broadly speaking, state institutional contexts have tended to
favour labour and housing market insiders often exacerbating or upholding other

Intermediary processes
When considering dynamics of inequality, it is clear that there are a multitude of
complex interacting factors. While not exhaustive, the above discussion outlines
accumulation. These may be broadly organised in terms of dimensions of the labour
inequality is by and large a result of a combination of these interrelated factors.
Acting in conjunction, these drivers have promoted processes of reduced access

outcomes of regional or local jurisdictions or even supranational institutions such as European

government support for labour and housing market outsiders (Forrest and Hirayama 2009).
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and a further concentration of the housing stock through secondary property and
landlordism.
Facing a combination of deteriorating labour markets, increased barriers
to mortgage credit, education indebtedness and reduced state support, smooth

(Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2015; Kurz and Blossfeld 2004). The evidence

Ronald 2015; Hochstenbach and Boterman 2015a; Forrest and Yip 2012; McKee

heavily promoted, such as the UK (Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2015). While it

successful on the housing market, continued investment of capital in real estate
their housing equity.
Added to this, mortgage system changes that both limited access to more

in private landlordism (Ronald, Kadi and Lennartz 2015) propelled by mortgage
sector developments. In the UK, for example, BTL mortgages became relatively
cheap and easy to access but only for those that had the necessary capital to meet

Kadi, and Lennartz 2015). Despite recognition of an acceleration of secondary
property investment, the broader impacts that these dynamics of housing stock
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5.4 Housing equity inequality dynamics: the
British case

inequality outcomes. The British case provides a key example of a context of both

privatised economic security (Kemp 2015; Forrest and Hirayama 2009). The British

(Hills 2012). While there has been recent British media attention, there remains a
dynamics on the international stage. Looking at Great Britain, the three empirical
research questions are investigated. While the research remains exploratory

divergence through an investigation of the three dimensions of: total housing
landlordism.

Data and Methodology
10

system and historical context refers to sources across the entirety of the UK, the difference in

112

5. Equity Inequity

11

individual attributes, such as age, based on values from the head of household or
net housing equity, representing all reported property values minus all outstanding

Total Housing Equity Concentration and Trends

Looking at the

inequality across British households.

share of housing equity among just the top 20% consistently represents over 60%,

household there is a clear argument to be made that there is a natural degree of
as the mortgage matures. To take this into consideration, the distribution of total
at measures of total housing value distribution there are persistently high degrees

three.
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Figure 5.2: Total housing equity in Great Britain by deciles
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This further undermines potential notions that

total values.
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are of most importance for inequality considerations. The analysis demonstrates
that on top of some decrease of equity across deciles, a steady divergence is evident

decile compared to the full bottom half of households reveal multiples increasing

households and fundamentally undermine notions of housing as a democratic or
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1981-1997

Dynamics of Inter and Intra-generational Inequality

is thus:
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of favourable labour market conditions, housing affordability, supportive policies
and subsidised transfers of public housing. Adding to studies that have pointed to

certain British cohorts in measures of equity and housing value (see Figure 5.3).

potential housing equity that takes into consideration natural mortgage payment
cycles. 13
younger and older households. This cohort difference is apparent even among only
Adding to this, a differentiated examination of housing equity development
pattern. The most remarkable development among younger age cohorts in
have steadily diminished across all deciles. This echoes the reduction of younger
precarity, educational debt, continued high housing prices, austerity measures,
and restricted credit access (see Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2015). On top of

younger adults – echoed across other age groups – pointing to simultaneous
increases in inter and intra
Figure 5.5 investigates housing equity in relation to income across both younger
housing equity is clearly also concentrated among higher income households;
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and McKay 2012; Hancock 1998). The intergenerational dynamics in Figure 5.5
support the likelihood that these cases are principally found among older cohorts,
likely pensioners or those that accessed housing through historically favourable

among recent generations. The empirical analyses of housing equity distribution

inter and
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responsibility for economic security.

Landlordism and Housing Equity Inequality
The third empirical investigation considers the inequality dynamics of recent

primary motivation for rental property investment reported as for retirement needs,

Figure
25.0%5.6: Proportion of landlord households per housing equity deciles
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key question

revealed in terms of British landlords in relation to the spectrum of existing housing

of counts of landlord households among these equity deciles and reveals that
even higher degree than total housing equity – and over 80% among the top 40%

120

5. Equity Inequity

of landlordism over recent years, the absolute levels of concentration represent

on the housing market.
To further untangle the extent of landlordism as a dimension of economic
concentration, the analysis examined the distribution and average rental returns

minor. Looking at average rental income, returns generated from rental properties
are even more disproportionately concentrated among the top decile. The picture
landlords are also the ones more likely to generate higher returns. The analysis
substantiates the role of increased capital circulation in the British landlord market
inequalities.

5.5 Conclusion and Discussion
The paper argues for a necessary recognition of the special position of housing

market transformations have increasingly diminished opportunities for equity
accumulation among many – especially more precarious and younger – households
(Lennartz, Arundel, and Ronald 2015; Kemp 2015; McKee 2012; Buchman and Kriesi
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more or less successful on the property market (Forrest and Hirayama 2009; Larsen

Rolnik 2013; Ronald 2008), the evidence seems to point to many of these same

The results of an exploratory examination of the British case clearly indicate
the unequal nature of housing equity. The empirical evidence points to the starkly

playing out at both inter and

of the spectrum, capital circulation in the secondary rental property market and the
rise of landlordism is presenting a fundamental dimension of further increased
While tackling fundamental dimensions of housing equity distribution, the

equity accumulation. Nonetheless, the contemporary empirical evidence pointing

housing investments differentiate equity accumulation. Despite the necessary
limitations of the exploratory research, the focus herein is crucial in establishing
equity inequality. The further hope is of stimulating future research in addressing
inequality dynamics.
While some past criticisms have arisen, there has remained an engrained
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highlighted – especially among a young generation increasingly seen as restricted

assumption negates the fundamental transformative development of the housing

piece of the puzzle, neglecting concentrations of housing equity at the higher end
essential holistic perspective of a housing system itself that may be becoming a

established and increasing inequalities.
Beyond bringing these theoretical discussions to the fore, an examination
of the British case provides an invaluable empirical look at housing equity
in increasing inequality and differentiated housing market opportunities. While

(Lennartz, Arundel and Ronald 2015; Nolan et al. 2014; Piketty 2015) yet have
not received proper academic attention. It is hoped that further research in both

understandings of housing inequalities.
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system. Rather, housing dynamics are inextricably linked to essential underlying
retrenchment and mortgage sector transformations. Within these contexts,
the notion of housing equity accumulation as a broadly equalising economic
recently developed across many advanced economies. In the face of the increasing
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