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Introduction

The importance of home, ever-present in the backdrop of human society, has rarely been so clearly

highlighted in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic. Crisis has laid bare our complex yet fundamental

need to experience home as more than mere shelter. Yet for many, the Irish housing crisis has made

procuring a secure home a distant dream. Throughout this essay, I will explore the theorisation of home

and its intersections between power relations, politics and social justice. I will analyse the current Irish

housing crisis and its impact on the housing market, housing provision and security. I will then propose a

secure, affordable homeownership model as a solution to some of the crucial failures in the market, to

work toward a just and equitable society in which “home” can be experienced by all. 

How should we conceptualise home? 

“Home” as a concept is rife with complexities; one can have subjective experiences of what home is,

whilst there are cultural, geographical and structural variations in our understanding of home.1 House

and home are often conflated, yet  home is  more than bricks and mortar;  perhaps home is  a place

wherein one feels most secure and at peace.2 However, for many people,  home is where it  is most

unsafe; behind closed doors lurks an underbelly of violence, secrets and abuse.3 I will examine various

theories to conceptualise home and their shortcomings in capturing the complexities of home. In doing

so,  I  will  highlight  the  importance  of  home and  the  need  for  a  multi-disciplinary  approach  to  our

understanding  of  the  concept,  acknowledging  the  intersection  between  theory,  social  justice  and

politics.4

1 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.1. 

2 Shelley Mallett, "Understanding Home: A Critical Review Of The Literature", The Sociological Review 52, no. 1 (2004): 62-89, 

doi:10.1111/j.1467-954x.2004.00442.x, p.62; Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.88. 

3 Jill R. Froimson et al., "COVID-19, Home Confinement, And The Fallacy Of “Safest At Home”", American Journal Of Public 

Health 110, no. 7 (2020): 960-961, doi:10.2105/ajph.2020.305725, p.960. 

4 David J Madden and Peter Marcuse, In Defence Of Housing: The Politics Of Crisis (London: Verso, 2016), p.4. 



One key framework for conceptualising home is housing theory.5 Housing theory is a multi-disciplinary

approach which examines the intersection between the “…economic, cultural, sociological and political

aspects of [home]”.6 This tradition can be further categorised by four main strands: housing policy, the

economics of housing provision, house design and the experience and meaning of home.7 Housing is a

political-economic issue; therefore, housing systems are shaped by class struggles, political ideologies

and economic interests.8 Housing studies also looks at the spatial design of houses, and the different

forms houses take over space and time.9 It is argued that the layout of dwellings and the materials used

in building are reflective of the socio-cultural norms of societies.10 Dolores Hayden provides a feminist

analysis  of  housing  design by  examining the links  between home and nation-building;  embodied in

structural  design  are  ideological  goals  of  “individualism,  privacy,  idealised  family  life  and  gendered

norms.”11 Lastly, housing theory encompasses the experience and meaning of home; this highlights that

home is  a complex web of  experiences and emotions.12 Such experiences are fluid,  and vary across

different genders, nationalities, classes and racial groups.13 

Whilst this framework provides us with a conceptual basis, I  argue that it does not fully capture the

psycho-social dimensions of home. Humans are social animals; coordinated, collective action is central to

our survival.14 We form widespread relationships with those around us, yet  we also feel  a  desire to

retreat from our sociality; socialising with others can be exhausting. The home is the one place where

one can retreat from their social nature, free from the performance of social norms.15 This links with

Martin Heidegger’s concept of ‘dwelling’ as being not only a material house, but also a wish to distance

oneself from the world.16 Home creates a physical and psychological boundary between the self and the

world. 

5 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.6. 

6 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.6

7 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp.6-9. 

8 David J Madden and Peter Marcuse, In Defence Of Housing: The Politics Of Crisis (London: Verso, 2016), p.4. 

9 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.7. 

10 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.7. 

11 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.7. 

12 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.9.

13 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.9.

14 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.352.

15 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.352.

16 Ariel Handel, "What’s In A Home? Toward A Critical Theory Of Housing/Dwelling", Environment And Planning C: Politics And 

Space 37, no. 6 (2019): 1045-1062, doi:10.1177/2399654418819104, p.1048. 



Furthermore, home involves what Anthony Giddens calls “ontological security”: a sense of reliability of

places and things over time.17 Home encapsulates ontological security, not only in the continuity of its

structure and the organisation of our possessions, but in the routinised way we act in the space. This

links with the concept of social reproduction; home invariably necessitates unpaid, domestic care work.

We use this space to cook, clean, care for our family, and rest. Such reproductive work prepares us,

physically  and  mentally,  to  operate  and  work  outside  the  home,  and  is  therefore  crucial  to  the

functioning of society.18 

This reliability over time provides us with a sense of familiarity and belonging. Similar to Hayden’s theory

that designs of houses are reflective of socio-cultural norms, one’s home can become a reflection of

oneself. Perhaps the bibliophile’s house is lined with bookshelves, or the family’s living room becomes a

playroom packed with toys. The process of dwelling adapts to our habits, identities and personalities

over time, as we change the space based on our needs.19 For Heidegger, to build a home is an active

place-making which is never truly complete.20Over time, we associate memories with home, and house

these memories within  the space;  perhaps,  for example, through lines on the wall  to map a child’s

height. Home is thus a spatial imaginary: a space imbued with memory, identity and emotion.21 Suppose

a family move to a new location; despite buying a house, moving their possessions in, and undertaking

the same routines, they will likely not feel “at home” for some time. Perhaps they have had to change

jobs or schools, or say goodbye to friends. Our sense of “place”, therefore, is bound up in our sense of

home.22

Dwelling is also political, as it is “embedded in power relations, materialities, and histories.”23As housing

theory tells us, home is intrinsically linked to politics, policy and economic systems. There is a conflict

17 Hazel Easthope, "A Place Called Home", Housing, Theory And Society 21, no. 3 (2004): 128-138, 

doi:10.1080/14036090410021360; Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 

Pandemic", Irish Journal Of Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.353.

18 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.352. 

19 Néstor Valero-Silva and Scott Lawley, "Conceptualizing ‘Home’ In Culture And Organization", Culture And Organization 23, 

no. 4 (2017): 257-262, doi:10.1080/14759551.2017.1344391, p.257. 

20 Ariel Handel, "What’s In A Home? Toward A Critical Theory Of Housing/Dwelling", Environment And Planning C: Politics And 

Space 37, no. 6 (2019): 1045-1062, doi:10.1177/2399654418819104, p.1048.

21 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.21. 

22 Hazel Easthope, "A Place Called Home", Housing, Theory And Society 21, no. 3 (2004): 128-138, 

doi:10.1080/14036090410021360, p.129. 

23 Ariel Handel, "What’s In A Home? Toward A Critical Theory Of Housing/Dwelling", Environment And Planning C: Politics And 

Space 37, no. 6 (2019): 1045-1062, doi:10.1177/2399654418819104, p.1048.



today about housing as a lived, social space, and housing as an instrument of profit-making.24 Dowling

and  Blunt  claim  we  must  view  home  through  the  lens  of  critical  geography,  and  develop  both  a

spatialised and politicised understanding of home.25 The politicised nature of home necessitates that not

everyone can experience the “ideal” home.26 Critics argue that there in a conceptual gap, between the

reality of home and an idealised notion of home that can never truly be fulfilled.27 

In relation to social reproduction, there is a historical gendered inequality in such work, with women

taking  on  much  of  the  domestic  responsibilities  associated  with  home  life.28 This  labour  is  largely

unrecognised, making home a stressful space for women who cannot claim privacy and respite in their

own house.29 The private nature of home is seen as a blessing, yet it is exactly such privacy that hides

abuse and violence. I argue that the Covid-19 pandemic acts as a case-study for this; international “stay

at home” orders were enforced during lockdown, encouraging people to be socially distant. 30 The slogan

“safer at home” was championed during this period; a statement that proved fallacious,  as intimate

partner violence increased significantly.31 Furthermore,  people  in  domestic abuse situations can feel

both at home and homeless.32 This feeling of displacement relates to Freud’s theory of the “unheimlich”;

the  “…combination  of  dread  and  horror  in  which  the  homelike  and  unhomelike  merge.”33 In  our

conceptualisation of home, we construct divisions of public/private, inside/outside, safe/unsafe. Yet the

falsity of these dichotomies is too-often exposed; for example, when someone breaks into one’s home,

24 David J Madden and Peter Marcuse, In Defence Of Housing: The Politics Of Crisis (London: Verso, 2016), p.5. 

25 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp.20-22. 

26 Shelley Mallett, "Understanding Home: A Critical Review Of The Literature", The Sociological Review 52, no. 1 (2004): 62-89, 
doi:10.1111/j.1467-954x.2004.00442.x, p. 67. 

27 Shelley Mallett, "Understanding Home: A Critical Review Of The Literature", The Sociological Review 52, no. 1 (2004): 62-89, 

doi:10.1111/j.1467-954x.2004.00442.x, p. 69. 

28 Nancy Fraser, “Contradictions of capital and care.” New Left Review, 100(100), 99-117; Alison Dowling, Robyn Blunt, Home, 

1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.95. 

29 Alison Dowling Robyn Blunt, Home, 1st ed. (London: Routledge, 2006), p.8. 

30 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.351.; Jill R. Froimson et al., "COVID-19, Home 

Confinement, And The Fallacy Of “Safest At Home”", American Journal Of Public Health 110, no. 7 (2020): 960-961, 

doi:10.2105/ajph.2020.305725, p.960. 

31 Jill R. Froimson et al., "COVID-19, Home Confinement, And The Fallacy Of “Safest At Home”", American Journal Of Public 

Health 110, no. 7 (2020): 960-961, doi:10.2105/ajph.2020.305725, p.960. 

32 Lindsey McCarthy, "(Re)Conceptualising The Boundaries Between Home And Homelessness: The unheimlich", Housing 

Studies 33, no. 6 (2017): 960-985, doi:10.1080/02673037.2017.1408780, p.961.

33 Lindsey McCarthy, "(Re)Conceptualising The Boundaries Between Home And Homelessness: The unheimlich", Housing 

Studies 33, no. 6 (2017): 960-985, doi:10.1080/02673037.2017.1408780, p.962. 



or when one is  domestically  abused.  In what appears  to be safe,  familiar,  domestic spaces lurks  an

underbelly of unhomely experiences. 

Covid-19 laid bare the importance of having a space to retreat; home became a sanctuary from the

outside world and its threats. Yet the preciousness of home was perhaps felt the most during this period

for those who did not have it, such as renters and those living in insecure forms of accommodation.34The

precarity  of  living  situations,  the  looming  threat  of  evictions,  and  cramped  conditions  filled  with

strangers, illustrated that for many, staying “home” was an unattainable privilege.35 

How, then, do we balance this complex web of approaches, to understand home? Home can be viewed

as a spatial imaginary; attached to place, shelter and security but also feelings, memories and identity.

Home is a space of respite,  yet  also a place of reproductive work. We attach notions of ontological

security to home, feeling a sense of belonging and reliability over time. Home is also political; linked to

political-economic processes and class inequalities. Many people have complex views of home, feeling

the “unhomelike” in the “homelike”; perhaps due to abuse or insecurity in living conditions. Home is also

historically gendered, and cannot be removed from the socio-cultural norms attached to it. 

In conclusion, it is apparent that the theorisation of home contains many complexities and apparent

contradictions. I argue that it is exactly its complexity that demands we give home our attention and

analysis. Home is deeply ingrained in our other world experiences; our employment, education, health,

social life and sense of belonging. I conclude that it is vital to conceptualise home through this multi-

disciplinary approach, in order to critically assess the wide-spanning repercussions that arise from losing

our home, or not being able to enjoy “home” to the fullest extent. 

The Irish Housing Crisis 

I will now discuss the Irish housing crisis and its repercussions on the theorization of home. Since the

creation of the Irish Free State, the housing market has developed in three key stages: from heavy State

involvement; to the rise in neoliberalism and the ‘Celtic Tiger’ era; to recession alongside the housing

crisis.36 Ireland has transformed from a country which promoted high levels  of home-ownership and

social  housing  to  one  which  is  dominated  by  the  private  rental  sector.  I  will  illustrate  this  history,

34 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.354. 

35 Michael Byrne, "Stay Home: Reflections On The Meaning Of Home And The Covid-19 Pandemic", Irish Journal Of 

Sociology 28, no. 3 (2020): 351-355, doi:10.1177/0791603520941423, p.354.

36 Eoin O'Broin, Home: Why Public Housing Is The Answer, 1st ed. (Merrion Press, 2019).



outlining how the booms and busts of the Irish economy have impacted the market. I will argue that the

insecurity  caused  by  this  crisis  has  far-reaching  consequences;  impacting  individual’s  employment,

education, social lives and community.37 

In  Ireland,  housing  provision  is  predominantly  delivered  by  the  free  market,  despite  housing

undoubtedly being a social need experienced by all.38 Housing is therefore commodified; it has become a

vehicle for profit by the housing industry.39 This has led to State intervention as a means to redress some

problems created by  the market.40 The relationship  between the State  and the market  is  therefore

integral  to understanding the housing crisis.  From the foundation of  the Irish state until the 1970’s,

governments developed and expanded on a property-based welfare state.41 This  was due in part  to

direct  state construction of  houses for owner-occupiers by local  authorities.42 Aspiring home-owners

could also receive grants and mortgages from the government; this  was the main source of lending

during the 1950s-60s, whilst other mortgages were funded by publically-subsidized building societies.43It

is argued, therefore, that this era of Irish housing was one of socialised tenure rather than commodified

tenure. 

However, from the mid-1970s onward, this approach to housing began to decline. 44 It is argued that the

various changes in housing policy during this period were a result of an ideological shift, from Ireland as

a  property-based  welfare  State,  to  one  influenced  heavily  by  neoliberalism and  financialisation.

Neoliberalism  here  refers  to  the  shift to  market-led  approaches  to  housing  provision,  alongside  a

withdrawal in state intervention in housing markets; usually through privatisation and reduced social

housing provision.45Financialisation refers to “a shift in the gravity of economic activity from production

37 Michael Byrne, "Housing Precarity And The Private Rental Sector", Blog, TASC, 2018, 

https://www.tasc.ie/blog/2018/03/06/housing-precarity-and-the-private-rental-sector/.

38 Fiona Dukelow and Mairéad Considine, Irish Social Policy: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (Policy Press, 2017), p.331; 

Raffaele Grotti et al., Discrimination And Inequality In Housing In Ireland (Economic Social Research Institute, 2018), p.1. 

39 Fiona Dukelow and Mairéad Considine, Irish Social Policy: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (Policy Press, 2017), p.331. 

40 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock: The Irish Housing Crisis And How To Solve It, 1st ed. (Bristol: Policy Press, 2020), p.110. 

41 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.5. 

42 Michelle Norris, "Varieties Of Home Ownership: Ireland’s Transition From A Socialised To A Marketised Policy 

Regime", Housing Studies 31, no. 1 (2015): 81-101, doi:10.1080/02673037.2015.1061107, pp.86-87. 

43 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.5. 

44 Fiona Dukelow and Mairéad Considine, Irish Social Policy: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (Policy Press, 2017), p.346; Michael

Byrne and Michelle Norris, "Procyclical Social Housing And The Crisis Of Irish Housing Policy: Marketization, Social Housing, And 
The Property Boom And Bust", Housing Policy Debate 28, no. 1 (2017): 50-63, doi:10.1080/10511482.2016.1257999, p.55. 

45 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.7. 



to  finance.”46 The financialisation of  mortgage  markets  in  Ireland  meant  that  not  only  were homes

commodified; home-owners themselves became an asset to be exploited financially.47

As the economy entered into a boom in the 1990s, a rapid expansion of mortgage credit occurred. This

was due to a global de-regulation of the banking sector, enabling easier international flows of money. 48

In Europe, the widespread introduction of the Euro also fueled international borrowing.49 During this

“Celtic Tiger”, a property bubble developed which drove house prices up to unsustainable levels, 50 whilst

mortgage debt increased, and mortgage loans to developers skyrocketed.51This was accompanied by the

growth of the private rental sector; buy-to-let mortgages grew rapidly.52Landlords began to price-out

prospective owner-occupiers  from the market,  driving  up house prices;  thus,  helping  to  sustain  the

bubble.

Home-ownership rates in Ireland had previously risen to be among the highest in the world, reaching

over  80%  in  1991;  this  led  to  Ireland  being  regarded  as  a  ‘home-ownership  society’. 53However,  a

“structural shock” to the housing system, in the decades to follow, Ireland experienced the largest fall in

home-ownership in the EU.54By 2008, Ireland’s property bubble was starting to deflate; however, the

global  financial  crisis  the  same  year  would  burst  it  entirely.55 Ireland  was  plunged  into  recession,

46 Richard Waldron, "The “Unrevealed Casualties” Of The Irish Mortgage Crisis: Analysing The Broader Impacts Of Mortgage 

Market Financialisation", Geoforum 69 (2016): 53-66, doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2015.11.005, p.54. 

47 Manuel B. Aalbers, "The Sociology And Geography Of Mortgage Markets: Reflections On The Financial Crisis", International 

Journal Of Urban And Regional Research 33, no. 2 (2009): 281-290, doi:10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00875.x; Richard Waldron, 
"The “Unrevealed Casualties” Of The Irish Mortgage Crisis: Analysing The Broader Impacts Of Mortgage Market 
Financialisation", Geoforum 69 (2016): 53-66, doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2015.11.005, p.54. 

48 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.7; Richard Waldron, "The “Unrevealed Casualties” Of The Irish 
Mortgage Crisis: Analysing The Broader Impacts Of Mortgage Market Financialisation", Geoforum 69 (2016): 53-66, 
doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2015.11.005, p.53. 

49 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.7.

50 Raffaele Grotti et al., Discrimination And Inequality In Housing In Ireland (Economic Social Research Institute, 2018), p.4. 

51 Rob Kitchin et al., "Placing Neoliberalism: The Rise And Fall Of Ireland's Celtic Tiger", Environment And Planning A: Economy 

And Space 44, no. 6 (2012): 1302-1326, doi:10.1068/a44349, p.1308. 

52 Mick Byrne, "Housing Inequality Means Eternal Renting For Some, Profits For Others", Dublin Inquirer, 2016, 

https://www.dublininquirer.com/2016/05/18/mick-housing-inequality-means-eternal-renting-for-some-profits-for-others; Fiona 
Dukelow and Mairéad Considine, Irish Social Policy: A Critical Introduction, 2nd ed. (Policy Press, 2017), p.360. 

53 Michelle Norris, "Varieties Of Home Ownership: Ireland’s Transition From A Socialised To A Marketised Policy 

Regime", Housing Studies 31, no. 1 (2015): 81-101, doi:10.1080/02673037.2015.1061107, p.81; Raffaele Grotti et 
al., Discrimination And Inequality In Housing In Ireland (Economic Social Research Institute, 2018), p.3. 

54 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock: The Irish Housing Crisis And How To Solve It, 1st ed. (Bristol: Policy Press, 2020), p.2; Michelle 

Norris, "Varieties Of Home Ownership: Ireland’s Transition From A Socialised To A Marketised Policy Regime", Housing 
Studies 31, no. 1 (2015): 81-101, doi:10.1080/02673037.2015.1061107, p.82. 

55 Rob Kitchin et al., "Placing Neoliberalism: The Rise And Fall Of Ireland's Celtic Tiger", Environment And Planning A: Economy 

And Space 44, no. 6 (2012): 1302-1326, doi:10.1068/a44349, p.4. 

https://www.dublininquirer.com/2016/05/18/mick-housing-inequality-means-eternal-renting-for-some-profits-for-others


accompanied by,  and arguably caused by,  a  housing  market and banking crash. 56As a result  of  this,

aspiring  home-owners  faced  severe  credit  and  down-payment  barriers.  Targeted  supports  for  low-

income individuals were suspended, as affordable housing schemes were rendered inoperable. 57By 2012,

average house prices  had  fallen by  41.6%,  whilst  the  construction of  new homes declined  by  over

90%.58This bust was accompanied by growing rates of unemployment and concurrent rises in mortgage

arrears.59 These factors played a significant role in shaping Ireland’s current housing crisis.

The history of Ireland’s booms and busts has had far-reaching consequences, impacting the housing

market today despite the economic recovery.60 Since the crisis, lending to large investors has increased;

many  investors  are  private  equity  firms,  REITs,  and  international  property  companies. 61The  strict

regulations on mortgage lending have constrained aspirant owner-occupiers from entering the housing

market,  whilst  the  government  has  “actively  facilitated  increased  investment  by  large  institutional

landlords.”62 The number of vacant dwellings has also increased; In 2016, the CSO estimated that there

were 245,460 vacant dwellings in Ireland.63As of 2021, Ireland has the 10th highest rate of vacant homes

in the world.64

The average house price has also increased significantly in the wake of Ireland’s recovery. By 2013, the

economy had begun to recover, leading to a re-appearance of house-price inflation. In response, the

Central Bank introduced new lending rules.65The rules state that the maximum mortgage that can be

56 Michelle Norris, "Varieties Of Home Ownership: Ireland’s Transition From A Socialised To A Marketised Policy 

Regime", Housing Studies 31, no. 1 (2015): 81-101, doi:10.1080/02673037.2015.1061107, p.96. 

57 Michelle Norris, "Varieties Of Home Ownership: Ireland’s Transition From A Socialised To A Marketised Policy 

Regime", Housing Studies 31, no. 1 (2015): 81-101, doi:10.1080/02673037.2015.1061107, p.97. 

58 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.15. 

59 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.15. 

60 Colin Coulter and Francisco Arqueros-Fernández, "The Distortions Of The Irish ‘Recovery’", Critical Social Policy 40, no. 1 

(2019): 89-107, doi:10.1177/0261018319838912. 

61 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock: The Irish Housing Crisis And How To Solve It, 1st ed. (Bristol: Policy Press, 2020), pp.131-141; 

Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 2021, 
1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.17.

62 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.17. 

63 Central Statistics Office, Census Of Population 2016 - Profile 1 Housing In Ireland, 2016, 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp1hii/cp1hii/vac/.

64 Eoin Burke-Kennedy, "Ireland Has 10th Highest Rate Of Vacant Homes In The World, Study Finds", The Irish Times, 2021, 

https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/ireland-has-10th-highest-rate-of-vacant-homes-in-the-world-study-finds-
1.4709476.

65 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29, p.16. 



awarded to an individual is 3.5 times their gross salary, whilst a deposit of 10% is required.66However, a

2018 study by the NERI found that such rules bar many individuals from purchasing homes. For example,

the price of an average one-bedroom apartment in Dublin 1 is 6.6 times the gross salary of the median

25–34-year-old worker, and 5.6 times the gross salary of an employee that is 35 or over. 67The figures for

other counties represent more promising ratios, although the prices for most cities, including Limerick,

Galway  and  Cork,  illustrate  that  there  is  little  chance  of  an  average  worker  being  able  to  afford  a

property.68These conditions have led many aspirant owner-occupiers to rely on the private rental sector

for housing. However, there is a significant mismatch between supply and demand in this sector. This is

reflected in rent inflation statistics; the average rent has increased by 60% nationally since 2012.69A NERI

study found that in 2017, the cheapest one-bedroom apartment in Dublin cost €1,060, representing

almost 50% of the median Irish take-home pay.70In contrast to this, affordability in this context is defined

as spending less than one third of one’s income on housing costs.71

Not only are many people unable to purchase their own homes; those in the private rental sector face

increasing rents, evictions and constant moving. A Household Budget Survey in 2015 found that over

50% of renters were living in their current residence for less than 3 years.72Many renters feel significant

insecurity in their living situation. For some, boxes of possessions remain unpacked in anticipation of

moving shortly. For others, their rental accommodation doesn’t feel like ‘home’, as they are unable to

decorate it to their liking, make alterations, or own a pet.73 This lack of autonomy and control relates to

people’s  need for ontological security;  something which has become a distant dream for many Irish

residents.  Furthermore,  this  insecurity  represents  a  challenge  to  individual’s  sense  of  identity  and

66 Ciarán Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI

Working Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018), p.15. 

67 Ciarán Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI

Working Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018), p.17. 

68 Ciarán Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI

Working Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018), p.17. 

69Michael Byrne and Rachael McArdle, Security And Agency In The Irish Private Rental Sector (Threshold, 2020), p.36; Ciarán 

Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI Working 
Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018), p.3. 

70 Ciarán Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI

Working Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018); Michael Byrne and Rachael McArdle, Security And
Agency In The Irish Private Rental Sector (Threshold, 2020), p.35. 

71 Raffaele Grotti et al., Discrimination And Inequality In Housing In Ireland (Economic Social Research Institute, 2018), p.5; Tom

Healy and Paul Godrick-Kelly, Ireland’s Housing Emergency - Time For A Game Changer. (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 
2017), p.27.

72 Michael Byrne, "Housing Precarity And The Private Rental Sector", Blog, TASC, 2018, 

https://www.tasc.ie/blog/2018/03/06/housing-precarity-and-the-private-rental-sector/. 
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https://www.tasc.ie/blog/2018/03/06/housing-precarity-and-the-private-rental-sector/.

https://www.tasc.ie/blog/2018/03/06/housing-precarity-and-the-private-rental-sector/
https://www.tasc.ie/blog/2018/03/06/housing-precarity-and-the-private-rental-sector/


belonging. Many people have had to move out of cities due to rent inflation and increasing house prices,

parting with family and friends, affecting one’s community and support networks.74 However, the move

to more rural areas comes with different challenges; impacting one’s ability to access employment and

education, and resulting in long commutes.75

As a result of these developments, Ireland can no longer be regarded as a home-ownership society. The

promotion  of  neoliberalism  and  financialisation  has  reached  a  stage  wherein  many  individuals  are

completely  prevented from entering  the  housing  market.  This  has  led to  increased reliance on  the

private rental sector, alongside rent inflation; we are now in the era of ‘generation rent’. 76 The issues with

purchasing and renting housing are inter-related; a lack of affordable housing has pushed more aspirant

owner-occupiers into the rental sector, driving demand and inflating rents. However, the high cost of rent

makes it difficult for individuals to save for a deposit on a house and qualify for a mortgage. 77 I conclude

that this represents a cyclical trap in the Irish housing market. The housing crisis has had a significant

impact  on people’s  ability  to  access housing,  achieve security,  and experience ‘home’ to  the fullest

extent. 

Secure Home-Ownership Model 

A comprehensive solution to this issue will undoubtedly include reforms to housing policy, the private

rental sector, social housing and regulations on the market. However, the housing model I will propose

will be that of secure home-ownership. Despite the growth in the private rental sector in recent decades,

home-ownership remains a tenure goal for most Irish residents.78 Home-ownership responds to the need

for security that has been established as a key conceptual cornerstone of home.79 It is therefore vital that

we work toward a sustainable, affordable home-ownership model which responds to the needs and

desires of the Irish population. I will map out the advantages of home-ownership and the ways in which

they  respond  to  the  most  crucial  problems  in  the  current  housing  market.  I  will  then  outline  my

proposed model, focusing on funding, revenue and allocation.

74 Tom Healy and Paul Godrick-Kelly, Ireland’s Housing Emergency - Time For A Game Changer. (Nevin Economic Research 

Institute, 2017), p.30. 

75 Tom Healy and Paul Godrick-Kelly, Ireland’s Housing Emergency - Time For A Game Changer. (Nevin Economic Research 

Institute, 2017), p.31. 

76 Ciarán Nugent, Wage Sufficiency In The Context Of The Irish Housing Emergency: Rents And Access To Homeownership., NERI

Working Paper Series 2018/No.51 (Nevin Economic Research Institute, 2018), pp.9-14. 

77 Rory Hearne, Housing Shock: The Irish Housing Crisis And How To Solve It, 1st ed. (Bristol: Policy Press, 2020), p.153. 

78 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 

March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019), p.1. 

79 Hari Gupta, Spotlight: Shared-Equity Homeownership (Oireachtas Library & Research Service, 2020), p.1. 



Despite the volatility of the housing sector in the last decade, there is a strong preference in Irish society

toward  homeownership.  A  2019  study  examining  the  housing  aspirations  of  renters  found  that

household autonomy, stability and control of one’s space were amongst the most prevalent reasons for

this preference.80 Furthermore, 86.5% of the study’s respondents agreed that “owning a home makes

more sense [than renting]  because you are  protected against  rent increases,  and owning is  a  good

investment.”81Life-cycle events, such as planning for children and retirement, were also highly relevant to

aspirant home-owners.82Home-ownership therefore responds to people’s need for ontological security,

as individuals feel owning a home provides them with safety and reliability of place. 83 Furthermore,

people feel that they can decorate their home, own a pet and make adjustments that they are less free

to do whilst renting.84 Aspirant home-owners also consider community, connections and employment in

their  preference.85 Survey  respondents  also  cited  assets  and  inheritance  as  a  reason  for  their

preference;86 home-owners are less likely to face housing costs at retirement age, whilst they retain an

asset which can be sold or passed on to their children.87Home-ownership is also linked to other positive

psycho-social outcomes; studies have found that home-ownership is central to a person’s identity and

sense of belonging.88 

80 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 

March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019).

81 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 

March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019), pp.7-8. 

82 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 

March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019), p.8. 

83 Arthur Acolin, "Owning Vs. Renting: The Benefits Of Residential Stability?", Housing Studies, 2020, 1-24, 

doi:10.1080/02673037.2020.1823332, p.5. 

84 See Table 1. 

85 See Table 1. 

86 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 

March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019), pp.7-8.

87 Hari Gupta, Spotlight: Shared-Equity Homeownership (Oireachtas Library & Research Service, 2020), p.3.
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Table 1: Major Reasons for Home-Ownership Preferences

Reasons  for  Home-Ownership
Preferences 

Major  Reason  (%  of  750
respondents)

Owning  means  having  a  good
place  to  raise  children  and
provide  them  with  a  good
education

73.3

Owners  have  a  physical
structure where they and their
families can feel safe

78

Owning  allows  you  to  have
more space for your family

70.3

Owning  gives  you  control  over
what  you  do  with  your  living
space, like renovations

78.8

Owning  is  a  good  retirement
investment

69.3

Paying  rent  is  not  a  good
investment

75.5

Owning allows you to live in  a
more convenient location that is
closer to work, family or friends

43.9

Source: The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - March 2019 (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2019).

It is therefore vital that we create a secure, affordable home-ownership model. The housing crisis has

exposed the issues with neoliberalism and financialisation in housing markets, resulting in a decline in

home-ownership, rising house prices and rent inflation.89 An affordable home-ownership model would

not only respond to the desires of the population, it would resolve issues of insecurity and precarity in

housing provision, whilst taking some demand off the private rental sector. The model I have proposed

will  be of fully-integrated, co-operative, fixed-price housing produced by an Approved Housing Body

(AHB).  Co-operative  in  this  context  refers  to  community-oriented,  local,  self-help  approaches  to

housing.90 The homes will be a mix of new builds and previously lived-in properties which have been

renovated. New builds will be constructed at a top quality, A2-standard Building Energy Rating (BER),

whilst renovation of older properties will focus on increasing the property’s BER. This will ensure that

home-owners have the lowest energy bills  possible,  aiding in the creation of secure, affordable and

89 Michelle Norris and Michael Byrne, "The Political Economy Of Housing In Ireland", The Oxford Handbook Of Irish Politics, 

2021, 1-22, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198823834.013.29.

90 "Replicating And Scaling The Ó Cualann Model", Housing.Eolasmagazine.Ie, 2021, 

https://www.housing.eolasmagazine.ie/replicating-and-scaling-the-o-cualann-model/.
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sustainable homes.91This model is aimed at low to middle-income earners who have been pushed out of

homeownership due to price inflation, Central Bank rules and large institutional landlords. 

Funding will be acquired through private financial institutions and local authority subsidies. Members

will  also play a direct  role in  financing initial  builds and renovations through deposits.  The revenue

source  for  the  projects  will  be  acquired  through  mortgages  for  home-owners.  There  will  be  strict

regulations in place to guarantee owner-occupancy, whilst the homes will be secured by a gain-sharing

agreement. Crucially, houses will be sold at an agreed price which will  be 25-30% less than the free

market  prices  of  similar  homes.92 This  model  is  based  primarily  off O’Cualann  Cohousing  Alliance’s

affordable homeownership scheme,93 with some adjustments; namely, previously lived-in properties as

well as new builds are included in the proposed model. The implementation of pre-owned houses into

this model is due to the high number of vacant homes in Ireland, which represent an opportunity for

local authorities and AHBs.94 The Department of Housing is currently working on a strategy95 to buy-back

many vacant homes across Ireland, through schemes such as Buy and Renew, Bringing Back Homes and

the  funding  of  Compulsory  Purchase  Orders  (CPOs).96I  argue  that  through  this  model,  AHBs  could

participate in similar schemes to acquire and renovate homes for the purposes of affordable home-

ownership.

The model would be funded through a booking deposit of approximately €4,000 paid by the member to

secure a house; this would be used to fund design fees for the planning process.97 In the proposed

model, this booking deposit would go toward design fees for new build communities, and renovation

plans  for  pre-owned,  previously  vacant  dwellings.  The  cost  of  this  booking  deposit  would  then  be

91 "Understand A BER", Seai.Ie, 2021, https://www.seai.ie/home-energy/building-energy-rating-ber/understand-a-ber-rating/.

92 "Replicating And Scaling The Ó Cualann Model", Housing.Eolasmagazine.Ie, 2021, 

https://www.housing.eolasmagazine.ie/replicating-and-scaling-the-o-cualann-model/.

93 Eva Wall, "Could ‘Gamechanging’ Affordable Housing Cooperative Ó Cualann Hold The Key To Housing Crisis?", Extra, 2020, 

https://extra.ie/2020/02/07/news/irish-news/o-cualann-affordable-housing-scheme.

94 Rory Hearne, "Vacant Homes Present An Opportunity We Are Ignoring", Irish Examiner, 2021, 

https://www.irishexaminer.com/opinion/commentanalysis/arid-40713644.html.

95 Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, National Vacant Housing Reuse Strategy 2018-2021: Progress 

Report (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2020), http://file:///home/chronos/u-
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96 Planning and Development (Amendment) (No.2) Regulations 2018; Rebuilding Ireland, Bringing Back Homes Manual For The 

Reuse Of Existing Buildings (Rialtas na hÉireann, 2021), http://file:///home/chronos/u-
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subtracted off the 10% deposit paid by the member.98 This larger deposit would be used for construction

and renovation finance, and will be secured by an insurance provider. The member would then receive a

mortgage. Savings would be invested to reduce borrowing from banks, with a return of approximately

4% per year deducted off the purchase price. 99 Land for new developments would be acquired at a

substantial  discount  by  the  relevant  local  authority.  As  this  process  is  done  through  an  AHB,

development levies would be waived, as such bodies receive special status.100There would also be only a

small developer margin of 5% surplus, as is required for due diligence. There would be a no-variation

contract  in  place  with  the  construction  teams on  projects,  to  ensure  the  build  remains  at  a  fixed-

price.101The  AHB  would  also  partner  with  local  authorities,  seek  government  grants  and  work  with

philanthropic agencies to ensure the scheme can be rolled out at the largest scale possible in Ireland. 

The primary means through which affordable, secure housing is delivered with this model is through

reducing the cost of land, development levies and the developer’s margin.102Through these reductions,

the cost of construction is greatly lowered, thus allowing for houses to be purchased at a fixed-price, 25-

30% lower than that of  similar  houses on the local  market.103The purchase price of  the homes will

therefore be calculated based on the total cost of building; including the cost of land, levies, margins and

the payment of employees. This will fluctuate over time; however, what is crucial about this model is

that it remains affordable due to the fact that it is not a vehicle for profit-making. 

The primary means of revenue is through member deposits and privately financed mortgages. Members

must be eligible for a mortgage in order to purchase the property; however, the model will not affect

their access to schemes for mortgage affordability, such as Help to Buy for new builds and the Local

Authority Home Loan Scheme for new or second-hand properties.104The AHB would also advocate for

the government to reinvest VAT raised by the scheme into local authorities,  in order to sustain and

98 "Replicating And Scaling The Ó Cualann Model", Housing.Eolasmagazine.Ie, 2021, 

https://www.housing.eolasmagazine.ie/replicating-and-scaling-the-o-cualann-model/.
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expand  on  the  model  and  make  state-owned  land  available  for  similar  schemes.105A  gain-sharing

agreement  would also be put  in  place in favour of  the local  authority;  this  would ensure that,  if  a

member were to sell their house prematurely or let it out within a period of 20 years after purchase, a

“claw-back” would be triggered.106This is  vital  to ensure that affordable homes are not exploited for

profit, and to de-incentivise homes being sold for high prices shortly after purchase. Furthermore, I posit

that this incentive for members to remain in their homes would aid in the development of communities

and local infrastructure over time. 

Members signing on to the scheme would be subject to eligibility requirements. These requirements

would currently be for one’s income to be €59,000 or less for a single person, and €79,000 or less for a

couple. This figure would adapt based on average net incomes in Ireland over time. Members would also

have to sign a Common Charter, which would set out the values of the community as a whole, ensuring

the development of co-operative, cohesive communities.107I argue that this community-building is vital

for  the establishment of  homes;  our  sense of  place,  our  relationship  with  our  neighbours,  and our

interaction with the external area beyond the boundaries of our home, all play a role in shaping our

sense of security and belonging.108

It has also been established that whilst home can be conceptualised as a safe sanctuary to retreat from

the outside world, the private nature of one’s home can also hide abuse and violence. 109 Thus, those who

are fleeing from unsafe environments, or whom have experienced domestic abuse in some form, would

be prioritised, subject to eligibility requirements, for early entry into the scheme. It is vital that whilst

funding, income and allocation are key tenets of a working housing model, we must not lose sight of the

psycho-social, gendered and political dimensions of home. Therefore, the model must focus on creating

104 "Help To Buy (HTB) Scheme", Gov.Ie, 2021, https://www.gov.ie/en/service/bc9df-help-to-buy-htb-scheme/; 
Local Authority Home Loan Scheme, (Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, 2021). 
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Common  Charters  and  building  safe  communities  in  order  to  achieve  socially  just,  secure

homeownership. 

This model of homeownership provision would help to provide secure housing for low to middle-income

earners, through private finance and a co-operative, equitable approach to housing provision. This would

help  to  build  communities  whilst  taking  some pressure  off the  highly-inflated  private  rental  sector.

Furthermore, I posit that if such a model were implemented on a large scale throughout the country, this

would drive down the market price of housing on the free market, due to less demand and greater

competition in pricing. There are also larger, long-term impacts from delivering secure homeownership.

Having security in one’s home can impact individual’s employment and education outcomes, social lives

and sense of community.110I argue that from an economic perspective, delivering affordable housing will

allow people to have more disposable income; this  in turn would lead to greater spending on local

amenities, thus helping to sustain a cohesive community in the greater local area in which the houses

are built or renovated. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, we must refocus housing policy away from neoliberalism and financialisation, viewing

housing  as  a  social  need  rather  than  a  vehicle  for  profit  making.  By  understanding  the  theories

underpinning our understanding of home, we can analyse the deficits in our current housing system, and

work to shift housing provision toward a socially just, secure and affordable model that allows individuals

to experience home to the fullest extent. This will undoubtedly involve reform across the rental sector,

homeownership, and social housing. However, the homeownership model I have provided responds to

the aspirations and needs of a large portion of the Irish population. Ontological security, reliability and

belonging are central to our understanding of home. Having a home which one can own, renovate and

decorate to one’s liking, in which a person can raise children, have a pet, and feel safe in, is vital to many.

Furthermore,  we  cannot  simply  view  homes  as  stand-alone  structures;  we  must  work  to  build

communities  and  support  local  infrastructure  and  resources.  Throughout  this  shift toward  more

affordable and secure homes, we cannot forget the psycho-social, gendered and political dimensions to

home; therefore, we must continually work to ensure that we are taking a multi-disciplinary approach to

housing provision. 

110 Eoin Corrigan, Paul Cotter and George Hussey, The Housing Aspirations And Preferences Of Renters IGEES Research Paper - 
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