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ABSTRACT
Housing is a caring act prompting individuals and groups to
challenge the contours of housing policies and systems as they
pursue housing aspirations, shape housing pathways, and secure
housing provision. In this article, we think critically about housing
as part of an infrastructure of care and about how housing aspira-
tions, pathways, and provisioning inform moral and caring acts
known as voluntary simplicity. We focus on housing aspirations,
pathways, and provisioning to document how those three ‘rub
up’ against four specific provision processes (preparation,
purchase, design, and permissions and implementation) and con-
clude that voluntary simplicity could be a powerful tool by which
to shape more caring housing futures – if it was troubled by
fewer contradictions and compromises in its application and if
those subscribing to it were supported by a few key resources.
Findings point to general and widespread opportunities to think
more about the relationship of voluntary simplicity to housing
studies, including in small-scale studies in regional centres.
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Introduction

In this article, our aim is to critically examine relationships between housing and vol-
untary simplicity that are important to delineate and timely to consider in housing
studies. We advance that aim by engaging with ideas about housing aspirations
(Preece et al., 2020), housing pathways (Clapham, 2002, 2005), and infrastructures of
care (Power & Mee, 2019). That engagement is augmented by our reference to an
empirical study in which we worked with members of a social group in Tasmania,
Australia. To such ends, we consider how those people dealt with contradictions and
compromises that challenged their aspirations for and commitments to voluntary
simplicity in housing. As the larger literature shows, their experiences have salience
for those wanting to better understand how housing shapes and is shaped by certain
ontological frameworks, voluntary simplicity being one such example.
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The first of two premises from which we work is that housing provision is a moral
act involving choices that inform cycles of production and consumption fundamental
to individual and collective well-being and social participation. Thus, housing is also
part of a moral economy (Alexander et al., 2018) and an infrastructure of care
(Power & Mee, 2019), affecting the contours of the political economy and associated
policy settings. Consider distinctions between housing systems and markets, and
failures to focus on the former’s general malaise. Consider housing’s relationship
to socio-demographic changes such as ageing and pension systems ill-suited to
managing housing costs in retirement; or credit crunches, rising un- and under-
employment, in-work poverty, economic insecurity, and price inflation above wage
increases; or rising house prices, falling rates of homeownership, housing supply
shortages, and ongoing stereotypes about housing and associated and partial solutions
to housing crises (Opit et al., 2020; Schifferes & Shafique, 2018). Consider, too, the
ways in which housing both contributes to and mitigates the effects of ecological
degradation (Bhatti, 1993; Brown & Bhatti, 2003; Pickerill, 2017).

The size and severity of the aforesaid predicaments mean that individual change in
pursuit of societal ‘good’ may be minimally effective until scaled up; yet, such change
is pragmatically and symbolically important. Little wonder individuals and social
groups feel compelled to act on their values and push against consumer cultures
shaped by deep-seated, intransigent beliefs. For some, voluntary simplicity is a viable
alternative to consumer culture and stands in contrast to precarity – doing less with
less and less (Elgin, 2010; Evans, 2011; Standing, 2011).

Voluntary simplicity is a ‘mindful approach to consumption … to meet basic
material needs as … sustainably as possible and [direct] time and energy away from
limitless material pursuits in favour of exploring ‘the good life’ in non-materialistic
sources of meaning and fulfilment’ (Read et al., 2018, np; see also Alexander, 2012a,
and Alexander, 2012b, on degrowth per se, and Rees, 2010, on unsustainability).
Thus, our second premise is that – where choice is lacking or limited and in lieu of
shared visions – individuals and social groups find ways to act, for example by chal-
lenging and shaping the contours of effective housing policies and systems.
Notwithstanding this capacity to act, those engaged in voluntary simplicity appear to
find it socio-emotionally, economically, and spatially complex. Doing better with less
requires a range of resources, capacities, and practices neither easily internalized nor
lived. We may aspire to simplicity and want to live in such ways yet be unable to
marshal the wherewithal to do so, or we may be unable to exercise such choice
because of structural and systemic impediments.

In light of the premises sketched above, in what follows we consider two proposi-
tions. First, we suggest that the relationship between voluntary simplicity and housing
is under-examined and worth addressing – both intrinsically and for what it can con-
tribute to wider debates. We elaborate on such matters in the next section, which
outlines the theoretical framework and context, and which refers to a select literature
on housing and voluntary simplicity, including in Australia and Tasmania.

Second, we suggest a modest empirical case study may help address gaps in under-
standing about people’s aspirations, pathways, and choices when dealing with housing
provision processes and prompt more work on such matters. This suggestion seems
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important given ‘lack of clarity and conceptual specificity about … [and] a limited
empirical evidence base exploring how such aspirations may be changing within the
fundamental reconfiguration of contemporary housing systems’ (Preece et al., 2020,
p. 87).

After explaining the methods used for the case study, we consider these empirical
insights by analysing findings from in-depth interviews with 39 Tasmanians and
exploring their aspirations for voluntary simplicity and associated housing provision
choices (see also Field, 2015). We note the appeal made by Preece et al. (2020) for
more empirical work on relationships between aspirations and the conditions needed
to change housing systems, of which provisioning is a part. Thus, we focus on four
key housing provision processes emphasized by our participants: preparation, pur-
chase, design, and permissions and implementation. Those processes shaped their lives,
sometimes for weeks and years, as they dealt with contradictions in housing produc-
tion and consumption practices and market systems and learned to enact voluntary
simplicity. We also examine how provision processes influenced participants’ choices
to compromise housing aspirations and values or handled self-doubt about whether
their local actions would influence larger ethical and ontological debates about how
to live a good and caring life (Wright, 2013).

By way of conclusion, we then consider how voluntary simplicity could be
a compelling response to contemporary (housing) challenges if ready access were
available to time, financial resources, expertise, healthy places, and appropriate
materials. By reference to the trials involved in making sustainable housing choices in
a modest-sized, socially isolated, and economically and ecologically complex market –
Tasmania – our first hope is that the paper contributes theoretical insights to,
and helps advance growing empirical understandings about, housing aspirations and
pathways and ecologically motivated moral choices oriented to producing voluntarily
simple infrastructures of care. Our second hope is that the work aligns with and
augments the small number of works at the interface of housing studies and studies
of voluntary simplicity.

Theoretical framework and context

Our first suggestion is to propose that the relationship between voluntary simplicity
and housing is under-examined and worth addressing, both intrinsically and for what
it can contribute to wider debates.

Initial insights from databases and the literature

Voluntary simplicity is most often associated with environmentalism, and much less
often linked to discussions about housing. Considering scholarship in the five years
from 2015, and starting by reference to Housing Studies itself, from a total of 12
papers the last overt engagement with voluntary simplicity was in 2015, with only
two papers and a book review on ‘environmentally sustainable housing’ appearing
between 2009 and 2013. Many references to ‘sustainable housing’ exist in the journal’s
pages but a tendency to conflate viability with sustainability dilutes debate about
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ecological sustainability as originally conceived during the decades following 1992
(Brown & Bhatti, 2003).

Casting the net wider than the journal, Google Scholar lists 19 systematic literature
reviews since 2015 indirectly to ‘voluntary simplicity’ and/or ‘housing’, but there seems
to be no review directly on this subject. An additional scan of both Google Scholar and
the Scopus search engines suggests there is limited work specifically linking voluntary
simplicity and housing. Table 1 summarizes the numbers of papers published at any
time under certain keywords. Its purpose is to show the volume and spread of work,
but it does not signal any systematic approach on our part since a review of the litera-
ture using PRISMA or other systematic protocols was beyond the scope of the study.

Instead, what interests us is the fact that ‘behind’ these keywords are more detailed
engagements with (a) frugality, sufficiency economics, downsizing, and shifting spatial
norms; (b) motives for subscribing to voluntary simplicity and the effects of doing so;
(c) learning from intentional communities about voluntary simplicity, democracy, and
nonviolence; (d) measuring low-consumption lifestyles; (e) asking how voluntary sim-
plicity is informed by utilitarianism, Kantian deontology, and virtue ethics; (f) consider-
ing the contributions of voluntary simplicity to housing resilience in the face of climate
change effects; voluntary simplicity and energy policy, including off-grid living; (g)
micro-dwellings; (h) voluntary simplicity in different tenure types; autonomous archi-
tecture; and (i) considering new ways to think about home in low impact societies.
Some works account for intersectionality and the influences of Indigeneity, race, gen-
der, sexuality, cultural difference, vulnerable families, precarity, and disability.

In other words, thinking about voluntary simplicity and housing requires breadth,
but also points to the need for more focused considerations, and we hope that this
article prompts such efforts more generally.

Ways to theorize the emergent relationship between voluntary simplicity
and housing

Our own thinking on the relationship between voluntary simplicity and housing is
inductive and proceeds by synthesizing what we learned from our empirical studies

Table 1. Indicative numbers of papers related to voluntary simplicity and housing.
Database Google Scholar

Search term j count Overall Since 2015
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing’ 2490 684
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing studies’ 49 14
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing consumption’ 33 3
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing provision’ 28 7
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing choice’ 27 5
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing preference’ 3 0
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing pathways’ 2 2
Database Scopus
Search term j count Overall Since 2015
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing’ 106 50
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing studies’ 10 7
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing consumption’ 4 0
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing provision’ 0 0
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing choice’ 0 0
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing preference’ 1 0
‘voluntary simplicity’ and ‘housing pathways’ 0 0
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and the literature. The framework that emerges is based on an understanding that
housing pathways and choices have ontological, epistemic, structural, and agentic
influences and effects. Our reflections go something like this:

Householders’ values, aspirations, prior experiences, and preferences shape and are
shaped by those same pathways and choices and housing provision processes.
Outputs [dwellings] and outcomes [ways of dwelling] arising from the pathways taken
and the choices exercised are necessarily contradictory and compromised: this is the
tension between the ideal and the real and, howsoever experienced, it informs new
pathways and choices.

Considering the component parts in Figure 1, it will be apparent that thinking
about values and aspirations is important for us, and in a review of empirical research
studies, Preece et al. (2020) provide timely insights in this respect. Their argument is
that housing aspirations are ‘desires to achieve housing-related ambitions in the
future, encapsulating optimistic assessments of what can be realized’ (p. 90), and
shape how housing systems function across political, economic, social, and cultural
domains. Notwithstanding, they call for more conceptual clarity about how aspira-
tions are understood and for more empirical evidence ‘exploring how such aspirations

Figure 1. Cycles of aspiration, pathways, choices, and outputs and outcomes.
Notes
1. Householder opts to try and live in voluntary simplicity and ideal pathway preferences are chosen.
2. Various realities shape housing provision processes in householder’s locale.
3. Housing provision’s outputs and outcomes partly contradict initial aspirations and involve compromise.
4. People feel more or less comfortable or uncomfortable with the results.
5. Affective and cognitive insights arise from experiences and shape approaches to housing and its provision in
the future.
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may be changing within the fundamental reconfiguration of contemporary housing
systems’ (p. 87). They also ask for multidimensional understandings of aspiration and
want it decoupled from a choice framework. For them, while there are links between
housing aspirations and choices, the relationship is not a necessary one: those ‘not
planning or engaged in a move of home still have housing aspirations, as do those
with little choice’ (p. 88). We acknowledge the importance of this insight; while our
own work is concerned with householders who have made the choice to advance
their aspirations and work through the trade-offs that arose, we appreciate that ‘the
relationship between socialized, subjective preferences and the wider structural possi-
bilities for their realization is central to understanding housing aspirations’ (p. 96).

For us, and as Figure 1 also shows, it is important to think about housing pathways
and choices: ‘the household forms in which individuals participate and the routes they
take over time in their experience of housing’ (Clapham, 2005, p. 2). Hence the utility
of Clapham’s (2002) insights on dynamics giving effect, on the one hand, to identity
and lifestyle formation and performance and, on the other, to housing pathways and
provision choices and the power relations that inform them. Hence, too, the ongoing
relevance of Clapham’s call, in the same work, for approaches that place ‘households
at the centre of the analysis’ (p. 61). Either way, there is a significant literature on
how the housing pathways approach reveals ‘patterns of interaction (practices) con-
cerning house and home, over time and space’ and involves different ‘social practices
as well as … more widely recognised physical changes’ and accounting for the influ-
ence of ‘other types of pathway such as employment’ and of people’s propensity for
life planning (Clapham, 2002, pp. 63–65).

Given our assertion that affective and cognitive insights arise from experiences and
shape approaches to housing and its provision in the future (Figure 1, point 5), it
seems important to ask – as one of our referees did – whose approaches might be
shaped? The individuals involved? Others who were not directly involved? If the lat-
ter, how will this knowledge transfer occur? Addressing those questions is outside the
scope of the paper, but we think that there potentially intriguing connections between
them and this idea of life planning. Often, little in the way of support for such ends
is provided in formal settings such as families and schools, but there are diverse and
learned skills that can make major life-course decisions less fraught. In our findings,
below, three emerge: management capacities, risk appetite, and financial savvy.

Voluntary simplicity as an infrastructure of care?

Beyond the aforesaid considerations about voluntary simplicity and housing per se, it
is useful to think about their relationship to certain infrastructures of care. These
infrastructures are more-or-less enabled by values and aspirations and by housing
pathways and choices that materialize via certain provision processes; lead to certain
outputs and outcomes; and are filtered by levels of cognitive and affective dissonance
with these results (hence the order of the parts in Figure 1).

Timely in relation to infrastructures of care is work by Power & Mee (2019),
including their examination of the contributions of housing to care – of which volun-
tary simplicity is, we think, a part. They call for analyses that focus on questions such
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as ‘how does housing pattern the organization and practice of care across scales?’
(p. 3). This question resonates for us because among our participants, housing provi-
sion processes are co-constituted by commitments to voluntary simplicity and involve
(power) relations outside the household at scales larger than the dwelling or block.
As Power and Mee emphasize, it is important to ‘consider the operation of care
in the broader housing system … [which] opens a substantively new direction in
housing scholarship, identifying housing as a sociomaterial assemblage that is consti-
tutive of care’ (p. 3). Some such care is clearly directed by householders to the more-
than-human world and, for some, it manifests in lifestyle and housing choices and
commitments to voluntary simplicity.

Enticing here is an observation by Power and Mee that ‘there has been little
detailed consideration of how housing shapes care practice’ (p. 3), and that invites
ontological and epistemological labours about ‘world making’ (p. 5). Voluntary
simplicity is a practical philosophy – one such way to make the world – involving life
choices to reduce resource consumption, improve ecological and social outcomes and
quality of life, secure personal fulfilment, and exercise social responsibility (Black &
Cherrier, 2010; Kollmus & Agyeman, 2002; McGinnis et al., 2013; Sandlin & Walther,
2009; Zamwel et al., 2014). The logic is that when people consume less, and do so
locally and mindfully, commensurate systems of production and disposal adjust, and
people and systems flourish in contexts that promote degrowth (Alexander, 2012a).

Several comparable descriptions of voluntary simplicity exist. For Gregg (1936,
p. 2), adherents to this value system have ‘singleness of purpose, sincerity and
honesty’ and – foreshadowing the declutter movement – and avoid possessions that
distract and detract from the ‘deliberate organisation of life’ for higher ends. His
account runs close to Alexander’s (2011, p. 186), which posits voluntary simplicity as
an ‘oppositional living strategy that rejects the high consumption, materialistic life-
styles of consumer cultures and affirms … “the simple life” or “downshifting”’. In
turn, Elgin (1981, p. 92) suggests voluntary simplicity involves living ‘more con-
sciously’ with a ‘minimum of distraction’ to secure a life ‘outward simple, inwardly
rich’, mindful it is processual and laborious. Leonard-Barton (1981, p. 244) writes of
voluntary simplicity as one’s capacity to secure a lifestyle to ‘maximize … direct con-
trol over daily activities and to minimize … consumption and dependency’ (see also
Chhetri et al., 2009). Etzioni (1998, p. 620) describes it as a choice based in free will
to limit engagement in consumer society and ‘cultivate non-materialistic sources of
satisfaction and meaning’ (see Alexander & Ussher, 2012; McDonald et al., 2006).
Craig-Lees & Hill (2002, p. 191) emphasize the point that such a stance assumes sig-
nificant privilege as well as ‘control and personal fulfilment’ and experiences that
favour attachment to ‘humanism, self-determination, environmentalism, spirituality,
and self-development’.

Common across accounts is the insight that voluntary simplicity is normative and
ontogenetic – concerned with how things ought to be and with how they become.
Voluntary simplicity requires political commitment to forms of conduct and practice.
Understood thus, it informs housing provision processes. So, for example, appropriate
designs and ethically sourced materials can be expensive – sometimes prohibitively –
and require difficult degrees of compromise from a normative ideal. Living in urban
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centres to reduce transport impacts can mean higher rents or mortgage repayments
and entanglement in banking systems. Paying less for housing in hinterland, rural,
and disadvantaged areas may increase car use and complicate access support net-
works, services, and amenities. Choices there may be, but they require compromises
to preference hierarchies, and involve contradictions over social, economic, and
environmental values, beliefs, and practices.

Context for this study

In Australia, access to fossil fuels, advanced technologies and synthetic materials, and
finance have allowed and encouraged many people to build and buy beyond basic
needs (McGee, 2013). Much of the period after 1945 is characterized by economic
security, social stability, and technological advancement and typified by increasing rates
of homeownership, at least until the 2016 Census of Population and Housing (Stone
et al., 2017). Shifts in urban planning practice and institutional and financial support
for state and private housing schemes have enabled the spread of low-density suburbs,
increased car dependence, the separation of work from home, and growing evidence of
conspicuous consumption and marked poverty. Many such processes have been highly
profitable (Gleeson, 2006; Gurran, 2011) and influenced neoliberal and post-political
philosophies and practices (Legacy et al., 2018). Growth agendas, vested interests, and
private property rights have overshadowed social housing, environmentally stringent
measures in housing construction, or innovative forms of housing tenure (see Crabtree,
2018; Gurran et al., 2009; Steele, 2009). In the process, planning has sometimes seemed
increasingly de-democratized and distant from housing policy objectives related to
need, choice, or affordability (Gurran, 2011; MacDonald, 2018). Developers, builders,
and homeowners seem to work at cross-purposes and produce sub-optimal outcomes
for housing, communities, and environments; homelessness and housing precarity have
grown (Crabtree & Hes, 2009; Greenop, 2017).

Our study on voluntary simplicity and housing choice and their contradictions
and compromises is based in Tasmania. This state has distinctive geographies,
development patterns based on the exploitation of natural resources, insular social
values (Stratford, 2006a, 2006b, 2008), and personal and community histories steeped
in connections to land and wilderness (Reynolds, 2012).

Not surprisingly, Tasmania has been also ‘the location of embryonic experiments
in community and economic development and ecological management’ (Stratford,
2003, p. 496). Mindful of these dynamics, we worked in south-eastern local govern-
ment areas (LGAs) near and including the capital, Hobart. The regional population’s
environmental values and relaxed culture make the locale a desirable place for many
to live, despite limited employment opportunities and deep disadvantage in several
locales more pronounced than in comparable regional settings in mainland Australia
(Eslake, 2016).

Wages and salaries and house and land prices that are lower than the national
average, and old housing stock tend to affect housing provision in Tasmania, although
national residential property prices between the March quarters for 2018 and 2019
reveal a current counter-trend (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019b; Table 2).
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Such change may be unprecedented and complicates housing provision choices in
multiple ways related to simplicity, as well as to precarity and affordability (Eccleston
et al., 2018a, 2018b).

Other differences exist between the state and national trends. In 2003–2004,
the average cost to build a new house in the most expensive housing state,
New South Wales, was $210,300 and in Tasmania, it was $150,300. In 2017–2018,
those figures had changed to $348,400 and $291,500, respectively, but the largest
proportional increase was, in fact, in Tasmania and occurred between 2003–2004
and 2010–2011, 11.3% compared to New South Wales’s 6.6% (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2019a).

Nationally, the average floor area of a new house expanded from 162.2m2 in
1984–1985 to 247.7m2 in 2008–2009, an increase of 52.7% (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2005, 2013). Although the average floor area of new houses has declined (to
231.9m2 in 2017–2018), Australians still build some of the largest detached dwellings
in the world, second only to the United States (CommSec, 2017). At 188.3.0 m2 in
2017–2018, the Tasmanian average is the lowest of all the states, and that has been
consistent since at least 2003–2004 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019a).

Australians tend to be highly mobile, with 58.3% of the population moving to a
new dwelling in the five years prior to the 2011 census, and 56.6% in the five years
prior to the 2016 census. Reflecting such movement patterns, Tasmania’s population
has also grown – mostly from in-migration – and has risen from 476,481 people in
2006 to 509,965 in 2016 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017a), and at time of
writing is circa 522,327. Although Tasmanians were least likely of all Australian
states’ residents to have changed address in the five years leading up to the 2016
census, over a third of the population – 37.8% – did so (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2011, 2017b).

Finally, in Tasmania, as elsewhere in Australia, increasing urbanization and inner-
city gentrification have encouraged some to move to suburbs on city fringes where
vacant land has been more abundant and detached single dwellings have been the
norm. Meanwhile, settlements are increasingly spatially and ideologically distant from
hinterlands that provide food, water, waste disposal, resources, and goods (Gleeson,
2006, 2015; Rees, 2012). As Moore et al. (2016) note, sustainable housing stock is not
being provided, and progress is reflected in disjointedly incremental changes to build-
ing performance, codes, and policies.

Table 2. Residential property prices, Australia.
December quarter 2018 to March

quarter 2019 (% change)
March quarter 2018 to March
quarter 2019 (% change)

Weighted average �3.0 �7.4
Sydney �3.9 �10.3
Melbourne �3.8 �9.4
Brisbane �1.5 �1.3
Adelaide �0.2 0.8
Perth �1.1 �2.7
Hobart �0.4 4.6
Darwin �1.8 �4.2
Canberra �0.9 0.0

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2019a, 2019b).
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Methods of approach

Thus far, we have asserted the need for more work on the relationship between hous-
ing studies and practices and voluntary simplicity. We are galvanized by calls from
Power & Mee (2019, p. 17) for housing and other scholars to ‘speculate on possibil-
ities for more caring housing markets, or to questions of housing governance, asking
how housing might be better governed to support a flourishing of human life and
domestic care’. We are also buttressed by arguments advanced by Brown & Bhatti
(2003, p. 511) that the ‘environment can become an essential part of tackling poverty,
improving health, and promoting social inclusion’ and foster innovations in
environmental housing among consumers, urban planners and policy-makers, and
developers. And we recall that Preece et al. (2020) have asked for more in the way of
empirical research on housing aspirations; surely a part of that involves aspiring to
voluntary simplicity outcomes achieved by changes in housing provision processes.

Our study suited qualitative methods sensitive to how ‘the social world is
interpreted, understood, experienced, produced or constituted’ (Mason, 2002, p. 4).
Qualitative research fostered rich, detailed descriptions and comparisons from a small
number of participants’ accounts so we could delve more deeply into each (McGinnis
et al., 2013, p. 72; Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). Electing to use in-depth interviews, we
secured ethics clearance to speak with participants: residents who self-identify or whom
others identified as subscribing to voluntary simplicity and who sought to apply those
principles in practice in housing provision choices. They had wide-ranging life experi-
ences, and chose to settle, build, and dwell in Tasmania – some because it is also a
place known as a seedbed of the green political movement (Timms, 2009).

We recruited all 39 participants using a combination of criterion and snowball
selection methods. Starting from one individual known to us because of their
commitment to voluntary simplicity in housing, we then sought people who lived
in houses that included at least one among the following combinations: off-grid;
on-grid; built from alternative, recycled, prefabricated, or eco-materials; rammed
earth; straw bale; retrofitted; yurt; rented, owned, and/or communal/strata title; and
rural, suburban, and urban.

At varying stages in the life course, participants ranged in age from their early 20s
to late 70s, occupied several housing types, held many worldviews, and included sin-
gle people, couples, and families (Kemeny, 1992). It is noteworthy that 25 participants
were engaged in work associated with housing: architecture, building design and con-
struction, energy efficiency consulting, masonry, landscaping, drafting, planning, local
government, surveying, and sustainability. Their knowledge intersected with their
housing provision choices, and choices they helped others’ shape. They chose the
locations for their interviews, sometimes opting to highlight either their workplace or
own homes. Below, as shorthand, we sometimes refer to them as ‘experts’ if we
consider their professional knowledge has influenced their personal actions and
circumstances. Fourteen other participants were ‘householders’ building or already
occupying houses constructed of timber, recycled materials, straw bale, and rammed
earth – material choices consistent with principles of simple living as applied to
housing design (Alexander & McLeod, 2014; Alexander et al., 2012). Four houses
were off-grid in rural areas within driving distance of Hobart.
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Some householders had experience of alternative social and legal housing arrange-
ments such as co-housing and intentional communities. Some were at planning stage
and seeking permissions to act; others were or had recently finished building or retro-
fitting; and still others had finished their build or retrofit years before. All made life-
style choices consistent with voluntary simplicity; for example, by admitting they
preferred to make and repair items rather than buy them; maintained vegetable gar-
dens; and reduced waste by recycling, composting, and mindful purchasing. All but
one interview took place in homes, settings ideal for witnessing the physical manifes-
tations of their housing philosophies.

Nine expert participants had retrofitted; lived in, built, or planned to build their
own homes with simplicity attributes (such as below average footprint area); or they
had memories of, or aspirations for such a lifestyle. Retrofits were the most common
among them and least common among householders, which is not to say that people
expressing voluntary simplicity values do not retrofit. As such, there were several
instances where experts expressed thoughts about simple living as it applied to their
own homes and lifestyle choices. In other words, at the time of interview, those par-
ticipants might not have been engaged in housing provision tasks informed by volun-
tary simplicity principles, but they had been, and their perspectives were invaluable
given the small number of participants in the study, overall.

Interviews were semi-structured, conversational, and inductive (Mason, 2002).
Conversations with participants from both groups centred on personal life stories; values
and beliefs related to money, material, social justice, environment, and housing; perspec-
tives on voluntary simplicity; and experiences of housing provision. After participants
had reviewed and returned their transcripts, we used open coding to analyse the data
and search for emergent ideas, opinions, attributes, and experiences to then characterize
ideas about voluntary simplicity. From those codes emerged broader categories and
subcategories, analysed cross-sectionally and condensed into overarching themes.

Voluntary simplicity and housing provision processes

The second suggestion that concerns us is this: we think a modest empirical case
study may help address gaps in understanding about people’s aspirations, pathways,
and choices when dealing with housing provision processes.

Below, we consider the experiences our participants had when applying the
practical philosophy of voluntary simplicity to housing provision processes and we
draw on interviews with them to consider housing provision in terms of preparation,
purchase, design, and permissions and implementation processes. Those four
processes may appear linear. Yet, recurring themes emerged from our analysis and
iterative references to our theoretical framework (Figure 1) and suggest the processes
are messily characterized by contradictions and compromises.

General observations

Householders’ homes were small by today’s standards: at 100–150 square metres, they
had 25–50% less floor area than most new Tasmanian homes. Householders preferred
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new materials simultaneously non-toxic, natural, and ethically and/or locally sourced,
and sought recycled, reclaimed, and second-hand materials and furnishings. Reduced
footprints and materials selection suggest a caring approach to this infrastructure and
its relationship to other parts of the biosphere and social and economic domains.

Typically, interior layouts were open-plan designs for overlapping uses, and there
were few spare or single-use spaces. Houses centred on generously sized social spaces
connected to food preparation areas; again, this prioritization hints at the importance
of community and the importance of connection as part of caring infrastructures.
Where householders could connect to the grid they did, and augmented supplies of
mains electricity and piped water with solar panels and rainwater tanks.

Urban participants valued physical proximity to work and social connections,
including opportunities to avoid driving and access cultural and other amenities.
Rural participants valued privacy, access to nature, home food production, and free-
dom from urban constraints. These groups typify two aspects of a debate about which
settlement patterns and behaviours best support simple living: high-density urban
living or partly self-sufficient rural living? Their choices to foster simplicity in one
setting or another yielded unexpected or ongoing complications related to transport,
access, and financial burden.

Most were owner-builders, but all engaged in parts of some building process or
other, retrofitting included. Some cited savings for this hands-on approach; others
wanted to learn new skills or craft a home for themselves. Many said deep philosoph-
ical purpose and keen sense of stewardship or care underpinned the expenditure of
energy and time. Many valued the aesthetic elements of shaping a home and garden
and spoke warmly about creativity and self-expression, which contrasts with their
experiences of dealing with housing and planning policies. Several delighted in having
easy, unmediated access to nature and more space than expected. One told us, ‘it’s
nice to have everything here and be independent … Walking out onto the deck and
looking into the bush, there’s an instant sense of freedom … I’m aware it is a luxury
… not possible for everyone’ (Householder 1, owner-built straw bale home, resident
in Kingborough LGA). Such observations suggest both an appreciation of the
infrastructure’s capacity to help them care for their environs and exercise gratitude.

Such observations are striking considering that luxury means ‘a state of great
comfort or elegance, especially when involving great expense’ (Oxford University
Press, 2017). These dwellings might not be anywhere near luxurious by the standards
applied to housing by Australia’s financial elite, yet this phrase generates insights
about the relativities of housing access, proximity to nature, and basic needs in
challenging times.

Preparation

Preparing to build or retrofit presented the first in a series of contradictions and
compromises to voluntary simplicity. One of our most powerful findings was the
difference that knowledge and preparation make to householders’ experiences and
housing outcomes. We learned that political cycles and constant changes to systems
may actively discourage a move from ideation to action. For example, amendments
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to legislation, policy, and regulation often affect the instruments that enable home-
buyers to prepare to provide for their housing, among them grants, housing markets,
or building codes – which often require that people act quickly. In this light, expert
participants spoke about limited levels of consumer awareness about and prepared-
ness to deal with purchasing and development control systems:

[Householders] really, really need to do their homework, and they’re the only ones that
can do it. Real estate won’t do it; Council won’t offer it to them on a platter … All
they have to do is ask. They don’t even have to know what to ask … This is where
[Council]… needs to get the message out to the … community … it’s obvious to me
– and obviously not obvious to other people – that if you’ve got a bush block [you have
to prepare for] constraints. (Expert 9, Council planner, resident in Kingborough LGA)

Other householders also said that preparation could be lacking but, for example,
even had one couple been prepared, their work would be stymied by subsequent
changes to bushfire hazard management regulations, the advent of which restricted
their choice of building materials:

[It was] a massive disappointment (and could have been a deal breaker when we bought
the land) … [that] we couldn’t build what we wanted to build. [It] may have been
because we didn’t research enough … But we weren’t clear about [the regulations] at
the time of purchase. (Householders 3a and 3b, rammed earth house, resident in
Hobart LGA)

Householders found it difficult to obtain clear and timely preparatory information,
especially in relation to development control forms and requirements. Some wanted a
simple checklist of things to do, yet experts suggested that each project is distinct
enough that even a modest universal checklist could be misleading.

Most householders were also attempting to enact simplicity values by making
provision choices outside the norm for Tasmanian builds and could not assume clear
pathways to approval. Systems guidance is important here, and those who worked with
empathetic and transparent professionals seemed to fare best; in our reading of this
situation, infrastructures of care arise from caring collaborations. Built environment
professionals suggested householders should consult with them early on for guidance
about preparing the ground for housing provision choices, particularly given the
complexities of the digital platforms often used at this stage. They also acknowledged
that digitization makes gathering information increasingly impersonal, and means some
householders cannot or do not then ask, ‘what else should I know about?’

Householders organized in advance with time, money, and paperwork expressed
a higher level of satisfaction dealing with housing processes than those who were not.
Universally, however, uncertainty and change fostered anxiety during preparation and
subsequent phases, and relief was clear when work was finished: ‘I could do it all
again because [I would] be more confident, but I wouldn’t want to for a long time’
(Householder 6, straw bale new build, resident in Tasman LGA).

Purchase

Purchasing was a contradictory process requiring various compromises as people
sought to enact simplicity values especially because, given recent increases in house
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prices in Tasmania relative to income, many householders required bank loans –
necessitating direct engagement with exactly the type of complex system they wished
to avoid. Householders privileged time over money, many having moved from full-
to part-time employment, and finances were philosophically and practically important
for them because any additional downward shift their financial status equated with a
commensurate loss of control to choose to live simply.

There was stark difference between those who bought homes before or in the mid-
2000s and those who did so after the recent housing market surge. Householders in
the first category felt lucky they entered the market when they did. Yet, they did not
speak about housing affordability for the next generation; rather, they encouraged
them to avoid debt:

[I] came to Tasmania with about $60,000. Land was cheap; I bought 15 acres in cash for
$15,000, and I still had $30,000 left … Your generation is just being forced into this
huge debt … And it’s even more necessary for you to simplify and think about how
much debt you’re really willing to take on. Eventually, you really are supposed to pay it
back … We seem to think that it’s okay to pay $300,000 for a house, when it’s as
essential as eating. (Householder 8, straw bale new build, resident in Sorell LGA)

Some householders thought the system too large and pervasive to influence. They
struggled to make trade-offs between voluntary simplicity values and methods to gain
financial access to housing. Compromises on location caused angst. Those who
purchased existing homes in urban areas valued proximity to employment, services,
and social networks, but had higher purchasing prices and environmentally under-
performing housing stock. Those who purchased in rural areas valued access to
nature and the flexibility larger allotments gave, and many were building new houses,
and could be discerning about orientation, materials, and design. But they grappled
with having to clear vegetation to meet bushfire requirements and drive hours each
day to access appropriate employment and varied services, pointing to other complex-
ities in how, collectively, thought might be given to how infrastructures of care are
created and experienced.

Debt was again central to thinking about trade-offs. Householders were
debt-averse, wanting to live within their means, distrusting the financial sector,
wanting their financial and personal freedom, and being uncertain about their ability
to meet mortgage payments if personal circumstances changed:

For me to buy a property and a house, I’d be looking at … a lifetime of debt … I’d be
signing up to have a job … for the rest of my life … [But yurts] are places where
people … [don’t] have to get into masses of debt to live. That’s … the philosophy
behind it. (Householder 10, yurt, resident in Huon Valley LGA)

One of the ideas is to keep debt low. [I’ve] been working full time for four years …
[We have] tried to pay as we go [and] haven’t taken out a second loan … [It’s] really
hard to get money from the bank once you start building because they see you as a risk.
(Householder 5, straw bale new build, resident in Kingborough LGA)

Participants said debt led to other contradictions. Bankers could decide whether to
issue loans to people with non-traditional working arrangements or eccentric house
designs, and valuers could determine financing.
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If you end up maxing out your loan capacity … you’ve borrowed to do the right thing
by the environment or the community, and … all that money … goes to the bank …
If you spend [the loan] on a huge solar array and back-up batteries … that money with
interest is then going back to the bank … Trying to do the good thing, [but] not
thinking about where your money … [ends] up: it’s kind of a big deal. (Householder 4,
timber clad retrofit, resident in Clarence LGA)

Thus, the relationship with debt shaped the financial resources available for other
aspects of housing provision, affected life choices years before and after the purchase
or building process, and influenced behaviours and capacities to live simply.

Design

Householders’ relationship with housing design was personal and specific.
Although values about function and aesthetics apply to any type of homeowner or
dweller, these householders’ were concerned to reduce environmental impacts,
demonstrate a personal sense of built and natural beauty, foster a nourishing social
life by creating inviting common spaces, and make personal contributions to house
design by integrating personal artefacts or found objects. In short, in our reading,
they wanted to create infrastructures in which care – of self, other, and Earth – was
relatively easy.

Experts provided the most direct thinking about simplicity and design attributes:
design for a small footprint and be mindful about site selection. And householders
and experts alike favoured small homes to save costs and be ethically consistent. In
the words of an energy efficiency researcher and assessor based in Hobart, ‘to live
simply, the first principle should be that small is better’ (Expert 12).

Yet for householders, it was challenging to match desire with financial, regulatory,
and site constraints. One said, ‘there are weird things you’d never think of. It’s hard
to know all the rules because you need to be across building, plumbing, electrical,
soil … Finding those resources … is difficult’ (Householder 7, straw bale new build,
resident in Kingborough LGA). So, for example, cladding that met bushfire regula-
tions could be costly and difficult to source. Building regulations could preclude the
use of non-compliant second-hand materials. Getting clearance for onsite greywater
management and composting toilets often saw householders educating council staff
and others more than expected.

Householders found that busy or disinterested council staff were sometimes more
likely to engage with them once an expert was involved – and this observation harks
back to an earlier one about the need for caring collaborations (including those set
up to bring ‘novices’ along). One development control planner admitted it was easier
working with experienced, known professionals than with owner-builders unaware of
the challenges to provision choices posed by materials or systems they wanted to use.
Those working in the building industry knew of this pressure on householders to use
experts and several responded empathetically:

For anyone who does what I do, there’s a responsibility to provide some sort of pastoral
care. The whole process is difficult and stressful. I have always been slightly worried that
people would finish up with something they don’t want and have spent their life savings
on. (Expert 8, building designer, resident in Hobart LGA)
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Choices related to design innovation and purchasing were also challenging. Harvey
(2014, p. 43) explains that ‘housing … is captive to externality effects since invest-
ment or disinvestment in one house in a neighbourhood has an effect (either positive
or negative) on the value of houses in the immediate vicinity’. Zoning, setback, min-
imum footprint size, and overlooking exemplify planning interventions meant to cope
with these externalities.

Permissions and implementation

Participants were voluble in responding to questions about the permissions and
implementation procedures that underpin housing provision and that unsettle or
detract from their housing aspirations, voluntary simplicity included; this, too, under-
scores the persistent challenge of creating caring and collaborative systems to produce
infrastructures of care and highlights the gaps between what seems to be widely
wanted and what is practiced in the day-to-day ‘grind’ of bureaucratic engagement.

Once householders had made their initial preparations, secured a house and/or lot,
and settled on their design, other contradictions and compromises typified their
planning and building applications to relevant local government authorities. As with
processes to secure financing, when planning and building householders needed to
interact with others in a system that was often opaque, and that sometimes meant
moving away from their desire to enact voluntary simplicity values in and by dwelling.

In Tasmania, housing provision involves proponents securing several council appro-
vals before commencing and finalizing work. Our interviews focused on two: planning
via municipal planning schemes, and building – which responds to Australia’s National
Construction Code via state legislation. Householders and experts viewed some level of
regulation as necessary but said it felt as if one was guilty until proven innocent.
Householders viewed the approvals process as overly and overwhelmingly administrative
and procedural. Several experts attributed over-regulation to single examples of negative
cases that sparked regulatory changes, resulted in blunt instruments, and discouraged
innovation, social change, and simple approaches. Some of them felt that increasing
regulation threatened planning as urban design and artistry: ‘We’re dumbing it down to
such an extent that we’ve lost all opportunity for education, understanding, dialogue,
narrative; all that’s been lost’ (Expert 19, planning consultant, resident in Hobart LGA).

Householders and experts thought over-regulation demonstrated diminished trust
and personal responsibility at a societal level. Several felt a keen sense of duty to build
high-quality houses and householders lamented having to pay for assessments
to demonstrate diligence they said they would have shown in any case. There was
widespread support for regulations related to environmental impacts and energy
efficiency, but, given that some assessment reports cost $2000 or more, were distrust-
ful and cynical about the ways in which regulations buttressed commercial ventures.

Over-regulation can, of course, lead to complex decision chains requiring still
more expertise. Householder 3 has a professionally built rammed earth house in
Hobart LGA and had a dispute with council over bushfire regulations; these required
vegetation clearance beyond the property boundary into a council reserve. ‘At the
Tribunal, I don’t think anyone knew what was going on except for the council lawyer
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and the planning consultant; they were basically just talking to each other’. When
asked if they could have managed without representation, Householder 3 replied,

no chance … We didn’t understand what we were getting into. We wouldn’t have been
able to do it without the consultant … There would be so many environmental laws we
wouldn’t have had a clue about. It would be intimidating dealing with a council lawyer.
We wouldn’t have known where to start.

Approvals processes seemed like roadblocks, and participants thought development
control regulations were inaccessible for most laypeople and even some experts.
Householders were frustrated with complexity and ambiguity about what was required
of them. Frequent changes to legislation sometimes meant having to build quickly.

Bespoke checklists of requirements were absent – noting criticisms of them
described above. Householders had to explain themselves multiple times to different
council officers and required much expertise or tacit knowledge to understand what
was expected of them. The overall cost of the approvals process was also high given
the volume of compliance work required of them.

Finally, householders and experts diverged on the meaning of suitable locations for
housing. Several householders favoured rural areas for the affective experience of
living close to nature and because they could better afford the purchase. Experts over-
whelmingly supported infill development, retrofitted housing stock, and limited fringe
development requiring car use. Almost always, the rationale was that there would be
no land left to build on, one forecasting this scenario: ‘we had that luxury, and we
squandered it’ (Expert 14, planning lawyer, resident in Hobart LGA).

Once permissions are secured, the implementation stage is also filled with contradic-
tions and compromises. For example, one-third of the total waste stream in Tasmania
results from construction and demolition. Waste management practices are profoundly
affected by procurement culture and behaviours on the part of clients, architects, design-
ers, planners, engineers, site operatives, contractors, and subcontractors.

Not surprisingly, then, the materials supply chain was subject to further trade-offs
by householders. It is difficult to obtain ethically or sustainably sourced building
materials in Tasmania, and some householders were averse to using Tasmanian tim-
ber because of their views on forest industry practices. This position required that
they purchase responsibly produced materials shipped onshore using fossil fuels,
which conflicted with simple values to consume consuming locally and reduce emis-
sions. Prices could be exorbitant.

Experts corroborated the existence of such conundrums:

Finding ethically sourced materials is notoriously … difficult … [so too being] sure of
the lineage of the materials that you’re getting. Green-washing is rife … You need to
… have an expert eye … Typical householders [work with] … what they’re told by
manufacturers … [I’ve often had people] come and say they’re using certain material
because it’s green. I have to tell them, no, it’s probably not. (Expert 12, energy efficiency
assessor and researcher, resident in Hobart LGA)

These gaps in knowledge about lineage and pricing caused several householders to
compromise on voluntary simplicity values as the housing process progressed:

[We’re] having to go with more concrete and steel and new materials, which we hadn’t
wanted … You want to [be] a point of difference and a model of simplicity … no one
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is envious of the situation we’re currently in … Every little thing is quite complex when
you’re building. (Householder 7, straw bale new build, resident in Kingborough LGA)

Finally, a central challenge was summarized by one of the householders: ‘Things
that might be seen as making life simple can be complex, because of how society can
be structured … in terms of expectations … norms and … the bureaucracy’.
Participants most able to live simply were adept at working the system, or made
serious trade-offs to avoid it, or were simply lucky, and we turn to these in the next
section on the understanding that these tendencies also characterized the three other
elements of the provision process we have considered.

Discussion and conclusions

Our findings suggest, first, that some householders could draw on or had developed
high-level management capacities: organizational skills, resourcefulness, attention to
detail, networking skills, objectivity, persistence, the ability to see the big picture and
plan, and a degree of extroversion (whether they were extroverted or not). These
attributes meant they could investigate and select from various strategies and tactics
to avoid costly delays or bureaucratic requirements. They selected blocks of land or
houses needing fewer inputs to match their voluntary simplicity ideals. They held
experts accountable and asked targeted questions.

Second, some sacrificed the security, comfort, or potential longevity of their houses
to live simply – they took risks. Examples include building in areas prone to bushfire
or with less durable materials. They also made less-tangible sacrifices such as assum-
ing debt or living far enough from services to necessitate driving.

Third, several appeared to have developed financial savvy and purchased their
homes or blocks when prices were lower and planning and building regulations less
extensive, enabling them to pay off debts sooner or build their houses more easily,
creatively, or over longer periods of time. Some originally came from positions of
privilege, in terms of access to education and lucrative employment. Some moved to
Tasmania, bringing savings from higher-paying jobs or the proceeds of house-sale in
a more expensive area.

Beyond management skills, risk appetite, and financial nous we think it useful to
speculate about whether voluntary simplicity might be a compelling response to con-
temporary challenges if more ready access were available to time, financial resources,
expertise, and healthful places and appropriate materials. We think more work on
such matters is certainly warranted, so the following comments are intended to invite
further conversation.

Those with time were able to live simply by building houses over longer periods,
investigating options thoroughly, learning new skills, and building for themselves.
Access to time meant needing to pay for fewer services that, with practice, could be
done without expert input. Lack of time is a common justification for inaction or
decisions based on convenience or comfort that necessitate consumption. Having
time increases capacity and self-sufficiency to satisfy basic needs and to feel fulfilled,
be thoughtful about values, and live actively in the world because of such reflection.
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Those participants who were more affluent could afford houses or blocks that met
more criteria for voluntary simplicity: flat, north-facing blocks, using high-quality and
highly ecologically friendly materials, at locations close to services and amenities.
Affluent participants could source top-quality services to avoid purchasing sub-
optimal blocks or designing sub-optimal houses, thus saving time. Yet conflicting
views about money highlighted gaps between theory and practice. None of the house-
holders would have been able to afford the types of houses that experts promoted if
one accounts for their contexts and values – especially those related to work and
finances. Although experts suggested building smaller houses that are less expensive,
they were adamant that it is better to live closer to urban centres to reduce transport
emissions and the need to clear greenfield sites. To meet this requirement, household-
ers would need to be willing to take on substantial mortgages, buy-in lower-income
neighbourhoods that tend to have lower-quality housing stock (thus involving greater
financial inputs to meet values held by householders), work longer hours or in high-
paying jobs, or rent long-term – options none of the householders preferred.

Clearly, these insights speak back to the literature on housing and on voluntary
simplicity as well as that emerging in relation to infrastructures of care. Thus, to live
a simple life involves a high degree of self-awareness and self-restraint, and an intim-
ate knowledge of how social, environmental, and housing systems function – of how
housing pathways and choices are shaped (Clapham, 2002, 2005) and how aspirations
are formed (Preece et al., 2020). An ability to take a ‘helicopter view’ of overlapping
systems of governance, finance, culture, and environment seems necessary if people
are to feel empowered to act and to care, even when overwhelmed (Power & Mee,
2019). Access to expertise and knowledge held by householders themselves or by peo-
ple in their networks saves time and money and enables them to work effectively
with experts because they know which questions to ask. There are fewer ‘unknown
unknowns’ and ‘knowledge is power’.

Access to healthy places likewise results in savings. Properties that meet voluntary
simplicity ‘specifications’ already give householders a head-start. Almost as helpful is
the option, leveraged by several householders in this study, to live on their blocks
while building and save in time and rent and transport costs. Access to appropriate
materials makes a lesser but important difference. Some householders were shrewd
about obtaining second-hand materials that meet building standards, for example.

Finally, many participants made trade-offs to obtain more of one resource –
money for time, time for knowledge, and so on – but obstacles remained. Many also
expressed a willingness to ‘step up’ to the task but still felt that ‘the system’ was
against them: ‘it’s a game you can’t win’ (Householder 10, yurt, resident in
Kingborough LGA). The need or willingness to make these trade-offs also led to
questions about voluntary simplicity as a complex philosophical practice.
Householders and experts alike engaged in loose quantifications and contradictory
calculations about making socially caring, economically just, or ecologically friendly
or unfriendly decisions, with hopes of having net-positive impacts. It quickly became
apparent that they often made compromises, demonstrating that sustainability, like
voluntary simplicity, is subjectively constructed as people give meaning to both the
word and the actions required of it (Black & Cherrier, 2010).
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In closing, we suggest that voluntary simplicity may not be enough to neutralize
the social and environmental crises we face, but participants in this study show that
it is worth trying. We think this outcome points to the need for more in the way of
scholarship at the interface between housing studies and studies of social values and
aspirations such as voluntary simplicity. We also advocate more theoretical and
empirical work to delineate the relationships that exist among values and aspirations,
housing pathways and choices, housing provision processes and their outputs and
outcomes, and the infrastructures of care that can emerge.
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