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Preface 
My personal life throughout this research has been an exercise in auto-ethnography. I have 

diversified my own experiences of the intersection between housing arrangements and 

family life. Until we decided to move to Hobart to pursue my studies, I had followed a fairly 

traditional housing pathway of renting with my partner, and then, three years after the birth 

of our first child, engaging in a battle with the Melbourne housing market and borrowing a 

substantial sum of money, supplemented by a gift from both sets of parents to purchase a 

house. We moved in while I was pregnant with the second, and for five years we were 

relatively secure home owners, juggling the mortgage and work against the demands and 

joys of childrearing. That was until we left our family home behind in Melbourne for an 

adventure in Hobart, and in so doing, became ‘rentvestors’. Suddenly I was awkwardly 

occupying the dual positions of landlord and renter, and experiencing first hand those 

contrasting power differentials.  

Our first Hobart home, rented unseen, was freezing cold with a resident rat. From the 

moment we arrived I was determined to leave. Nine months later I secured a lease on a 

lovely warm home around the corner, only to find it listed on Airbnb and receive a notice to 

vacate shortly before the expiry of our twelve-month lease. During those weeks of panicked 

house-hunting I was turned down on applications for several homes in Hobart’s close-to-

zero-vacancy rental market. If this was my experience, with all my privilege, I felt for those 

searching alongside me without those advantages. Eventually I secured a new house, on the 

corner of our old street, and we became a family share-housing with a friend. For the first 

time in fourteen years I had a flatmate. Eventually that solution dissolved and now, as I write 

these final paragraphs of my PhD thesis, my family and I are living in a two-bedroom 

furnished apartment in anticipation of our return to Melbourne, and our fifth move in not-

quite as many years.  

This first-hand insight into the challenges of renting privately with young children served me 

well in my fieldwork, as I was able to empathise with most of my research participants; their 

concerns and experiences were a mirror to my own. Of course, I have the privilege of 

experiencing this with the safety net of a home that we (will one day, hopefully) own. This 

has made the disregard with which we were treated as renters more evident, yet easier to 

bear. My thesis is motivated by my concern that for so many of my contemporaries, the 

privileges of home ownership will never be realised, or will be only partially realised as they 

carry the burden of an enormous mortgage whilst raising their families and for most of their 

adult lives.  
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Abstract  

The political economy of housing in Australia has shifted; the family home is increasingly 

viewed as an asset and an investment necessary to secure the family's future welfare. 

Individuals, and the households they comprise, are positioned as investor subjects 

responsible for managing a range of social and financial risks through the housing market. 

There is a lack of empirical research into the ways households with dependent children 

negotiate this, alongside other values associated with homemaking and childrearing.  

In Melbourne, Australia’s second largest city, house prices have increased rapidly since 

2000, with relatively slow growth in incomes; it has become a challenging place for families 

with young children to establish a home. I interviewed forty households with dependent 

children, both owner occupiers and renters, to understand how they negotiated their housing 

market positions and how this affected their experience of ‘home’. The semi-structured 

interviews incorporated photo elicitation to provide deeper insight into the cultural and 

emotional meanings of home, and the homemaking practices of these families. 

The thesis begins by describing shifts in the political economy whereby housing could be 

regarded as increasingly ‘risky’. I advance an argument for examining the effects of these 

changes at a household-level. I then introduce the empirical research, firstly exploring the 

participants’ subjective experiences of housing in/security with reference to the role of 

tenure, problematising a binary understanding of rental and home ownership. I characterise 

the housing risk positions of the research participants as secure home owners, relatively 

secure home owners, precarious home owners, rentvestors, secure renters or entrenched 

renters. These categories emphasise the contingent nature of these risk positions, in terms of 

life course stage, housing market context, relationship status, and job security. I then 

consider participants’ engagement with the housing market, financial institutions and the 

asset-based welfare system, finding inconsistencies in their adoption of investor subjectivity. 

Next, I consider the influence of intergenerational inheritance, both financial and cultural, 

on the participants’ housing positions. Finally, I consider the entanglement of house, home 

and family life, focusing on homemaking practices in connection with locating the home, the 

material dwelling itself, and housing and relationships of care. 

My research demonstrates the ways in which the micro-practices of home are fundamental 

to understanding the financialisation of housing. It also provides new knowledge of 

households as agents in the political economy of housing.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

‘Smashed avocado’ 
In late 2016 Bernard Salt, a well-known demographer and columnist, wrote a satirical news 

piece on feeling out of place in an urban hipster café (Salt 2016). He mused on how young 

people could afford to purchase avocado on toast at $22 per plate, reflecting,  

I can afford to eat this for lunch because I am middle-aged and I have raised 

my family. But how can young people afford to eat like this? Shouldn’t they be 

economizing by eating at home? How often are they eating out? Twenty-two 

dollars several times a week could go towards a deposit on a house. 

Numerous articles popped up in response to these comments with titles like, ‘Baby boomers 

have already taken all the houses, now they are coming for our brunch’ (Delaney 2016) and ‘I 

stopped eating smashed avocado and now I own a castle’ (Fidge 2016). The story went 

international with the BBC publishing an ‘avocado toast index’ surveying how long it would 

take to save a deposit by forgoing avocado on toast in various cities around the world 

(Capital 2017). Many cafes around Melbourne added ‘home saver avocados on toast’ to their 

menus at half the price quoted by Salt, or less.  

‘Smashed avo’ has since entered the Australian vernacular as shorthand for the 

intergenerational differences in access to home ownership which primarily result from the 

high cost of housing in Australian cities. While Salt’s comments were tongue in cheek, they 

were provocative because they individualized the difficulty of purchasing a house while 

seemingly discounting the significance of the structural changes that have taken place in 

Australia’s booming housing markets. His comment also touched on other issues of 

substance such as lifestyle expectations, childrearing values and financial management 

across the life course. The reaction that followed Salt’s flippant comment could be 

considered a storm in a latte cup, but it was indicative of the superficial level of debate in 

Australia regarding the declining rate of home ownership in the post-boomer generations 

and the far-reaching effects this has in people’s lives.  

The topic of my research was born of a frustration with this type of dismissal of young 

people’s housing issues by political leaders, policy makers and the media. In my pre-PhD 

working life at the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, I had witnessed this 

dismissal first hand at conferences, roundtable discussions and meetings about critical policy 

issues. Housing affordability was clearly on the agenda; however, it seemed that there was a 

fair amount of denial about the significance of the intergenerational differences emerging in 

access to home ownership. These intergenerational differences in access to home ownership 
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amplify the already significant intra-generational wealth disparities resulting from the 

housing system (Arundel 2017). In the 1990s and early 2000s, and even more recently, some 

suggested that declining rates of home ownership in the younger age cohorts (25 -34 year 

olds) might represent a delay or deferral of the timing of entry to home ownership rather 

than outright exclusion (Badcock & Beer 2000, p. 16; Yates & Milligan 2007; Yates 2011; 

Burke, Stone & Ralston 2014, p. 32). However in the past two decades the rental sector has 

grown and diversified, with increasing numbers of households in higher income brackets, 

older age cohorts, and more households with dependent children; fewer households are 

transitioning from rental to home ownership and this represents a departure from the 

traditional housing career (Rogers and Lass 2018, p.127-29). There is mounting evidence 

that an increasing number of households will never ‘catch up’, and instead more people will 

establish their family homes in the private rental sector (Stebbing & Spies-Butcher 2016).  

Since 2000, there have been many federal government commissioned inquiries and reports 

into the issue of ‘affordable housing’ from both sides of politics, some of which have 

explicitly focused on first home buyers (see Dale 2017). However, in 2015 when I began my 

research, political leaders were still denying that the challenge of purchasing a home in 

Australia’s major cities was a significant issue. For example, then Treasurer of the coalition 

government Joe Hockey commented that, ‘if housing were unaffordable in Sydney, no one 

would be buying it’ and, more infuriatingly, ‘the starting point for first home buyers is to get 

a good job that pays good money’ (Medhora 2016). This comment was not well received 

because people on an average professional income (such as a teacher’s salary) were still 

excluded from the housing market; the price of a median house in Sydney is around eight 

times the median wage (Daley, Coates & Wiltshire 2018, p. 16). The political conundrum of 

addressing the high cost of housing in Australia was captured in another comment from then 

Prime Minister Tony Abbott. In Question Time in the Parliament of Australia he responded 

to a suggestion from the Treasury Secretary that Sydney and parts of Melbourne might be 

experiencing a house price ‘bubble’ by saying:  

As someone who, along with the bank, owns a house in Sydney, I do hope that 

our housing prices are increasing […] I want housing to be affordable but 

nevertheless, I also want house prices to be modestly increasing. 

The vested interests of home owners, and the baby boomer generation, in the continued 

growth of house prices were captured in this comment. It is these vested interests that lead 

to ‘policy inertia’ around housing affordability in Australia (Burke & Hulse 2010, p. 829). 

While seeking to ally himself with other mortgage-holders, the Prime Minister neglected to 

take account of the experiences of the growing numbers of people who are on the outside of 
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home ownership. These perspectives on the high cost of housing did not demonstrate much 

understanding of the experiences of many of my contemporaries who were trying to find 

homes in the fickle private rental housing market, having given up on ever purchasing a 

home of their own. 

Nevertheless, there have also been signs that the issue is gaining attention. At the opening of 

the National Housing Conference in Perth in 2015, Tony Jones asked the audience of 

housing experts why there were no young people outside the building protesting their unfair 

position in Australia’s housing market. I was around eighteen months into my thesis when 

‘smashed avo-gate’ occurred, and it was the catalyst of a new conversation within public 

debate in Australia. It seemed that finally, the exclusion of the post baby boomer generations 

from home-ownership was coming to the fore, if only superficially. The housing experiences 

of these households differ significantly from those of their parents, and a detailed 

understanding of these differences and how they affect other aspects of life is lacking. 

The research problem 
The broad context for this research was neoliberal governance structures, the financialisation 

of housing and mortgage markets, and high house prices in Australia’s cities. I set out to 

better understand how these fundamental shifts in the structure of the Australia’s housing 

system were experienced in everyday life at an individual and household level, by families 

with dependent children in Melbourne: how did these factors challenge and transform 

established discourses of home ownership and home? My overarching research question is:  

Given the changes taking place in housing systems in late modernity, 

how do households with dependent children in Melbourne understand 

and negotiate their housing positions and experience their homes? 

The following sub-questions informed the research design: 

• How do families with dependent children understand housing-related risks?  

• How do families with dependent children experience housing risk, and what 

strategies do they use to adapt to or manage these risks? 

• How does the perception and experience of housing risk affect decisions relating to 

child rearing, work and financial planning? 

These questions guided the development of my interview schedule, but as the research has 

progressed, I have been open to the exploration of other issues, questions and insights 

emerging from the literature review and the interview transcripts. My principal interest has 

continued to be in how people manage their housing in the context of changing structural 

conditions in the housing system.  
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Through my initial literature review a number of ‘lenses’ emerged through which the 

experiences of house and home could be considered. Drawing on a range of sources I 

adopted the framing of households as ‘investor subjects’, and the house as a speculative 

‘investment’ and an ‘asset’ providing for future security. The ‘investor subject’ has emerged 

from the broader literature on financialisation; Langley (2006 and 2007) highlights the 

significance of the performative practices of responsible home owners in the context of 

transforming mortgage markets. Smith (2008) refers to the emergence of the home owner as 

an asset accumulating ‘investor figure’ in the new financial order of housing. However, there 

has been a tendency in recent Australian literature to focus too much on households’ ‘wealth 

portfolio’ aims (see for example Badcock & Beer 2000; Smith, Searle & Cook 2009; Colic-

Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010). I wanted to explore how financial imperatives are balanced 

against, and interwoven with other meanings related to the material house as ‘home’ and 

home as the place in which family relations are lived. So, in my analysis I have also 

considered the psycho-social, material, emotional and relational values associated with 

home.  

Setting the scene: Melbourne 
Melbourne is Australia’s second largest city, with close to 4.5 million people, which is 19% of 

Australia’s total population. Home ownership is the dominant form of tenure, with 30% of 

homes owned outright, 36% owned with a mortgage and 30% rented. The middle and outer 

suburbs of Melbourne are dominated by freestanding houses and these represent 68% of 

dwellings (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). Historically the proportion of freestanding 

houses was much higher, in line with Australian cultural housing norms; the reduction 

reflects a push towards greater density, particularly in the inner city, to accommodate the 

growing population of recent years.  

The stories of my participants need to be read in the context of Melbourne’s evolution over 

the previous thirty years. In the early 1990s, the state of Victoria was in economic crisis and 

the government decided that action needed to be taken to stimulate economic development. 

A lot of this centred on the revitalisation of Melbourne itself, with large scale infrastructure 

projects being commissioned and a focus on bringing international events to the city 

(Adams, Dovey & Jones 2018). This revitalisation of Melbourne has been a success, with the 

city coming alive with street art and a famous ‘laneway culture’ of tucked away thriving cafes, 

restaurants and bars (Jones 2018, p. 94). Melbourne continues to undergo significant urban 

change with inner city suburbs gentrifying rapidly. In 2017, Melbourne was voted the ‘most 

liveable city in the world’ by the Economist Intelligence Unit for the seventh year in a row 

due to the quality of its healthcare, education and infrastructure and its low crime rate 

(Chalkely-Rhoden 2017). Despite this, there is significant spatial polarisation in Melbourne, 
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with suburbs in the outer ring and urban growth areas relatively disadvantaged in terms of 

infrastructure and socio-economic measures, by comparison with the middle and inner ring 

suburbs (that is, those within 20kms of the CBD) (Wulff and Reynolds 2010).  

At the current rate of growth, it is projected that by 2028 Melbourne will have surpassed 

Sydney as the largest city in Australia, reaching 8 million people by 2050 (Longbottom 

2018). There are concerns as to whether its infrastructure will be able to sustain such rapid 

population growth. To date, this growth has mainly been accommodated by urban sprawl; 

for example, in 2018, 17 new suburbs were added in the outer north and west (Longbottom 

2018). Proponents have argued that these fringe developments increase housing supply and 

affordability, but their location leaves their residents vulnerable to difficulties in accessing 

employment and services. Where Melbourne could previously be characterised as a ‘donut’ 

with social and economic forces that were ‘centrifugal’, leaving an empty ‘hole’ in the CBD, it 

must now contend with a ‘centripedal’ economic and social structure whereby it is the 

growth areas which risk social exclusion (Spiller 2018, p. 155). Adams, Dovey and Jones 

(2018, p. 295) claim ‘fringe development extends social disadvantage, reduces productivity 

and puts our health and the environment at risk while providing windfall profits to 

landowners’. Urban planners and governments are of the view that increasing density and 

public transport provision in urban areas is a better way for Melbourne to accommodate its 

projected growth in coming years, but there is still resistance to this linked to the Australian 

ideal of ‘home’ being a freestanding house. 

House prices have increased fairly steadily in Australia since the mid-1990s, growing far 

more rapidly than incomes since 2000 (Daley, Coates & Wiltshire 2018, p. 16). Sydney and 

Melbourne are in the world’s top five least affordable cities to buy a house alongside London, 

Los Angeles and Toronto; Demographia ranks Sydney second, and Melbourne fifth (Chau 

2018). They are ‘global cities’ in the sense that they are affected by international flows of 

speculative finance (Forrest, La Grange & Yip 2004). People who owned houses before 2000 

have had the opportunity to accumulate substantial housing wealth. However, for those who 

did not, it has become increasingly difficult to access home ownership. 

My research was conducted in the context of the Melbourne housing market reaching a peak; 

in December 2017 the median price for a freestanding house in Melbourne was $903,859 

(Australian dollars), though of course there was significant variation across submarkets with 

Melbourne’s west recording the lowest median house price of all regions at $610,000 

(Worral 2018). In 2018, the median house price has dropped back to $882,000, with some 

speculation that the market is experiencing a ‘correction’, however it remains to be seen 

whether this will be significant. Although house prices in Australia are cyclical, the overall 

trajectory since the 1960s has been growth (Badcock & Beer 2000; Kohler & van der Merwe 
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2015). The increase in house prices has not been matched by growth in real wages; the house 

price to income ratio is high by comparison with an internationally comparable ratio, with 

the median dwelling price in Melbourne in 2017 more than five times the average annual 

household disposable income (Cava et al. 2017, p.20). For the participants in my study, the 

idea that house prices might fall was almost inconceivable because of the housing market 

conditions in which they have grown up. Even the early 1990s, when official interest rates 

peaked at 17.5% in January 1990 (Reserve Bank of Australia 2018) and Australia 

subsequently fell into recession, a period that has achieved almost mythological status in the 

minds of many Australians as a dark time for home owners, is widely considered an 

aberration.  

Australia came through the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) with only a pause in house price 

growth, partly because of an economic stimulus package delivered by the government that 

increased the First Home Owners Grant substantially (Burke & Hulse 2010). Prices rose 

quickly from 2010, accompanied, and arguably supported, by record low interest rates, with 

the cash rate declining to a historical low of 1.5% in August 2016 (Reserve Bank of Australia 

2018). This has meant more opportunities for borrowing and lower overall housing costs for 

mortgaged owner occupiers. This also encouraged investors, although regulations brought in 

by the Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) to try and reduce the risk of large 

numbers of interest only loans have arguably reduced the number of investors entering the 

market (Daley, Coates & Wiltshire 2018, p. 88). The low interest rates may have produced a 

false sense of security for some purchasers. Some predict that if (when) interest rates rise, 

even an increase of 2% could leave large numbers of households in mortgage stress (Daley, 

Coates & Wiltshire 2018, p. 88). However, the institutional structure of the finance industry 

in Australia means that rates of mortgage default are low compared with other OECD 

countries; an increase in interest rates is more likely to result in lowered standards of living 

and forced sales before mortgage default becomes a significant issue in Australia.   

My interview excerpts must be read in this broader context. The unwavering belief that the 

housing market will deliver returns on investment means that for most people the sense of 

risk is low (Nethercote 2018a, pp. 16-17). Those purchasing a house in Australia’s cities 

appear to have good reason, based on recent history, to believe that in purchasing a house 

they will make capital gains. This has become an ‘inherited wisdom’ for the generations 

following the baby boomers. 

Introducing the literature  
My literature review was broad and considered a range of approaches relevant to 

understanding how families are experiencing the current structural conditions in which they 

seek to establish homes. For the broader context, I have drawn on literature that reflects the 
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renewed focus on the political economy of housing in the wake of the GFC; this is currently a 

‘live debate’ for housing researchers, economists and social scientists. This literature builds 

on well established foundations in housing studies, examining tenure systems, housing over 

the life course, class, asset-based welfare systems and the economics of housing (see for 

example Saunders & Williams 1988; Saunders 1990; Kemeny 1992; Dupuis & Thorns 1998; 

Clapham 2005; Kemeny 2005; Ronald 2008; Forrest 2015a; Atkinson & Jacobs 2016). In 

understanding households and families, I have considered trends in home ownership, family 

formation and to a lesser degree, mobility and the life course (Winter & Stone 1998; Badcock 

& Beer 2000; Beer & Faulkner 2012; Coulter, Ham & Findlay 2015; Stebbing & Spies-

Butcher 2016). Finally, in drilling down further into the lived experiences of these families, I 

consider the material and social dimensions of the concept of ‘home’ (Miller 2001; Easthope 

2004; Mallett 2004; Smith 2004; Blunt & Dowling 2006; Easthope 2014). What I explored 

through my empirical discussion was the emotional and interpersonal relationships 

associated with housing and home; a focus on the micro-practices of families in relation to 

their housing (Jarvis 2008; Smith & Munro 2008; Jørgensen 2016). 

Because of the breadth of the research focus, the wide variety of perspectives is valuable, but 

it has been a challenge to balance breadth and specificity. Below is a summary that sketches 

the broader frameworks in which my research is situated, as well as drawing out some 

specific findings on what is already understood about the contemporary experience of 

housing and family life, primarily focussing on Australia.  

Australia as a home ownership society 

Difficulty in accessing home ownership is perceived as problematic in Australia because of its 

cultural and social significance. In what can be described as ‘home ownership societies’, 

home ownership can be thought of as having a threefold function: the use value of providing 

shelter and space in which to build a home, the insurance or social security benefit of an 

asset that can be drawn upon for future welfare needs, and finally, speculative value as an 

investment that (sometimes) provides an opportunity to build wealth (see for exampleSmith 

2015; Ronald & Dewilde 2017). In typologies, Australia, alongside the United Kingdom, New 

Zealand, the United States, Canada and Ireland, is classed as an Anglophone home 

ownership society, in that it is English speaking, economically liberal, industrialised and:  

there appears to be some consistency in state approaches to the promotion of 

home ownership, on one side, and a cultural ideal of home ownership 

consumption on the other, with the tenure achieving iconic status (Ronald 

2008, p. 118). 
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Of these countries, Australia is arguably the most dedicated in its orientation to home 

ownership; the status of rental has always been secondary, unlike the UK, for example, which 

had a large social rented sector until the 1980s (Badcock & Beer 2000; Ronald 2008, pp. 

152-153). Our legal system strongly emphasises private property rights (of home owners), 

with consequences for the private rental sector, which is weakly regulated (Burke & Hulse 

2010, p. 825). Unlike the United States, however, the Australian welfare state has been 

strong (Burke & Hulse 2010, p. 825), and this has also demonstrably supported the spread of 

home ownership (Nethercote 2018a).  

Housing as a ‘social project’ 

Following World War II the Australian government actively promoted and supported home 

ownership as a conservative ‘social project’ that would encourage social stability and 

integration in mainstream society (Forrest & Hirayama 2015). This was supported by a ‘wage 

earners’ welfare state’ and government investment in building houses (Jacobs et al. 2010; 

Nethercote 2018a). The welfare system was structured around the expectation that housing 

costs would be frontloaded in the life course, thereby ensuring people would have financial 

security and a place to live as they aged (Badcock & Beer 2000; Kemeny 2005; Nethercote 

2018a). In Australia (as with other home ownership societies), housing has been considered 

the ‘fourth pillar’ of the welfare system (Malpass 2008; Yates & Bradbury 2010).  

As home ownership became the dominant tenure, the cultural and normative beliefs around 

what it meant to hold the identity of a home owner were reinforced (Gurney 1999; Rowlands 

& Gurney 2000). That identity was associated with membership of the middle class 

(Saunders 1990; Forrest 2015b), pride, achievement and self-worth (Badcock & Beer 2000, 

p. 5) and even full citizenship (as property holders) (Saunders 1990). Scholars have argued 

that home ownership offers ontological security in a way that other tenure forms cannot (see 

for example Saunders 1990; Dupuis & Thorns 1998; Hiscock et al. 2001), particularly in 

Australia where rental contracts are short term and restrictive. Colic-Peisker and Johnson 

(2010, p. 535) suggest this claim arises from three central propositions about home 

ownership: it is a site of constancy and control, offering security and protection, it is a site of 

privacy, autonomy and free self-expression, and it offers social status and a base for identity 

construction. This understanding of the owned home, which positions home as a refuge from 

an uncontrollable and risky world (Giddens 1991; Beck 1992; Lupton 1999), became well-

established in the housing studies literature and forms part of the foundation of further work 

on asset-based welfare, linking together the psycho-social benefits of home ownership with 

financial security (see for example Dupuis & Thorns 1998; Ford, Burrows & Nettleton 2001; 

Colic‐Peisker & Johnson 2010; Fox O'mahony & Overton 2015; Murphy & Rehm 2016). 
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Home ownership and neoliberalism 

However, as recent scholarship shows, this construction of home ownership is becoming 

destabilised. Ronald (2008, p. 162) highlights the recent shift from seeing the promotion of 

mass home ownership as a socially conservative political project to seeing it as a neoliberal 

one. The rise of neoliberalism is linked to weakened welfare state support for housing and 

reduced capital investment in public housing (Dodson 2006), and a neoliberal lens shifts the 

focus to home ownership as a speculative investment and a way to build wealth. The 

privatisation of housing and deregulation of mortgage markets in Australia amounts to 

explicit state support for market-based finance models (Rolnik 2013). In this context the role 

of the family home in providing ‘wealth-fare’ or ‘welfare switching’ (Cook, Smith & Searle 

2013; Wood et al. 2013; Smith 2015) has become increasingly prominent. Houses have long 

provided a store of wealth to provide financial security in older age. In this setting, 

households and individuals are encouraged to engage with the housing market in a way that 

prioritises wealth gains over other imperatives; they are encouraged to perform as ‘investor 

subjects’ seeking security and autonomy based on financial returns from home ownership 

(Langley 2007). This wealth is at the same time available in a more liquid form through 

equity borrowing (Smith 2008; Smith 2015). Studies on the withdrawal of housing equity 

show that this is often used to renovate or make improvements on the house and to smooth 

out household income in periods of financial strain (especially for families with young 

children), therefore providing both a consumption and insurance function (Parkinson et al. 

2009; Cook, Smith & Searle 2013; Wood et al. 2013; Allon 2015).  

This emphasis on the investment value of houses is in line with the commodification and 

securitisation of housing and mortgage markets (Langley 2006). Forrest and Hirayama 

(2015, p. 234) observe that ‘this language of financialisation now occupies a central position 

in much of the housing and related urban literature’. This is a language centred on the 

calculation of risk, and home owners are part of this equation (Aalbers 2008, p. 152). The 

increasing strength of connections between the local, global and national is a key element of 

the ‘risk society’ as described by Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991); through their housing, 

households and individuals are connected to the global economy (Elliott & Wadley 2013, p. 

133). Responsibility for managing risk is transferred to the household (Allon 2014, p. 13; 

Cooper 2014; Nethercote 2018a). According to Bryan and Rafferty (2014, p. 407) ‘we are 

increasingly seeing the household operating like a hedge fund, managing a portfolio of risks 

in which home equity is the greatest asset and the mortgage the greatest liability and hence 

the greatest risk’.  

In this context, it is not clear whether home ownership will continue to bestow psycho-social 

benefits and provide a base for ‘ontological security’ by comparison with rental. In their 
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research conducted in the context of high house prices, but on the brink of the GFC, Colic-

Peisker and Johnson (2010, p. 367) proposed that this ideal of home ownership as a source 

of ontological security might be under threat.  

[O]nce the home is framed as an investment with a variable exchange value 

(price) it ceases to be a safe haven in the insecure world; instead it becomes an 

integral part of the insecure and often uncontrollable world. 

This may be somewhat of an overstatement, as noted above, there were protective factors in 

the institutional structure of Australia’s housing system that prevented the kind of housing 

market collapse that occurred elsewhere during the GFC, and widespread mortgage defaults 

did not occur in the Australian context, although some particularly vulnerable areas were 

affected (see for example Hulse et al. 2010; O'Neill et al. 2010; Berry, Dalton & Nelson 2011; 

Yates & Berry 2011). Nevertheless, others have argued this should not be taken as a sign that 

Australia’s housing market is stable or sustainable (Morris 2018). Elsinga et al. (2007) found 

that the sense of security offered by home ownership in the context of weakening state 

welfare provision relied on the belief that house prices will continue to increase. In Australia, 

this may be the case as well, but increasing prices themselves present a risk because they 

expose people to high debt to income ratios and exclude an increasing number of households 

from home ownership altogether (see for example Yates 2011; Stebbing & Spies-Butcher 

2016; Wood et al. 2017); the result is that the role of home ownership in providing for the 

future welfare of the household is compromised. 

Despite these recent challenges, we hold onto the beliefs about home ownership that were 

established in the post-war period. Smith (2015, p. 75) argues that this normalisation of 

home ownership, the perception that it is a secure form of investment, and the ability to 

withdraw equity has meant that:  

…mortgaged owner occupation is held together by a spatial financial paradox 

that enables an inherently risky, and ethically contradictory, position to feel 

uncannily secure and unquestionably normal. So much so that it remains the 

centrepiece of the world’s major housing systems. 

That is, the traditional life course in Australia involved the purchase of a ‘family home’ as one 

of life’s pivotal moments, and home purchase was strongly associated with creating a 

household and becoming a family (Beer & Faulkner 2012, pp. 75-76). This norm holds 

strong, even though, as Smith (2015, p. 75) also suggests, households are ‘[straining] to hold 

this awkward assemblage together’. The power of this norm, which runs deep emotionally as 
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well as culturally, is why I decided that the appropriate point of focus for my research was 

families with dependent children. A family home is an owned home in Australia.  

The meaning of home  

Allon (2008) has argued that in Australia, the mobilisation of the discourse of ‘home’ has 

served to legitimise an inward looking, xenophobic and affluence-obsessed culture. This 

‘turning towards home’ is discernible in the cultural obsession with real estate and home 

renovation (Allon 2008). Ahmed (2004, p. 74) also points to the rhetoric of political leaders 

such as John Howard in the face of terrorist threats, and positions ‘home’ as that which we 

turn to in the experience of fear. According to such views, the discourse of ‘home’ mobilises 

emotion and affect as a vehicle of capitalism that further serves to carry out the 

financialisation of everyday life and the interests of conservative governments. This in turn 

implies that the people situated within the discourse are cultural dupes, unknowingly 

coerced or manipulated. I am reluctant to entirely cede to this conceptualisation of ‘home’. 

Like Madden and Marcuse (2016), I think there is potential for a focus on ‘home’ to function 

in opposition to the social processes that commodify housing. 

The connection between house and home is complex. Blunt and Dowling (2006, p. 2) offer a 

widely cited definition of home as both ‘spatial’ and ‘imaginary’, which brings together the 

idea of a house as a physical structure as well as a set of feelings which is attached to the idea 

of home: 

[H]ome is a relation between material and imaginative realms and processes, 

whereby physical location and materiality, feelings and ideas, are bound 

together and influence each other, rather than separate and distinct. (Blunt & 

Dowling 2006, p. 253) 

Blunt and Dowling (2006) place emphasis on the processes whereby people creatively 

engage in the activity of homemaking, as well as the socio-political processes whereby the 

imaginary of ‘home’ is constructed. It is of course, important to note that the notion of home 

can also be problematic, home is not always experienced as a sanctuary; feminists have 

highlighted how home can also be experienced as a place of oppression (Mallett 2004, pp. 

75-76; Young 2005). All of these complexities were both explicit and implicit in my interview 

data. 

Jørgensen (2016) introduces the Danish term ‘ramme’ to conceptualise the role of the house 

in family life; literally the term translates as a frame or framework but, she explains, it is 

ambiguous in that it refers to both physical frames as well as an emotional sense of safety, 

familiarity and wellbeing (Jørgensen 2016, p. 5). This idea of the house as both a physical 
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and psychological ‘frame’ is useful – it both provides a literal shelter as well as providing a 

sense of shelter and containment on a psychological level – tying together emotions and 

materials. Jørgensen (2016, p. 13) highlights the mutually constitutive nature of the physical 

structure of the house and emotions arguing that ‘emotions and materiality work together to 

create a sense of security for the family’ and that in turn, ‘materialities of homes forge social 

relationships’. Drawing on Ahmed (2004, pp. 13, 194), she highlights emotions as the 

‘sticking together’ of objects, figures and relations (Jørgensen 2016, p. 5). It is through 

emotions that we ‘become invested’ in social norms (Ahmed 2004, p. 12), such as our 

attachment to the tenure of home ownership. 

Housing risk in its simplest form is the loss of a house – the separation of the house itself 

from the family that had inhabited it or the separation of the people within the house that 

results in the pulling apart of the interpersonal relationships that are bound up in the house 

as a ‘home’. In this sense, the risks associated with the loss of a house have additional 

emotional significance. When we consider the ways in which people understand house and 

home, these emotional needs must be attended to. Yet this sits at odds with economic 

rationalities. Ahmed (2004, p. 3) argues that emotions are narrated as ‘primitive’, ‘natural’ 

and ‘feminine’ and therefore there is a ‘risk’ in emotions in that they might somehow inhibit 

‘the formation of the competent self’. She says:  

the association between passion and passivity is instructive. It works as a 

reminder of how “emotion” has been viewed as “beneath” the faculties of 

thought and reason. To be emotional is to have one’s judgement affected: it is to 

be reactive rather than active, dependent rather than autonomous. (Ahmed 

2004, p. 3). 

Perhaps this is why emotion has been so rarely attended to in housing studies. In focussing 

on the economic approach, it is the ‘self’ that is attended to (Munro 1995), whereas a 

relational approach to housing studies considers households as collectives (Levy, Murphy & 

Lee 2008; Nethercote 2018b).  

Introducing this research 
In the broader context described above, research has focused on the house as an asset and an 

investment. Australian households, like others around the world, are seeking to secure their 

housing in a financialised context, and consequently are positioned as investor subjects (see 

for example Langley 2006; Munro & Smith 2008; Watson 2010; Nethercote 2018a). There is 

a growing focus on how they act in an economic sense, while the policy conversation is 

focused on how these trends affect retirement planning, and wealth holdings. These debates 

are prioritised over the home’s connection with the experiences of family life and 
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childrearing. This connection is assumed and implicit but rarely is it made explicit. In this 

thesis, I examine the changing structure of the housing system from the perspective of 

families with dependent children, asking how it intersects and intertwines with these 

important aspects of life.  

Smith (2015) argues that owner occupation juxtaposes domestic life with the globalisation of 

finance and the renegotiation of social contracts and provides the opportunity to consider 

both the ‘hard edge of finance’ and the wider meanings of dwellings. In short – how are these 

things managed and interpreted in everyday life? This might provide a means to avoid a 

totalising argument about the financialisation of every aspect of our lives. How far into the 

intimate realm of the family has it penetrated? Is there still a space that is sacrosanct?  The 

literature on the financialisation of everyday life (see for example Martin 2002; Langley 

2006; Lai 2017) has sought to explore aspects of this, but in this study, attention to home 

cultures has given me the opportunity to assess the extent to which it is reflected in what is 

meaningful to people. How are households holding Smith’s (2015, p. 75) ‘awkward 

assemblage’ of home ownership together, or in the case of renters, how are they operating 

outside of it? 

The importance of understanding the meaning and experiences of households within the 

context of the broader structural changes is well acknowledged and identified as a research 

gap. For example, Colic-Peisker, Johnson and Smith (2010, p. 318) observe that while there 

is an increasing amount of empirical research on house price dynamics, assets and housing 

wealth, and the wider economy, ‘surprisingly little is known about the beliefs and decisions 

that underpin the behaviour of home occupiers in relation to these themes’. Smith (2015, p. 

63) argues that ‘qualitative studies are an essential route into the meanings of homes and the 

behaviours of home occupiers in heavily financed housing regimes’ – they are necessary to 

understand the connections between housing economics and the wider meaning of dwellings 

(Smith 2015, p. 61).  

In examining these issues, it is important to problematise and interrogate the assumed 

differences between ‘renters’ and ‘owners’; when housing is looked at with a focus on family 

life and childrearing it becomes clear that whatever the tenure, people are seeking to provide 

the same things to their children. By ensuring that renters are included in this study I am 

able to provide a more holistic perspective, which also addresses a shortcoming of the 

existing literature. I have problematised the binary understanding of tenure by showing the 

diversity of experiences within tenures and the various positions people can occupy ‘between’ 

them through their investments in residential property. While recognising that the 

experiences of households are mediated through tenure, I put my emphasis on nuance and 

the complexity of things that influence a household’s housing risk position. 
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An outline of the thesis 

This Introduction, Chapter 1, has outlined the broader literature and presented the rationale 

for the research. Chapter 2 sets out the methods used. Chapter 3 introduces the participants 

and provides a contextualising typology of their housing risk positions, with reference to 

tenure and financial security. Chapters 4 to 8 examine different aspects of household 

experience. The central themes of these chapters emerged from the interviews themselves. 

As I began to explore my data, I identified two relevant themes that have also been explored 

in recent literature, firstly, that of the ‘rise of the investor subject’ and secondly the 

significance of ‘intergenerational wealth transfer’. These are the focus of Chapters 4 and 5 

respectively. Chapters 6 to 8 examine the experience of these themes at the household level, 

and their connection with the emotional, relational, material and embodied experiences of 

home. As outlined in the final Chapter 9, my finding is that although when people are 

making choices about housing, they are interpolated into the position of investor subjects 

engaged with financial and housing markets, these activities are inextricably entangled with 

the values of family life and the affective and emotional dimensions of home.  

The empirical chapters each begin with an account of the existing literature which has 

influenced the analysis of the data: investor subjectivity, intergenerational inheritance, the 

location of ‘home’, homemaking practices and family relationships and housing. This is, 

within the practical limitations of the study, an attempt to ensure that the analysis of the 

interview material is embedded within its material cultural and historic contexts (Ronald 

2011). 

Contribution to knowledge 

In many respects, the themes I cover are not new. There is a strong tradition of research into 

home ownership in Australia, and other similar western neoliberal societies. Many notable 

researchers have theorised its role in the welfare state (see for example Kemeny 1981; 

Kemeny 2005 Murphy and Rehm 2016; Ronald and Doling 2010; Yates 2010), and capitalist 

economic system (Harvey 2006;), its influence as a political institution on class and political 

beliefs (see for example Forrest and Hirayama 2015; Forrest and Murie, Saunders 1990, 

Winter 1994) and its social and cultural meanings (Clapham 2004; Gurney 1999; Rowlands 

and Gurney 2000; Allon 2008). For an excellent account of scholarship on home ownership 

societies, Ronald’s (2006) study highlights the diverse theoretical strands that have built up 

over many decades of inquiry. These traditions of research have necessarily underpinned and 

guided my study, however, I have sought to build on and interrogate these arguments rather 

than reproduce them. There are some long established, taken for granted assumptions about 

home ownership that permeate the literature in housing studies. It was my intention to leave 
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room to unsettle and re-test these widely accepted assumptions in the contemporary context 

of housing consumption in urban Australia in the twenty-first century.  

 I am not the first researcher to look at tenure, wealth and inheritance and the relevance 

these to the experiences of housing. However, the meanings of home ownership for 

households and individuals are often assumed knowledge, or taken for granted, and I have 

explored the nuance of this through the subjective experiences of the participants in my 

study. Ronald (2011, p. 415) argues that ‘local processes of housing production and 

consumption, household practices and residential norms’ affect the way that housing 

systems operate; the broader context of these processes in Australia has been covered in 

Chapter One however this is further explored throughout the empirical chapters. However, 

this study offers insight into how the current structure of Australia’s housing system shapes, 

and is shaped by, the micro-level interdependencies between household practices and 

residential norms in the context of Melbourne’s booming housing market. 

My approach and findings demonstrate the value of using empirical data to refine concepts 

and theory and better understand complex processes. I have taken several key points of 

consensus in existing housing studies literature – the structuring role of tenure in the 

experience of security and insecurity, the financialisation of every-day life, and the 

increasing reliance on the ‘bank of mum and dad’ – and explored them in the local 

Melbourne context. I then put forward a normative argument about ‘home’, which shows 

that at the day to day level people’s decisions in the housing market and wider housing 

system are only pragmatically economic. Their underlying motivations and desires are not 

economically driven, and even where they are forced to be ‘the subject that thinks 

economically’ (Verdouw 2016), this complexity cannot easily be subsumed in an economic 

framing. Housing researchers need to acknowledge that the motivations and desires of 

households and individuals defy simple tenure binaries, and an economic framework only 

offers a narrow perspective on the complexity of housing and home. 
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2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

How I approached the research 

In Australia particularly, research into housing is dominated by a positivist research 

paradigm focused on macro level demographic shifts, policy and the economy. Consequently, 

there is a substantial and rigorous body of research measuring and quantifying changes in 

tenure patterns over time, increases in house prices, housing costs relative to income and 

various other permutations of the issue of ‘housing affordability’ (see for example Yates & 

Milligan 2007; Hulse et al. 2010; O'Neill et al. 2010; Yates & Bradbury 2010; Burke, Stone & 

Ralston 2011; Stone et al. 2013; Wood, Ong & Cigdem 2014; Wood, Ong & Cigdem 2015; 

Wood et al. 2017). The rationale for this kind of research is the need to provide evidence for 

the development and evaluation of policy interventions1. My research approach is motivated 

by a feeling that sometimes in research of that type, the people who live in households 

inhabit the houses without substance, like ghosts.  

Bacchi (2012, p. 152) suggests, ‘when formulating a research or PhD project, we ought to 

consider not ‘what we want to know’, but ‘what we want to do’. I set out to conduct research 

that foregrounded the subjective experiences of my research participants, to discover what 

kind of insights their perspectives might offer into the broader, macro-level analyses of the 

political economy of housing in Australia, and to question some of the assumptions made 

about household preferences which are rarely interrogated. There is extensive research into 

the financial security of households in the context of the ‘housing affordability’ issue, but 

rarely do these studies ‘drill down’ to ask how this might be intertwined with the emotional 

and material experiences of home and family life. 

Research approach 

My approach is at heart ethnographic, although my methods were limited by the constraints 

of PhD research – that is, being the only researcher on the project and with minimal funding. 

However, the approach is ethnographic to the extent that through reliance on semi-

structured, in depth interviews, it privileges subjective experiences, social relations, and 

cultural understandings (Franklin 1990; Luken 2011). It is underpinned by a commitment to 

                                                        
1 There is an existing literature within housing studies critiquing instrumental approaches to housing 
research, dating back to Kemeny’s (1992) seminal text, Housing and Social Theory. Kemeny argued 
that the field had become dominated by instrumentalist research primarily driven by policy concerns, 
and that ‘housing is one of those subject-determined fields that all too easily becomes an unreflexive 
empirical study in abstraction from society as a whole’ (Kemeny 1992:xv). He suggested instead that a 
more critical approach might be incorporated into housing studies by engaging with key theoretical 
debates within the traditional disciplines. He also argued that the epistemological grounds of housing 
research could be fruitfully explored by undertaking a questioning of foundational concepts, including 
‘household’ and ‘residence’ (Kemeny 1992). Among other scholars (see for example Clapham 2005; 
Jacobs, Kemeny & Manzi 2004), Kemeny’s critique contributed to a more critical and reflexive 
approach to housing studies. 
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understanding, within the bounds of what it is possible to convey in writing and pictures, the 

feelings, perceptions and experiences of my research participants. I interviewed people in 

their homes, providing further insight into the lives of my participants, which also informed 

the analysis of the material.  

I have also explored the relevance of material cultural studies to my topic through visual 

research methods. This was motivated by my conviction that any endeavour to understand 

the experience of home necessarily engages with the materiality of houses (Miller 2001; 

Smith 2004; Gabriel & Jacobs 2008; Jacobs & Smith 2008):  

…it is conceivable that some people are more engaged by or enmeshed within 

their relationships with domestic spaces – with the fabric, layout and contents 

of their home – than they are with their human relations. These bonds or 

blurrings between the human and nonhuman worlds take place, for example, as 

objects are diverted (through myriad acts of consumption and exchange) into 

homemaking or as the traffic in “things” that flows around, into and through 

the urban fabric “sticks” – financially, physically and affectively—to living 

spaces in a variety of mundane and imaginative ways (Smith 2004, p. 81). 

While I do not explicitly engage with actor network theory, material culture studies is 

influenced by the insight that the social world is shaped by our relationship with objects in 

the material world (Gabriel & Jacobs 2008, p. 76; Hicks 2010). Franklin (2008, p. 276) 

observes that housing lends itself to research of this type, precisely because it involves 

agency of a range of non-human actors for example, administrative systems, architecture 

and neighbourhoods. 

My approach has been data-driven: I have drawn on various theoretical approaches where 

they are useful in providing insight into the interview data and the photographs. I have not 

deliberately attempted to structure the analysis according to any one overarching framework, 

instead taking the approach of a bricoleur, ‘working within competing and overlapping 

perspectives and paradigms’ (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, p. 6). In taking this approach, I am 

presenting a challenge to methodologies that demand order be imposed in the form of an 

overarching framework on what is a disordered world of experience and knowledge. Because 

I am a new researcher, this approach has always felt risky. I worried that it would render the 

thesis methodologically confused, and the reading and application of theory lacking in depth 

and consistency. However, I have reached the conclusion that it is the only way to convey the 

messy realities of the participants’ housing experiences and to express the entanglement of 

home with the broader structural forces described in the introduction. This approach was 

driven by my reading of the data, and my overall aim of exploring the subjective and 
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embodied experiences of my participants, within the context of the various social structures 

that shape and sometimes curtail their housing possibilities.  

Research design 

The focus on families with dependent children, rather than ‘young’ people more generally, 

was established through my preliminary literature review, which showed that families with 

dependent children are showing signs of vulnerability in the current housing system. Among 

this group there is: an increasing proportion of families in private rental housing (Stone et al. 

2013, p. 11); a declining number in home ownership (Burke, Stone & Ralston 2014, p. 38); 

and evidence (compared with other household types) of prolonged housing affordability 

stress (Wood, Ong & Cigdem 2015, p. 9). This focus also enabled me to avoid confounding 

factors of longer stays in higher education, a cultural leaning towards travel and extended 

‘youth’ throughout the twenties and delayed marriage and partnering which are often cited 

as the main reasons for declining rates of home ownership in 25-34 and 35-44 year age 

groups, although there is no clear evidence that these are the definitive causes (Stebbing & 

Spies-Butcher 2016). For families with dependent children in Australia, there remains a 

strongly held cultural norm and expectation of entering home ownership. This is therefore 

the ideal group with which to explore the broader structural changes affecting access to 

home ownership.  

I chose to interview both renters and owner occupiers so that I could consider how families 

negotiate different housing market positions and also address a tendency in the housing 

studies literature to focus the analysis on either one or the other tenure form. For the 

purposes of the research, I defined home owners as owner occupiers (both mortgaged and 

outright owners), applying a distinction between owner occupiers and housing investors (for 

further detail see Chapter 4).  

I have used the term ‘family’ as shorthand for the households with dependent children who 

participated in my research. However, it is important to note that the term family can be 

used in exclusionary ways often presuming that there is a ‘normal’ family involving a male 

and female couple (probably married) and their offspring; it was not the intention of my 

research to reinforce this model. I embrace a broad definition of family which includes 

families with or without children, couples who are married or cohabiting, same-sex, 

heterosexual, non-binary, biological, adoptive, blended and chosen, extended and co-

resident or dispersed. As Sedgwick (1994:71 cited in Ahmed 2004:154) maintains, the term 

family is  

elastic enough to do justice to the depth and sometimes durability of non marital 

and/or non procreative bonds, same-sex bonds, nondyadic bonds, bonds not defined 
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by genitality, “step”-bonds, adult sibling bonds, nonbiological bonds across 

generations, etc’.  

However, for the purposes of this research I included only families with dependent children 

and it was beyond the scope to purposively select for diverse family types. Consequently, 

there was only a handful of families in the study who departed from the nuclear family 

model: one same sex couple, one multigenerational family household, one family living with 

a house-mate, one family with foster children, two male headed single parent families, 

several ‘blended’ families, and several female headed single parent families. I do not 

differentiate in the discussion between married and non-married couples, using the term 

‘partner’ to cover both. It is also important to recognise that ‘households’ do not always 

contain families (Nethercote 2018b, p. 5), though here I use the term household to refer only 

to family households. 

The research design also replicates a common problem in research on households, in that I 

have sought to understand the experiences of ‘households’ through interviews with only one 

or two household members. Nethercote (2018b, pp. 7-8) points out that ‘a common default 

approach to the household still assumes that it operates as a unified and stable social unit’, 

whereby the individual household members’ motivations and decision making is aggregated 

into a single household ‘experience’. A project of this kind would be enriched by insight into 

the opinions of all the household members, particularly children, for whom the material and 

imaginary home is no doubt experienced differently. I imagine that for children the home 

occupies a much larger space in their worldview; understanding their sense of place 

attachment and the differences in their embodied experience of space would provide even 

greater depth to this account. Unfortunately, this was beyond the scope of the current 

research project. Sometimes parents sought input from their children in the selection of 

photographs they provided to me, providing some insight into children’s experiences.  I tried 

to mitigate this limitation where possible: although I did not speak to children, wherever I 

could in households with two adults, I interviewed them both together; consequently, 

eighteen of the twenty-seven interviews with couple households included both partners. This 

provided an opportunity to reflect on negotiation and sometimes conflict in decision making 

and motivations within households. I have been attentive to this issue both in the conduct of 

the interviews, and in the analysis of the data. 

Data collection 

Recruitment, interviews and analysis 

The criteria for recruitment was that the household lived in Melbourne and included 

dependent children. The sample is united primarily by their shared experience of 
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Melbourne’s booming housing market. Ethics was applied for and granted from the 

University of Tasmanian Human Research Ethics Committee. All participants have been 

assigned pseudonyms. I recruited participants via Facebook. Social media operates much 

like a community noticeboard for people in the target age group. The use of social media 

enabled me to make use of my existing networks and provided a simple means to advertise 

the research via word of mouth as participants and other interested people and organisations 

shared the advertisement in groups to which they belonged. I also made use of Facebook’s 

paid advertising, which allows advertisements to be targeted to specific geographic areas. 

This enabled me to reach a wider range of people. The participants made initial contact via 

the Facebook page, which I followed up with a direct message requesting that they send me 

their email address. I then forwarded a brief explanatory email outlining the details of 

participating in the study, with the questionnaire included, and a consent form and 

information sheet attached (see Appendices A, B and C). When the participants then chose to 

continue, I requested that they send back the questionnaire and six photographs of their 

home (this process is described in further detail in the section on photographs and 

questionnaire later in this chapter) ahead of our interview. I printed the photographs and 

took them to the interviews to be discussed with the participants. 

As the fieldwork progressed, I began to select participants based on ensuring some diversity 

across the sample. I sought equal numbers of owner occupiers and renters. Social housing 

tenants represent a small and well-studied percentage of tenancies in Australia, and I neither 

deliberately sought nor excluded them. However, as I didn’t receive any responses from 

social housing tenants none participated in the study, though I interviewed one person living 

in a government subsidised National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS) property. I 

received many responses from single parent families and eventually had to turn down offers 

of participation from single parents. I also soon reached my targets for interviews in the 

inner suburbs of Melbourne. This is no doubt partially a result of the recruitment strategy 

whereby my post requesting participants was shared in several large online communities 

including, for example, ‘the mums of Darebin’ and a single parent network. I suspect that the 

high number of responses from single parents may also have reflected the research topic 

‘speaking’ to them as housing is more precarious for single income families, without the fall-

back of a second income. There may also be pragmatic reasons associated with the value of a 

forty-dollar incentive gift card for households on low incomes. None of the participants were 

homeless when they were interviewed, although two had had recent experiences of 

homelessness. The prevalence of homeless is an important issue in Melbourne, however, it 

was outside of the scope of this research to include people experiencing homelessness in the 

study. 
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I aimed for a spread across the inner, middle and outer suburbs of Melbourne because the 

location in which people live reflects prior decisions or constraints with regards to trade-offs 

between location, cost and housing quality and I wanted to capture a range of perspectives in 

how the choices and constraints of the housing market were managed. In Melbourne, there is 

significant spatial polarisation, and this is loosely structured according by the distance from 

the CBD (Burke et al. 2011; Hulse et al. 2010), by ensuring that the interviews were spread 

between the ‘inner’ ‘middle’ and ‘outer’ ring I sought to ensure that there was diversity 

amongst the participants. In the final round of interviews I deliberately sought participants 

from culturally and linguistically diverse family backgrounds, considering the significant 

proportion of people in Melbourne who were born overseas. It was clear from the interviews 

I conducted with migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds that I would not reach 

saturation in terms of the diverse issues they faced through such a limited number of 

interviews; consequently, this was not a focus for the analysis. Nevertheless, they shared 

many issues in common with the other participants in my study. Except for the interviews 

with the two male single parents, all the interviews involved women, and men were under-

represented (20 out of 58 participants) in the study. It is often thought that it is due to the 

traditional division of labour that women are more likely to participate in studies focused on 

home and family life (Valentine 1999, p. 67). Overall, 40 interviews were sufficient to reach a 

point of saturation, whereby interviews were not revealing significant new meanings or 

understandings of the main concepts. 

By the end of my fieldwork, I had interviewed 40 households – half renting, half owner 

occupiers. Thirteen were single parent households (two of which were single fathers). Of the 

27 couple households, I interviewed the couple together in eighteen cases, so I spoke to 58 

people in total. I spread the interviews between the inner (within 15kms of Melbourne CBD), 

middle (15-30kms of the CBD) and outer suburbs (more than 30kms from the CBD) in 

Melbourne with a split of renters and owners in each of these locations. Just over half of the 

families (24) lived in free-standing houses, 12 in units or townhouses and four in 

apartments. The majority of the participants were aged between 30 and 45 years old; 19 

people were under 35 (the youngest was 28) and 11 were over 45 (the oldest was 51). There 

were more home owners in the older group. Everyone in the study was a post-baby boomer, 

with all but one person belonging to Generation X or Y. The household income ranged widely 

across the sample, with some households earning less than $500 per week, and others 

earning close to $4000 per week. The Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 

survey places the median household disposable income in Australia at $79,244 per year (in 

December 2016), or approximately $1,524 per week (Rogers and Lass 2018, p.27-28). Taking 

this as a crude benchmark, half of my participants earned less than this, and the other half 

more, suggesting I had a fairly good spread across household income (although issues with 
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my collection of income data are discussed below in the section on photographs and the 

questionnaire). The median income range of my participants was $1300 - $1599. 

Seventeen of the families had just one child, and of those families, thirteen were either 

babies, or too young to attend school. A further eighteen families had two children, and of 

these, eleven had children not yet at school. Thus, the majority (35) of families had one or 

two children. There were five families who differed. Lucy and Jack were a couple with three 

young children including one who had not yet started school. Aidan was a single father with 

six children who had one teenager living with him full time, two children who lived 

independently, and three primary school aged children who stayed with him part time. 

Jeannie was a single mother with three children, two of whom had left home and one 

teenager still living at home. Jennifer and Mike were a blended family with a young child 

who had not yet started school, a teenager who stayed part-time, and an older child who 

lived independently. Finally, Tania and her partner were living in a multi-generational 

household with their three foster children, two of whom were primary school aged, and one 

of whom was an adult who lived in the home with his partner and their young child who had 

not yet started school. Only six families only had children of high-school age. The majority of 

the families could be considered ‘young families’ in that thirty-four of the forty families had 

children at primary school (under age 12) or younger. Twenty-seven of these also included 

babies, or children who had not yet started school who required full time care. 

The interviews were conducted face to face. They took place in between January and July 

2017 in Melbourne, each lasting approximately one hour, with the shortest only twenty 

minutes and the longest two and half hours, according to time constraints and whether a 

couple or just one person was being interviewed. Where couples were interviewed, they were 

interviewed at the same time. This yielded insight into the processes of negotiation between 

couples, who often held different values and ideas about their housing. All but three 

interviews were held in the participants’ homes. At the request of the participants, the other 

two interviews took place in cafes, and one in a children’s playground. The interviews were 

semi-structured (see indicative interview schedule in Appendix D). I began each interview by 

asking participants to tell me the story of how they came to be living in their current home. 

Their responses frequently touched on a range of issues that I had intended to cover later in 

the interview, so in practice, the interview schedule served more as a checklist of topics to 

talk about rather than a sequential guide to what was discussed when. After this initial 

discussion of finding a home, we moved on to discuss the photographs provided by the 

participants. This discussion often covered the priorities and values of participants in 

relation to their housing, for example, location, size, amenity and other features of homes. I 

then moved on to specific questions regarding finances and the future. I concluded each 
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interview with a question about whether there were any things outside of the participant’s 

control that they thought might affect their housing. 

All of the interviews were audio recorded and sent away for transcription. The transcripts 

were printed, and then divided into owners and renters; this initial categorisation offered an 

entry point to the process of finding patterns in the experiences of the participants. I 

expected that the structure of the housing system would result in differing experiences 

depending on tenure status. The research was designed to compare the experiences of 

owners and renters and identify similarities and difference between the tenures. It was clear 

from my initial reading of the transcripts that a more complex conceptualisation of housing 

market positions would be necessary. 

My approach to analysis was inductive, and while it was driven by the data I carried into my 

fieldwork ‘sensitizing possibilities’ as well as explicit theories against which I sought to 

gather the data, borrowing in some ways from the principles of a grounded theory approach 

(Strauss & Corbin 1994, p. 277). The coding was based on the themes that emerged during 

the interviews, rather than comparing the answers to specific questions. This was in line with 

the narrative form of the interview transcripts. In asking participants to begin by telling me 

the story of finding their current house many themes and ideas intended to be discussed 

later emerged early in the interviews, as well as some themes which were not explicitly 

covered in the interview schedule. Rather than being rigid about sticking to my interview 

schedule, I allowed the conversation to be free flowing. Later, during analysis, this allowed 

me to take account of connections and themes that emerged from the data that were 

sometimes surprising, but which expanded the analysis.  

During my initial reading of the transcripts I noted themes that were emerging and identified 

a list of ‘first impression’ codes, for example, ‘housing amenity’, ‘strategic investment in 

housing’, ‘financial stress or security’ and ‘childrearing and housing’ (Saldaña 2009, p. 15). 

This initial reading allowed me to develop a familiarity with the transcripts and provided an 

overview of the data (Saldaña 2009, p. 15). I then moved to analysis of the interviews using 

computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (NVivo). As coding progressed I created 

new headings where appropriate and I also refined the already established themes, which 

became increasingly fine grained as I picked up on new detail. This was an iterative process: 

I had to return to transcripts already coded and review them as additional codes were 

created and I frequently returned to the material coded under each heading to consider its 

validity, significance and clarity. In some cases, it was appropriate to disaggregate these 

further and so the data was reviewed again with this in mind; other codes were eliminated 

because of overlap or only tangential relevance to the research questions. Each of these 

layers of coding generated opportunities for insights and more nuanced analysis. In the final 
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stages, I grouped the codes under broader categories that were developed iteratively 

throughout the analysis such as ‘connection’, ‘tenure’ and ‘homemaking practices’. This 

revealed new relationships and intersections between some ideas. This also entailed further 

review and sometimes recoding of the data. Throughout this process, I kept reflective 

memos, and wrote up fragments of analysis as they occurred to me; these have been 

incorporated in the final thesis. Therefore, while I did not strictly follow a grounded theory 

approach, my approach of working from the data to develop codes and continuously refine 

categories and themes does reflect a broadly inductive approach.  

I have included quotes from the interview transcripts throughout the thesis. Although these 

quotes were originally transcribed and analysed verbatim, to improve clarity in the thesis, I 

have edited them to remove what Saldana and Omasta (2018, p. 118) refer to as ‘verbal 

debris’ that is, the fragments of sentences and words such as ‘like’ and ‘um’ that make up 

normal conversation. Care has been taken to ensure that this has not affected the meaning.  

Data collection in practice 

I found that when I asked people about their housing choices they told me primarily about 

their relationships. This sometimes led to some intimate subject matter, which did not 

specifically relate to the research. For example, people disclosed experiences of domestic 

violence, the loss of parents and partners, the breakdown of extended family relationships 

and difficult childhoods, in connection with their housing experiences. Sometimes in the 

couple interviews points of conflict and differences of opinion emerged, and occasionally 

these interviews strayed into the territory of serious disagreement; considerations relating to 

housing are highly personal and emotional. At these times, I tended to back away from the 

dialogue and leave the participants to reach agreement with one another. Some of these 

conversations were revealing because they highlighted differences of opinion and 

mismatched values within households regarding their housing choices. One couple, who 

were experiencing difficulties regarding a recent decision they had made, thanked me after 

the interview because it presented an opportunity to clarify their ideas. In other cases, there 

were tense moments where a point of disagreement was reached where I felt compelled to 

move the conversation on by introducing a new topic. During one of the interviews, the male 

partner was at home but chose to work outside rather than participate in the interview; as 

the conversation unfolded it was clear that housing decisions were a significant point of 

conflict in that relationship at that time.  

In these interviews I was able to witness both the rehearsal and the co-production of the 

narrative by the couples, the interview providing a ‘common reflective space’ (Bjørnholt & 

Farstad 2014). At times, it was clear that these stories were familiar and rehearsed; at other 

times, they provided rich data through direct insight into the negotiation and decision-
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making processes related to housing. It is very different when two people tell a story together 

– often these were a rehearsed narrative of a relationship story that they told together – 

there was in some ways less depth of reflection in the interviews with couples as they would 

sometimes look to each other to tell the consensus version of events, whereas when 

interviewed alone, people provided more deeply subjective perspectives. Even when the 

interviews took place with only one member of a couple, they often included the participant’s 

view of their partner’s opinions. Very often during interviews there were children present – 

parenting practices such as feeding and supervising children occurred around me. I was a 

visitor in people’s homes, and this empowered the participants in many ways. They were in a 

comfortable environment over which they had control. Furthermore, they were in the spaces 

we were discussing, and they were able to show me aspects of their house that they were 

seeking to describe: occupying these spaces served as a prompt in itself. Many people invited 

me to take a ‘tour’ of their homes, though I did not request to do so, and when this occurred 

it provided me additional insight that informed the analysis of the recorded data.  

As a long-time resident of Melbourne, a mother of primary school aged children, and sitting 

in the middle of the age range of my participants, I shared many demographic characteristics 

with the people I interviewed. This assisted in establishing rapport with participants who 

often wanted to know where I was from, and whether I had children myself. I am also 

familiar with cultural reference points such as meanings and assumptions about different 

localities in Melbourne. In many ways, this conflicts with the principles of a traditional 

ethnographic study where the researcher is an outside observer. I have shared the experience 

of seeking a home in Melbourne. This was in many ways an advantage in the analysis of 

material as I was able to infer meanings, however sometimes it was a disadvantage in that 

because of my assumed knowledge participants may not have spelt out their meaning as 

clearly, or sometimes if I probed during interviews they seemed taken aback that I didn’t 

understand.  

My experience in all of this therefore was not that of a researcher who was objectively 

separate from the people who were sharing their life stories with me, but as an empathetic 

listener. Learning what to say, or when not to speak, in those moments where people shared 

their more challenging feelings was one of the most important things I learned through 

conducting the interviews. Sometimes this raised ethical concerns because it was not the 

purpose of my research to inquire into aspects of people’s personal lives that were outside of 

the scope of my ethics approval and my research topic. Furthermore, I am not equipped as a 

counsellor. In those moments, I responded instinctively with compassion and I valued and 

respected the person’s choice to be open. Nevertheless, I was careful not to probe further on 

those topics and I always asked people if they wanted to end the interview when they became 
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upset. Sometimes, people seemed to find catharsis in sharing their stories with an attentive 

listener.  

Photographs and questionnaire 

In asking the participants to take photographs prior to interview, I had given them the 

following instruction in the information sheet: 

The purpose of the photographs is to provide a way for you to show me how 

you feel about, and experience your home. These photos may be of the inside or 

outside of your house, your garden, or objects in your home. They might include 

things you like about your house and things you don’t like about your house. 

They might be of something that symbolises ‘home’ to you.  

Participants frequently sought clarification about what the photos should be of when we 

were in contact prior to the interviews. I emphasised that they were meant to be of things 

that represented ‘home’ to them and told them that it was completely open to their 

interpretation. I printed the photos before each interview and presented them to the 

participants. In four of the interviews, the participants did not provide me with photographs 

in advance. In these cases, we either looked at photographs on a phone screen, or in two 

cases, discussed which photos they might take, and they sent them through after the 

interview. In the great majority of cases, the female partner provided the photographs so 

when the male partner was present at the interview as well I asked them to comment on the 

selection of photographs and whether they would have included something different. In 

some cases, the male partner was consulted, or they took the photographs together. Some 

families also asked their children to suggest photograph ideas.  

The photo elicitation technique is helpful when trying to gain insight into taken for granted 

topics (Rose 2012). When photos were presented in the interviews, participants were asked 

to tell me ‘what is the photo of?’ and ‘what is it about that that is important to you?’ These 

clarifying questions seemed redundant, but they were important – often the item I felt was 

being depicted was not actually the focus of the image for the participant, or the photo was 

representative of an idea or an activity rather than the objects depicted. In asking what was 

important about each picture, generally people described activities, events or feelings that 

took place in response to the space or objects and often these related to emotions and 

important values of housing utility, childrearing and other facets of home life. The 

photographs provided a means by which people were able to give me an insight into the 

values they held most closely with regard to their housing. 



27 
 

My approach to the interviews and photographs was effective, but the questionnaire (see 

Appendix C) was less well executed. Its aim was to capture specific details about household 

income, housing costs, household composition and housing history prior to the interview. 

This was a successful strategy in that it often allowed me to prepare more effectively for 

interviews and prevented the time from being used asking questions about these details. 

However, the data collected on household income was not high quality. It requested a weekly 

net income range, however, it did not ask participants to specify the source of their income 

(e.g. employment income or government income support) and it asked for each individual 

household member’s income leading to incoherent categories when aggregating the 

household income. This meant that it was not possible to reliably calculate housing cost 

ratios which would have enhanced the analysis. Further detail about the initial price of the 

house, the remaining mortgage, the interest rate paid and the specifics of intergenerational 

wealth transfers would also have been of value as it would have provided an interesting 

supplement to the qualitative analysis. Often this information was shared during the course 

of an interview, so I added it where possible to my household profiles, and I supplemented 

this with publicly available information about property sales prices. Overall this was a less 

well executed element of the research design. With these caveats noted, the information 

compiled from these questionnaires is available at Appendix E to provide an insight into 

each of the households who participated in the studies.  

The feminist lens 

While I have not applied a gendered analysis to the interview data, gender is nevertheless an 

important framework that informs this project, and where relevant I have attempted to draw 

out the gender dimension of the material presented. By its very nature, my research 

approach privileges feminist epistemology. The emphasis on the co-production of knowledge 

through the visual methods and the semi-structured interviews, the design of the project, 

which seeks to link the personal lived experiences of the participants to broader structural 

forces, as well as the attention given to the relationships of care that take place in the home, 

emotion work, and the dynamics of work and family life are familiar areas of feminist 

enquiry (see for example Hochschild 1979; Pocock 2003; Young 2005; Cooper 2014). 

In recognising my own role in the co-production of knowledge, it is important to 

acknowledge that I approached all the interviews identifying as both a woman and a mother, 

and half of the interviews were conducted one on one with another woman. Very often one of 

the first questions participants asked me was whether I was a mother. The recruitment for 

my research, excluding the two single fathers I interviewed, was arranged through the female 

partner. This meant that before meeting in person, we had exchanged emails, photographs 

and personal details and I was introduced to the male partner in each couple for the first 
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time only when I arrived at their home. This will have subtly influenced the dynamics of the 

interviews, though I was careful to ensure wherever possible that the male partner was 

drawn into the discussion, and equally included in the conversation. I can only speculate as 

to the reasons why it was almost exclusively women responding to my advertisements. It is 

possible that it was influenced by the groups through which the advertisements were 

circulated, and although the wording was not specifically targeted to either gender, it is also 

reasonable to speculate that the topic of housing and family life falls into the category of 

‘women’s interest’. Many of the women I interviewed were on maternity leave or working 

part-time because they were at home with small children, and often they said it was not 

possible to arrange a time when their husband would be at home, so it could also be related 

to available time. Often spare time when both partners are at home is at a premium for 

families with young children, and there may have been a reluctance to share this precious 

time with a stranger. I am immensely grateful to the families who did so. 

Limitations 
All research has limitations because it is impossible to engage with every aspect of an issue: 

Cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete. And, worse than that, the more 

deeply it goes the less complete it is. It is a strange science whose most telling 

assertions are its most tremulously based, in which to get somewhere with the 

matter at hand is to intensify the suspicion, both your own and that of others, 

that you are not quite getting it right (Geertz 1973, p. 321). 

A key limitation of my research approach is that it reflects only the information provided in 

one face-to-face interview in the participants’ home, a single questionnaire and photographs 

taken at a single point in time. The interviews concerned matters that were specifically 

important to the research participants on that day and in relation to those events in their 

lives, and there was insufficient time during an interview of one hour to probe in detail into 

much of the background of the issues discussed. While there was some discussion of people’s 

housing histories, a number of the households interviewed were in transition at the time of 

the interview. It is possible that there was an element of self-selection in that participants 

who were moving were attracted to the study because housing issues were prominent in their 

lives at the time. On the other hand, close to half of families with dependent children move 

house over the course of a five year period in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2010), 

so it is more likely that this simply reflects the rate of residential mobility that is typical for 

this household type.  

Often ethnographic research involves repeat visits to participants to follow up and seek 

further clarification of responses and understand how views might change over time and the 
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lack of this is a key limitation of my project. A follow up interview with these households 

might have revealed radically different opinions or perspectives following significant life 

changes such as re-partnering or moving between rental and home ownership. My interviews 

were also held at nearly the peak of the Melbourne property market, which began a 

downturn only shortly after fieldwork was completed. A study following up on these 

participants and their different opinions in that context would be fascinating, as it might 

have shaken their faith in the upward trajectory of Melbourne’s housing market. 

However, by interviewing 40 households I have been able to gain some sense of how 

perspectives change in relation to different life events. Because of the broad sampling frame 

and the possibility for significant variations in socio-economic status, household 

composition, family background, country of origin and other characteristics, the findings 

represent a breadth of experiences rather than an in-depth exploration of a more narrowly 

defined group. Nevertheless, the participants are united by a similar life stage and a shared 

experience of seeking housing in the booming Melbourne housing market, in the 2000s. 

Given more time or resources, the research could be enhanced by incorporating a 

comparative component with another city or exploring in greater depth some of the less 

common features of families’ experiences such as families who live in share-houses or the 

challenges of blended families in terms of intergenerational wealth transfer. The inclusion of 

children as research participants, as noted above, would add further richness to the findings. 

As it stands, the research represents a ‘thick description’ of the circumstances of families in 

Melbourne in early 2017.  

Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a description of my research methodology, the research design 

and the data collection process. I have presented the rationale for my research approach. The 

next chapter introduces the participants, and the typology I developed for identifying the 

housing position of each of the households. It therefore begins to introduce some empirical 

data for illustrative purposes. 
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3. HOUSING (IM)POSITIONS 

Key concepts 
In this chapter I introduce the research participants, who I have clustered according to a 

typology to ‘make sense’ of their housing positions. The research design used tenure as an 

organising framework, and equal numbers of renters and owner occupiers were included in 

the research, however through the analysis it was increasingly evident that a binary 

understanding of tenure was inadequate to capture or explain the diversity of experiences of 

the participants. Based on an extensive review of the literature and the patterns that 

emerged through initial analysis of the interviews, I developed five categories: secure home 

owners; relatively secure home owners; precarious home owners; secure renters; and 

entrenched renters. This typology takes into account three factors: the household’s subjective 

account of their own risk position, my assessment of their sense of risk based on the 

interview data, and finally an assessment of the information they provided in the 

questionnaire and on their housing history, income and housing costs. The foremost 

consideration in placing people in these categories was their subjective perception of their 

own risk positions, however, as will be demonstrated below, in some cases I have balanced 

their self-assessment against my own reflection on the interview material. The information 

they provided was used as a final reference point to confirm these perceptions. The 

categories remain tethered to a renter/home owner binary because it informs subjective 

perceptions of in/security, and underpins the structure of Australia’s housing system. While 

the categories could have been set out with reference to home ownership (for example, 

aspiring owners, and denied owners rather than secure renters and entrenched renters) I did 

not want to construct home ownership as the reference point for these categories and 

thereby construct it as the ‘norm’. The temporality of these classifications is significant; 

people had often recently moved between categories, and some were in the midst of a 

housing transition when we spoke. It is important to emphasise that boundaries of these 

categories are permeable and reflect the circumstances of the participants at the point in 

time that the interview was held. 

I begin by outlining some of the concepts relevant to understanding the housing positions of 

the participants. I consider the role of tenure, security, risk, financial security and 

relationship risk. I then go on to describe each of the categories: secure home owners, 

relatively secure home owners, precarious home owners, rentvestors, secure renters and 

entrenched renters.  
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Tenure 

There is a strong body of literature critiquing the use of tenure as an a priori organising 

concept in housing studies (Hulse & McPherson 2014). Tenure categories are associated with 

a traditional or linear housing career, and frequently focus on the dwelling that a person 

currently lives in (Hulse & McPherson 2014, p. 1029). However, recent studies show a 

disruption in the traditional housing career, which transforms the meaning of tenure in 

Australia. For example, while private rental was previously seen as a ‘transitional’ tenure; 

this is now less often the case. The number of family households in private rental has 

increased substantially: in 1981, 29% of households in the private rental sector included 

dependent children, but this had increased to 40% of private rental households in 2011 

(Stone et al. 2013, p. 11). Renters and owner occupiers are now much more heterogeneous 

groups and a range of other factors influence their sense of security or insecurity (Nethercote 

2018c).  

Another distinction that is becoming more important is that between the terms and 

conditions of current residence and the ownership of residential property (Hulse & 

McPherson 2014). The owner-renter (or rentvestor) is now emerging as a distinct housing 

market position; Hulse and McPherson (2014, p. 1035) found that 17% of households (one in 

five owners and one in eight renters) owned a house in which they did not live. This dual 

tenure status separates the asset building (and possibly welfare-switching) role of owning a 

residential property from its use value. Recognising that relationships to residential property 

can be more varied than the dichotomy of owner occupier and renter allows for an 

appreciation of the dynamism of consumption and investment in housing across tenures 

(Hulse & McPherson 2014, p. 1037). 

Despite the problematisation of tenure as an organising category, a more nuanced 

understanding of tenure can be useful to understanding people’s positions in the housing 

market. For example, Colic-Peisker and Johnson (2010, p. 352) looked at home owners’ 

sense of security and anxiety, and categorised their participants as ‘established’, ‘recent’ and 

‘aspiring’ home owners. The result is a nuanced categorisation of owner occupiers; however, 

categorising ‘renters’ as ‘aspiring owners’ doesn’t allow for diversity in their experiences. In 

fact, framing the experience of renters as ‘aspiring owners’ reifies the norm of home 

ownership and defines renters by what they are not. I found amongst my participants that 

there were people who were renting who did not aspire to home ownership. Therefore, in my 

typology I have sought to differentiate between those renters who consider themselves to 

have chosen to rent, those who consider themselves to be aspiring home owners, and those 

who believe they have been excluded from home ownership.  
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In/security 

Some of ownership’s privileged status comes from the assumption that security is 

characteristic of home ownership, and insecurity is characteristic of rental (Saunders 1990; 

Gurney 1999; Morris, Hulse & Pawson 2017). While there is some substance to this 

assumption, it does not account for the variation that exists within each tenure or neatly map 

onto the large number of other factors that contribute to the experience of in/security. 

Nevertheless, the conflation of home ownership with security and rental with insecurity is a 

conventional assumption in home ownership societies such as Australia’s. The construction 

of the binary of owner and renter forecloses positions to the renter, including ontological 

security and being ‘at home’ in the truest sense. Wood et al. (2014) have demonstrated, not 

all home owners have stable and secure housing; there is ‘churn’ at the ‘edges of home 

ownership’, with many households moving back and forth between private rental and 

ownership several times over the course of a lifetime. This ‘churn’ is influenced by multiple 

factors, including human capital (age, qualifications, income and employment), biographical 

shifts or disruptions (households forming or breaking up, health), debt and financial stress 

(loan to value ratios, equity extraction and in situ borrowing) (Wood, Ong & Cigdem 2014, p. 

209). Wood et al. (2014) identified families with dependent children as the group who were 

most likely to be found on the ‘edge’ of home ownership. 

It is also important to note that assumptions about ownership and security are largely 

dependent on institutional structures (Elsinga et al. 2007). The barriers preventing renters 

from feeling at home arise from the structure of private rental in Australia (Hulse et al. 

2015) rather than renting per se – that is, in other countries where the system is more 

favourable to renters, insecurity is perceived as less of an issue of tenure (Elsinga et al. 

2007). In fact, in some countries home ownership is perceived as riskier (Andersson et al. 

2007). 

In empirical research on perceptions of housing in/security Morris et al. (2017) found that 

responses to de jure insecurity amongst renters ranged from ‘incessant anxiety and fear’ to 

‘not perceived as a concern’. In the middle of this range were people whose concern was 

offset by social and economic capital or who had traded off locational preferences against 

levels of security. Interestingly, levels of security were not housing-market dependent, but 

were instead mediated by varying levels of social and economic capital and habitus (Morris, 

Hulse & Pawson 2017, p. 666). For some households, a lack of de jure control may combine 

with precarity in other aspects of their lives to undermine ontological security (Morris, Hulse 

& Pawson 2017, p. 667). My study provides specific insights into how these other resources 

mediate people’s ability to manage their housing market positions and consequent sense of 

security or insecurity. The ‘field’ of housing extends far beyond housing markets; tenure and 
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investor status are relevant, but they are not the only factors determining the experience of 

security or insecurity. 

At this point, it is important to acknowledge that there are other positions in our housing 

system that are far less secure than even short-term rental. The phrase ‘at risk’ of 

homelessness is commonly used to refer to people in extremely precarious housing positions 

(Batterham 2019). However, the majority of my participants did not raise the risk of 

homelessness as an immediate concern, although two had recent past experiences of 

homelessness. It nevertheless needs to be acknowledged that the housing continuum does 

extend to homelessness, and for some of the families I interviewed this was not far removed 

from their current position.  

Risk 

According to Lupton (1999, pp. 16-17) a realist approach to risk, conceptualises it as a hazard 

which is quantifiable and measurable. There is a well-developed literature on measuring 

housing affordability in Australia that uses ‘objective’ measures, such as affordability ratios, 

residual incomes, and indicators of financial stress and rates of mortgage default, to render 

housing risk observable and measurable (see for exampleYates & Milligan 2007; Hulse et al. 

2010; Burke, Stone & Ralston 2011; Rowley & Ong 2012; Wood, Ong & Cigdem 2014; Hulse 

et al. 2015). While there is correlation between these ‘objective’ measures and the 

perceptions of my participants, the subjective understanding of risk is the focus of this 

research. For Lupton (1999, p. 3):  

As in premodern times the symbolic basis of our uncertainties is anxiety created 

by disorder, the loss of control over our bodies, our relationships with others, 

our livelihoods and the extent to which we can exert autonomy in our everyday 

lives. 

It is in this sense that I seek to explore the risks perceived and experienced by participants in 

relation to their housing, as well as the strategies they use to cope with these. Elsinga et al. 

(2007, p. 291) noted that while there was variability across the eight countries they studied, 

households often underestimated financial risks and felt fairly secure about their future, they 

put housing risks into perspective by discussing strategies they might use to address them. 

This seemed to also be the case with the participants in my study, with most expressing the 

view that they would manage whatever arose. Elsinga et al. (2007, p. 89) found that housing 

risks were more concrete for people who had previously experienced hardships in their lives, 

and this past experience of hardship was more significant than tenure or the socio-economic 

position of the households. Where the participants I interviewed had come through 

challenging times of housing insecurity related to poor health, job security, life stage, caring 
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responsibilities, and relationship breakdowns, they often suggested they felt more resilient 

and capable of handling problems in the future. Overall, most participants minimised or 

discounted their level of risk when describing their own situation, and this appeared to be a 

coping strategy in itself. 

Financial risk  

Nethercote (2018a, p. 19) argues that risk assessment across the life course is continuous due 

to ‘new social risks’, including insecure employment, stagnant low-income wages, and home-

care strains.  Some of my participants felt secure in their present situation but worried about 

their future. Overall, as Badcock and Beer (2000, p. 10) point out, ‘[w]ealth accumulation 

owes much to events during the life course, or to the age, gender and ethnic breakdown of 

the household’. For so many of the families I spoke to support for childcare, parental leave 

and family assistance payments, rent assistance and single parent’s pensions and childcare 

were crucial to how they were able to figure out their work and family lives and afford their 

housing. As described in Chapter 2, there was a broad range in the participants’ disposable 

household income, although approximately half of the sample earned above the median 

Australian household income and half below (Rogers and Lass 2018, p.27-28). This will be 

discussed in further detail below. What was revealed was that income levels were only one 

element affecting the sense of in/security and caution should be exercised when utilising 

household income as a proxy for a sense of security.  

For my participants, job security and relationship stability were very important, but so was 

another aspect of their lives, one which is often ignored in the literature. This was 

childrearing responsibilities and values. Household income governs what people can afford, 

but childcare norms, values, requirements and expectations inform income. This is 

particularly evident in the case of people with who have children with special needs, but was 

true for all my participants. For parents, income is directly linked to weighing up childcare 

responsibilities and parental leave and it is determined by parenting values. Likewise, 

housing quality was for them a question of what was deemed necessary and desirable for 

their children to grow up in, and location was often determined with consideration for the 

proximity of extended family but also the surrounding community and the perceived social-

status or particular sub-cultural groups associated with different parts of the city.  

Relationship risk 

Because households are formed based on relationships, relationship change can have 

significant consequences for housing and relationships are therefore a site of risk. Amongst 

my participants, a number of relationship risks were evident including family violence, 

relationship breakdown, strain in relationships due to financial stress and the death of a 



35 
 

partner. Some of these were only implicit in the interviews – in particular, it is likely that 

when couples were interviewed together, they sought to conceal or downplay difficulties they 

were experiencing in their relationships – but for others, they were central to the stories 

being related.  

I considered relationship risk as an important aspect of household security when I 

formulated the typology, and categorised participants.  

Positioning the participants 
The typology was developed through considering similarities between households with 

regards to the degree of security people reported that they felt. I maintained a separation 

between owners and renters however, so that their experiences could be explored for points 

of similarity and contrast. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the results correlated fairly closely to 

participants’ financial security, that is, their income and asset base. The categorisation of 

participants is not definitive, but it functions as a way of introducing my participants in 

relation to their housing and their experiences of in/security. This offers a descriptive 

shorthand throughout the rest of the thesis to assist the reader in understanding the 

differences of viewpoints. Below, I outline the categories, using illustrative examples and 

quotes where appropriate. For detailed information about the study participants arranged 

according to this typology, please refer to Appendix E. 

Secure home owners  

Seven of the participants in my study are categorised as ‘secure home owners’. The members 

of this group were characterised by high incomes (with all but one earning in excess of $1800 

per week) and secure employment, and they were often engaged in building their housing 

wealth in various ways such as renovating their homes, ‘flipping’ houses (explicitly 

purchasing and renovating houses to sell for profit) or purchasing investment properties. 

Generally, they had purchased their first home in the early 2000s and held a significant 

amount of equity, having benefited from the capital appreciation of their homes. Some were 

in their second or third houses, and those houses had usually already been renovated to suit 

their personal tastes and needs. All were close to paying off, or had paid off, their homes. 

Amongst this group there were three women who stood out as particularly entrepreneurial. 

They had frequently bought and sold homes with the intent of capitalising on their purchase. 

One of them, Tania, had travelled around Australia for several years with her husband 

‘flipping houses’. At the time of interview, she owned five properties (the most of all the 

participants).  

The secure home owners felt very confident in their financial positions; for example Nicholas 

and Jackie had accrued sufficient wealth such that their large mortgage (which exceeded 
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$650,000) was not a concern for them; they had other assets that could be liquidated to 

cover the mortgage if they found themselves in financial difficulty. As Nicholas said:  

So we've essentially paid it off so we've got... what have we got. We've got other 

investments. Along the way we've made other investments as well, in shares 

predominantly, and the value of the shares is now slightly higher than the 

mortgage we have to pay… if there were a problem we would sell shares to pay 

the mortgage so it's a nice position to be in. 

The ability to leverage the family home into commercial activities was demonstrated by 

another couple, who had used their house as collateral to purchase the premises in which the 

husband operated his business, taking out a significant loan to do so. However, Victoria 

considered this a risk to their household: 

His business is in [Melbourne’s inner east], they were renting the building, they 

then chose to own the building, so he went in with four other people to buy this 

building. That’s a decision I didn’t want but it’s his decision related to his 

business and it may come back to bite us at some point.  

Here, Victoria expresses concern that this decision might put their financial security at risk, 

but she went on to say she also saw the possibility for making a profit. Because of their 

significant housing wealth (they had already paid off their mortgage and completely 

renovated the house) she was able to conclude that either way they would remain 

comfortable. Speculating on how they might manage their housing if they did encounter 

significant financial difficulties, Victoria said:  

It would definitely mean that we would downsize – but I don’t think we’d have 

to go into a place that we couldn’t choose, so we wouldn’t be backed – if I had to 

move to Geelong, I wouldn’t die you know, if I had to move out of – if I lost 

everything and just had to go into an area that – Ballarat or Bendigo or 

something that wasn’t as expensive I’d kind of cope. I’d probably look along the 

coast, I don’t feel afraid of not finding something. Even if we lost a lot of money 

we’d find something. 

Here, Victoria describes moving out of the city to several regional centres, suggesting that 

she had considered a situation in which she could no longer afford to live in Melbourne. 

However, she felt that even in the worst-case scenario she could afford to purchase 

elsewhere.  
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The secure home owners also had more freedom to modify work commitments to allow for 

work life balance. Victoria had reduced her work hours to part-time to accommodate the 

special needs of her children, however this did not affect their financial security. Nicholas 

had recently left his job to start his own business because it would allow better work life 

balance, and this potentially risky move was supported by his secure housing position: 

It’s something we could afford to do and a risk we could afford to take … unless 

the business starts costing bucket-loads of money or if the share market 

crashes... If both of those things happen I'll go get another day job. 

It can be seen that Nicholas’ sense of security is bolstered by job security; he said he did not 

have concerns about his ability to find work in his industry. Both Jackie and Nicholas noted 

that their salaries had risen significantly over their first ten years of home purchase, enabling 

them to pay off the mortgage completely before knocking down and rebuilding their home.  

This flexibility also provided greater opportunity for the secure home owners to quickly 

improve their financial situation if they found themselves in difficulty. For example, Mike 

said: 

Probably, I mean you [addressing his wife, Jennifer] could've gone back to 

work, we could've probably gone and bought something bigger but it just made 

more sense I think for us to, you know, minimise that, knowing that you were 

only going to have one child, maximise the time you had with her, minimise our 

costs and stay where we are.  

The secure home owners also demonstrated a lot more scope to make choices about their 

location based on providing the best possible education to their children, and for them, this 

was an important reason to consider moving in the future.  

In a poignant illustration of the temporality of in/security, one of the participants, Karl, had 

only 18 months earlier been in the position of a precarious home owner, struggling with 

mortgage arrears throughout the illness of his wife because he was limited in how much he 

could work. However, following her death he had received sufficient life insurance funds to 

pay off the mortgage in full. Despite his relatively low income at that point in time, he spoke 

about the sense of security owning the house outright provided for him in his new role as a 

single father.  

I think of it in terms of security for our family, having the house, it’s massive, 

having that security after going through a phase of huge insecurity and 

uncertainty […] Having the house and not having to pay a mortgage and not 
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having to pay – gives me so much more flexibility. Like I said I can go on sole 

parent pension and be fine if we need that as a family, you know if that needs to 

be the priority at any time, then I can do that and that’s really significant even 

if I never actually – even if we never actually do that, just that we can do that. 

And provides a lot of stability. 

Karl suggested that his secure housing position was very important in rebuilding a sense of 

security for his family after the loss of his wife. This enabled him to ensure stability for his 

children by being available to care for them rather than requiring a large income. 

Relatively secure home owners  

The nine households classified as relatively secure home owners were nearly all first home 

owners in their first five years of ownership. There was a fairly even spread of income levels 

across this group, ranging from $900 per week through to $3000 per week. Most were not 

experiencing immediate feelings of stress or anxiety regarding their housing position, 

although based on the information they provided, they did not yet qualify as ‘secure home 

owners’. This group was less secure for a range of reasons that included: living on a low 

income due to a recent housing or family transition such as a separation or having a baby; 

relying on a single income due to relationship breakdown; living in inadequate housing; or 

having little equity or other assets to draw on in case of unexpected events. While these 

participants did not describe themselves as experiencing severe stress, they were more likely 

to report ‘living week to week’. For example, Kate said:  

I was literally just saying to Dan [her partner] last week, ‘if you lost your job 

like, we’d be screwed’. We don’t even have enough in the offset account to cover 

one month of mortgage payments and that’s what scares me, we don’t have a 

backup. Yeah, we’re just living week to week and I hate feeling like that. I like 

having a safety net and we just don’t have one. 

Kate and Dan had plans to refinance their mortgage thereby reducing their interest rate, to 

reduce the stress of their current situation. Kate’s sense of insecurity was based on her 

husband’s precarious employment situation. However, during the interview she revealed that 

she owned land in a regional town, and had other financial investments. Perhaps this reflects 

a cultural predisposition in Australia for people to portray themselves as a ‘battlers’ or an 

‘underdog’ rather than as successful. While Kate felt she did not have a ‘safety net’ those 

assets could provide a buffer against severe financial stress, the ability to draw on these in 

case of a crisis placed her household in the ‘relatively secure home owner group’ rather than 

in the ‘precarious’ group despite her presenting their position as a struggle. 
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The relatively secure home owners were often less materially comfortable in their homes as 

the secure home owners, most of whom had renovated. Many of them had bought a ‘fixer 

upper’ that they were living in as is until they could afford to renovate. Nevertheless, often 

the condition of their owned home was compared favourably to previous rental properties. 

For example, Zara told me:  

I could rip out the kitchen and bathroom quite happily and get rid of the ‘90s 

tiles and there’s a whole bunch of stuff and the rental carpet that we’re covering 

with a giant rug which is covered in dog hair, but anyway you know there’s a 

whole bunch of stuff that I’d gut, but it’s still nicer than where we were living 

[previous rental property] and we can kind of do what we want to it which is 

nice too so yeah. 

While Zara clearly has some frustrations with the condition of her house, she still found it 

preferable to renting. However, the observation that they could ‘do what we want to it’ is 

clearly balanced against the financial constraints under which Zara and her partner were 

living. These financial constraints were temporarily heightened because Zara was about to 

take maternity leave. The idea of potentially making those changes at some point in the 

future seemed to make the necessity of living with the condition of the house bearable.  

Among the relatively secure home owners there were several new parents in the middle of 

maternity leave; while they had financially planned for this eventuality, many were still living 

on a reduced income. For example, Lena told me:  

We know that my maternity leave will finish in January [next year], so if we 

have to borrow five, six grand off of one of our parents for those few months 

just to tie us over… like I think we’ll be almost there, but I’ve also been able to 

kind of budget and see – I’d rather borrow a few grand off my mum and 

swallow my pride than be stressed. 

Lena explained that while they were managing on one income, it wasn’t possible to do so in 

the long-term. She intended to rely on financial assistance from her mother to get through 

the remaining leave from work. The option of returning to work to manage financial stress 

needed to be balanced against the high cost of childcare for children who were not yet at 

school, especially when there was more than one child in need of care.  

Some of these participants often described themselves as having a ‘buffer’, in that they had 

paid a month, or sometimes a few months ahead in their mortgages, which increased their 

sense of security. The main purpose for the ‘buffer’ was the possibility that interest rates 

could rise. The relatively secure home owners were also generally confident in their ability to 
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meet repayments in the future, and expected their incomes to increase as their careers 

progressed. This is exemplified in Rachel’s statement below:  

I mean like I've just locked in [the interest rate] for five years, so I feel certainly 

um, reassured, about the next five years anyway. I guess if the interest rates 

went astronomically through the roof it might make some difference, but I 

would expect in five years' time to be earning substantially more anyway, so I 

don't think that's going to be so much of a factor. 

Nevertheless, they also often reported that they did not have a back-up plan should a more 

significant financial problem arise, such as the loss of a job. In this case, participants said 

that they would rely on support from family, so it was social rather than financial capital 

than enhanced the sense of security for many in this group.  

Precarious home owners  

I interviewed four home owners whose position could be considered ‘precarious’, that is, they 

were under severe housing related stress. All of the participants in this group stated that they 

were struggling. They were each going through a major life transition, including separation 

and divorce, the arrival of a baby, and for one participant, Kirsten, both events at the same 

time. While the incomes of three of the four households were below the median, Maggie’s 

household held a lot of housing equity and a very high household income. Maggie would only 

recently have been classed as a ‘secure home owner’. However, she had just sold her home 

due to her husband losing his employment and the burden of the large mortgage, and they 

were in the process of separating. These factors combined meant that despite significant 

housing wealth and a reasonably high income (which would be split in the near future 

following the separation) this household was categorised as precarious. Two of these 

households were already working on a plan to escape their current situation by leaving 

Melbourne.  

For Gemma and Robert (precarious home owners), who had recently had their second baby, 

balancing childcare and childrearing responsibilities against earning enough income to meet 

the house repayments was challenging. Gemma had been on maternity leave for slightly less 

than a year, reducing the household income significantly. She explained:  

I went on maternity leave last April and Sam was born in May and I got two 

days a week maternity leave pay for 14 weeks […] then I took all my long 

service leave […] I’ve just started the paid parental leave [provided by the 

government] so I managed to get paid for the entire year; it wasn’t much but 

we stretched it out enough for my pay to cover food and bills. Ben's pay covers 
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the mortgage and other – health insurance – and so those things we’re going to 

have to drop, there’s some stuff we’re just going to have to get rid of this year. 

We’ll wait and see what happens, but when you go ‘this is all for a house, this is 

– have we done the right thing?’ You know it’s a pretty big deal, I think. At the 

time [of purchasing the house] we had no idea what we were getting into so – I 

just didn’t think it would end up being this difficult.  

Gemma and Robert’s solution to this situation was a plan to rent their house out and rent a 

house for themselves in a country town close to family, approximately 4 hours’ drive from 

Melbourne. For Gemma work life balance was a key issue, as were her own values about how 

she wished to parent her children. In addition to the financial stress, Gemma and Robert 

found that the house they had purchased as a ‘fixer upper’ was not meeting their needs, both 

in terms of comfort and safety, however they were unable to fund renovations.  

Maggie and Kirsten were the most stressed of these home owners. They were each 

experiencing separation from their partners, which required the renegotiation of their 

housing positions. Maggie was still living with her partner even though they had separated, 

and she was clear that she felt the burden of the mortgage following an expensive renovation 

had been a catalyst in their break up. Maggie had already sold that house and purchased a 

less expensive house further out of Melbourne, with separate living quarters for her ex-

husband so that they could continue to raise the children together. Maggie and her husband 

had gone from being secure home owners to precarious home owners because her husband’s 

working hours had been significantly reduced, they had overcommitted to a very large 

mortgage to fund renovations, and because their relationship had broken down. This meant 

that at the time of interview they were in an extremely precarious position. 

Kirsten was also experiencing a relationship breakdown, alongside the recent arrival of her 

second child, but in the context of extreme financial constraint. She was also contemplating 

the option of leaving Melbourne, but for her, the fear was that if she was to sell her house and 

exit home ownership it would likely be permanent. Without a job, and as a single parent, she 

would be unable to secure another mortgage. She was reluctant to sell, but her family was 

placing some pressure on her to move closer to them (in another state). This was in part due 

to the fact her mother’s retirement income was invested in her home. Kirsten spoke of the 

sense of security she felt in knowing that as a home owner, she and her children were in a 

home that they couldn’t be evicted from, given the other upheavals they were facing. She was 

very reluctant to return to renting with two small children.  



42 
 

Rentvestors 

Amongst my renters, there were three households who were ‘rentvestors’, that is, they lived 

in rental housing but owned properties elsewhere. For this group, their sense of security in 

their current dwelling was separate from their sense of financial security which was afforded 

by owning a residential property asset. While these participants were renting their homes, 

owning a property elsewhere gave them a different sense of their housing risk position. Two 

of the members of this group were on low incomes, however, they did not feel financially 

insecure because of their housing assets. Their ownership of another property gave them a 

strong sense of control and security financially, which meant that they experienced rental 

differently; they still held the identity of property owners. Rentvestors were generally 

exercising a ‘choice’ to rent because they had the financial capacity to become owner-

occupiers should they prefer. The findings on owner-renters address some interesting 

questions raised by Hulse and McPherson (Hulse & McPherson 2014, p. 1042) regarding 

status and identity aspects of the owner-renter position, in addition to the wealth building 

and investment rationale associated with residential property ownership.  

Maanvi had separated from her husband and moved back into rental housing five years 

before our interview. She was the participant who most clearly articulated the ideals of a 

‘liquid life’ (Bauman 2000): she spoke of her enjoyment of the freedom provided by the 

rental market, in comparison with being anchored to a mortgage. She had recently left a very 

well paid corporate job to begin a Masters degree and she was enjoying the work/life balance 

this gave her to raise her son. The financial security afforded by the two investment 

properties she owned outright in New Zealand made it possible for her to feel comfortable in 

a more risky housing market position. While she was going through a difficult time when we 

spoke because she needed to move to a new house, she was unhappy with the quality of 

rentals available and what she perceived as representing ‘good value’ in the rental market, 

while remaining close to her son’s school. The struggle she was facing in finding a rental 

property was primarily with regards to finding something that was desirable to live in, rather 

than finding anything at all. There was a lack of good quality rental properties available in 

her price range in the area she needed to live in.  

Two of the rentvestors owned properties overseas, which adds an interesting dimension to 

their housing risk position in Australia. This aspect of tenure status which extends beyond 

one country’s housing market is flagged by Hulse and McPherson (2014, p. 1036) as a 

phenomenon warranting further research. Sadiya owned a property in an Asian country 

which placed restrictions on converting the currency, so while she had significant wealth she 

was unable to realise it in Australia. Nevertheless, this clearly bolstered her sense of social 
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status throughout her experiences of living in student accommodation and share-houses 

with her daughter.  

The third rentvestor, Julia and her partner, had recently purchased a house to ‘get in’ to the 

Melbourne housing market, but because of the cost of housing they had compromised on the 

location and they felt it needed to be renovated before it would be suitable for their family. 

Julia and her partner had decided to rent out that property while planning the renovations 

and stay in their more comfortable rental in the meantime. Julia was very happy with the 

arrangement as she liked her rental home; it was better located and much more modern. For 

Julia and her partner, the sacrifices required to become owner-occupiers were not justified.  

Secure renters 

Like the rentvestors, the eight participants classified as ‘secure renters’ felt a greater sense of 

choice and control over their housing market positions. This group was characterised by job 

security, often relatively high incomes and the ability to save money. Other than one 

household who earned in excess of $3000 per week, most were earning close to the median 

household disposable income. A number of these households had lived in the same place for 

more than five years, which also enhanced their sense of security. There were two distinct 

sub-categories amongst the secure renters with regards to their attitudes towards home 

ownership. The first group still expected to purchase a home in the future, and they were 

earning sufficient income (or paying less rent) to save for a deposit. The second group had 

accepted that they would be renters for the foreseeable future, and were more ambivalent 

regarding home purchase. For some, the ambivalence was due to having accepted the trade-

off between becoming home owners and living in an inner city location. For others, the risk 

associated with high mortgage debt and a sense that houses everywhere in Melbourne were 

over-valued was emphasised as the reason for not pursuing home ownership  

Some of the secure renters remained in their rental properties because they had an agreeable 

landlord who allowed them to personalise the property and charged ‘reasonable’ rent, so they 

had a sense of secure occupancy (albeit informally conferred). Morris et al. (2017, p. 666) 

similarly found many renters in this situation. For these renters, informal relationships with 

landlords were important in bolstering their sense of security. Many had decided to ‘stay put’ 

until they were forced to move out; they often believed that if they left their current rental 

property they would be unlikely to secure a new house with affordable rent in the location 

they wanted. The relationship with the landlord was a topic of conversation for everyone who 

rented their house, whether these relationships were mediated via a real estate agent or not. 

The secure renters often accepted poor housing amenity in exchange for secure occupancy. 

Those who had lived in the same place for a long time often reported that they avoided 
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disturbing their landlord with maintenance requests and took care of maintenance 

themselves. The photographs these renters provided often focussed on the amenity of their 

house. See, for example, Elizabeth’s photo below of her air conditioner, which she had 

labelled ‘dodgy’:  

Figure 1 Elizabeth’s air conditioner 

 

It was relatively rare for participants to express a preference for living in rental housing, 

though many felt that it was manageable. For example, Natalie said: 

From mum, I guess – because she's rented her whole life and she's made it 

work, I think, well, you can rent your whole life and make it work, if it's 

something that you choose to do. It depends how you think of it. Like Michael 

[her husband] is, ‘oh but it's paying someone else's mortgage, we could be 

paying our own house’. 

Here Natalie rehearses the ideology of home ownership – that renting rather than 

purchasing a house is a waste of money – but she seems to express some doubt about it. 

While many of the secure renters talked about eventually owning a property, it was 

participants in this group who questioned home ownership and the burden and risk 
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associated with a large mortgage. The secure renters were not only making choices between 

housing quality and lifestyle, but also the extent to which they are willing to take on debt. 

To varying degrees, there was a sense of disillusionment with Melbourne’s housing market. 

Some of them had the earning capacity to purchase a house and often had a reasonable 

deposit saved but questioned whether they were really getting ‘value’ in the Melbourne 

housing market. Some felt that they had ‘missed the boat’ in terms of purchasing an 

affordable home in a suitable location. Some also expressed scepticism about the possibility 

of realising significant capital growth in Melbourne in the future, feeling that it was already 

over-priced. These were the participants who raised the topic of a housing bubble, and the 

risk of housing market collapse. 

All but two of these participants lived in the inner and middle suburbs of Melbourne and 

most had strong opinions about the lifestyle offered in the outer suburbs. They expressed 

concerns about commute times, walkability and neighbourhood amenity, and their 

connection and sense of belonging in the community. These considerations outweighed 

owner-occupation the values associated with owner occupation. Many felt leaving Melbourne 

altogether was preferable to moving further away from the city, although job opportunities 

prevented many from seriously considering this option. Nevertheless, two households were 

saving with the intention of purchasing a home outside of Melbourne in the future; they saw 

this as offering better value and possibly a more comfortable lifestyle for themselves and 

their children. In the meantime, the preferred to rent.  

Despite these challenges, the secure renters did not regard their situations as desperate; they 

still felt they had a certain amount of choice and opportunity with regard to their housing. 

They exercised choice in valuing the location of their home over becoming home owners. 

This did not mean, however, that they expressed a preference for renting. Most recognised 

the importance of home ownership for their future financial security. They were very 

conscious of the benefits of home ownership and they were very conscious that in not having 

a residential property asset, they would need to find other investment strategies to make sure 

they were going to be comfortable in their retirement. However, as most were in their early 

thirties with young children, addressing this was deferred by necessity. In describing this 

group as ‘secure renters’ I by no means intend to suggest that renting is their preferred 

option, but rather that they regard this as the most tenable option available to them within 

the constraints of the housing market. 

Entrenched renters 

The final group in my typology are the nine entrenched renters. All but one of the households 

categorised as entrenched renters earned below the median income, and five of these 
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households were mainly reliant on government income support and earned under $800 per 

week. This group expressed a sense that they had limited opportunities to improve their 

housing position, and they felt ‘stuck’ in rental, often in poor conditions. Many of these 

participants were older, or were single parents. Four of them, all women, reported that 

domestic violence was the cause of their separation or divorce. Most had been in the rental 

market since they left home, although two of them had previously been home owners but had 

defaulted on their mortgage repayments and been forced to sell. For the single parents, 

childcare responsibilities limited their ability to increase work hours and therefore their 

income.  

Often these renters had found themselves pushed further and further out of the city with 

each house move, and they keenly felt the frustrations of their lack of control as renters. 

These were also the group most likely to emphasise a ‘roof over one’s head’ as a key value of 

housing, recognising the importance of its basic value as shelter. These interviews focussed 

on the insecurities of rental housing, and the fear of being asked to move. This accords with 

previous research, like that of Elsinga et al. (2007), who found that this was the paramount 

concern for renters. 

Many of the entrenched renters had never regarded home ownership as a possibility. Their 

low incomes meant that they regarded taking on a mortgage as a significant risk, even if they 

were able to access a deposit, and they were debt averse often based on previous experiences. 

Because these households often spent a significant proportion of their income on housing, 

they did not have the ability to save as well as meet their current living costs. For example, 

Vanessa commented:  

I’d love to own but I just, because of the financial situation I’m in from the debts 

and that from the past, I think that’s a huge barrier, but I just don’t think I’d be 

in a position to get a deposit together. I’d much rather own and not have to keep 

moving and you know to be able to do things like make that laundry a proper 

laundry and put a door from the garage into the house, I’d love to make a house 

my own and to own in an area that I want to bring my daughter up in […] I 

would love to own my own house but I just don’t see it happening.  

This was the group that spoke most about the risks associated with taking on a large 

mortgage. Rosemary and Frank (who were on the median household income) mentioned the 

‘housing bubble’ as a reason that they weren’t looking at buying a house, however, this was 

secondary to a general discomfort with debt. For example, Rosemary said there was one 

point in the past that they had received enough money to potentially have a deposit, 

however, they decided not to use it to purchase a house:  
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We had an inheritance from Ralph’s dad separate to what the kids had been 

given and we’d put that away then. When we realised we weren’t going to use it 

to buy a house we put it away for school fees and most of it ended up paying out 

the car loan in one big hit just 'cause it was – the stress was not worth it. 

Here she refers to the stress of a car loan they had taken out and a general sense of the stress 

that debt can cause. They had spent a significant amount on their wedding and taken some 

time to repay that and the strain of that debt had left a lasting impression. They spoke of 

living without credit cards and generally seeking to avoid debt as a strategy for managing on 

their low income.  

For the entrenched renters, relationships with landlords were also important for establishing 

a sense of secure occupancy, though this was sometimes traded for privacy. In some cases, 

renters described how they provided access to the home to the landlords as a means of 

building this trust and rapport and forging a stronger sense of security. Ellen told me:  

He [the landlord] inspects like every three months like he is – he’s not so much 

difficult because I think he can see that I look after the house but he’s very 

attached to the house. He brings his elderly mother everywhere he goes even 

though he’s like a lot older than me, I don’t know how old and I think maybe this 

might be the house that he grew up in, I think maybe this is one that his parents 

gave him or something, I'm not sure but he – like he loves this house, like when 

they come they walk around the garden, check everything and his mum like 

picks fruit off the trees and picks flowers and stuff […] I was angry about it at 

first and I wrote to the agent because I was like what’s the point of having an 

agent? He never uses her, he contacts me and like all this sort of stuff. And then 

the agent was like look Ellen, the last tenant that was in this house was in it for 

15 years and it’s just a really big adjustment for Peter and his mum and he’s the 

owner and you know like, I’ll mention to him that he has to give warning but 

yeah, he’s just said that he lives close by and so he just happens to see it and 

yeah but when I read that the thing that I saw was like God, he had a tenant 

here for 15 years like that’s huge so I felt like oh maybe if I play my cards right 

I’ll get to stay for a long time too. So – whereas I was quite oppositional to him I 

started just being much more – I don’t know, just trying to relax about it 

because I want to get on with him like I want the opportunity to have a good 

relationship with him and like he’s not terrible in that I feel like he would fix 

stuff if it was broken and that sort of thing so you know he obviously – he wants 

the house to be good and I think that’s probably you know […] so instead of 
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being like no, no, no, I sort of started like inviting him in just so he could see it, 

you know? And he’s definitely been less invasive since – I’ve been here a little bit 

now and he’s seen that it’s not a tip or something. 

Ellen described here how she managed her sense of housing security through giving up her 

right to privacy. The degree to which Ellen was disempowered as a renter is striking. Her use 

of the term ‘invasive’ is telling of her discomfort with the situation. She went on to describe 

her anxiety during one visit from her landlord when her daughter, who was toilet training, 

wet herself (and the carpet) in front of him. She was concerned that this might paint them as 

less desirable tenants. She believed that by allowing access to the home to the landlord she 

might be able to secure a long term rental and she has decided to make this trade-off.  

Conclusion 
This chapter has explored the housing positions of my participants, in terms of their 

in/security. I began with a short discussion of the various ways that tenure and other factors 

structures this sense of in/security for the research participants and then I provided an 

account of each of the categories I have used to understand the housing risk position of my 

research participants. I have problematised the simplistic assumption that home ownership 

provides security by comparison with the insecurity of rental, by demonstrating that within 

the categories of owners and renters there were participants who felt secure and insecure. I 

have also problematised household income as a proxy for security by exploring a range of 

factors that contribute to the perception of risk. These categories will be used as a reference 

point to contextualise participant quotes throughout the thesis. There is significant variation 

within each of these categories which limits their explanatory power. However, as there were 

only forty participants in the study breaking these categories down further would have been 

less effective as a means to make sense of the material. Nevertheless, in considering the 

applicability of these categories to housing studies more broadly, the provide an initial 

exploration of the variety of subject positions that exist within the categories of renter and 

home owners. This challenges overly simplistic accounts that reduce tenure to a binary of 

renter of and home owner. 

In the next chapter, I expand on some of the themes discussed above, including financial 

security, to examine how the participants engaged with the economic dimensions of housing, 

and performed investor subjectivity. This advances my argument that in negotiating the 

commodification of housing people exercise agency in a variety of ways.  
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4. INVESTOR SUBJECTS 

Key concepts 
The literature on the financialisation of everyday life focuses on the ways in which economic 

rationality permeates all activities, including housing practices (see for example Martin 

2002; Lai 2017). This study confirmed that housing and mortgage markets mediate the 

experience of house and home for most people; engaging with these markets is how shelter is 

attained in a neoliberal, capitalist society that is structured around home ownership. The 

participants’ housing positions, described in the previous chapter, depend to some extent, on 

their financial competence as investor subjects, and their calculation of risks and rewards in 

the housing market (Cook & Ruming 2018). However, in this chapter, I also consider how 

people exercise their agency within this context, and consequently engage to varying degrees 

with investor subjectivity. I also explore the entanglement of financial and economic 

objectives with motives that are primarily emotional and driven by other values associated 

with families and relationships. The accumulation of wealth is not an end in itself; for most 

of the participants in my study, these activities were focussed on providing for the comfort 

and future welfare needs of their family in the context of the retreating welfare state. 

The chapter begins by examining the activities of ‘good’ investor subjects. I discuss how 

people articulate their engagement with investor subjectivity through skilfully (or not so 

skilfully) negotiating housing and mortgage markets and investment activities. I then move 

on to explore the circumstances in which the focus on housing as an investment is challenged 

by alternative motivations and values, and finally how resistance to the discourse of the 

investor subject is expressed and enacted. 

Capitalising on housing  

The globalisation and commodification of housing and mortgage markets, positions 

households/individuals as investor subjects responsible for calculating risks and rewards. A 

good investor subject seeks to make rational decisions to maximise their wealth while 

calculating risks, balancing this against emotions in the purchase of the family home (Cook & 

Ruming 2018; Gillon & Gibson 2018).  

Aalbers and Christophers (2014, pp. 376-377) define speculation as ‘ownership for the 

exclusive reason of selling a product for a higher price’. Thus, they argue that a home owner 

is engaging in speculation when they buy a house and hope to sell it in the future for a higher 

price, thereby differentiating between the exchange of housing for its ‘use’ or ‘capital’ value. 

The housing market, through enlisting its subjects in private property ownership, epitomises 

and buttresses capitalist ideology: ‘it is in and through housing that much of the political 

work of reproducing the ideology of capital is performed’ (Aalbers & Christophers 2014, p. 
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384). I seek to problematise this interpretation. For most people, the motivation for 

engaging in the housing market is not to ‘perform the ideology of capital’. I argue that 

subjective perspectives matter, and political economic analysis needs to be tempered by an 

understanding of how individual actors understand their engagement with the housing 

market. 

A study of attitudes towards housing wealth in Australia found that older home owners 

tended to attribute their investment returns on housing to ‘accident’ rather than ‘design’; the 

authors went on to suggest that these older home owners see the ‘investment imperative’ as a 

generational shift (Colic-Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 323). Similarly, Dupuis and 

Thorns’s (1998) study of the attitudes of home owners born in the Depression era found that 

the idea of deliberately setting out to build wealth from housing (rather than secure a nest 

egg) has emerged only in later generations. The idea that wealth gains through home 

ownership came down to good fortune for the generations of home buyers in the 1950s, 

1960s and 1970s is explored in Badcock and Beer (2000:7), who argue that ‘home buyers 

from this earlier era were recipients to some degree of the “wealth dividend” bestowed by the 

housing system that evolved in Australia in the post-war years’. That is, what is perceived as 

an “accident” by those individuals was in fact a consequence of beneficent government 

policies that promoted and supported home ownership throughout those decades 

(Nethercote, 2018a). Policy shifted in the 1990s: with the deregulation of finance, housing 

was increasingly marketised (Badcock and Beer, 2000:7). Under neoliberalism, there is an 

increased expectation that the individual will act to ensure their own future welfare. 

Nevertheless, the same neoliberal system remains favourable to home owners (for example 

through taxation settings) because it is crucial to the current structure of the welfare state 

(Forrest and Hirayama 2015).  

In the current decade, it is through the activities of the investor subject that people must go 

about securing a ‘home’ for themselves and their families, so the driving motivation behind 

much of this activity lies outside of what is encompassed in the notion of investor subjectivity 

(as demonstrated in the later chapters). Jørgensen argues that ‘the analysis of home 

ownership indicates that performativity of housing markets depends not only on calculative 

agency but also on the mobilizing forces of emotions, skills and place attachment’ (Jørgensen 

2016, p. 14). She suggests: 

The explication of the emotional landscape of housing decisions does not 

contradict the economic approaches to markets as places of calculative agency, 

but it does suggest that market behaviour is embedded in perceptions of family 

life and future hopes and dreams (Jorgensen 2015:14).  
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The ownership of multiple properties, however, contradicts both the post-war emphasis on 

ownership of the family home and the ‘accidental’ acquisition of wealth and the neoliberal 

era’s pragmatic compliance with investor subjectivity in order to achieve family security. In 

Australia, 17% of households own a residential property in which they do not live (although 

over a quarter of those additional properties were not rented out) (Hulse & McPherson 2014, 

p. 1036). Hulse and McPherson (2014, p. 1035) speculate that this represents a variation of 

the traditional housing career with equity in the primary house being invested in additional 

housing, possibly to provide for future welfare needs, assist children (or other family 

members) to access the housing market or meet additional consumption preferences related 

to lifestyle or location. They (Hulse & McPherson 2014, p. 1037) suggest for renters that this 

may be more related to employment mobility. The data presented in my discussion of 

investor subjectivity (this chapter) and intergenerational wealth transfer (Chapter 5) 

explores these ideas in further detail.  

The emergence of the investor subject 

In the neoliberal context, investor subjectivity is about more than making money out of 

housing. Investor subjectivity involves the responsible self-management of risk (Jacob 2006; 

Langley 2006; Murphy & Rehm 2016). It is constituted in response to the structure of 

mortgage and housing markets, but it is the responsible citizen, taking care of their own 

future welfare, who engages with markets in this way. Murphy and Rehm (2016, p. 52) argue 

that home owners are positioned as ‘competent “actuarial subjects”, actively engaged in 

calculative practices designed to secure their future welfare’. That is, in becoming self-

sufficient home owners, the investor subject is fulfilling the role of a responsible neoliberal 

citizen (Jarvis 2008).  

However, the investor subject is also an indebted subject. As Aalbers (2008, pp. 152, 155) 

argues, ‘the financialisation of the mortgage market demands that not just homes but also 

home owners become viewed as financially exploitable’. At the household level, this 

exploitation may be experienced as insecurity. Colic-Peisker, Johnson and Smith (2010) 

found that for ‘marginal’ home owners, equity was used reluctantly for other spending needs; 

the investment role of the home was primarily to allow people to ‘climb the property ladder’. 

Mainstream and mature owner occupiers were more likely to consider withdrawing equity, 

but for those with children this was more likely for other needs such as children’s education 

or home renovation (Colic-Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 332). People’s focus on 

‘keeping their home secure’ meant that they would do ‘almost anything’ to keep it (Colic-

Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 333). 
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Debt 

In the wage earner’s welfare state Nethercote (2018, p.8) argues that a false sense of self-

reliance was embedded in workers, who were unaware of the invisible protection offered by 

the state to home owners, ‘mortgage finance was ‘a “privileged” or “protected circuit”, [and] 

mortgagors were insulated from financial markets’ (Berry 1999, cited in Nethercote 2018a, 

p.8). While people perceived themselves as ensuring their own welfare, this was largely 

enabled by the regulation of financial markets by the state. The deregulation of financial 

markets since the 1980s means that in the new millennium people’s relationship to debt has 

changed (Allon 2014, 2015; Adkins 2017). In this context, Allon (2014, p.15) calls for 

recognition of the home as an object of speculation and investment that requires new kinds 

of economic management and financial calculation which she casts as a new kind of domestic 

labour. Adkins (2017) identifies two new features of debt in the late modernity: the 

acceptance of mass indebtedness and the view of debt as productive in accumulating capital. 

She argues that these qualities reconfigure the temporal with regards to debt – provided a 

debtor has the ability to continue to meet repayments, the total repayment of the loan is not 

a predictable point in time but part of a ‘speculative time’ in which the potentialities of the 

future are not calculable or predictable. Adkins (2017, p.449) describes this as a movement 

‘from a logic of repayment towards a logic of payment’, with regards to household debt and 

argues that debt society transforms the relations of time and binds indebted subjects to a 

temporal order that she calls ‘speculative time’. 

Adkins (2017, p.450) sees financial institutions as constitutive of this shift. The trading of 

securitised debt has transformed the way that mortgages are structured, thereby binding the 

indebted subject to these forms of speculative time. These new approaches to debt can result 

in what Soaita and Searle (2016, p. 2) describe as ‘debt amnesia’, whereby home owners have 

a tendency to emphasise capital gains in house prices while underplaying, or omitting the 

cost of the mortgage interest payments from this calculation. This normalisation of debt 

serves to underpin the commitment to home ownership as a form of capital accumulation, 

and increase people’s comfort with borrowing large amounts and extending, rather than 

repaying, their mortgages (Soaita and Searle 2016). 

Strategic property investment – performing investor subjectivity 

‘Getting in’  

Many of my home-owning participants appeared to be keen to demonstrate their 

competence as investor subjects in telling their stories of finding their homes. Some people 

showed me spreadsheets which they had used to systematically identify how much they 

could spend and where they could afford to do so. There were some stories of successes and 

other stories of disappointments. Several people explained that their house-hunting had 
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been a stop/start process whereby they had found themselves discouraged at certain points 

and taken a break from house hunting. Others had given up entirely. Many people had 

stories of ‘the house that got away’ early on in their house search; the rapid escalation of 

prices was a key aspect of this, with people describing how hesitating or taking a break from 

looking for a house to purchase had led them to pay more than they felt that they would have 

if they had purchased earlier.   

In Melbourne’s booming housing market, the objective of simply ‘getting in’ (that is, 

purchasing their first house) emerged frequently throughout my interviews, particularly 

amongst recent home purchasers and the secure renters who had plans to buy a house soon. 

For those who were not already home owners, there was a strong sense that rapidly 

increasing house prices meant that the market was ‘getting away’ from them, and the best 

strategy to deal with this was to purchase as soon as possible. Despite the sense of urgency 

around ‘getting in’, many participants described their approach to purchasing a house in 

such a way that it suggested they saw it as their responsibility to make informed decisions 

about their investment. Through the stories they told of house-hunting, several people talked 

about the research they had undertaken before purchasing their homes, for example, some 

had used data on house prices to identify their ‘market opportunity’. Several of the home 

owners had bought in areas that they had no prior knowledge of, or connection to, based on 

their own ‘market analysis’ and research which identified those areas as they optimum place 

for them to buy in terms of affordability and potential for capital growth. On the other hand, 

some participants apparently entered the process without a clear understanding of how it 

worked and made decisions based on a ‘gut feeling’.  

A number of people saw themselves a ‘savvy investors’ in terms of their understanding of real 

estate markets and, to a lesser degree, the processes involved in dealing with financial 

institutions. This included the renters, for example, Ellen, an entrenched renter, single 

mother and student, talked through the financial considerations she would need to take into 

account to achieve home ownership:  

I'm fixated on it like it’s almost – like it’s an unhealthy obsession because it can 

make me feel really sad, like when I actually do the numbers it can make me feel 

really sad. A house for $220,000 at this much per week would still take 25 

years to pay off. I still don’t have the $60,000 deposit that’s required which 

would mean I have to pay the bank the insurance – the extra security amount 

[mortgage insurance] which makes it more expensive – and like not many 

people are okay with zero deposit and then you look at mortgage terms and 

stuff and they want you to have been in your job for a year, so I’m like “so I 

have to move there [out of Melbourne to regional town], rent, get a job, have 
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that job, be secure”. A lot of the work in my field has become contracted work 

that’s year on year kind of stuff, it can – I look into it too seriously and then I 

see how many dead ends I’m coming up against, and I start to feel really sad 

about it.  

Ellen had previously owned a house with her ex-husband, but the relationship ended on bad 

terms and the cost of the divorce and custody battle meant that there were no proceeds left 

from the sale of the house. Having grown up in public housing with a mother who had 

addiction problems Ellen felt very strongly that she should provide stability and support for 

her daughter and she considered home ownership as an important way to do this. Her 

comments above illustrate her strong understanding of the process of buying a house, and a 

great deal of clarity in her reckoning of her chances of owning in the future. 

Many of the renters felt that they had already missed their opportunity to enter the market. 

Amongst the secure renters, who may have been able to purchase if they were willing to take 

on a significant mortgage, questions about the value and the risk involved in purchasing a 

property in Melbourne were frequently raised. Ben and Amanda (secure renters) were keen 

to refute the idea that they had been ‘locked out’ out the housing market. Their rationale was 

based upon Ben’s extensively researched opinion that the market, as it stood, was 

unsustainable and likely to crash. Ben concluded:  

…the long term economic reality is that the economy is working a certain way 

and people can either afford housing, and if they can't the economic model itself 

is broken and something will change to reset that. 

This perspective was shared by other aspiring owners, who also felt that it was likely that the 

price of housing would drop, however most agreed that it was not possible to foresee the 

timing of such a crash. Chris (secure renter) said:  

Well ultimately it’ll burst. Whether it’s in my lifetime or not is a different matter 

but yeah, it’ll burst because that’s what bubbles do but I don’t know if it’s going 

to be next year or 10 years from now or after I die but whenever that happens 

we’re going to eat some serious shit. 

For many of those who felt that purchasing in Melbourne either didn’t represent a good 

value proposition, was unattainable, or was risky because of the high price of houses, the 

alternatives were to continue to save money without the intention of purchasing in the near 

future, or to consider leaving Melbourne.  
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The idea of becoming a rentvestor and purchasing an affordable but unsuitable property 

solely to secure a foothold in the market was raised by a number of participants. Julia 

(rentvestor) had done this; she and her partner had purchased a house in need of renovation 

in a less desirable area to ‘get in’ to the housing market. Julia said: 

We started looking in May 2016, we were just checking prices and everything, 

we went some months ago just in their website, checking the prices like no, 

yeah, five months ago, six months ago we could buy probably a better house 

with the money we had spent so – but yeah, it just feels like that. But now we 

are just there in the market. 

Julia explained how over a six month period the price of housing increased so rapidly that 

they had felt a sense of urgency to purchase, and so they compromised on the location and 

size of the property. Now that she and her partner were ‘in’ the market, they would be able 

work on improving their position through renovating the property while continuing to rent a 

townhouse in an area they preferred.  

Rachel (relatively secure home owner) had also considered the strategy of purchasing but 

continuing to rent because she could not find an appropriate house in her preferred location. 

She had received a considerable gift from her parents to buy a house, but there had been 

some difficulty in reaching an agreement with them on the location in which to purchase. 

She explained that she had put it to her mother that becoming a rentvestor might be a 

solution to this problem:  

After about two years of looking, and saying to my mother, “Look, I just don't 

know that I'm going to be able to find something within the area that you want 

me to that's going to suit, meet our needs”, I did say to her “look, maybe I should 

just start looking for an investment and we should just rent what we want.” 

And it took quite a while for her to come around to that idea, but then she 

started to say, “Okay, maybe that is what we're going to have to do”, because 

the market was just... kept going up and up and up. 

The pressure to purchase quickly due to the increasing price of houses was also a motivating 

factor for Rachel. Several other home owners had considered rent-vestment in their decision 

making process, however, for the most part the established ideal of living in a home that one 

owns took precedence. The solution of rent-vestment separates the use value of the property 

from its investment and asset functions. While becoming a rentvestor alleviates the concern 

that the purchase of a house is increasingly out of reach as house prices continue to increase, 

it means giving up on becoming an owner-occupier in the near future.   
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Another strategy for ‘getting in’ involved compromising on the quality or amenity of the 

house itself, or on its location. During the interview with Philippa and Sam (secure renters) 

who were saving to purchase a home, Philippa addressed Sam, saying: 

Actually, I haven’t talked to you about this but you can hear it now – going 

forward, buying a place, we have to give up the idea of getting a three-bedroom 

place, so we can have a study. I think we have to start out with a two-bedroom 

place, whether that’s an apartment or whatever it is I think we need to cut back 

on some of our dreams or our ideal sort of house in order to get in the market 

and then go from there, right? 

The third bedroom, or study, was less of a luxury for this couple with one child, because they 

both regularly worked from home. However, Philippa argued that working from the kitchen 

table was possible if necessary. Philippa and Sam were earning a high income (in excess of 

$3000 per week between them) but were struggling to purchase in a desirable location in 

Melbourne. 

No-one else wanted it… and now they do! 

Once ‘in’, one of the strategies for capitalising on the family home was renovating. Some of 

the secure home owners had already renovated their first home and moved on, upgrading in 

the process. Two of the secure home owners described a very deliberate strategy of buying a 

home that was not apparently appealing to other purchasers and renovating to turn a profit 

and make it into a family home. Victoria had ‘grown up with smell of oil paint’ she told me, 

having parents who ‘bought the worst house on the best street’ and renovated. At the time of 

the interview she was still living in the third house she had purchased and renovated.  

The first one was something that needed quite a bit of aesthetic work. It was 

structurally sound but we – it had you know things that we didn’t like about it 

so we sort of pulled out tiles and painted and that was a fairly big renovation 

just aesthetically – we didn’t have to build a new part or anything like that, it 

was just lots of painting and changing. And so we capitalised on that, no-one 

else wanted it. Again it was ugly as, so no-one else wanted it, so it was a good 

buy. And then when we bought [the next house] we did a lot of renovation there 

‘cause some of that was untouched. Fortunately, the kitchens and bathrooms, 

the big things were good but there was a lot of other stuff, we re-floored it etc. 

So I have had this pattern of buying sort of semi-ugly houses and renovating 

them… I’m happy to take on projects and renovate, build, change, do whatever 

so that’s kind of what I like doing ’cause it makes it your own. And no-one else 

wants it and now they do. 
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Here, Victoria uses the phrase ‘capitalised’ implying that there is a financial motivation in 

her activities. She also emphasises the resale of the property in highlighting that people now 

want to purchase the house. However, she also suggests that she enjoys undertaking these 

projects which ‘make it your own’. Because of these activities Victoria had a substantial 

amount of financial capital and skills when she moved into her current property. She had 

replaced the kitchen immediately and then systematically worked her way through the entire 

house, with the final bathroom renovation scheduled for a week after our interview.  

Similarly, Michelle and Greg (secure home owners) described the process of purchasing their 

house as seeking out the best value property they could find in an ‘overheated’ property 

market. They purchased a house that ‘nobody else wanted’ which had previously been rented 

for a long time and was poorly presented for sale. Since purchasing the property they had 

renovated extensively; Michelle said when she bought it she had a ‘vision’ and expressed 

pride in her ability as an astute purchaser to see through the cosmetic flaws. They had nearly 

completed the process. They clearly articulated an understanding of the distinction between 

renovating for resale and renovating for their own comfort and a difference of opinion was 

evident within their partnership:  

Michelle: I think it is definitely a family house and we’ve made it more a family 

house as we’ve been here by the other couple of things that we’ve done to it […] 

it’s a bit of a compromise ‘cause Greg’s more about doing what we like, I’m 

more about doing resale so we try and come up with a balance. 

Greg: Yeah but when we sell it’s going to go to a family so it sort of has to – if it 

matches what we want to an extent, obviously then it’s going to match other 

families. Everybody that’s moving in in this area are young families and 

whatnot. 

This exchange between Greg and Michelle captures the tension between the dual purposes of 

the house, on the one hand as an asset that will be sold in future and needs to appeal to the 

families with young children who were moving into the area, and on the other seeing it as a 

family home for themselves in the present.  

The strategy of ‘buying a fixer-upper’ and improving on its value was certainly in the minds 

of many of the relatively secure home owners, however they faced challenges in enacting it, 

having already borrowed as much as their household budget could bear to purchase the 

house. They did not yet have the financial capital to undertake the renovations. For example, 

Veronica and Jacques, relatively secure home owners, had detailed plans for their future 

extension and had already sought planning approval from the council. Jacques said, ‘for me 

the house is not what it is, but what it will become’. They had been extremely strategic when 
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deciding on the location in which they purchased. Jacques showed me the maps they had 

used to identify the best location to buy based on the median house price and the distance 

from their work places. Because of this very calculated strategy, they had purchased in a 

location to which they had no prior connection, which they had only visited on the weekends 

when house hunting. They deliberately sought an un-renovated house so that they could 

improve upon its value. Jacques was a draftsman, so he had already spent a substantial 

amount of time working on plans and had created graphics of what the house would look like 

in the future. When they showed me these plans, I asked for the timeframe in which they 

planned to begin their renovation and Veronica laughed, saying, ‘sometime in the next 50 

years’. While the intention to capitalise and improve on the property was definite for this 

couple, they did not yet have the equity to realise this plan. Although Jacques and Veronica 

clearly approached the purchase of their house as investor subjects, in describing the 

renovation they emphasised the ideals of the ‘forever home’. 

Gemma and Robert (precarious home owners) had prioritised purchasing a home within ten 

kilometres of the CBD and close to a train station, because they believed this gave it greater 

potential for capital growth (with lifestyle reasons a secondary consideration). In making 

that choice, they had compromised on the condition and layout of the house. Gemma 

described how Robert had spent many hours before they moved into the house to make it 

‘liveable’, working six days a week and working on the house in his time off for ten weeks to 

make the spaces ‘functional’.  Now, with a toddler and a baby, it was less comfortable than 

they would have liked. Gemma showed me a new kitchen unit they had purchased to try to 

improve the functionality of the kitchen, but explained that they were reluctant to spend 

money on small changes:  

We don’t want to spend the money on something that’s going to eventually get 

changed again anyway. The bathroom - we talked about making a few smaller 

changes and then we decided that it just wasn’t worth it and we need to wait 

until we do the big change, because we’ll knock out the wall… 

Because of the grand plan to renovate the whole house they were not spending money on 

things that would improve their immediate comfort. They had paid more than $750,000 for 

the house, and because they now had a baby and a daughter who was not yet school aged, 

Gemma had taken time off for maternity leave, they were struggling with balancing childcare 

with earning enough income to meet mortgage repayments. The long hours of overtime 

Robert was working was placing a strain on him and their whole family. At the time of the 

interview they were planning to leave Melbourne and return to Gemma’s home town where 

they would have more family support with childcare and be able to reduce their housing 
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costs through renting out the Melbourne property. Robert stated he didn’t want to wait until 

he was 50 to live in a comfortable home:  

I don’t want to wait until I’m 50 or something to live in this beautiful house, I 

want to do it now, you know I want to enjoy it now, and you know, probably 

downsize when you retire, but yeah, so just being able to afford that and 

manage that, that’s a bit of a concern that’s more stress. Yeah, we’ll have a 

beautiful house but I don’t want to be stressed out trying to pay for it for the 

rest of my life either, you know? Like too stressed out about it. 

Because households are now forming later in the life course, the purchase of a home 

coincides with a loss of income due to parental leave. Most people cannot afford their 

mortgage repayments on only one income, let alone adding to their mortgage to renovate. 

Consequently, they are living with poor housing amenity through the most challenging years 

of childrearing. Gemma described the risk to her children’s safety of an old asbestos shed in 

the backyard that they could not afford to demolish:  

Probably sooner rather than later we need to get rid of the shed that’s outside 

and we want to move it down into the back corner, it’s falling apart, literally 

falling apart. Every time we get bad weather again something else falls off it 

and it’s made of asbestos as well, so we’re flat out keeping the kids away from 

touching any areas Amelia (daughter) knows not to but it’s still just a bit scary. 

But again, we need 10 grand to be able to start doing that sort of thing – but 

that will happen first. 

This is a point where the calculative rationality of wealth building (buying in a location that 

is likely to increase in value) comes at a cost and we see conflict or tension between family 

life and performing as an astute investor subject. 

The cost to family life of seeking to build wealth through the family home by renovating was 

illustrated by Melanie’s story. Melanie (a relatively secure home owner) was living in a 

renovation site when we spoke. The house she was living in was purchased in the knowledge 

that it was structurally unsound, but that there was a significant opportunity to add to its 

value by repairing it: Melanie’s husband was a tradesperson with the skills to undertake the 

renovation himself. The house had therefore been purchased as an explicit wealth building 

strategy. However, the renovations were progressing slowly as Melanie’s husband was also 

working full time. For Melanie, this was resulting in significant disruptions and discomfort, 

and the recent discovery of more structural damage meant that when Melanie and I spoke 

she was contemplating having to move out of the home while the floors were replaced. This 
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was clearly creating a lot of strain in her relationship and it was a source of stress for 

Melanie.  

While buying a ‘fixer upper’ was a strategy employed by home owners across all the 

categories, financial capital and experience mediated the ability to exploit this as a way of 

building wealth. For many of the relatively secure and precarious home owners, buying a 

property in need of renovation was less an explicit strategy aimed at building wealth and 

more of a necessity to be able to ‘get in’ to the Melbourne housing market. For those who 

were unable to renovate, and for those living in a renovation site, housing amenity was 

sacrificed for the perceived future potential to build wealth. While the idea that those 

changes could be made in the future assuaged some of the psychological stress of this (unlike 

for renters), for many participants, the reality was that while they had the right to make 

changes, they would not be able to do so for quite some time to come. 

Owning a second home 

Participants articulated a moral distinction between purchasing a second residential 

property with the intention of providing for future welfare needs (including those of their 

children) and a second property that was purchased as a speculative investment, primarily 

with a view to building wealth. This distinction was subjectively determined and somewhat 

nonsensical, because purchasing a property to provide for future welfare needs presumes to 

at least some degree that it will appreciate over time. However, this moral distinction carried 

through many of the interviews. For example, Gerald (a secure home owner) did not 

consider himself to own an ‘investment property’, but explained that he owned an apartment 

that he had previously bought to live in but which was now rented out. Gerald said of the flat:  

It didn’t start out as an investment property, it’s become an investment 

property since we’ve moved over here. And even – I’m not even sure I would 

consider it an investment property because house prices in [that city] don’t 

really move, haven’t really moved, so I doubt that it – in terms of capital – it 

would have gone up very much at all. And it’s not really negative geared but it 

sort of helps tax-wise in terms of interest payments that can be written off and 

maintenance and that kind of thing… 

Gerald’s comments here suggest that the lack of perceived potential for capital growth was 

the main reason Gerald did not see himself as an ‘investor’. He did not regard the property as 

an investment property because he did not purchase it with the expectation that it would 

accrue capital gains. Gerald downplayed the tax relief he received on the income from this 

property, although negatively gearing an investment property is a hallmark of the typical 

property investor in Australia. Nevertheless, Gerald does not see himself this way. He said:  
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… that’s kind of an insurance policy as well – I could sell that, and that would 

clear that mortgage and would also clear a big chunk of this one as well if that 

came – if – so that’s a bit of a backup policy as well. 

In describing the flat as an ‘insurance policy’, Gerald positions himself instead as an actuarial 

subject, who is responsibly seeking to ensure his financial security, rather than as a 

speculative investor. Gerald explained that he had chosen not to purchase other forms of 

insurance, such as life insurance or income protection insurance, because he regarded them 

as a waste of money. He expected the investment property to meet this requirement should it 

arise.  

Using residential property investment as a form of insurance was also as strategy of some of 

the other secure home owners. For example, Michelle and Greg (secure home owners) had 

sold one of their investment properties to cover a difficult period when their income was 

significantly reduced. Their second child had arrived quite soon after their first, and 

consequently Michelle was not eligible for maternity leave pay from her employer (because 

she had not returned to work for a full year) and was also unable to receive the government 

parental leave payment due to a ‘loophole’ in the system. At the same time Greg’s 

employment contract was ending and they were not clear on whether he would be employed 

after that. They decided to sell one of their investment properties to ensure that they had 

financial security during this period. Michelle explained: 

We decided right, if we sell our investment property we can pour the equity into 

here or lower our mortgage repayment, we can buy a car and we can afford to 

live until I go back to work again. And so we did it and then to be honest like 

three months later everything fell into place anyway, ‘cause Greg got made 

redundant, got a payout and then got a new job and then I went back to work 

earlier than anticipated. 

Nevertheless, selling the investment property reduced their anxiety about money during 

those early years of childrearing. Furthermore, as a consequence of selling that property, 

Michelle and Greg are now very secure home owners who had almost entirely paid off the 

house they lived in. 

Michelle and Greg also owned three properties overseas. They regarded these investments as 

crucial to their future financial security; having both lived and worked overseas for a long 

period during their careers, they had little superannuation. Their property investments were 

their retirement funds. Furthermore, two of their properties were being used to ensure that 

Michelle’s mother had secure housing to live in during her retirement. They had purchased 
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one house for her to live in, and another that was rented out, which supplemented the 

mortgage repayments on her mother’s house. In her use of such strategies, Michelle clearly 

operated in an entrepreneurial way. However, her motivation for accumulating the property 

was closer to that of the actuarial subject, taking responsibility for her own future welfare 

needs and those of her family.  

Participants also drew distinctions between their perception of a house as an asset that 

provided a place to live in retirement or might be sold to fund retirement and medical needs 

(a nest egg) and the use of housing wealth as leverage to purchase more residential property 

assets (feathering the nest). Several participants expressed the idea that they might be able 

to upgrade to a larger home in the future while retaining their first home as an investment 

property, thereby building a property ‘portfolio’. Many expected significant capital growth in 

their properties and were beginning to consider how they might leverage it. For example, 

Zara (relatively secure home owner) saw herself as an accidental home owner, having 

received a deposit from her partner’s mother as the prompt (and enabling factor) for the 

purchase of a house.  She felt that she and her partner had simply been ‘lucky’ to purchase 

their townhouse for a good price at an auction. It was on a main road in an un-gentrified 

location in the middle suburbs; it had cost $360,000 when they bought it, but two years later 

had been valued at $420,000 by the bank. This experience had turned her from feeling 

ambivalent about becoming a home owner, to considering the possibility of buying 

additional properties in the future. She said,  

I’ve kind of always had that little thing in the back of your head where you’re 

like wouldn’t it be nice to just buy a really cheap house and then have it 

appreciate ridiculous amounts and then you know sell it and it’d be wonderful 

and I could be a flipper you know like those people who flip houses. I actually 

don’t think I could ’cause it would be far too stressful but you know you have 

those little daydreams about it. [...] You know in five or six, maybe 10 years 

depending on how we go this would actually make a really good investment 

property because of where it is. 

Having experienced the possibility of accumulating wealth through the property, Zara was 

already considering her options for future housing investment. Other relatively secure home 

owners had similar plans to hold onto their current property as an investment property in 

the future and upgrade to another house, thereby becoming multiple property owners. 

From the accounts of these participants, it seemed that owning a second or multiple 

properties had assumed the status of a ‘final rung’ on the ladder of the housing career in 

Australia. It is a pattern followed by many middle-class baby-boomers and many of the more 
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secure home owners who participated in my study. Those participants who had already 

succeeded in ‘getting in’ to the housing market often saw this as the next step for them with 

regards to their housing.  

Speculating on the landlord’s intentions 

As noted above, people who were renting also demonstrated a strong understanding of the 

imperatives of property investors and often used this insight to speculate on the likely future 

decisions of their landlords. This was most often discussed by tenants who rented directly 

from their landlord (which in Australia is described as ‘private’ rental by comparison with 

renting in the private market through a real estate agent), however it also occurred when 

people rented through agents. A direct relationship with the landlord often helped people to 

feel an increased sense of control, because it enabled them to gain more information that 

helped them to predict their landlord’s intentions, without having to go through an 

intermediary who they did not necessarily trust, or who might change more frequently. The 

renters described various strategies for managing the risks associated with their 

understanding that their homes were assets in the eyes of their landlords. Angela (an 

entrenched renter) was over 45 years old and had rented for her entire life; she was very 

familiar with the position of tenant. She was aware of the consequences of living in an ‘asset’ 

belonging to someone else, having been required to vacate due to the sale of a property 

before, and also having rented a recently purchased property for which she could only obtain 

a short-term lease because the owners planned to move in. She was strategic in her approach 

to finding a rental: 

I do a lot of research online which is a good thing, you can look at a property 

and see when it was sold, whether it’s likely to have been rented before and how 

many times. So I was looking for a place that was clearly a rental, not one that 

someone had bought and looked like they were just going to be renting out for a 

short period because I thought, I do not want to move again in 12 months. 

There’s no guarantees but trying to you know predict a bit – so this place I 

thought good. I actually met the owner, I went ’round one day […] and the car 

was in the driveway and so I went in and had a word to him and he seems a 

nice bloke. 

Before renting the property, Angela had firstly checked online to see how long and how 

frequently the house had been advertised for rental, thereby establishing that it was a long-

term investment property, with a low risk that the owners might want to move in soon (as 

had happened in her previous rental). She also seized an opportunity to meet the owner and 

establish a relationship with him, as well as assessing his character and deciding he seemed 
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like ‘a nice bloke’. She went on to tell me that she took as a good sign that the house had been 

recently repainted, and the blinds replaced – ‘the fact that they could be bothered looking 

after it is also a drawcard’. Angela said this indicated that the landlord was interested in a 

mutual relationship with the tenants whereby the property would be well cared for. 

Olivia and Josie, who were secure renters, had discussed the future development plans of 

their landlords when they signed the lease. They explained that they moved into the property 

on the understanding that the landlord’s future intentions were to demolish the house and 

redevelop the land. However, they had received a verbal assurance that they would be able to 

live there for five years:  

We did have that conversation when we moved in. We said that if they were 

going to kick us out in a year we probably weren't very keen. As we were 

signing documents, he mentioned something about… We deal with the son of an 

elderly couple, he's officially a real estate agent but technically we are renting it 

privately from the parents, who're in their sixties, but he kind of deals with us, 

the son, 'cause he's a real estate agent. And he happened to mention almost 

throwaway that it had been their family home, but they were using it as an 

investment which would be knocked down in the future, and we were like, 

“whoa, how far in the future? Like a year? Two years? 'Cause if you already 

know you're going to knock it down we don't want to move in. That's too 

destructive”. He's like, "Oh, not immediately," and we'd said because of our 

elder child we'd love to be in there for five years because we know he'll get 

through primary school and then chances are we'll have to move suburbs when 

it comes to high school time anyway, because of catchment zones and all that 

kind of stuff. So, we had a verbal agreement that we're in there for five years 

but there's nothing formal, there's no like document to say that… and we've had 

no inspections in four years. They don't really want to fix anything. 

The landlord’s intention to demolish the house and his consequent lack of care about its 

condition was a double-edged sword for Oliva and Josie. On the one hand they had complete 

freedom to paint, decorate or alter the house as they wished. On the other, they lived in a 

house with significant structural issues, in an extreme state of disrepair, upon which the 

landlord was reluctant to spend money. They understood their position as tenants as that of 

‘place holders’, whereby, for the landlord, the true value of the property was in the potential 

to develop the land. This directly affected their daily living conditions due to the disrepair of 

the house, but it also meant that they paid below average rent for a freestanding house in a 

middle suburb of Melbourne.  
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Genevieve (entrenched renter), whose husband had held a lease on their inner-city rental for 

more than ten years, also considered the character and investment intentions of her landlord 

as significant in her sense of security. Based on the rent being raised only infrequently, she 

described her landlord as ‘not greedy’ and this helped her to feel that her rental situation was 

more secure:  

The landlord, he's really not a greedy man, he's just happy for things to tick 

along, he's not into putting the rent up all the time and that kind of thing as long 

as – it was a complete wasteland when I moved here and so I think he's pretty 

happy with how it's [the house and garden] looking […] In saying that we still 

don't feel secure because someone in the [landlord’s] family's a builder - because 

it's Melbourne, it's all anyone talks about, how much money you could make if 

you sold your property. So, we don't actually feel secure but we feel grateful 

that we've got away with it for this long […] But it just seems to be – the whole 

real estate obsession seems to be getting more crazy all the time so I just think 

how long can you not be swept up in that as a home owner? I don't know. But 

he is, like I said, an exceptionally – just non-greedy type, so his [the landlord’s] 

dad will say things like, well we can get $1 million for this property and that 

kind of thing, so we're like oh that's great […] I don't think he knows the effect 

that it has on us but we always just feel rattled for a long time after we've seen 

him because it's true, “we get a million bucks for this”, like $1 million for this 

place that is falling down. It is falling down, yeah. I feel pretty powerless 

against that. 

Genevieve’s reflections on her rental situation in this passage show awareness of the investor 

mindset, whereby opportunities to develop the land, or sell it as it is for a large sum of 

money, might mean she loses her home. While her estimation of the landlord, based on their 

relationship, is that he is not a ‘greedy’ person she worries that the power of the ‘real estate 

obsession’, or the opportunity to capitalise on his investment by selling the property, might 

eventually outweigh his apparent lack of greed. She sees herself as ‘getting away with’ having 

a secure and affordable (though dilapidated) rental property. The use of that phrase suggests 

that she regards renting to be a risky situation in which they have been fortunate to avoid the 

probable outcome of frequent rental increases or having to move often. This sense of ‘getting 

away with it’ was also because Genevieve was cognisant that it would be nearly impossible to 

secure another property with similarly low rent in that area. 

Ashley and Chris (secure renters) also believed that they paid below-market rent for their 

home, which was an apartment behind a shopfront in which they had lived for six years. 
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They rented directly from their landlord. The exchange below between the couple suggested 

that they had often speculated on the likely future investment activities of their landlord, in 

that it was a fluid, well-rehearsed shared narrative told by them both: 

A: It’s a private rental so we used to just pay in cash at the tailor [the shopfront 

attached to their house] and then he had some family trouble and he ended up 

retiring a bit early and now we just go straight into his bank account, deal with 

his wife ’cause he’s old school Italian, his English is not amazing but super-

lovely, just really, really nice. They – he told us constantly that he just wants 

people in for a long time and that he just wants good tenants and we were just 

like yes [...] I think we’re pretty solid until Giorgio [the landlord] dies, to be 

honest. Which I’m hoping for a long – 

C: He's pretty old. I think his kids will sell it and the shop together because 

they’re having trouble – there’s no-one in the shop and they’re having trouble 

renting the shop out. 

A: Yeah, it’s been empty six months. 

C: It’s been like – yeah, six months so I think if Giorgio’s no longer in charge of 

his affairs his kids will sell the whole thing and then we’ll be out.  

A: But I was talking to [a friend] about this today and I reckon Maria 

[landlord’s wife], while she’s alive – it’s Maria that we have to wait out ’cause 

Maria’s like you know “it’s two grand a month, that’s it, bang, done”, so it’s 

when both of them die that – 

C: Well not die but like – 

A: You know when they go into a home or whatever, when they’re no longer in 

charge of their stuff then it will be a different story but at the moment I think 

we’re okay. 

C: But the only way we’re leaving is if we find somewhere, like we’re not going 

to rent somewhere else. 

A: Yeah or if they’re in a horrible car crash or one of them gets illness or 

something. 

I: You sound like you’ve thought about it a lot. 

A: A lot, a lot, constantly, yeah. Now we’ve got an amazing deal, like the price is 

crazy cheap for this area and it’s – tram’s there and the train’s there and we’ve 

got a lot of space. I mean it’s really dark, it’s a dark place, but it’s got like lots of 

quirky features that we like and there's heaps of storage which I love. 

Ashley puts herself into the shoes of her landlord’s wife, Maria, speculating that the ‘two 

grand a month’ income from the rental property will mean that she would prefer to retain it 
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after the death of her husband. It seems that Ashley and Chris see the inheritance 

arrangements for the property as crucial to their future security, as they feel that their 

landlord’s children were more likely to sell the property because of the difficulty of managing 

it, particularly due to the vacant shopfront. Ashley and Chris, perceiving themselves as being 

in a very good position – ‘we’ve got an amazing deal’ – do not intend to move until they are 

forced to do so. They were able to save money in their current situation because of the 

relatively low rent.  

These examples show that the renters were well-aware of the imperatives of the investor 

subject. They used this knowledge and understanding to assess their own level of security in 

terms of the likely duration of their rental. Their approaches to this included specifically 

researching the history of the rental property to try to ascertain whether it was a long term 

investment property, discussing the intentions of the landlords with them directly, 

considering the character of the landlord with regards to their approach to their investment 

and whether they were ‘greedy’ or careful with maintenance, and finally speculating on the 

future plans of the landlord given their personal life-stage and circumstances. These 

strategies required the renters to adopt the mind-set of the investor subject to speculate on 

the likely decisions they would make.   

Incomplete investor subjects  

Engaging with financial institutions 

During the interviews participants presented themselves as responsible and sensible in 

relation to managing their mortgages. Many discussed paying ahead in their loans to provide 

a buffer should financial difficulties arise. Frequently, the participants reported having 

borrowed less money than the bank was prepared to lend to them – something that could be 

interpreted either as part of the performance of risk averse, responsible investor subjects or 

as evidence of the lenience of lending criteria and the too-ready availability of credit over this 

period.  

We could have bought a house in like the 800 to 900 – that’s like what the bank 

told us you know you could be loaned – up [to] 800 grand ($800,000). We 

chose consciously to buy in the mid-high 500 (Lena, relatively secure owner). 

That’s what we decided we could actually afford for a mortgage [$400,000] but 

amazingly the banks were like we’ll give you 700 grand and we were like, ah 

yeah, but we’d just die trying to pay that off, so we didn’t do that (Zara, 

relatively secure owner). 
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Lifestyle was frequently the reason people gave for limiting the amount they were prepared 

to borrow. Hayley (relatively secure owner), for example, described how she and her partner 

had set a limit on what they were prepared to pay for a house considering that both of their 

families lived overseas and it was necessary to travel regularly to visit them.  

In an overheated market the capacity to borrow more than planned can be temptation, and 

for the precarious home owners, the inability to sustain high mortgage repayments was a 

significant issue. Gemma, for example, took advantage of the opportunity to borrow more 

than she had intended because she was focussed on ensuring that she bought a house close 

to the city that was a ‘good investment’. She and her husband began house hunting before 

having their first child but had to stop because she became ill when she was pregnant. They 

purchased in 2015, approximately three years after they began house hunting, and prices had 

increased rapidly over this timeframe. Gemma explained: 

We eventually got this but we had to pay $736,000 for it, so we just had to keep 

asking the bank for more and more and more money which has landed us in 

this position where we’re – we owe a lot of money for this house and we love it 

and we’re really happy here and it is exactly what we were looking for but it’s 

about 300K more than what we originally hoped we would have to spend for 

this area – just [because of] the length of time it took us to finally get in. And 

now we’re thinking about going to the country to free up the mortgage 

payments while the kids are tiny, you know? 

For Gemma, the availability of additional credit was simply a means to ‘keep up’ with the 

market in the area in which they had decided to purchase. Nicholas (secure owner) (who 

bought in 2001) also described ‘stretching’ and borrowing more than they thought was 

affordable at the time, however from his perspective it was a wise strategy. He said:  

So we yeah, we had three options on the day that we got this place that we were 

going for and this was the third one and I remember we went out for a coffee, 

and after we missed out on the first two and we went, “we'll just stretch it a 

little bit more, we'll just go a little bit higher over our what we'd agreed”, and 

that was enough to get this place, which was amazing. Though I remember 

walking through it and just getting this sinking feeling because it was just so 

dingy and awful. But you know we had the long term goal in mind and it has 

worked out […] I was very concerned about stretching as far as we were, and 

there was a woman at my work who was a project manager who would have 

been five years older than me, which at thirty seemed a lot, and she said, “my 

advice would be to stretch further than you think you can because you two are 
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capable people and you are more than likely going to be in a situation where if 

you stretch yourselves now and it feels crazy, as long as you don't have any 

major incidents over the next two or three years you'll be on incomes that you 

can't even imagine now, and it will just seem like a joke. Whereas now it will 

seem very stressful so I just recommend that you do it and take a risk”. So that 

was part of the reason for – that made me comfortable anyway – in stretching.  

The key difference between Gemma and Nicholas was the timing of the purchase. Nicholas 

‘stretched’ to buy a property slightly over $300,000 in 2001, whereas for Gemma the stretch 

required was much greater and the purchase price much higher. Furthermore, Gemma and 

her partner are on relatively fixed incomes, whereas Nicholas and his partner worked in an 

industry with far greater scope for salaries to grow. 

Learning the language of financial institutions is a key element of performing investor 

subjectivity. Mortgage brokers and parents were key advisors in navigating this process for 

the first time. Some of the renters said that they did not understand the process at all, for 

example Elizabeth (secure renter) mentioned that she was not clear on what people meant 

when they were talking about interest only compared with principal and interest 

repayments. However, a lack of understanding of processes was not limited to the renters. 

For example, Nicholas, a secure home owner, had assumed that there wouldn’t be too much 

difficulty borrowing the funds required for his renovation, having already saved a significant 

proportion of the funds and owning his house outright before the renovation began. 

Consequently, he did not investigate borrowing the money for the new house until the 

previous house had been knocked down and the building had already commenced on the 

second house. It was at this stage of the renovation that he discovered that banks are more 

cautious when it comes to lending on renovations and new builds and several banks refused 

him a loan despite the land value alone being $800,000. Another example of this was 

Kirsten (precarious owner), whose story indicated that she had very little understanding of 

how to buy a house at auction. She said:  

We'd started looking at things before we had a loan approval as well, thinking 

that, oh well, it'll be fine if we bid on this and we get it, then we'll just have to 

fast track the loan approval ’cause we didn't really get that you had to have a 

cheque, to actually pay for your house when you buy it... And so, then I got the 

house and then they were like, “So where's your money?” And I'm like, “Oh, I'll 

have to give it to you on Monday”.  ’Cause I didn't have... I didn't understand 

how you get a cheque made up when you don't know how much you're going to 

pay for a house. I didn't understand how that would happen, I went just... 
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“Well, the bank's approved it, you'll have your money on Monday”.  And then 

they nearly said “well, this isn't good. You'll have to not buy the house”. And the 

owner thankfully was like, “I think we'll just sell the house to them. And we'll do 

it on Monday”. 

This is quite an extreme example (bidding at auction without the ability to pay can accrue 

significant fines), but Kirsten was not alone in her lack of understanding of the details of the 

process of buying a house.  

By contrast, participants were aware of how they would be assessed by banks as credit risks, 

and how this changed according to their circumstances. The experience of being considered a 

good or a bad customer for the banks was to some extent influential on how people viewed 

themselves. Through credit scoring, banking practices can intersect with people’s identities 

and sense of themselves. Alison (relatively secure owner) was struck by how differently she 

was viewed by different financial institutions:  

My mortgage broker did tell me how much one bank was willing to lend me, 

and I nearly fell off my chair… but then another bank would lend me zero, 

because of my single parent status. 

For Alison, her solid financial backing meant that she was still able to refinance, however for 

others this becomes a significant constraint on their options.  

Kirsten’s story of ‘getting in’ to home ownership reflected this. She described how important 

timing was in the purchase of her house, as only a short time later she would not have been 

eligible to secure a loan. She explained:  

I'd had a job for the three years, he'd [her partner] just got a full time job, so we 

were primed for being able to get a loan, and I was very aware that my 

contract was finishing at the government. I knew we were trying for a baby – I 

don't think we knew we were pregnant yet, and the week that we actually 

bought this house I found out I was losing my job and I found out I was 

pregnant. I was like, “maybe we shouldn't be committing to a mortgage, this is 

a bit silly, I don't know what to do because our circumstances will change so 

much”, but then it kind of also gave us a bit more of a rush, because we 

probably wouldn't have been able to get a loan three months later because I 

would have been unemployed, and we would've had a dependent child, so we 

were kind of right in the right space. We risked it, it was a risk, and then when I 

lost my job and we had the baby things were really tight.  
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Kirsten shows her understanding of how quickly her status as a viable prospect for a loan 

could shift. Even though they were two full time employees when applying for the loan, 

Kirsten’s dad was still required to be a guarantor and he also assisted them by negotiating 

the loan through the manager of his bank, with whom he had a personal relationship. Kirsten 

reflected that she would be unable to secure another loan, having recently become an 

unemployed single parent. She expressed an awareness that the risk they had taken when 

purchasing the house, which included going significantly over their budget at the time, was 

probably the only opportunity she would have to purchase a house. She had taken advantage 

of the opportunity to ‘get in’, despite the risks.  

As well as the happy occasion of purchasing a house, people also described their engagement 

with the bank at other, more difficult times in their lives. The bank’s role in these experiences 

provides a further example of the extent to which a person’s investor subjectivity can shape 

life events. At one extreme, mortgage arrears and default might be a result of life events. 

Several of the participants had experienced mortgage arrears and two had been forced to sell 

because they could no longer meet mortgage repayments. For one of these participants, this 

was due to the loss of income from losing a job, for another it was loss of income due to being 

unwell during pregnancy. The loss of the house in itself was a significant emotional 

experience for both of these participants, which compounded the problem that preceded it. 

Another participant had returned to renting following a divorce and custody battle which 

cost so much in legal fees that the proceeds from the sale of the house barely covered the 

costs. Two of these participants were now ‘entrenched renters’; as single parents of young 

children they were unable to foresee the opportunity to purchase again. The other, who had 

lost her home while pregnant, had been able to purchase again but this was mainly because 

she had been a home owner prior to 2000, and had purchased the home she was living in for 

less than $200,000 in the early 2000s.  

However, because of the ties of mortgage debt, banking institutions could also intrude on 

how life events were experienced. Karl’s wife was diagnosed with terminal cancer shortly 

after their second child was born. Managing the mortgage while taking care of his wife, their 

toddler and their newborn baby shaped the decisions Karl (now a secure owner) made 

during that time. He described his difficulties in dealing with the bank, saying:  

We applied for mortgage hardship assistance from our bank which initially 

they provided – but they only provided it for – they gave us a three-month 

period where we didn’t have to pay our mortgage, but the arrears accrued so 

that we’d have to pay it back at a later date. And then they gave us another 

three months with the same arrangement but at a half rate so we had to pay 

half the mortgage. There was another couple of months where they didn’t insist 
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on us repaying the accrued debt but then they said, ‘you have to go back to your 

normal payments’. So it was an accrued amount of $10,000 or $12,000 or 

something, so we had to pay that back and then keep paying our monthly 

repayments and that was really – that was horrible like it was really 

challenging. So when we had to pay the half payments and it was a day late 

we’d get – they had automated calling, it would just, it would just keep calling 

like every half hour or hour until you pick up the phone and then you pick up 

the phone and it says you know this is an urgent message, you need to call [the 

bank] and be something like that. So, they’d call Anna [Karl’s wife] who was 

sick, like really sick, and her phone would be ringing all day. And then she’d 

eventually pick it up and it would be the bank – she’d get really stressed out by 

that. And so that was a big part of that decision for me to keep working through 

that time when she was sick, largely her anxiety about not being able to pay the 

mortgage. 

While Karl’s story suggests that there was some leniency from the bank in their exceptional 

circumstances to begin with, the automated calling system did not show compassion or 

respect for Anna while she was dying. Karl and Anna knew that she was terminally ill, 

however it was unclear how long she would continue to live so Karl was compelled to return 

to work. Karl explained that there is an option to apply for a life insurance payout when 

someone is diagnosed with a terminal illness to assist with income. However, Karl described 

how confronting it was for Anna to have to go through the process of completing this 

paperwork, which as it turned out, was not approved until after she had died. When the life 

insurance was received he paid off the house in full.  

What Karl found most frustrating was that their financial position was that of secure home 

owners when Anna became ill. Had Karl applied for a loan to access the equity in their house 

before Anna became ill the bank would have easily approved the request. He explained:  

I still don’t understand why it worked the way that it did, but obviously if I’d 

rung up and said – when Anna became sick – if I’d rung up and said using my 

salary, I’m self-employed, “this is my salary for the last 12 months, this is the 

size of our mortgage you know, can I get an extra $200,000 on the mortgage”, 

they would have been falling over themselves to give me the money because 

they’re you know, you’re always going to the bank and they’re always trying to 

get you to borrow more money and they’re always trying to sort of suck it to 

you. But there’s something about going to the bank and saying you know we’re 

in this difficult situation, they put us in a different category. 
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The phrase ‘put us in a different category’ is telling here. Karl’s story offers insight into how 

financial institutions are involved in forming/constructing investor subjectivities. Being 

categorised as a good or bad credit risk has the power to shape key life experiences, and this 

occurs via dehumanised systems which allow little room for compassion. Karl went from 

being an excellent lending prospect for the bank to a second-rate financial citizen and a 

target of scrutiny and harassment. He described having to explain his situation repeatedly to 

various call centre operators as traumatic. The impersonal nature of the experience was 

particularly upsetting. He said: 

The situation, it just wouldn’t have arisen if I’d been talking to people 

personally ‘cause like we’d go and speak – it’s like our special skill is making 

people cry you know, like we go and speak to people and then just start crying 

about our situation with you know Anna dying and a newborn baby and a 

three-year-old. You know and it was just so sort of – it was such a tragic 

situation that yeah, if we’d been dealing with a person, like a single [just one] 

person, I’m sure they would have given us more help than what they would 

normally give but it’s like the way the system worked we got less help than 

what they’d normally give. 

Karl’s experience of risk here is not necessarily one of financial risk. A successful, high 

earning professional who owned well over 50% of the value of his house, Karl’s precarious 

financial situation was temporary. The most important risks faced by Karl and his family at 

that time were not an inability to pay the mortgage (although this exacerbated their other 

insecurities), but his wife’s quality of life, which he saw as bound up in having a secure home.  

In that situation where you get sick and die it’s – the most confronting thing 

about it or one of the most confronting things – most confronting thing for 

Anna is losing control over your life and ultimately you’re like your identity and 

you know just one by one there’s all these things that you just can’t do anymore 

and it just gets worse and worse and worse until you don’t exist anymore you 

know and so the house is the home – more than a house, the home is just so 

significant in maintaining some control over your life.  

Karl’s reflection on this experience highlighted the significance of the home as a locus of 

control and identity that supersedes its entanglement in finance. During this time, Karl went 

from being a ‘secure home owner’ to very quickly finding himself in a precarious position. 

Following Anna’s death, the life insurance payout covered the mortgage in full, once again 

returning Karl to being a ‘secure home owner’ in terms of his housing market position, 
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although he and his children were facing existential insecurity following the loss of their wife 

and mother. 

Borrowing against equity 

New financial products have enabled people to liquidate housing assets without selling their 

houses, a strategy that can simultaneously relieve immediate financial stress and leave 

households more indebted. It can also be used to capitalise on housing, through drawing 

against equity to undertake renovations. In the context of increasing house prices and low 

interest rates, drawing down on housing equity was generally regarded by the participants as 

low risk. For the most part borrowing against housing equity was normalised, even for those 

who presented themselves as financially conservative and responsible, although there was 

some ambiguity depending on people’s overall orientation toward debt. Some participants 

felt it necessary to justify and minimise the significance of the decision to draw down on 

their equity, recognising that it ran counter to the aim of ‘paying off’ the mortgage, however, 

this was glossed over to a large extent. This may be because of the view that many people 

seemed to hold that the mortgage would ‘never’ be paid off, or that paying it off was so far in 

the future that it had little bearing on their current decision-making processes.  

Alison (relatively secure home owner), for example, was about to become a rentvestor, 

leaving her house in the outer suburbs of Melbourne to rent in a small country town closer to 

family support. She described how in refinancing her house she had borrowed an extra 

$10,000 but had not drawn the full amount of the loan, to provide a ‘buffer’ for repayments. 

She had also refinanced the property as ‘interest only’, despite intending to pay extra off the 

principal when she could. She said:  

I could've put an extra 10,000 in and borrowed 10,000 less, but to have that 

accessible – again, peace of mind – so I always made sure that in my offset 

account that there would be two or three months ahead, so that yeah, if 

something did happen, at least on a weekly basis I wouldn't maybe have to put 

in quite so much, I could still contribute to it, but still have a bit of a buffer zone. 

Otherwise I would just freak out. 

Alison did not intend to use the additional funds secured through refinancing – instead their 

presence provided a sense of security. Her choice to pay ‘interest only’ on the house also 

reflects the emphasis on being able to ‘keep paying’ rather than ‘paying off’ the loan. Because 

Alison was now viewing the house as an investment property, paying off the loan was not a 

priority. It is the presumption of continuing growth in house prices, and the effect of 

negative gearing tax settings that make this, rather than actually paying down the loan, 

appear to be a financially viable proposition.  
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Kate and Dan (relatively secure home owners) were also in the process of refinancing their 

home loan, and they intended to borrow ‘a little extra’ to cover their car loan, credit card 

debts, and to purchase a camper van.  

Kate: Yeah. At the moment it’s like I feel a bit crazy with the finances… each 

week it’s like Dan gets paid and it’s like okay, pay the mortgage, pay the car 

loan, we’ve got two credit cards that are interest-free balance transfers so 

paying those and then – 

Dan: So the refinance, we’ll have one credit card and a mortgage and that’s it. 

They explained that they had fixed their interest rate when rates were significantly higher 

and that although they were borrowing an extra $30,000, because of the lower interest rate, 

their repayments would remain the same.  

Kate: Yeah. So basically we’re going to borrow an extra 30 grand but our 

mortgage payments will stay the same as what they are now because we’ll be 

paying a lot less interest, part of our mortgage at the moment is fixed for 

another 18 months, so it’s going to cost us $10,000 to get out of that contract 

but we’re going to save like $27,000 in interest by going to the new one so it’s 

worth it. Yeah. ’Cause the new interest rate will be like 1.5% cheaper than what 

we’re paying now. 

For Kate and Dan, because the actual amount they would need to pay each week remained 

the same, they were not concerned that the total amount of the loan would increase. This is 

why they felt comfortable spending additional funds on a recreational purchase (the camper 

van) in addition to paying off their credit card balances and car loans. Their focus was clearly 

not on the long-term goal of repaying the loan, which was perceived to be far in the future. 

Their comfort levels with this decision are also likely to reflect the sustained period of 

historically low interest rates in Australia. Kate and Dan did not discuss what might happen 

should interest rates increase.  

Drawing down on housing equity to fund renovations is quite common in Australia, and it is 

seen as an opportunity to capitalise on a housing asset. For example, Rachel (relatively 

secure home owner) commented:  

I don't think the decisions I've made about renovating haven't been kind of risky 

or overspending, they've been within my means I suppose. I do sometimes look 

at the balance of my mortgage which has gone up, not down, and think, you 

know… 
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In this comment, Rachel seems to be recognising that borrowing to fund renovations goes 

against a conventional approach to mortgages whereby they are meant to be paid down over 

time, not to increase. However, she seemed unconcerned about this, because of the 

assumption that house prices will continue to grow. Her comfort in continuing to borrow 

against her mortgage to renovate doesn’t account for the possibility of house prices falling, or 

over capitalising on the cost of the renovation, which could result in a situation where she 

might have negative equity. When asked about whether she was concerned about over 

capitalising through her renovation, she commented:  

Whether the house appreciated or not is not really that relevant I suppose 

unless I wanted to continue, you know, leveraging for more investments; that 

would make a difference on that if the house had dropped in value. 

This response suggests that she sees a risk that the house will not increase in value, which 

would prevent her from borrowing more to purchase a second property. She appears to hold 

a strong belief that the renovation costs will at least retain if not add to the value of the house 

if it were sold. This belief is strongly held in Australia and over-capitalisation is rarely 

considered a risk, especially in the inner city.  

However, borrowing against the equity to fund renovations is not always a successful 

strategy. Maggie (precarious home owner) attributed her newly precarious position to having 

borrowed too much against her mortgage to fund renovations. She explained that she and 

her partner had effectively doubled their mortgage by undertaking extensive renovations, 

which had then gone over budget. In Maggie’s case, renovating the house appeared to have 

been done with the intention of staying put, rather than improving the value of the property 

so that they could move on. However, she acknowledged that they had spent more than they 

could afford to repay and when her husband’s work situation changed the mortgage became 

unaffordable. At the time of interview, Maggie had just sold their ‘dream family home’ and 

purchased another house just outside of Melbourne to improve her sense of financial 

security. Maggie felt that the stress of the very high mortgage was implicated in the recent 

breakdown of her marriage. She had moved rapidly from being a secure home owner, 

upgrading her house to a ‘dream home’, to being a precarious home owner. She was of the 

view that interest rates were ‘due to rise’, and she had decided that she needed to downsize 

because a rise in interest rates would cause considerable financial stress. On the whole 

however, borrowing against equity is a common practice in Australia, and one with which 

most of the participants expressed a great deal of comfort. 
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Resisting the investor subject 

Counter discourses 

Despite their fluency in the language of the investor subject, some participants expressed 

moral qualms about investing in property as a means to build wealth. Victoria (secure home 

owner), articulated a distinction between capitalising on housing through renovations and 

the practice of accumulating additional investment properties to build wealth. She explained: 

I’ve never had an investment house. Could do, like we’re in a position where we 

could draw down and do that and I just – I’ve got a whole lot of issues with 

investment properties. Partly I think having one or having two, I'm kind of 

going yeah, I can see why people do it and it’s great security and all that stuff 

but I'm really angry at our housing market socially. I just feel like there’s a lot 

of people with a lot of properties, lots of empty properties and a lot of people 

who are homeless and I just – I have – there’s a moral issue for me about all the 

kickbacks you get from being rich and having investment properties or even 

being – I mean I consider us rich and we’re really not, but we’re just you know 

just – I think if you can own a house and you can live with things you want I 

think you’re doing pretty well. To own five houses and get all these kickbacks 

for it, it doesn’t sit comfortably with me…  

The ‘kickbacks’ Victoria refers to are the taxation settings in Australia, specifically those that 

encourage negatively gearing properties. While Victoria had purchased three properties, 

which she renovated and sold for a higher amount, she saw this as distinct from 

accumulating housing assets and taking advantage of taxation settings. This view was 

bolstered by her estimation that there wasn’t a great amount of wealth to be gained through 

‘flipping houses’, which also affected her perception of the activity as ethically challenging. 

She said that if she were to buy, renovate and sell properties it would largely be due to the 

satisfaction of the project itself: 

I’d quite happily take on projects and sell them on. Renovate them – or even buy 

them – buy some of these awful units that are around here that sell for virtually 

nothing and do it up and sell it on like capitalise that way… I’d love to do it and 

I think part of it’d be a hobby, just love renovating, decorating. I studied 

interior design a little bit last year, I really want to finish that, I just love that 

whole thing of doing stuff that’s a bit more creative. So as part of that thing 

about a project, building wealth, it’s actually not a good way to build wealth 

anymore, I think it used to be. But what I – I think the moral dilemma I have is 

around that owning lots of property and being in such a fortunate position to 
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not only have your own place that’s home but – and provide it for maybe a few 

others but that sense that – I just – I think our prices are extortionate. There’s a 

whole lot of stuff in the housing market I just think’s wrong and it’s driven a lot 

by investment properties and not even necessarily local investment, there’s a lot 

of overseas investment that drives up those prices. And that bothers me. 

Here, Victoria expresses an interest in ‘flipping houses’, while questioning whether it would 

actually be profitable. At the same time, she expresses a view that investment in residential 

property, especially by overseas investors, has driven the increase in house prices that 

excludes many people from home ownership. For Victoria, holding multiple properties is 

immoral, but improving properties out of personal interest and selling them on is not. 

Lena (relatively secure home owners) also questioned the morals of profit seeking through 

buying and selling houses. Yet, she explained this view while at the same time describing her 

plan to retain her first home and rent it out instead of selling it when she upgraded to a 

larger house in the future. Below she implies that she wouldn’t be hoping for a large profit 

from selling the house if she had to, however, she had no qualms with owning a second 

property:   

I’d like to hold onto it probably and then just buy something else, but if we had 

to sell it – I don't know, I feel – it almost feels wrong making heaps of profit on 

a house, a house is a home, that’s where people live. I don’t know how to explain 

that like people shouldn’t be rubbing their hands at the opportunity to make 

thousands and thousands and thousands of dollars and it’s therefore squeezing 

other people out of a place to live. These aren’t penthouse apartments for the 

hell of having a beautiful view of the city, these are basic four walls so that you 

can raise kids and get to work. It feels wrong like that you have people that are 

playing Monopoly with houses. Condos, timeshares, sure, do that, go for it but I 

don’t know, it’s always felt wrong. 

This distinction between holding onto the first home and using it as an investment property 

rather than selling it when the time comes to find something bigger reflects the distinction 

described above between purchasing a home purely for investment purposes and retaining a 

property that you have previously bought to live in as an asset for the future. Lena explained 

that her motivation for keeping the property was that it could potentially provide her 

children with accommodation when they attended university. She also drew a distinction 

between the types of housing that it might be acceptable to purchase for profit seeking 

reasons, suggesting speculative investment in condos and penthouses might be acceptable 

ways to build wealth, whereas playing Monopoly with ‘homes’, or ‘basic four walls’ is not. 
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Darren (a precarious owner) had a more straightforward perspective: he explicitly stated that 

he felt investing in property and taking advantage of tax settings that favour investment in 

property was unethical. When asked whether they saw their house as a way to build wealth 

Darren and Rebecca said:  

Darren: No. The reality is, people do it and it kind of bothers me. 

Rebecca: With people buying other houses and negative gearing and stuff?   

Darren: It’s one of those things that are a weird kind of by-product of our silly 

tax system, where you get rewarded for losing pretty much [laughs]. I don't 

want to, I don't feel like I want to play into that. I think… we like to get a bit 

more ethical about where we're investing our money as well on the same side of 

that. Like, with us, with my super, I know they don't invest in military spending 

or you know, things like that. If I'm making less super interest then whatever, 

I'm not contributing to problems I don't like that exist. That's part of what, I 

guess the property market – I don't want to feed that.  

Darren and Rebecca saw multiple property ownership as unequivocally ‘feeding’ the property 

market. Other renters also expressed distaste for the ‘investment culture’ surrounding 

housing and indeed, even for the notion that the home provided an asset into older age. 

Genevieve (an entrenched renter) said  

I'm quite put off by talk about investment. I actually don't understand it, it's not 

really in my language, I find it ugly when people – I actually don't know how 

they can do it, how they can sell their home that their little babies grew up in 

just because they can make a profit on it. I'm not – it's purely security, that's the 

only reason that I would even do it [home ownership] now. If it wasn't – if we 

had rental security I would not buy a house. It's just – well I don't have rental 

security in this godforsaken land. 

Genevieve was adamant that her desire to purchase a house was only to secure a ‘family 

home’ for her children in which they could enjoy secure occupancy. Josie and Olivia had 

plans to leave Melbourne and buy in another state where the housing was more affordable, 

and they were quite clear on what the meaning of purchasing a home was for them:  

While the house is a significant, you know, I guess wish for future – financial, 

kind of nest eggish, we're not, it's not an investment, like we're not using it as an 

investment. We want to buy a house to live in, and to be happy and comfortable 

and have space for the kids… we're not trying to play the property game, I 

guess that's what I'm saying. Like for us a house is something to make us feel 
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secure, financially but also like emotionally or, as a base, as opposed to using it 

as an investment to climb the ladder or whatever. Eventually it will be what 

helps us get through retirement, but that's, kind of, yeah, but I guess those 

things are kind of important. I don't see it as a money maker, I'm disappointed 

that the Australian market is like that, that's how it gets played. 

Here Olivia and Josie (secure renters) expressed an understanding of the concept of a 

‘property ladder’, whereby the equity might be leveraged to upgrade housing, but they 

emphasised instead ideas of having security, financially and emotionally, and a ‘base’ for 

family life. Nevertheless, they acknowledge the role of the house as an asset that would 

support them in their retirement. 

Amanda and Ben expressed similar views about participating in the property market as a 

way of building wealth, however, they articulated these views more forcefully. Amanda and 

Ben had consciously decided not to continue to try to purchase a house in Melbourne, and 

part of their rationale for this was that they did not want to participate in what they regarded 

as a flawed system. Ben argued that the rate of growth in Melbourne’s real estate market 

wasn’t sustainable and that the ‘real’ value of housing had been surpassed. They were saving 

money so that they could eventually afford to buy property in regional Victoria, however, 

rather than considering this an aspiration for home ownership, they saw this as a way out of 

the property market. Ben said:  

We would like to eventually have a place that is somewhere that we don't sell, so 

therefore it's not an investment… it's an investment in lifestyle and not having 

to pay rent, but it's not an investment in terms of building a retirement nest egg 

or anything that we'd need to sell… Our goal is not to buy something and get 

bigger – we don't want to get into the pyramid we want to be separate to the 

pyramid. Because just by agreeing to contribute at that level you're part of it. 

You put the blinkers on because you don't want to see what could potentially 

happen. 

The perspective Ben expressed through this statement was that by purchasing a property 

which he would not sell, he was escaping the ‘pyramid’ of residential property investment. 

He even seems to discount the use of the house as an asset to protect future welfare, seeing it 

purely for its use value and as an ‘investment in lifestyle’. The idea that the ‘family home’ can 

later be sold or liquidated to provide for welfare in retirement is central to the ‘welfare 

switching’ effect that housing is meant to provide. Even this usage of housing as an asset, 

which so many participants viewed as distinct from speculative investment in housing was 

rejected by Ben.   
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The perspectives of these participants indicated a degree of resistance to investor subjectivity 

that ranged from a rejection of speculative investment in residential property and multiple 

property ownership, through to questioning participation in the property market at all. They 

certainly indicate a level of ambivalence towards the dominance of the discourse of the 

investor subject, if not an outright objection to it. However, these views are tempered by the 

recognition that the only alternative offered in this system is to rent a property that offers 

neither secure occupancy nor future financial security. Several of the participants flagged 

their intention to leave Melbourne and purchase property elsewhere to avoid the excesses of 

the Melbourne property market.   

The perception of housing market risk 

The secure renters were the group who most frequently questioned the stability of 

Melbourne’s housing market. There were attitudes at both extremes – some participants 

were adamant that the housing market crash was imminent and likely and were making 

deliberate choices not to engage in purchasing a house on that basis, and others felt that 

house prices dropping was unlikely. Amanda and Ben were most vocal in their explicit 

rejection of the idea of purchasing a house in Melbourne. After struggling for several years to 

purchase a house, Ben had undertaken an assessment of housing market risk that had led 

him to question the presumption that house prices would continue to rise. He felt so strongly 

that the collapse of the housing market was imminent that he had started a blog to share his 

views and analysis. Jack (secure renter) also expressed a political/moral stance that rejected 

the system of home ownership. He said:  

I just – I don’t 100% agree with the way finance in the western economies 

works. And so joining in with that, you have to join in, you can’t get away with 

not having anything to do with money, but it doesn’t necessarily sit that well 

with me… The whole of western capitalist society is based on exponential 

growth basically you know you keep doing stuff and we keep getting bigger and 

we’ll keep having more people and making more houses and all the houses are 

going to cost – make more money and everything, all your products are going 

to keep costing more and stuff and it doesn’t make sense to me […] I understand 

how they do it to a certain extent, but I don’t quite get the why. And I do think 

that it’s humans that are making the decisions that this is worth more now and 

now it’s worth more again and now it’s worth more again. And it doesn’t work 

for everyone. 

However, while participants like Ben and Jack considered it inevitable that property prices 

would fall, it was more common for people to be sceptical about a ‘bubble’ or property 
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market crash. Many participants argued that while there had been talk of a housing market 

crash for many years, it was yet to occur. For example, Natalie (a secure renter) said:  

I think I've been hearing about that for so long that I don't think it's true. Yeah, I 

read about that years ago and I'm like, when's it going to happen, we're still 

waiting for it to happen. Oh the market's dropping, yeah, really, when? Yeah. 

No, so I don't know, I think it's a whole lot of talk. 

Natalie was an aspiring owner who was hoping to buy a home in a growth area of Melbourne. 

Having observed the rapid increase in prices and construction of new suburbs in her area, 

she felt that a crash was unlikely.  

For home owners, increasing interest rates were a greater concern than a downturn in house 

prices, because once they had purchased the property their immediate concern was the 

ability to meet mortgage repayments. Most people who had purchased a house planned to 

‘stay put’, expecting that the house would be their home for quite some time to come. Based 

on this long-term perspective, a fall in house prices was less of a concern. For example, Kate 

(relatively secure home owners) said:  

For me knowing that this is our forever house, I don’t really worry about 

housing market collapse because I just think well we don’t have any plans on 

seeing that [financial gain] any time soon anyway. 

Like Kate, many of the owners held the view that the value of their house was not 

immediately relevant. Some reflected that if there was a housing market crash they would 

‘ride it out’ on the understanding that the market is cyclical. Lena ( a relatively secure home 

owner) weighed up the value proposition of purchasing a house, reflecting that even if she 

was to arrive in a negative equity situation the use value of the house over that time would 

counterbalance the lack of asset appreciation. She said: 

Two years ago, when we were getting our brains around houses, everyone was 

talking about a bubble and I was actually hoping for a bubble thinking maybe it 

will pop and then we can buy something cheap. I don’t know like at the end of 

the day you have to just make a decision and it’s the best one you can make at 

the time and if it’s – no-one has a crystal ball. When my parents bought our 

first house in Canada they paid 160 for a townhouse and then they ended up 

selling it for 140 and at one point it was only worth 120 and then it climbed 

back up to 140. And my dad kind of put his finger on it, he’s like yeah “but where 

would you find a rental that you could have paid for 10 years $20,000? Like 
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yeah, we lost 20 grand but on the flipside it was our home for 10, 11 years, you’d 

never rent a place for $2,000 a year”. 

While Lena’s calculations here don’t seem to factor in interest repayments, she nevertheless 

emphasises the use value of the house over the investment value.  

Lena’s comments about hoping for a fall in house prices when she was house hunting were 

echoed in comments from some of the renters, who sometimes expressed the hope that 

prices might fall. For example, Josie said:   

Selfishly I would be quite happy for our housing market to burst, ’cause then I 

think – I mean the interest rates might go up – but I think the affordability bit 

would be a bit easier. But I would also, you know, I don't want people to lose 

their retirement bundles. 

Josie acknowledges that while it might be more possible for her to purchase a house if the 

property market were to fall, but she also takes account of some of the broader effects of 

housing market collapse, including the interests of people relying on housing assets for 

security in their retirement. Discussion amongst renters of the price dropping was often 

tempered by a broader understanding of what that might mean for the Australian economy, 

as well as individuals who have already invested. Jack, a secure renter, commented: 

It doesn’t worry me personally for – as society, the way certain things are 

going worries me sometimes and I think – I’ve been convinced by outside 

influences, news I read and people I trust that there’s quite a bubble in 

Melbourne at the moment, housing prices and stuff – the idea that that could 

burst and how badly it could burst worries me and how people losing money 

affects the rest of the economy and that could affect my wages or even the whole 

business that I work for and stuff like that, that worries me more than anything 

you know directly. […] I do sort of see it as an opportunity too, but it worries 

me, looking at cities like Detroit worries me. 

Jack demonstrates his awareness of broader issues associated with housing and the 

Australian economy and refers to the GFC and its effects on American society. His 

perspective is not limited by his own self-interest, which problematises the assumption 

that younger generations might celebrate a housing market crash for easing deposit 

and cost barriers (Forrest & Hirayama 2015, p. 238), instead demonstrating that many 

renters hold a far more nuanced understanding of the role of housing markets in the 

wider economy.  
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Conclusion 
This chapter explored the different ways that people perform investor subjectivity, 

demonstrating that individuals engage with or explicitly reject this discourse to varying 

degrees. I have explored how the ideas of building a home and building a nest egg sit side by 

side in owner occupation – sometimes in tension with one another. I found great variation in 

the ways in which people manage and engage with the financialisation of housing – and in 

the extent to which they embrace and enact the role of the investor subject. I describe a range 

of different perspectives and practices related to investing in housing to build wealth. I 

explore the tension between on the one hand, a more ‘traditional’ or ‘conservative’ approach 

of purchasing and paying off a ‘family home’, and on the other hand drawing on the equity in 

the family home to smooth out income or capitalise on housing. Participants perceived 

‘building a nest egg’ or relying on the house (or houses) as an asset for future welfare as 

morally distinct from ‘feathering the nest’ or the commodification of housing aimed at 

creating a desired lifestyle, although in practice these activities looked the same.  

I have also explored some of the ways that interactions with financial institutions can shape 

other aspects of identity and life events.  I have examined what it means to be a ‘good’ 

investor subject, and where the limitations on this are encountered, and finally I have drawn 

out some of the ways in which people actively resist and why they might choose to do so. In 

doing so, I have extended previous work by Nethercote (2018c) by including an exploration 

of the ways that renters, as well as home owners, engage with investor subjectivity.  

What was particularly striking from my data was the almost unwavering belief that house 

prices would continue to rise; very few of my participants seemed to worry that they were 

‘counting chickens before they were hatched’. In the context of the new political economy of 

housing, Smith (2015) has raised a concern about everybody ‘putting their eggs in the one 

basket’, that is, too much wealth being tied up in housing assets both at the household and 

the nation state level, a concern shared by some Australian policy makers (Bullock 2018). 

But given continued capital growth in housing and low interest rates, in the first half of 2017 

very few of my participants shared this concern. 

The activities of the investor subject are entangled in notions of security and stability which 

are also invested in the material house itself. They go beyond a ‘roof over one’s head’ to an 

expectation that the house will act as an asset securing future welfare and building wealth to 

provide for the future security of the family. In the next chapter, I drill down further to 

explore the interrelationships between families and housing, looking at intergenerational 

transfers of wealth and of norms and practices with regard to home ownership and 

investment in housing.  
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5. INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSFERS  

Key concepts 
The previous chapter demonstrated how, at the household level, individuals took up, 

negotiated and sometimes resisted investor subjectivities in unanticipated ways. People 

engaged with the housing market within the constraints and through the opportunities 

provided by their personal circumstances, values and obligations. In this chapter, I show that 

these constraints and opportunities are shaped by intergenerational inheritances, both 

material and immaterial (Nethercote 2018c). Nearly one quarter of participants including 

the renters, had received substantial cash transfers from their parents in the form of 

inheritances, gifts or loans. While the ‘bank of mum and dad’ is sometimes glibly referred to 

in the media with reference to the increasing tendency for parents to assist children to access 

home ownership, this transfer of cash was rarely a straightforward transaction. It was often 

connected to complex interpersonal politics and presented a form of interpersonal risk for 

some of the participants. Drawing on Nethercote’s (2018c:2) notion of ‘immaterial 

inheritances’, that is, within family socialisation on tenure preferences and orientations 

towards consumption, I explore the complexity of intergenerational transfers beyond the 

financial transaction itself, particularly from the perspective of interpersonal dynamics 

within families.  

Intergenerational inheritance extended beyond cash transfers; participants’ decisions about 

how they engaged with the housing market and debt to establish a home were also 

significantly shaped by the socialisation they had received as children within a family 

environment (Rowlands & Gurney 2000). In a cross-cultural study of intergenerational 

support for home ownership Druta (2017, p. 6) observes:  

the way support is practiced – given and received, accepted or refused, 

understood and valued – is highly context dependent and culturally specific. 

Equally so are the obligations and responsibilities, entitlements and duties, 

ideas of fairness and unfairness, that accompany support. 

This chapter explores how some of these aspects of intergenerational transfers were 

experienced by the Australian participants in this research.  

Cash transfers 

There has been growing focus on the significance of ‘the bank of mum and dad’ that is, the 

provision of financial support by parents to help their children to enter the housing market. 

There has long been a ‘bequest motive’ (Colic-Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 330) built 

into the ideology of home ownership; for some, using housing wealth to assist children in the 
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future is nearly as significant a priority as providing for their own retirement (see for 

example Dupuis & Thorns 1998; Smith 2015, p. 66). Although O’Dwyer (2000, pp. 94-95) 

has argued that in practice inheritance is less significant than commonly thought, once the 

actual amount of money and its dispersal across the next generation is taken into account. In 

the Australian context, the transfer of housing wealth while parents are still living is a less 

well-established practice. However, this may be changing. The increased ability to release 

funds from housing assets through equity withdrawal products means that parents are more 

able to help their children earlier in their life course when the pressures of raising a family 

are greatest (Colic-Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 330). Colic-Peisker, Johnson and 

Smith (2010, p. 330) suggest wealthier baby boomer parents also feel an obligation to 

provide this assistance: ‘aware that they have profited from an unanticipated housing 

windfall [...they] feel the need to help their children through current, and possibly also 

future, housing affordability crises’. However, for those whose parents are unable to assist 

them financially, the chances of accessing home ownership are lower and wealth inequalities 

are transferred between generations (Colic-Peisker, Johnson & Smith 2010, p. 330; Stebbing 

& Spies-Butcher 2016). Young people’s life chances are strongly influenced by the family of 

origin’s social and financial capital (Colic-Peisker & Johnson 2012, p. 730). 

Scholars have linked intergenerational transfers to the rise of neoliberal governance and the 

privatisation of welfare (see for example McKee 2012; Mckee et al. 2017; Ronald & Lennartz 

2018). As Nethercote (2018a, p. 16) puts it,  

[t]he family home now functions as a form of familial housing welfare (e.g. 

prolonged parental rent free accommodation), as a savings account that can be 

raided to support filial market entry (e.g. equity withdrawal), and as a 

leverage to purchase additional properties, including to gift homes to children. 

 In the framework of asset-based welfare, assisting children to access home ownership 

continues the logic of welfare being pushed back to the private realm; individuals take 

responsibility of the management of their own, and their family’s, future welfare. This has 

been characterised as a process of the ‘refamilisation’ of welfare (Ronald & Lennartz 2018, p. 

4). For those who are able, the intergenerational transfer of cash, or other forms of capital, is 

an important way of mitigating the risks inherent in the housing system and assuring the 

future welfare of their offspring.  

While there is limited quantitative evidence on the growing importance of intergenerational 

cash transfers to support entry to home ownership in Australia and internationally 

(Helderman & Mulder 2007; Barrett et al. 2015) there are even fewer studies on the 

interpersonal risks this may engender (Heath & Calvert 2013; Druta & Ronald 2016). For 
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parents, there is a risk that it could be difficult to recover the funds when they are needed, or 

if things do not go to plan, which might strain relationships. The risk for those receiving the 

loan is that it might create, or even be premised on, an expectation that parents have a say in 

housing decisions. There are important questions to be addressed about whether these 

transfers are experienced as a form of altruism, or whether they represent an unwelcome 

extension of dependence on parents. The experiences of my participants suggest a mixture of 

different perspectives on this: receiving assistance from parents can involve complex 

interpersonal dynamics within families and might entail emotional risk taking in exchange 

for mitigating financial risks. Transfers to children aged in their thirties, long after they are 

supposed to have become ‘independent’, can present a challenge to those children’s 

identities, and their sense of achievement of ‘full adulthood’ and autonomy.  

 ‘Immaterial’ transfers 

It was evident from my data that participants’ decisions and attitudes were often informed, 

explicitly and implicitly, by their family histories. This is consistent with other research on 

how people ‘identify’ themselves with regards to money and debt (Verdouw 2016) and the 

role of the family in the normalisation of home ownership (Gurney 1999). Of relevance for 

this chapter however is Nethercote’s (2018c) concept of ‘immaterial inheritance’. Drawing on 

Bourdieu, Nethercote (2018c) argues that cultures of middle class housing consumption 

need to be understood beyond tenure preference alone. She argues that these cultures are a 

form of ‘immaterial inheritance’ that reproduce an aspiration or the ‘disposition’ towards 

home ownership across the generations. They also shape orientations towards housing 

investment and speculation, and, by enabling exposure to different housing practices and 

strategies, determine ‘housing literacy’. She suggests that immaterial inheritance can be 

understood in the following way:  

In-family socialisation thus appears to play an important role not only in 

shaping subjective housing preferences, but also in conditioning the possibilities 

for their pursuit by instilling aspirations, competence, and confidence that 

makes particular modes of consumption, such as investment, thinkable and thus 

achievable for these home owners. (Nethercote 2018c, p. 12). 

This ‘immaterial inheritance’ was evident in my interview data, with people often referencing 

their family histories when rationalising their housing choices, but also in more general 

terms with regards to their attitudes towards debt, or ‘debt narratives’ (Nethercote 2018c, p. 

9). Nethercote (2018c) finds significant diversity within the middle class in terms of ‘cultures 

of housing consumption’ and this was certainly evident in my data as well. 
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Material inheritances 

Cash transfers 

Of the owner occupiers I interviewed, slightly fewer than half had received intergenerational 

cash transfers in the form of loans or gifts to purchase their house. Most of those who had 

received cash had bought their homes in the past five years, and all but one were purchasing 

their first house. Two had received an inheritance, and two had their parents act as 

guarantors on their bank loan, in addition to lending cash. Of the rentvestors, two relied on 

their parents to manage their rental properties overseas on their behalf. Of the renters, one 

aspiring owner had already received a gift from a parent towards a house deposit which had 

been added to their savings, and two others mentioned having received inheritances from 

their parents which they had not put towards the purchase of a house. Some of the renters 

felt that their parents would provide assistance if they were asked to do so, but they 

expressed a reluctance to accept assistance. 

Sometimes cash was ‘gifted’ without strings attached. For example, Zara’s mother in law had 

cashed in her superannuation to provide a house deposit to each of her children (of $30,000 

each). Zara (relatively secure home owner) was a teacher and her partner was a social 

worker; it was Zara’s view that without this assistance they would have been unable to afford 

to save for a deposit whilst renting in Melbourne. In this case, the cash was a gift, and 

because one of the siblings was not given the cash directly (their share was put into a trust 

account instead), the only condition associated with the gift was that it was not discussed. 

Zara did experience some sense of responsibility and stress because her partner’s father was 

a guarantor on the loan. She said:  

Even with the deposit that we had we still had to get Nathan’s dad to be 

guarantor which we weren’t – we didn’t really want to do like we didn’t want to 

have him obliged to you know we just felt bad having him locked in. He didn’t 

mind but we just didn’t want to. So, after the two-year fixed period we re-

mortgaged with another bank which meant that they released Nathan’s dad. 

Zara was relieved to have disentangled their financial situation from that of Nathan’s father. 

In other cases, cash was gifted with caveats – Rachel’s parents provided a substantial deposit 

for a house but insisted that they reach agreement on the home’s location so that they would 

remain close to their grandchild.  

My parents were helping me out with the deposit and they had these sort of 

conditions on it that they didn't want me to be too far away from them because 

they were helping a lot with the my son, baby sitting and things, so that 



89 
 

condition was one issue, and at times became something I was quite resentful 

of, because it was really difficult to find something within the boundary of 

where they were wanting me to buy. 

It took four years for Rachel (a relatively secure home owner) to find an affordable and 

suitable property in a location that was acceptable to both parties. 

The loans were more problematic than the gifts. Kirsten’s (precarious home owner) parents 

had provided a loan for her deposit, drawn from her mother’s retirement funds. The 

agreement was that Kirsten and her partner would eventually refinance and draw down on 

the equity in their home to repay the money. Unfortunately, in the intervening six years, 

Kirsten and her partner had separated, and the separation had coincided with the arrival of 

their second child. The interview took place only six months after this, and Kirsten was 

unemployed and a single parent of two young children. She and her partner had not been 

through a formal settlement process, and while he had informally told her he did not want to 

force her to sell the house, it was unclear precisely what the outcome of the separation would 

be. Kirsten was conscious that if she sold her house she would be unlikely to re-enter home 

ownership, and she was very concerned about her prospects for renting an affordable, 

suitable property as a single mother without a job. She was under some pressure from her 

parents to sell the house and leave Melbourne to live closer to them (in a country town). 

Kirsten felt guilty because she was preventing her mother from retiring, and this factored 

heavily in her decision-making process. What was also evident was the influence her parents 

wielded with regard to her decisions for the future.  

Melanie (relatively secure home owner) was deeply uncomfortable with the entanglement of 

her finances with those of her parents in law. Her partner and his parents had decided to 

purchase a property that required substantial structural renovations, and ‘flip’ it. The 

original agreement was that the parents would cover the deposit, Melanie and her partner 

would pay the mortgage over the duration of the renovations, and they would all contribute 

‘sweat equity’; the profit from the sale of the house would be split. In this case, the 

arrangement was less about the parents assisting them to access the housing market, as 

Melanie and her partner already owned a property, but it was a co-investment in another 

property for mutual benefit. Melanie’s partner saw it as an opportunity for them to build 

wealth and move up the housing ladder. Melanie explained: 

We got the house at a reduced cost because we knew that there was $100,000 

worth of work that needed to be done in terms of underpinning alone so as soon 

as we finished the underpinning and got that certificate the house pretty much 

instantly gained $100,000 worth of value.  
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However, before any work could proceed Melanie’s parents in law experienced a change in 

their financial circumstances leaving them unable to fund the repairs. Melanie was 

eventually convinced by her husband to sell their unit to fund the repairs and move into the 

larger house in the meantime. Although she had originally expressed strong reservations 

about becoming financially involved with her parents in law and did not want to purchase 

the property, she was now committed to making the house her family home. At the time of 

the interview, Melanie was living in a building site with her toddler. An arrangement had 

been reached whereby the parent’s contribution of the deposit and a small additional amount 

would be paid to them, thereby leaving Melanie and her partner as the sole owners of the 

property. She said,  

 It’s a lot cleaner than I thought it was going to be, it could have been really 

messy if we started renovating or whatever else and they’d put more money 

towards it than what we were anticipating. They have helped with some of the 

stuff – so the underpinning work is what my husband does for a job with his 

dad – so we’re going to pay more than what the deposit was to pay for 

everything as well, but we’ve come to our arrangement with them so that 

everybody’s happy, everybody’s sort of been paid for what they’ve done. [I]t has 

fallen into place a bit better than what I sort of anticipated back then, but I 

don’t think I’d ever do it again, I think I’d just save up and pay for a deposit. 

Melanie explained that she had felt extremely uncomfortable with the lack of clarity around 

the original financial arrangements, and she had felt very reluctant to accept the financial 

entanglement. Melanie was quite relieved that the situation, financially at least, had been 

resolved – although there remained a substantial amount of work to be done on the house. 

Melanie’s discomfort with mixing her finances with that of her parents-in-law was coupled 

with a strong sense of independence. She said:  

I probably wouldn’t ask anybody in my family to do it so I did feel a bit funny 

about sort of going in. It’s quite funny ‘cause I was just talking to my mum 

about how it all looks now and she was like well you know my parents did that 

for me and I'm sure other people’s parents you know of my generation did the 

same thing. She’s like it wasn’t that uncommon back then for parents to kind of 

maybe help out if they could, and she was like it’s a bit different now ‘cause the 

market looks so different, so much more expensive, yeah but it would have been 

nice I think if we could have just done it on our own but it’s probably not 

realistic. 
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Here Melanie describes her discomfort with the interpersonal obligation, but rationalises it 

as necessary due to the high cost housing market.  

Not receiving support 

The renters were in a variety of positions with regard to intergenerational wealth transfer. A 

number of them said that their parents did not have the ability to provide financial 

assistance, and in many cases, they mentioned that their parents were also renting their 

houses, so they were unlikely to inherit. For example, Jack and Lucy (secure renters) said:  

Jack: Yeah, see it wasn’t really an option for me to go and – yeah, it’s been a 

long time since I’ve had any kind of financial help from my parents and it was 

never very much ‘cause they never had very much. 

Lucy: Yeah and I’m in the same boat, there’s too many kids in my family for 

Mum and Dad to help all of us out. 

Some felt that it was possible that they would receive assistance from their parents when 

they were ready to purchase in the future. A few felt that their parents would be willing and 

able to loan them money if they were asked to, but they did not wish to receive assistance. 

Sarah and Damien (secure renters), said:  

Damien: We wouldn’t really need it [parental assistance]. So – I wouldn’t want 

to ask. 

Sarah: No. I think Dad might try and throw some money at me – 

Damien: He might. Probably will. 

Sarah: Yeah, I just don’t – I feel weird about money, I’d rather not get it like we 

don’t need it, so I’d rather not do it, but he likes to do that kind of stuff. 

Sarah and Damien felt confident that they would be able to save enough to purchase their 

own house, however, they believed that Sarah’s father would feel that he wanted to gift them 

some money towards a house. Ashley and Chris (secure renters) explained that their parents 

had already offered to help, however, they expressed discomfort with idea.  

Ashley: I mean they’ve both offered but at this point we wouldn’t. Like maybe in 

the future if situations change… like Ryan’s parents are both retired now and 

my father still works, but they run a small business and I want them to have a 

nice retirement when they eventually do it so – the offer’s there from both sides 

but at this point, like never say never, but at this point I think we’ll be okay, 

hopefully. 

Chris: I just don’t think either of them are in the position to do it but they just 
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want to do it so badly but it’s just not – 

Ashley: Yeah like we’re just not super-keen to do it. 

Chris: Like it’s really nice to say yeah, just – my parents are retired and their 

super[annuation] got fucked over and your (Ashley’s) parents are in small 

business so –  

Ashely: I just think that would be kind of an extreme thing and I think that’s 

when money would be a real issue. At this point it’s just time and travel [to help 

with childcare] whereas if there was actual like well we gave you $50,000 or 

whatever, that would be something that I’m – they’re more than happy to do 

but then that’d be something that would stress Ryan and I out, we’d be like ‘oh 

my god, we have to pay them back that money and oh my god, we’re affecting 

their golden years’ and all that sort of stuff – 

Chris: Yeah, I can’t stand having debts, I can’t stand – 

Ashley: Yeah, we’re not debt people, we pay straight away. 

Ashley and Chris’s concerns about accepting their parents’ offers of assistance included, 

firstly, a reluctance to take money from their retirement savings, with Chris referencing the 

loss of superannuation during the GFC that affected many Australians. Secondly, they felt 

reluctant to borrow money, because they did not regard themselves as ‘debt people’.  

For others, there were significant interpersonal issues that made them reluctant to rely on 

their parents for assistance with housing. Rosemary and Frank (entrenched renters) were 

struggling financially because they had additional caring responsibilities for high school aged 

children with special needs, and one parent had to be a full-time carer. Rosemary’s father 

owned multiple properties and he had offered to assist them with their housing, but this was 

on the condition that they relocate. Rosemary’s reluctance to comply was due to the lack of 

services available for her children, the lack of congruence between her parents’ value systems 

and her own, and the obligation to be a nurse to her mother in exchange for the assistance. 

She said:  

He [her father] owns about five properties up there [Queensland] and he 

recently paid for my brother’s – paid out my brother’s mortgages, paid for my 

brother’s house to be knocked down and rebuilt. Because we don’t live in [the 

same state] he will not help us to purchase a property ‘cause my dad - 

fundamentalist Christian - we were in the family trust where he would offset his 

income against ours up until Monica was born and he wanted to keep doing 

that, but I wasn’t eligible for Centrelink because on paper I was getting like 

$200,000 a year income. In reality I didn’t get any of it. And I wasn’t working 



93 
 

‘cause I’d just had a baby and I needed money to feed my baby so I said I have 

to leave the family trust […] I’ve had the offer that they could buy a sub-

penthouse apartment where there’s two apartments on the sub-penthouse floor 

and we could live on the same floor. I could help my dad care for my mum 

who’s got MS, they would pay our mortgage. No. […] Families are hard and 

mine are particularly hard. I was brought up fundamentalist Christian family 

and I'm no longer a Christian at all and I find the belief system very 

challenging. And particularly having one daughter who’s gender-fluid and 

doesn’t identify with a binary sexuality or any of that, my parents are quite 

judgmental and I want to shield my kids from that […] It would be challenging 

because [that state’s] not as accepting, they don’t have the autism facilities that 

we do here. 

Rosemary’s brother had accepted his father’s offer, and he had been given a house. For this 

couple, the desire to maintain their autonomy outweighed the offer of a house and they had 

resigned themselves to remaining in rental housing for the foreseeable future. Rosemary and 

Frank had one of the lowest incomes of all households in my study: they had experienced 

some terrible conditions in rental houses, including mould and an ongoing faulty water 

supply. Nevertheless, they regarded the conditions associated with accepting Rosemary’s 

father’s assistance unacceptable. The element of coercion in Rosemary and Frank’s story 

highlights some of the potential for interpersonal and emotional risk in intergenerational 

transfers. 

The next generation 

It was evident throughout the interviews that the participants were already anticipating the 

need to assist their own children to access home ownership – the inability to do this was a 

key concern for the renters. Vanessa (entrenched renter) said:  

Not only for me, but for my daughter for the future. If I’m just putting money 

into someone else’s pocket to live here there’s nothing at the end to pass on to 

my daughter. 

However, participants also expressed some ambivalence about this. For example, Victoria 

(secure home owner) said that while she had reservations about supporting her children for 

too long, and thereby inhibiting their development into adults, she thought that to facilitate 

their independence she may need to purchase apartments to enable them to move out of the 

family home. She attributed this to the high cost of housing, reflecting that while she was 

able to leave home and support herself through university in part time work, with 
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Commonwealth income support, she did not believe that this would be possible for her 

children.  

The changed market landscape was a significant factor. A number of the participants noted 

that they regarded it as more challenging for people even slightly younger than themselves to 

enter the market. Hayley (relatively secure home owner) speculated that this could be due to 

Australia’s housing market, she commented:  

I want them [her children] to be able to not be living with me ‘til they’re 40, you 

know? I feel like that’s – maybe more so in Australia than New Zealand like I 

guess the type of people I hung out with, everyone just couldn’t wait to get out of 

home, so we were all out of home by 15, 16. Here when I met people they’d quite 

happily have lived at home ‘til they were like early 20s. I don’t want that for my 

kids, I don’t think it’s healthy to be that dependent on your parents. So yeah, I 

want them to be able to feel like they can go out, work and be able to save and 

it’s achievable, something’s achievable. I feel sorry for people who are in – even 

my sister who’s like eight years younger than me, she’s disenfranchised already, 

you know? I know I didn’t feel at 28 that I couldn’t afford a home, when we 

moved here, if we wanted to buy we could have bought a nice home. 

Hayley emphasises the importance of independence here. She also observes that there has 

been significant change in the past ten years, in commenting on the different perspective of 

her younger sister. Likewise, Melanie also suggested that she perceived a significant shift in 

perspectives relatively recently, she said to me:  

We’re both quite fearful about what that’s going to look like for her [daughter] 

in 20 years’ time when she’s sort of an adult looking to get into the housing 

market. Is that even going to be achievable for her? Because we’re sort of 

watching this generation that’s kind of coming up after us and going, well it’s 

not for you so why would it be for her? 

These participants reflected on the change in housing markets that they had observed in the 

past decade, and in doing so, they were preparing themselves to provide assistance for their 

children in the future.  

Immaterial inheritances 

Family background 

Attitudes and practices towards the management of money – ‘money personalities’ – are 

deep-seated (Verdouw 2016). The way we approach money is seen as a personality trait and 
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an identity marker. In the interviews, participants often couched statements about the way 

they managed their money in terms of what type of a person they saw themselves to be, 

particularly with reference to debt. For example, Gerald (secure home owner) expresses 

value judgements about debt, which he ‘hates’, and sees himself instead as a ‘very good 

saver’: 

Banks were saying, oh you could borrow 800,000 and all that kind of stuff, 

we’re like – personally I’m – I hate debt so I was saying no, we’re not going to 

borrow as much as we can, we’re going to borrow as much as we can afford 

even – but less would be, you know, the less that we have to borrow the better. I 

mean we did save a lot those times that we were – when we were renting we 

were very good savers so we had a good deposit so our mortgage is 

manageable, it’s very manageable. 

These comments show how attitudes towards money are experienced as an aspect of identity 

– being a ‘saver’, or not being ‘debt people’. There were a number of people in the study who 

considered themselves to be debt averse. For example, Jackie and Nicholas (secure home 

owners) described holding off on renovating their home until they had paid the initial 

mortgage (a strategy facilitated by having purchased for around $300,000 in the early 

2000s), arguing that they saw themselves as ‘conservative’ with regards to borrowing money.  

Nethercote’s (2018a) argument about the socialisation of cultures of consumption is 

illustrated in the way people describe their approach to debt. The influence of upbringing 

and family housing history shaped these values, and the participants were conscious of this. 

For example, Melanie, described her approach to money with reference to the way she was 

raised by her single mother: 

I guess because I didn’t really grow up with that sort of mentality, I grew up 

with my mum who’s a single mum and it was sort of like oh you just save, you 

just work and you save, you work and you save and that’s how you make your 

money and so I don’t know, I feel like there’s a lot more risk involved with sort 

of going into a financial – into a – sorry, into a housing sort of investment just 

– I think my biggest fear is that at some point the housing market will just crap 

itself and we’ll be left with these houses that aren’t worth anything. 

In contrast to this, her husband was interested in buying and selling (‘flipping’) property for 

profit. Melanie considered herself far more risk averse, and she attributes this to growing up 

with less money, and a more conservative approach to debt and savings.  
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Other participants also made reference to the attitudes they learned from their parents with 

regards to managing their finances. Lena, a relatively secure home owner, said:  

I was born in Poland, my parents are Polish and in Polish we have a saying 

that you have to save for the black hour, the dark hour. When shit hits the fan, 

really, when things go pear-shaped and so yeah, while we could get something 

much higher in cost I didn’t want to overextend ourselves because I’d rather 

have money to go to Canada, to take the kids to Thailand, I don’t know, 

Disneyworld – insert fun thing – I don’t want to be a slave to my mortgage. 

And while I don’t – I can’t keep up with the Joneses in terms of having the most 

– I can’t keep up with the Joneses, but I’m conscious that I'm happy driving a 

seven-year-old car and only having one of them between the two of us and our 

clothes are okay and we have money to go out and stuff like that if we want, but 

really that Polish concept of like just save in case, you know, it goes deep. 

In this comment, Lena identifies her parents’ approach to finance as a feature of their 

cultural identity. Her comments also touch upon lifestyle factors, in terms of preferences 

about how funds are allocated. She had elected to live in a two bedroom unit over a larger 

house, despite having had the opportunity to borrow more and purchase a bigger house, 

because she wanted to be able to use her resources to meet other lifestyle expectations. In the 

comment above, she draws a comparison with her peer group, or at least to her perception of 

the expectations of a middle class lifestyle, and she feels she is not completely realising those 

expectations: ‘I can’t keep up with the Joneses’. Nevertheless, she is satisfied that she has 

chosen to allocate her resources in a way that reflects her own lifestyle preferences and 

values, specifically with regards to the ability to travel. Lena also compares her lifestyle with 

the norms associated with her cultural background – she went on to explain that she grew up 

amongst Polish migrants in Canada where conspicuous consumption is a marker of success, 

but regarded her own approach as more modest.  

While some people conveyed a sense of moral virtue in describing their ‘conservative’ 

approaches to money, other participants were less cautious. Tania (secure home owner), had 

observed differences between herself and her husband with regards to debt. She owned 

multiple properties and she had spent a few years moving around Australia and ‘flipping’ 

houses. At the time of interview, however, she was planning to sell the family home in 

Melbourne and relocate to a regional area. She explained that one of the main reasons for 

doing this was her partner’s discomfort with debt. She explained:  

Richard has a particular problem with debt, so that actually causes a lot of 

stress because I think, “oh it’s no problem”, actually it causes him unbelievable 
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stress and I imagine that’s a childhood… ‘cause he’s very easy going, but around 

money – this is actually one thing we found out halfway through the marriage - 

was he’d actually just ha[ve] massive flip outs. Like if an electricity bill hasn’t 

been paid you know he forgot and someone rings, he goes off his nut, he really 

flips out. So that’s also probably one of the decisions that made me think I’m just 

going to keep downsizing and keep it manageable because that would cause 

stress in the house, if there’s something that’s too big, because debt doesn’t 

bother me, I understand it. He doesn’t. See a mortgage to me is just, “oh cool, we 

can buy something”. That to him is a debt. And that means a debt collector’s 

going to turn up and someone’s arm’s going to get broken or something, ’cause 

that’s what he grew up with, so debt causes a huge amount of stress […] 

Whereas I feel very spoilt and middleclass because I think, “oh cool, I can buy 

all this stuff”, but for him it’s very, very stressful.  

Tania’s comments here suggest that she feels that the difference of perspective between 

herself and her husband are a product of their ‘immaterial inheritance’ of attitudes towards 

money. For Tania, mortgage debt is not even really experienced as debt, or it is regarded as 

‘good debt’. Tania specifically references a class difference between herself and her husband 

in their upbringing in explaining these differences.  

There was a class-based, or at least income-based, pattern in terms of attitudes to debt 

across the participants. People who were on lower incomes were more concerned with 

carrying debt. For example, Jack (secure renter) commented, ‘I’ve never had very much 

money and I was in debt for quite a while – not huge debt but just enough debt to stop me 

going getting anything else and enough to scare me not to get into more debt’. This is likely 

partly pragmatism: if you are not assured of future earnings to meet repayments then 

carrying debt is stressful. However, although Tania and her husband were secure home 

owners and residential property investors, the experiences of disadvantage and struggle 

around money resonate across a lifetime, and continue to inform decision making processes. 

Tania’s privileged upbringing allowed her to feel confident taking risks, taking on debt and 

pursuing a strategy of flipping houses. On the other hand, her husband found this extremely 

stressful.  

These inherited attitudes could be resisted, some people identified a deliberate break from 

their parent’s approach towards money. Rachel (a relatively secure home owner) described 

how her parents had taught her to avoid debt wherever possible, and she had gone against 

this advice in borrowing extra on her mortgage to renovate her house. Her rationale for 

doing so was that it would improve her immediate lifestyle, and she expected to be repaying 

her mortgage for the rest of her life anyway. Rachel said: 
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I grew up with the mantra of never a borrower or a lender be, and that was the 

only financial advice we got as kids. And it's not the worst advice, I suppose, as 

far as financial advice goes, but it's not advice that will help you to get ahead 

and it's probably not realistic advice in our day and age when people have to 

borrow, but it means that I've never had credit card debt and I've never had 

debts to anybody, that I know, and I haven't had personal loans and things like 

that it's... the home loan has been the first loan that I've ever had, and... so... I 

suppose I feel that part of it is reassuring, but at the same time, you know, I 

would like to see that balance go down eventually someday. And I put more into 

the mortgage, like I pay extra off every fortnight, and do what I can. 

Rachel specifically identifies this attitude towards the mortgage as a break between herself 

and her parents – she is more comfortable with carrying debt than they were. Rachel’s stance 

is consistent with Adkins’ (2017) observations regarding acceptance of debt and a view that it 

is productive in accumulating capital, and a shift from paying off, to continuing to pay. 

Rachel rationalises drawing down on her mortgage on the basis that she does not believe she 

will in her life, or at least in her working life, repay that mortgage.  

For participants like Rachel, there is a sense that the advice of parents no longer applies in 

the world we now live in because debt is necessary to secure the essentials of everyday life, in 

this case, housing (Adkins 2017, p. 450). This adjusted temporal relationship with debt 

changes the management of household finances and the experience of mortgaged home 

ownership. It is in part likely to be a product of a long period of historically low interest rates 

(Reserve Bank of Australia 2018), and the extent to which this will hold when interest rates 

begins to rise again is not clear. Although participants used various rationalisations to feel 

secure about taking on greater amounts of debt – drawing on certainty of employment or 

earning prospects or the knowledge of parental support as back-up – throughout the 

interviews, there was a consistent sense that people were finding ways to feel comfortable 

with indebtedness because they did not see any alternatives.  

Family advice 

Maanvi, single parent and rentvestor, owned two properties in New Zealand. This, she 

explained to me, was because of the direct influence of her father: 

That was my father. I remember I’d saved 10 grand at home as a 22 year old 

and I just wanted to go travel and he said “look, trust me, just buy a home”, and 

there was a lot of arguing, “why would I want to buy a home now?” And it was 

the best thing I ever did because when I left my divorce I lost out a lot 

financially, like a lot, and if it wasn’t for the properties and if I was just renting 
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we’d have no kind of future. So within – that first property, I bought the second 

property a few years later with the equity, so I only put down 10 grand cash to 

buy those, so I suppose with the sense that I have these two properties there’s a 

peace of mind that I’m still a home owner, just not in Australia. Yeah. […] 

It’s ’cause we’re Indian and you know like property ownership and investment 

is a big part of who we are. My mum and dad, not wealthy at all, but still own 

investment properties that they’d worked very hard to save for, so we are by no 

means very middle class, we struggled early on but just through hard work and 

saving. We just believe in the power of property. None of us invest in shares, we 

don’t understand them, we understand them, but not enough but we’ve always 

kind of held the belief that if you hold onto property for the long term it will 

always be beneficial. 

So, for Maanvi, the decision to invest in property at a very young age (22) was directly due to 

her father’s persuasion. She attributes his – and her own – commitment to property 

ownership to her cultural background. She went on to explain to me that she is not 

financially driven, but she believed the security offered by these two properties facilitated her 

decision to quit her secure, corporate job and undertake a Masters degree. The security also 

supported her during her relationship breakdown and she now saw it as supporting her son’s 

future. When we spoke, Maanvi was in the process of moving from one rental to the next, 

and in the context of discussing the impact of the house move on her son she said:  

I’d like to think that my New Zealand – my Zealand properties – I always say 

to him – he goes – when I was saying the other [day] “this is not our home but 

we own homes, you – they will be your homes you know when Mum dies or you 

know say in the future”, and so those are his properties you know they will be 

there for his benefit, whether I sell them and buy a home for us here in the right 

[school] zone and then you know pass them on as an inheritance so I’d like to 

think I will set my son up for some kind of stability. I won’t spoon-feed him, I 

was never – and I would never be in a position to but yeah, yeah, no, I think 

he’ll be okay. 

This is a clear example of how these values regarding home ownership are passed on in the 

form of an ‘immaterial inheritance’, and how these participants pass on an immaterial 

inheritance to their own children. To comfort her eight year old son about having to move 

house (after five years, most of his living memory, in the same rental property) she explained 

to him what renting a house means – ‘this is not our home’ – but also offered him 

reassurance by telling him ‘we own homes’. The notion of owning homes somewhere 
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provided a way of coping with their current housing transition. Nevertheless, in apparent 

contradiction to this, Maanvi also told me:  

I’m not attached to the idea of your own home being your own home. To me – 

we’ve lived in this rental for five years and this is our home, you know? 

This apparent contradiction highlights the complexity of the relationship between house and 

home and ownership and occupancy. 

Teaching children  

While people were clearly expecting to assist their children in future with their housing, 

some also commented consciously on what they hoped to teach their children about 

managing finances.  

Jeannie was a single mother and relatively secure home owner, with three children, only one 

of whom (aged 13) still lived at home. Her other children were 21 and 27 years old. Jeannie 

had worked very hard to become a home owner, and spent half of her slightly below average 

full time wage on her mortgage repayments. She held strong values regarding the importance 

of home ownership, describing owning her own home as one of her life goals. She explained 

how she was teaching her children to save:  

I was brought up, I guess, in one way or maybe working in the bank as an 

accountant doing home loans and things, that – your home is one of your 

biggest investments and so I always thought rent was dead money when I could 

be paying off a house with it. So to me, it's the same money going out except it 

helps me at the end. And I've brought my kids up to do the same. So my kids, the 

deal was and still is, they can stay home until 24 and not pay board or anything 

but they have to prove to me that any one stage that they're banking half their 

wage… otherwise I'll take half the wage and they'll never see it again. So just to 

get their head around the fact that, it doesn't matter how much it is, if you don't 

touch half of it then you're setting yourself up for the future with money 

management. So you always allow bills and shit for half, what you do with the 

other half is up to you, but don't spend your whole pay, it doesn't matter 

whether it's flipping burgers and you make 30 bucks a week, make 15. That's 

what you do with the other 15. See my youngest cleans her brother's house for 

two hours once a week. She gets $50, it goes into her account, I give her $25 of 

that each week and what she does with that is up to her. 
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Jeannie’s rules regarding savings had enabled both of her older children to purchase houses; 

on the day we spoke her 21 year old daughter was signing the contract on a home in the outer 

suburbs of Melbourne, and her older son had co-purchased a house with two friends at the 

age of 25. Jeannie’s insistence on her children saving to allow them to either travel or 

purchase a house before leaving home is reflective of her aspirations. She reflected on how 

her children came to recognise home purchase as such an important priority, saying to me:  

See I guess because I've always worked with money, finances and I've left home 

early so I worked fulltime at 15. So I've always – if I don't pay it no-one else is 

going to and if I want something then you have to allow for it. So, but our home 

has been, for my kids, they've just seen how hard I've worked for this and how 

important it is and I think that's – as I said to them, Robert saved half his 

money and he had – I said I want you to travel, though, I don't want you to buy 

a house straight away, I want you to travel, which he did. He worked in 

Canada for a year, America, Europe. So he travelled. Sophie decided not to 

travel, wanted to buy a house earlier, so good. 

Jeannie described herself as ‘not politically correct’ because each of her children was born to 

a different father. As she says, she left home at 15 and entered the workforce immediately, so 

she did not complete a lot of formal education. In many respects, she would be regarded 

‘working class’, and holds what might be considered a traditional approach to home 

ownership in seeing it as an important way to provide security for herself and for her 

children. She described having worked two jobs at different points in time to ensure she was 

able to meet house repayments, and returning to work within only weeks of having a baby. 

The house she was in at the time of interview had been her home for 16 years, though she 

had owned two houses prior to that. Her first was sold when her relationship with her first 

partner ended. The second was sold when she and her then partner defaulted on the 

mortgage due to her being ill during pregnancy and having to remain in hospital rather than 

work. Her third house was purchased with her third partner, but she had to buy his share of 

the property when that relationship ended. Reflecting on this, she believed her attitudes 

towards home ownership and work had been passed on to her children. She aspired to both 

travel and home ownership for her children – both of these are traditional stages in the 

progression to adulthood for middle class Australians.  

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have described both the material and immaterial inheritances my 

participants had received from their parents, with some consideration of the inheritance they 

will pass on to their children. I have explored the ways in which approaches to debt, the 
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housing market and home ownership were shaped by these intergenerational inheritances 

both directly and indirectly. I have explored how immaterial inheritances (Nethercote 2018c) 

are as important as transfers of cash in determining people’s housing market positions. 

While these immaterial inheritances may be resisted or reshaped according to structural 

constraints and the changing political economy of housing, people nonetheless negotiated 

their engagement with housing according to their family backgrounds and expectations. The 

perception of debt, and comfort with taking on additional debt, rather than ‘paying off’ the 

mortgage was one of the most significant points at which people broke with the attitudes 

they had inherited from their parents. As debt narratives shift to accommodate increased 

levels of indebtedness and the increased liquidity of housing wealth, the nature of people’s 

temporal relationship with debt changes (Cook, Smith & Searle 2013; Allon 2015; Adkins 

2017). 

Commentators have a tendency to discuss intergenerational wealth transfer as a simple 

withdrawal from the ‘bank of mum and dad’. Such phrasing treats the matter lightly, yet for 

many participants, the bank of mum and dad was regarded a more onerous lender than a 

commercial bank. These cash transfers often take place when people are in their thirties, 

long after they are meant to have ceased to be dependent on their parents. While in the UK 

accessing home ownership through drawing on ‘the bank of mum and dad’ is increasingly 

normalised (Ronald & Lennartz 2018), it is less so in Australia. Reliance on parents 

challenges cultural narratives of Australian national identity such as the ‘battler’ mentality 

that emphasises ‘doing the hard yards’. This view that a household can achieve home 

ownership without assistance from parents was shaped in Australia’s wage earners welfare 

state, where home ownership was heavily subsidised (Kemeny 2005; Nethercote 2018a). For 

many participants, receiving assistance from parents also challenged their sense of identity 

as independent adults. For some, it was accompanied by emotional and interpersonal 

entanglements that produced significant interpersonal and relationship risks. Further 

research is required into the complexities of intergenerational wealth transfer in blended 

families. While there were hints of the challenges this may pose in the future for the families 

I interviewed, particularly where transfers are accompanied by complex interpersonal 

entanglements, there was insufficient data to develop substantial insight. Such 

entanglements illustrate further how homes and relationships with people and place are 

mutually constitutive. It is these relational aspects of home which I turn to in the next three 

chapters. 
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6. LOCATING THE FAMILY HOME 

Key concepts 
In this chapter I focus on the affective, emotional and interpersonal aspects of locating a 

family home, with a focus on the familial responsibilities of parents. Much of the policy 

discussion on where families with young children choose to live assumes the principle 

concern is about access to work, services and transport, but there is little recognition that 

these issues are intimately connected to values, preferences and practices around parenting. 

That is, while decisions about where to buy appear on the surface to be a rational question of 

maximising value within the market, they are in fact bound up in values and emotions; this is 

more complex than ‘trade-offs’ between cost, quality and location (see for example Levy, 

Murphy & Lee 2008; Munro & Smith 2008; Gillon & Gibson 2018). Such decisions are more 

convincingly understood from a family perspective than they are from an economic one.  

Location, location, location 

‘Emplacement’ is a crucial aspect of home (Easthope 2004), but of more relevance here is the 

question of ‘location’. Location as a property value is well accepted in the economics 

literature. As Badcock and Beer (2000, p. 8) put it, location ‘plays an inescapable part in the 

way the housing market monetarily rewards or punishes home buyers’. A good location can 

be capitalised into the price of a home while a bad one can drag down its value. Location is 

intertwined with inequality: 

The relative real incomes of urban dwellers depend crucially on where they live 

and work. The time-geographies of people as they traverse this maze of 

externality fields are as relevant as their incomes and accumulated wealth in 

determining their actual living standards. Differential access to location-

specific urban services is embedded in the emerging urban landscape. Class-

based inequalities are reflected in and reinforced by those emerging spatial 

patterns that display strongly path-dependent characteristics. (Berry 2014, p. 

9).  

At a more abstract level, the ‘local’ is used in the theories on late modernism in contrast to 

the global. In an era of ‘liquid lives’ (Bauman 2000), connections to place are disrupted. 

Many of my interviewees had spent a significant proportion of their lives travelling and living 

in different places. Melbourne itself is increasingly an international city, with 40% of its 

population born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017). 

The literature on ontological security discusses continuity and fixity as important elements 

of ‘home’ (Giddens 1991). Property investments are ‘fixed’ in place in a way that other types 
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of assets are not (Smith 2015). Locating the family home is a complex process of decision 

making that weighs up pragmatic concerns (often discussed in the housing studies literature 

as trade-offs) against emotional connections to people and places. When the home is an 

owned home, the decision has a finality that distinguishes it from the choice of where to rent 

– the renter, even while living in a home that is spatially fixed, is a mobile subject. Indeed, 

some of the literature assumes that such mobility is embraced by ‘young’ households, that 

they prefer to rent rather than own because they do not wish to be tied to one location and 

need to be mobile to meet the requirements of labour markets. My data suggests that this 

may not be a matter of choice in Melbourne. The precariat (Standing 2014) are compelled to 

be flexible by the structure of employment, not by preference.  

In any case, for most people the arrival of children challenges this mobility as, to varying 

degrees, people seek to parent in a way that provides children with a sense of stability and 

permanence. Some of my participants continued to embrace their ability to be mobile and 

sought to provide security to their children in other ways, but the presence of children still 

represented an anchor because of the desire to provide children with a sense of belonging in 

their community and (usually) strong relationships to extended family. This made questions 

of housing location particularly significant for my participants. 

Settling down in a global world 

Coming home to roost 

Family life could be thought to begin with ‘settling down’, a phrase used to a refer to a pivotal 

moment many of the participants described between young adulthood and starting a family, 

when they decided that it was time to begin a different lifestyle. Within the traditional 

housing career, partnering (marriage), the birth of the first child, and entry to home 

ownership are all strongly connected (Winter & Stone 1998, p. 15). Colic-Peisker, Johnson 

and Smith (2010, p. 322) note that their study participants were ‘unanimous’ in agreeing that 

the arrival of children was the appropriate point at which to make the transition to home 

ownership.  

For my participants, the timing of ‘settling down’ affected opportunities to buy a house, both 

in terms of the year this occurred and the age that people were when they decided to do so. 

For some of those living ‘liquid lives’, time spent overseas working and travelling had delayed 

‘settling down’, with significant repercussions for their current housing position. Here there 

are tensions between competing middle class values about transitions to adulthood. The 

identity of ‘traveller’ is prized and cultivated and seen as a rite of passage, and so is the 

identity of home owner. Many of the participants who had lived and travelled overseas in 

their twenties felt that the housing market in Melbourne (and Australia) had ‘got away from 
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them’ while they were overseas. For these participants, travel and home ownership were 

framed as an ‘either/or’ proposition.  

For Jackie and Nicholas (secure home owners) the moment of settling down came in 2003 

when they were both in their early thirties. Nicholas said:  

So it was a very conscious point where you were travelling around and renting 

and living in different places and you decided that it was time to settle 

somewhere, and home owning was part of that.  

In making the decision to settle down at that point in time, Jackie and Nicholas now found 

themselves in extremely comfortable housing circumstances. This was not without sacrifice, 

as they lived in a house that needed renovation for more than ten years (eventually they 

demolished it instead). As Nicholas put it, they ‘ate weetbix’ for several years. However, 

because house prices between 2000 and 2017 in their area had increased so much they were 

now in an extremely comfortable position and had built their ‘dream house’ in an inner 

suburb of Melbourne. There was another side to this, however, which Jackie articulated later 

in the interview. She reflected:  

All of our friends at that time were living in London and kind of doing 

travelling around Europe and stuff. And we just... didn't do that, so that 

definitely feels like a significant compromise because, it was a pretty amazing 

experience for most of our friends that we didn't have. But Nicholas was… 

Nicholas felt very strongly about it and I was … I agreed. Yeah, it wasn't that I 

disagreed or that I didn't want to, I probably wouldn't have driven or been so 

determined to kind of do it on my own. But I was happy you know that was 

what he wanted to do and I was happy to go along with it and I felt like it 

would probably end up with us in a pretty good position which it has. So yeah, I 

definitely don't regret it. 

For Jackie, there was a definite pull between the middle-class ideals of travel and home 

ownership as two increasingly mutually exclusive experiences that contribute to becoming an 

adult. 

Zara, a relatively secure home owner, had received a gift from her mother-in-law which 

provided the deposit which made it possible to purchase a house. She and her partner did so 

in 2014, when they were both in their early thirties. Before that happened, they had 

considered themselves travellers, living overseas and moving quite frequently. She said:  
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We certainly knew people who’d made it [home ownership] their number one 

priority and they’d scrimped and saved and saved up a deposit and you know 

lived on noodles and did all that kind of stuff but we were really kind of like, “oh 

is that really what we want to do with our 20s? No”, which is probably 

something that baby boomers would be like well this is why you didn’t have a 

house which – but we didn’t actually care about that ’cause I feel like we did lots 

of really lovely things and travelled a lot and I'm happy with that decision and 

if it meant that we were still renting now I’d still be happy with that decision, it 

was just lucky. It was just pure luck that we’re not and you know as it stands, 

it’s sort of worked out really well. 

That said, when pressed, Zara (who was pregnant with her second child at the time of the 

interview) did reflect that she thought she might be beginning to tire of renting at this point 

in her life, had they not been lucky enough to receive a gift that enabled them to purchase 

their house. She also acknowledged that without that gift, home ownership would not have 

been an option for them. 

Some of the participants described a feeling of regret about having travelled for so long, 

because of the housing position they now found themselves in. Philippa, a secure renter, also 

highlighted the tension between pursuing these two life goals during early adulthood 

however she had not yet purchased a house. She said: 

I feel like – well this is like more about me personally than the housing market 

but I feel like I wasted so much money in my 20s travelling and being frivolous 

when now I'm 32 and like I have friends and family who haven’t travelled, 

bought their first apartment when they were 25 sort of thing and you know 

now own that and so I just feel like I’ve kind of – not left my run too late but 

have done myself a disservice by not being more savvy in my 20s. But in saying 

that you know we lived overseas and we’ve travelled a lot and you know they 

were worthy experiences but yeah, I wonder if I would tell my 20 year old self 

to be a bit more frugal and think about the future. And my 20 year old self 

would give me the finger. 

Philippa acknowledges that the decision to travel rather than ‘settle down’ directly affected 

her current housing position. She individualises her difficulties accessing home ownership, 

attributing them to her personal choices. Her final comment that she might have warned her 

younger self to save for the future is undermined by her sense that even if that had occurred, 

she would not have listened to that advice.  
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Having children is implicated in the shift in priorities from travelling to ‘settling down’ into a 

more traditional life course. The desire to provide children with connection, stability and 

comfortable housing seemed to shift the sense of regret towards a feeling of guilt. For 

example, Genevieve (entrenched renter) said, ‘it’s like sorry kids, but I had a great time on 

the Greek Islands’. Genevieve and her husband were in their late thirties with two children 

under the age of three and had both experienced periods of unemployment since the birth of 

their children. Genevieve said:  

That's one of the areas that's when I start to get nervous and think what have I 

done, why did I travel so long, why didn't I save my money because I know 

where I want her [daughter] to go to school, but we might not be living here 

and it's not in our control so that's where it starts to get scary when I think 

about that. There's no way we can afford a deposit in the foreseeable future so 

that is frightening […] And also we're just waiting for a phone call or a knock at 

the door or someone saying you're out in three months or whatever they're 

allowed to do. That is a massive thing on top of all that, to not have that 

security and we both kick ourselves as well, because we did – we both lived 

overseas for ages, didn't care about anything, probably didn't see ourselves in 

this family situation and I was just basically like oh, what did we do that for? 

[…] so Jake's quite – I just keep trying to get him to see that's pretty good – and 

he's like, ‘oh we're so behind’. Because most of our friends are quite wealthy 

actually, because they're in the area [inner Melbourne] so he's in this 

comparison thing and he doesn't feel good about it. 

Genevieve identified that most of her fear about not having secure tenure is her inability to 

provide stability for her children. She had not envisaged ending up in a ‘family situation’ 

while she was travelling, and it is this family situation that makes ownership important. She 

went on to reflect that the time spent living overseas meant that both she and her husband 

were not in touch with what was happening in the property market in Melbourne. She noted 

that her husband compared himself with their peers and felt that they are not doing as well. 

The rapid increase in house prices, and the culture of home ownership, wasn’t something she 

was aware of while living and working overseas:  

I think just from living in Europe and no-one does it [home ownership], we just 

didn't – no-one even talked about it and almost everybody rented, I think, 

looking back. But you wouldn't know it because they didn't talk about it. Here 

it's hard to get away with a five-minute conversation without it coming up. But 

it just didn't. Jake was in Spain and I was in the Netherlands and it's just not a 
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thing…  I was really overseas for 10 [years], just in the US and other places as 

well. Mark, I don't even know how long he was there for, it was about the same 

time. I think we just weren't in Australia for that 10 year period where our 

friends were doing it. 

By contrast to many of the other participants, Mila, an entrenched renter in her early 

thirties, specifically rejected the aspiration for home ownership at any stage of her life. She 

felt that the commitment to a mortgage and one place would not suit her. She was committed 

to her identity as a global traveller. She said:  

The idea of staying somewhere for a really long time is not very good for me, 

I’m a bit nomadic, I'm always moving around, I just want to travel everywhere. 

I don’t think a house would suit my lifestyle. Yeah, I mean unless I won millions 

of dollars and I could afford to both have a house and travel the world then 

maybe but otherwise I don’t think so […] I think probably ideally we’ll use 

Melbourne as a base probably from here on out so that Freya [daughter] will 

have that sense of community – not so much stability, I think stability is 

overrated – but community is really important and so that’s what I’d like her to 

have, I’d like her to have you know friends and family close by, I’d like her to 

know the people at the coffee shop and all of that kind of stuff, I think that’s 

really important. But I think we can travel and do that at the same time, so 

Melbourne ideally would be our base and then we would just travel from there. 

The distinction that Mila creates here between community and stability is interesting. She is 

suggesting that community is no longer necessarily situated in place; it can be sustained 

across geographical distances. I further explore the nuances of stability, community and 

connection as core parenting values in chapter 8. 

Transnational partnerships  

For a number of participants, travel and ‘settling down’ had overlapped because they had 

formed families with partners from a different country (eight couples). Some of these 

transnational couples had tried to build lives overseas together, and this had delayed the 

process of ‘settling down’ in Melbourne. For example, Philippa’s partner Sam was from the 

USA. The comparison with the USA in terms of the cost of housing was an issue for them 

however, with her husband Sam reflecting that it was difficult to come to terms with taking 

on an enormous mortgage to own a modest townhouse in Melbourne when they could spend 

the same in the US on a large house. It is possible that this perspective on the housing 

market was one of the reasons that this high earning couple had not yet committed to the 

purchase of a house in Melbourne. 
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Lena (a relatively secure home owner) was Canadian, and she and her husband had 

attempted a permanent move to Canada before buying their house in Melbourne. She said:  

My husband and I have been married since 2012 and we sort of didn’t decide on 

a house ’cause we thought maybe we’ll move, maybe we’ll work internationally. 

They had relocated to Canada with the intention of moving permanently. Unfortunately, 

employment opportunities in Canada were not good and they decided to return to Australia 

and buy their house in 2016. Lena noted the effect of this delay in their decision to purchase:  

[T]he house prices just kept going up and up and up and in some ways – while I 

would never regret the fact we went to Canada for seven months, if we had 

taken the money then and bought something we could have bought this house’s 

equivalent probably for $150,000 less, you know? Or like $100,000 less than 

what it actually – but I would never regret our attempted move to Canada but 

just recognising that with every month house prices are just going up and up 

and up so it was sort of now or – not never but we were feeling the squeeze, we 

just wanted to get into the market, yeah. (Lena). 

Similarly, Julia and her husband had returned to Melbourne after a period of time 

living in Mexico to find that the price of housing had rapidly increased, their solution 

was to become rentvestors. The purchase of a house in one location or another 

represents a long term commitment to that location and the process of arriving at this 

decision had delayed entry to the home ownership for a number of the participants.  

Connection to place 

Relationships between place and identity 

Once the decision had been made to ‘settle’, a choice of location in Melbourne had to be 

made. This was often determined by people’s relationship to local geography and culture. 

Aidan, a single father and an entrenched renter, spoke to me about his decision to move into 

a flat in an inner-city suburb after his divorce. He said:  

I moved back into [this suburb] where I lived 25 years previously. So I've lived 

here before and it was to me it was like a familiar neighbourhood and I know 

the place and I'd lived here for maybe four or five years and my, sort of, fun 

days and youth and all that. Uh, so it was nice to get back. 

Aidan had described a period of struggle following his separation where he lived with his 

father, then tried moving in with a new partner, but neither situation had worked out. For 
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him, at that point of dislocation in his life, the decision to move back to a place that he had 

spent his ‘fun days’ in as a younger man brought him a sense of returning home. 

For Jennifer and Mike (secure home owners), their connection to their suburb in the inner 

city of Melbourne was integral to their identity and the place featured in many formative 

moments of their lives, including the arrival of their daughter and their wedding:  

When we had [our daughter…] we had her in Fitzroy, which we love. Our big 

plan was to take the tram. I'd been booked in for a Caesar[ean birth] the 

weekend before, well, “we'll just get a tram there won't we?” But then my 

waters broke, so that changed everything, but you know people say, “what? You 

could stay in the hotel for the last two days”, I go like, “oh, we'll just go home”. 

You know, or after our wedding they're like, “are you going to a hotel?” Like no, 

we got married in Fitzroy, we had our reception in Fitzroy, so we can just come 

home [laughs] and we can walk. So, it's just such a massive part of our life. And 

every kind of thing that we do. It's like we just, love it. 

Jennifer later mentioned her intention to ‘live out her days’ in her apartment. 

It is sometimes implied that renters have a lesser connection to place than owners because of 

their tenure status, but this was not supported by my data. Indeed, in many cases, place was 

more significant for renters because it was one thing that could (sometimes) be kept constant 

even though the house itself might change. For example, Ellen (an entrenched renter) said:  

My home is Brunswick, that’s where I grew up, that’s where I always lived as a 

child and they’re the streets that I was familiar with. But no-one in my family 

could even dream of living [there] anymore because in a short space of time it’s 

become something that it wasn’t before, so yeah, I think that a home can’t just 

be anywhere, it has to be in your home as well you know. So now I’ve extended 

that to be like the north of Melbourne, but you know, if I had to move any 

further I wouldn’t have any of those kind of, old roots of old friends and family. 

Ellen situates her sense of her home in the ‘familiar streets’ of the suburb she grew up in. 

However, for her, she copes with this by extending her sense of ‘home’ to the northern 

suburbs of Melbourne. The changes in Melbourne’s housing market meant that many 

participants felt pushed to live in less familiar areas to which they felt less connection. A 

number of renters commented that they were ‘spiralling’ further and further away from the 

inner city of Melbourne each time they rented due to the cost of housing. Rosemary and 

Frank (entrenched renters) said:  
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But we sort of – we started off [in Preston] sort of almost in the city. So we’ve 

kind of slowly spiralled further and further away from the CBD ’cause the rent 

we’re paying now would have been 15 years ago what we were paying to live 

much closer to the CBD. 

Being pushed into an unfamiliar location by housing market conditions also happened to 

owners, who had to weigh up the extent to which they were willing to sacrifice their preferred 

location for affordability. The solution to this was different for different people. Hayley and 

Tim (relatively secure home owners), who were originally from overseas but had lived in 

Melbourne for more than ten years, had chosen to build a house in the outer suburbs. The 

dialogue between them captures the dynamics of their decision making process: 

Tim: We would have been willing to spend more I suppose if we thought we 

were going to get a better house or thought we were going to be in an area we 

wanted to be. I don’t know, we just – I guess we just kind of had a budget and 

we just kind of you know just kind of stuck to that, really, we didn’t really 

entertain the idea of us spending more. 

Hayley: No but we’ve always been – I think we’ve always appreciated work life 

balance. 

Tim: Yeah, at that time – like at that time you were definitely – like you weren’t 

working, we were having another kid, I was self-employed so we were just – we 

didn’t want to take on too much risk. 

Hayley: Work life balance has always been a big thing for us, always.  

Tim: So we’re like oh we know we can do this and it won’t be a massive stress 

you know you won’t be forced to go back to work fulltime. 

Hayley: Yeah. 

Tim: You know and then I guess then like two years – like things change so fast 

with young kids, two years later you’re like whoa, the situation’s different now 

so maybe – and then just trying to think oh maybe we should have spent more 

and stayed in the area 

Hayley and Tim had only lived in their new house for one year, but they were already 

planning to move out. Not feeling comfortable in that area, the long commute, and the lack 

of good options for schools were their main motivations. They were now considering moving 

to regional Victoria or weighing up their option of taking on a larger mortgage to move closer 

into the city.  
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Connection to community 

Although location was similarly important for both renters and owners, there were 

differences in their perceptions of connection to the community (as distinct from connection 

to place). People often mentioned the tenure status of their neighbours when I asked them 

about their neighbourhood. The distinction was often made casually or in passing: Lena, a 

relatively secure home owner, commented that everyone else in her block of units were 

owners too, and Kate, a relatively secure home owner, referred to the family next door who 

rented but had been there for a while. Owners were more likely to feel a sense of ‘belonging’ 

in their community, and renters and owners both asserted that they felt a different 

connection to their communities based on their tenure status. For example, Maanvi 

(rentvestor) explained that while she had initially tried to get to know her neighbours she 

had given up because everyone rented and moved often. Other participants said their own 

tenure affected the degree to which they engaged with their neighbours. Rachel (relatively 

secure home owner), said:  

I didn't feel that we had that neighbourhood kind of feeling and probably partly 

because um... renting there's always that feeling of, might not be here for very 

long, and it's temporary and so you don't kind of invest in your neighbours so 

much, in your relationships. So having that permanency makes me feel more 

motivated to kind've talk to my neighbours and get to know them, and that's a 

part of it. And I kind of wish in a way that I could've had that from a younger 

age for my son um, but you know, at least he had it from… I think he was about 

ten when we moved here. 

For Rachel, the sense of connection that she felt to the neighbourhood as a home owner was 

one of the main reasons that she wanted to purchase a house. She felt that this sense of 

connection was an important thing to provide for her son because she valued this experience 

in her own childhood. 

Changing places 

A number of participants were concerned that increasing density was challenging the 

‘community’ feeling of their neighbourhoods. They were particularly concerned about high 

density, referring to the building of apartment blocks and units, the strain on infrastructure 

and causing a breakdown in a sense of ‘community’ in their neighbourhoods. For example, 

Olivia commented: 

We moved to this house four years ago, and since then I can think of five that 

are now high density, like two to three properties on the block. It doesn't seem 
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like there's a lot of planning going on, like our street is so much busier, people 

park on the street all the time now, so you can only get one car through at a 

time, and you feel like more people live in your street, and therefore statistically 

you know even less, like it kind of kills the sense of community. When we moved 

in we made friends with, well we were friendly with, all of our neighbours, like 

we know their names. But feel like the more density you get the more you lose 

that. 

Here, Olivia observes the changes in her street with a sense of nostalgia for the ideal of a 

neighbourhood where children play together and neighbours know each other by name. 

However, she also cites the most common complaint regarding density which is related to 

traffic and car parks. Likewise, Tania, a secure home owner who had plans to sell and 

subdivide her own property, cited traffic as the negative side effect of the increasing density 

in her suburb. She said: 

It’s becoming revolting around here, because everyone’s selling the houses and 

units are being built, the traffic around the streets is just horrible, it’s absolutely 

horrible, you know? Everyone buys a house with a little tiny – the planning 

says you have to have a garage but the garage is for basically a bubble car - so 

what everybody does is they enclose that for storage and then they park on the 

street. But the streets are not made for that so even just getting to the station - 

like it’s usually a two-minute drive - that can take up to an hour in the morning. 

Tania went on to directly link her perception of the increase in the numbers of people in her 

neighbourhood with migration and population growth in Melbourne. For her, the solution 

was to move out of Melbourne with her family. 

Despite the negative effects described by some participants, rapid urban change had 

significantly benefited others. Jackie and Nicholas (secure home owners) described their 

concerns about purchasing in the inner city suburb, Brunswick, with a working-class history 

in the early 2000s. They mentioned that older residents of Melbourne had warned them that 

the area was not safe. Thanks to Brunswick’s surge in popularity, they had experienced an 

increase in their own wealth and in their status, and were now benefiting from the 

improvements to services and schools that flowed from gentrification. Veronica and Jacques 

(relatively secure home owners), who had very thoroughly conducted research into their 

house purchase, had deliberately sought an area where there had been new planning permits 

approved for higher density developments. Jacques said:  
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When we bought it was sort of the commencement of the gentrification and 

improvement of this suburb and we could already see a few new planning 

permits being approved and there was already that one apartment block on the 

corner. So yeah, it was already obvious that this was an area on the rise. 

For Jacques, the increase in development activity was interpreted as a signal that his house 

purchase would be a good investment. While he and Veronica expressed some concerns over 

the quality of the apartments being built, they mainly viewed those developments in a 

positive light as lifting property values in their area and increasing the provision of services 

and amenities. 

As well as providing a good return on an earlier investment, gentrification produces a 

particular kind of lifestyle which many participants compared with a suburban lifestyle. For 

example, Jack (secure renter) felt positive about higher density developments and contrasted 

this with the option of further urban growth, saying:  

Like you can buy a house and mow the lawn [in the suburbs] but where do you 

go to do your shopping, and do you meet any of your neighbours, and is there 

public transport? What are your kids going to do when they grow up? […] I’d be 

much happier having medium to high-density apartments with people going to 

work and doing stuff and hopefully having more cafés and bars open up around 

the place rather than spreading out and having just big soulless spots. 

The main idea here is that the lifestyle offered in the growth areas of Melbourne is lacking. 

For many of the inner city residents lifestyle was a key factor in determining location, there 

were often strong views about what kind of lifestyle would be available in what kind of place. 

People living in the middle and inner city often felt that they would leave Melbourne before 

moving to the outer suburbs. These were the participants who had compromised on housing 

quality in order to remain in their neighbourhood of choice. For Ashley, the compromise 

included renting rather than buying: 

I would love to buy something but you know prices as they are and factoring in 

getting to and from places and stuff like we’ve got one car and we only use it 

like once or twice a week. We walk to the supermarket, we walk to the market, 

we don’t drive a lot and I don’t want to be locked into the car you know like I 

don’t – I’m just not interested in that and like if we moved way far out we’d 

have to get two cars and that’s two lots of insurance and two lots of rego and 

two lots of petrol and just be in the car. I’m not a great driver like I can do it 
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and that stuff but I just – I get pissed off with traffic and stuff and I just couldn’t 

do it all the time, it would kill me in my soul. 

Ashley associated living in the middle or outer suburbs with a long daily commute and 

additional expenses due to car travel. She was committed to her inner city lifestyle 

which enabled her to access goods and services without using a car and she was 

reluctant to sacrifice this simply to own the home that she lived in. Higher density 

living was accepted as part of this. 

Stigmatised places 

The connection between income inequality and location meant that some participants were 

moving, by choice or constraint, into areas that were not just unfamiliar, but had a negative 

reputation, as unsafe or not family friendly areas. This sometimes challenged participants’ 

middle class identities. Below, Gabriela (entrenched renter) talks about her suburb. She 

comments that she felt that there was stigma attached to that neighbourhood, although her 

personal experience of having lived there had been positive. Gabriela felt that she and her 

children were now ‘settled’ in the neighbourhood, and if she was required to vacate her 

current rental property she planned to remain in that suburb.  

Initially when I moved here I felt like there was a bit of a stigma associated with 

the suburb, it's a bit of a bogan suburb where drug dealers live and lower 

socioeconomic families live and I just – I don't know why, I'm a bit of a snob I 

guess, I'm just, I don't know if I'm going to fit in but I've been here for two and a 

half years now. Felicity started school so she's grade 1 now and James goes to 

childcare and I have just met the most amazing people through the school, 

through childcare and I feel like I'm starting to become a part of the community 

and I love it. I've met great people. So yeah, no, it's really good. 

Zara (relatively secure home owner), had moved into a notoriously disadvantaged area, 

Heidelberg West, which is relatively close to the CBD for a suburb that is yet to gentrify. Zara 

described her area in the following way:  

It’s not like a suburb that has a big ice (illicit drug) problem or anything like 

that, it’s mostly you know some slightly wizened old mates down at the TAB 

and a whole bunch of Somali refugees who are lovely. And that’s about it. I 

mean you have the odd hoon going down [the] road but I feel like that’s not 

necessarily a Heidelberg West issue. That’s just living on a main road. 
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Zara’s characterisation of her area makes a distinction between socio-economic disadvantage 

and a high concentration of migrants and an area affected by drug addiction or other social 

problems. However, Victoria (secure home owner), who lived in a nearby gentrified suburb 

used Heidelberg West as an example of an unsafe place to raise children, saying:  

I think connection with community and safety is really important, I’d hate to 

raise kids in Heidelberg West where you’ve got crime rates, you’re scared of 

being broken into, stuff’s being stolen, your car’s being vandalised – I’d hate to 

live in a neighbourhood where I didn’t have a choice, where the kids would feel 

unsafe. 

Rather than referencing class as her main reason for not wanting to live in a stigmatised 

suburb like Heidelberg West, Victoria emphasises community and safety as the predominant 

reasons that is grateful to have the choice not to live there. In Zara’s description of the 

suburb she maintains that she doesn’t feel that there is a threat to her safety (other than the 

main road) but instead that the areas reputation is incorrect. While Zara was aware of the 

area’s reputation she felt it did not reflect her experience of living there. 

While some areas had a reputation for being socio-economically disadvantaged and 

experiencing problems with crime and unsuitable neighbours, areas with high numbers of 

migrants were sometimes also regarded as problematic. While Zara did not see the high 

numbers of immigrants in her area as problematic, Natalie (a secure renter) who lived in the 

outer suburbs of Melbourne seemed to feel otherwise.  

I've worked at [the] Primary [school] for I think it's seven or eight years, and so 

I'm used to dealing with all sorts of cultures and religions and whatnot, but it's 

very different for me, I'm used to growing up in Moonee Ponds and going to 

Moonee Ponds central on Puckle Street and now I go to Craigieburn, the big 

shops there and it's just like - it's very different. I don't mind, I'm not that 

person who's like, ‘oh this is not for me’, but you just notice the difference. It's 

everything, driving, it's just, ‘oh my gosh, you don't know how to drive’, 

parking, going to shops, rude, don't know how to line up - although I think that 

area's changing and now there's some pretty crazy people around there, but I 

just see it as a bit more of an eye-opener when you move out this way. But 

Greenvale never used to be like that, before you had all these new estates out 

here, the old Greenvale was known as where all the big houses are, it was very 

expensive. But now I don't know if it's because it's close to Roxburgh Park, 

Craigieburn area, I don't know but the clientele is different around here we got 

used to it pretty quickly. 
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Natalie did not specifically name her issues with the character of her suburb, however, she 

implied here that she was unaccustomed to living in an area with so many people from 

culturally diverse backgrounds. She suggested that the area she grew up in, Moonee Ponds, 

which is an inner suburb of Melbourne, did not have the same mix of people. In the past the 

area that she had moved to was considered quite an expensive and upper middle class 

suburb. However, she observed that now ‘the clientele’ was different in Greenvale most likely 

due to the less expensive housing estates that were being built. In concluding that she and 

her partner had ‘got used to it pretty quickly’ she indicated that she considered it an 

adjustment to live in such an area, as the area didn’t reflect her own social identity. 

Leaving Melbourne  
It was clear from the data that for some participants, housing market conditions in 

Melbourne made it too challenging to provide what people considered a ‘good’ childhood and 

family life for their children. A surprising number of people discussed leaving Melbourne, 

and four of the households had concrete plans to do so. They proposed this form of 

‘downshifting’ less as an ideological preference for a simpler more moderate way of life, and 

more as a forced position – they simply felt they could not cope with the costs, both 

financially and to their lifestyle – of securing appropriate housing in Melbourne. A few 

participants saw leaving Melbourne for a smaller capital city or to live in the country as a 

‘back up’ plan should they experience financial difficulties. 

Maggie and Gemma who were precarious owners were both leaving to escape the financial 

strain placed on their families by large mortgages. Maggie had already sold her house and 

bought elsewhere, whereas Gemma planned to become a rentvestor and relocate to the 

country, where there was the added benefit of family nearby. Gemma explained that this 

would enable her and Robert to spend more quality time with the children:  

We owe a lot of money for this house and we love it and we’re really happy here 

and it is exactly what we were looking for but it’s about $300K [$300,000] 

more than what we originally hoped we would have to spend… now we’re 

thinking about going to the country to free up the mortgage payments while the 

kids are tiny […] Which is what I think doing just to ease things anyway just for 

the next few years until I’m ready to go back to work more fulltime […] Ben's 

been working really hard in this job for years now with so much of his weekend 

time taken up and the kids are only little once and we’re only having two and 

you know he wants to be able to spend more time with them so we’ve been 

discussing the move. 
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Alison, a relatively secure owner was also planning to rent out her house to move closer to 

her family who lived in the country, however, this was motivated by the desire to be closer to 

family rather than financial strain. Olivia and Josie (secure renters) planned to move to a 

smaller capital city, rather than the country, and their decision was primarily based on 

financial grounds. Olivia explained that they simply couldn’t afford to purchase a home in 

Melbourne, she said:  

I'm on an okay wage, but it's not massive, and on that wage we'd never, I just 

don't know how we would buy in Victoria. Really, like, realistically, how we 

would get a deposit together? We don't have access to any chunk of money, like, 

dead relatives or wealthy parents, or financial investments. We've got no assets 

to start us off financially, so it has to come from the money that we've been 

squirrelling away for nearly five years. That has to be it, we can only rely on 

that as a deposit, so that kind of deposit's only going to get us in the three 

hundred to four hundred thousand dollar ballpark and where would we buy, in 

or around Melbourne? 

Olivia and Josie were determined to be home owners, and to achieve this as well as purchase 

a house suited to their family they would need to leave Melbourne. They explained that on 

their budget, they felt that they would be unable to buy an appropriate house even in the 

outer suburbs or a commuter town near Melbourne, so they planned to move interstate. For 

these participants, leaving Melbourne was not a lifestyle choice, but it was the only way they 

might be able to escape the private rental market. 

Employment represented a constraint for many participants who were contemplating a move 

out of Melbourne. Of those discussed above with plans to leave Melbourne, two intended to 

commute to the city (which would take more than one hour each way). The other two were 

teachers, and felt assured of being able to find employment outside of Melbourne. Several 

participants mentioned that for them living in the country would be ideal, however 

employment reasons prevented them from pursuing this. Sarah (a secure renter) explained 

that having grown up in the country herself, returning to raise her children there was her 

dream. Her partner Damien worked in an industry that prevented them from leaving the city 

though, he said:  

Damien: I got to make money so yeah, there’s total financial burdens on [me] – 

Sarah has dreams of moving to the country where I would have to take a large 

pay cut which could mean that our financial futures would be less bright. 

Sarah: I’ve kind of accepted that’s a dream, probably not going to happen. 
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Two other participants with medium-term plans to leave Melbourne mentioned that 

employment was one of the main factors that had prevented them from doing so already. 

Tania (secure home owner) explained that she felt the lifestyle would be better for her multi-

generational family outside of Melbourne, however, to afford this move she would need to 

return to the city to work several days per week. Amanda and Ben also saw employment as 

their main challenge in enacting a five-year plan to move out of Melbourne. Ben explained 

the factors they were weighing up in planning their move:  

So you've got family, cultural activities and stuff, and entertainment and then 

employment so there's pretty big reasons to stay here [in Melbourne], but if we 

can just figure out how to eliminate one of those we can just move out of town. 

Probably the one that needs to be eliminated most would be the employment. 

Amanda could hopefully get a job with a council or something, my work's not 

very portable, it's portable but it's not very distributed, I work in IT 

[information technology] so that's really inner city work, but the nature of it is 

you can do remote work if you've got the right job so potentially I could do a 

little bit of commuting into town but do some work from home. 

Ben and Amanda felt that the best opportunity for them to become owners was to leave 

Melbourne, having discounted entering the Melbourne housing market for a range of 

reasons. However, as Ben explained, finding employment was the main challenge that would 

have to be overcome before they could do so. 

The comparatively high cost of housing in Melbourne was raised by a number of participants 

as a deterrent to purchasing, even when they had sufficient income to do so. Ben and 

Amanda briefly discussed the idea of leaving Australia for another country such as Ireland 

where the housing market collapse, which they believed was due in Australia, had already 

occurred. Three other participants also mentioned moving overseas for less expensive 

housing. Sam was from the US, and moving overseas was a definite plan until the election of 

Donald Trump as the US president. He and Philippa explained:  

Sam: We had plans to possibly move to America at some point but those have 

changed. 

Philippa: We’ve been weighing up over the past couple of years, is it worth 

buying a property in Australia that we might only live in for a few years, 

considering it would be difficult to service a mortgage if we were on American 

salaries. But by the looks of it we won’t be moving to America for eight years – 

Sam: Or four maybe. 
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Philippa: Yeah, four hopefully. Donald Trump. 

Sam: No interest in living in his America. 

The comparison with housing costs in the US meant that Sam and Philippa, who earned a 

very high income, had been reluctant to purchase in Melbourne. Ashely, another secure 

renter with a good income, was also reluctant to take on too much mortgage debt to purchase 

in Melbourne. While she and her partner were already both studying as well as working full 

time and saving, she was reluctant to take on so much debt that they would need to work 

excessive hours, she said: 

For us to do that [purchase a house] we would have to take on [a debt of] half a 

million dollars and that’s not realistic, like we are on okay money but we’re not 

crazy career-driven people and whilst we’re working towards like you know 

bettering our skills and making ourselves more marketable and all that sort of 

stuff, we’re low-key people like I don’t want to work more than four days a 

week – not for somebody else anyway. I think maybe we’re a bit more realistic 

about what we do and that’s why I said Hobart’s our backup, if shit hits the fan 

and everything just goes insane in Melbourne as it has in Sydney - which is 

probably going to happen - then we’ll get another place to live. 

Ashley’s comments here suggest that she, like many of the financially secure renters, 

regards her options as a choice between relatively insecure private rental and excessive 

mortgage debt. The decision not take on excessive mortgage debt was often linked to 

how people wished to care for their children, and more fundamentally, the kind of 

parenting they will be able to enact, which is explored further in Chapter eight.  

Conclusion 
Location is considered a prime concern in engaging with real estate markets; it is one of the 

most important factors in the price of housing. It is also critical in terms of access to services 

and amenities. It was one of the most important elements discussed with regards to the 

decisions families made about their housing. While some described their choice of location 

as calculative, and involving rational trade-offs between different factors like cost, amenity 

and proximity to goods and services, this chapter also demonstrates that locational choices 

are inherently relational.  

Locating the family home involves decisions not just about a housing investment, but about 

the kind of lifestyle a family will live, emotional connections to place and community, and 

what parents wish to provide for their children, including educational opportunities. While 

the extent to which people are able to choose their location is constrained by where people 
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can afford to purchase, is also influenced by attachment to place and other intangible 

qualities of different areas. The participants were keenly aware of the changes taking place in 

Melbourne with regards to the urban form, and processes of gentrification. A number of 

participants had plans to leave Melbourne, or were contemplating the possibility that they 

might have better housing opportunities outside of Melbourne. Employment opportunities 

presented a challenge to doing so, although many planned to relocate and continue to 

commute to Melbourne for work. The desire to leave Melbourne was nearly completely 

attributable to the high cost of housing, although some participants felt there were other 

lifestyle benefits as well.  

This chapter has explored the importance of place for creating a home, in the next chapter, I 

look at how people come to feel at home within the house itself.  
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7. HOMEMAKING PRACTICES  

Key concepts 
This chapter explores the homemaking practices of my research participants. These are the 

material manifestation of the process of creating home (Blunt & Dowling 2006). Through 

exploring these practices, I gained a sense of the meaning of home for the participants. This 

ranged from ensuring basic housing amenity, which is directly relevant to the use value of 

the house as shelter, through to the furnishings, decorations and creative aspects of home-

making. The embellishment of the dwelling could be considered both the expression of 

individual and collective identity as well of an act of love; the creation of a ‘home’ is 

fundamental to raising children. The objects that people place in their homes and how they 

are used, connects with individual identity, and social identity, as Hurdley (2006, p. 718) 

points out:  

The management of domestic display has been conceptualized both as 

performance for others and a marking practice contributing to negotiations of 

identity within a network of relations. 

What emerges from this close-up examination of homemaking practices is the resilience of 

people in terms of creating ‘home’ for themselves in whatever ways they are able. But I am 

also concerned with the ways in which the broader political economy of housing might 

constrain the ability to create home. 

Through considering these homemaking practices the significant meanings associated with 

home, intimate relations and the construction of identity as well as human values in the 

emotional realm are relevant. Within housing studies there has been a paradigm shift in an 

emerging focus on the materiality of houses, reflecting the ‘post-social’ turn in the social 

sciences (Smith 2004; Gabriel & Jacobs 2008; Smith 2008). Smith (2004) argues that 

housing is a key space in which relations between humans and the material world takes 

place, but notes that this is rarely explicitly addressed by researchers. She points out that ‘it 

is conceivable that some people are more engaged by or enmeshed within their relationships 

with domestic spaces-with the fabric, layout and contents of their home-than they are with 

their human relations’ (Smith 2004, p. 89).  

Photo elicitation was the main method I used to engage with people’s experience of the 

materiality of their houses and neighbourhoods. They revealed how the interaction between 

the house itself, other living entities such as animals and plants, and inanimate objects 

contribute to people’s sense of ‘home’. The relationship between the material, situated house 

and its occupants shapes and constitutes family life; it is in this relationship that ‘home’ is 
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generated. Where people experience challenges in establishing a home, it follows then, that 

their familial relationships are affected. Through the photographs participants provided, and 

the discussion of them, I was able to gain an insight into these interconnections, and 

therefore this chapter adds texture and nuance to the exploration of the ‘experience of home’ 

in the Melbourne housing market.  

House and home 

Smith cautions against the conflation of home and house, pointing to the broader meanings 

associated with the notion of home, but nevertheless affirms the importance of the material 

house within the broader concept. She says:  

I want to consider housing as one materialisation of home – not the only one, 

not even a necessary one, but one that invites scrutiny for a wide range of 

political and economic, as well as cultural reasons. (Smith 2008, p. 520). 

However, as Smith (2004) elsewhere points out, studies such as these are rare in the field of 

housing. Gabriel and Jacobs (2008, p. 531) argue that dwelling and domesticity is a site that 

is open to ‘re-imagining’ through a post-social approach, offering examples in feminist and 

disability research in which this approach has been applied. They cite Miller (2001) who 

developed a perspective on the material culture of home ‘drawing attention to the mundane 

ways in which a home and its inhabitants transform one another’ (Gabriel & Jacobs 2008, p. 

531). In this research, I used photo elicitation to gain insight into the way that the concept of 

home ‘entangles emotions, economy and materiality’ (Jørgensen 2016, p. 98). Through a 

focus on the materiality of home there is the potential to generate new insight and 

knowledge, and indeed a different kind of knowledge of the housing experiences of families 

in Australia. 

Miller (2001, p. 18) argues that studying the relationship between people and the material 

culture of the home provides insight into society – there is a ‘sense of humanity and empathy 

that comes from being in the presence of ordinary life at the place where it is increasingly 

lived’. This consideration of ‘ordinary life’ provides an opportunity to explore the contention 

that financialisation has reached into the daily routines and rituals of households. In Chapter 

4, I showed how many of my participants were well-versed in performing as investor 

subjects, but was this how they experienced their homes on a daily basis?  

According to Ahmed (2004), it is through emotions that the house as an object, and the 

objects it contains, come to constitute ‘home’. That is, ‘home’ is an effect of those objects and 

the impressions and emotions they generate when they come into contact with people:  
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If the object of feeling both shapes and is shaped by emotions, then the object of 

feeling is never simply before the subject. How the object impresses (upon) us 

may depend on histories that remain alive insofar as they have already left 

their impressions. The object may stand in for other objects, or may be 

proximate to other objects. Feelings may stick to some objects, and slide over 

others. (Ahmed 2004, p. 8). 

It could, therefore, be suggested that ‘home’ is an emotion or feeling that is created between 

the inhabitants of the house, the physical structure and the objects it contains. Central to this 

feeling is a sense of comfort, ‘the fit between body and object’, in which one is ‘so at ease with 

one’s environment that it is hard to distinguish where one’s body ends and the world begins’ 

(Ahmed 2004, p. 148). The normative is the ultimate form of comfort, and in the Australian 

housing market, that norm is home ownership. Thus the relationship between the house and 

its inhabitants, and the sense of ‘home’ that is thereby formed, is also mediated by tenure. In 

home ownership societies such as Australia’s, it is assumed that it is only through home 

ownership one can truly access ‘home’. Allon (2016, p. 124) describes this as a wealth affect, 

whereby households, as speculators, are ‘guided by specific emotional investments and 

structures of feeling’. Under financial capitalism the ideal of ‘home’ is specifically an owned 

home. 

The family home 

Burke and Hulse (2010, p. 826) identify home ownership in Australia as ‘the “wrap-around 

housing tenure” because it is the form of tenure that enables households to add on, or wrap 

around it, the aspirational lifestyle that individualistic Australians value’. Many of these 

lifestyle expectations are associated almost exclusively with the freestanding home (such as a 

pool, outdoor living space or the ability to extend). Therefore, Burke and Hulse (2010, pp. 

826-827) argue that in Australia, the freestanding home is synonymous with ownership, in a 

way that it is not in countries with different housing forms: 

[I]t can be argued that Australians have not aspired to ownership per se, but to 

ownership of a detached dwelling in suburbia with all its ability to wrap 

around it a specific and highly seductive lifestyle. In Australia it is probably 

more appropriate to talk in terms not of a home ownership value but a 

suburban ownership value, meaning ownership of a specific type of housing 

form, the detached house. For over a century, this suburban ownership value 

has been a dominant force shaping households’ consumption patterns. 

The problem is that in housing markets such as Melbourne, this housing form, of 

intermingled tenure, lifestyle and built form, comes with a high price tag. Fifty per cent of 
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families with dependent children are now living in rented housing, and where possible, are 

building their lives there. Thus homemaking also occurs in rented homes and is adapted to 

the conditions in which it takes place.  

Fundamentally, the provision of a family home is part of being a good parent. 

Ideals of the ‘family home’ 
The themes of ‘the family home’ and the ‘dream home’ emerged throughout the interviews. 

However, there was a distinction between these ideas. A ‘dream home’ is the ideal home sold 

by estate agents and home renovation programs – highly commodified and stylised. The 

term ‘family home’ can be used in similar ways, but the way that the participants in my study 

used it was in contrast to the ‘dream home’. For my participants, the ‘family home’ is modest, 

a house suitable for accommodating family life. It is often a work-in-progress, with people 

frequently buying a home in need of renovations (a ‘fixer upper’) that they hope to one turn 

into their dream home.  

The ideal family home 

The shared image of the ideal family home was remarkably consistent across the interviews. 

The ideal family home has three bedrooms (often one of these was designated as an extra 

bedroom to accommodate visiting family members or as a study). It has a kitchen sink that 

looks out over the backyard. Children require outdoor space, although this does not have to 

be a ‘back yard’ – a courtyard or even sometimes a balcony was considered enough to 

provide for the needs for pets and kids. People often aspired to a veggie patch, to teach 

children about how food is grown, however many people discovered that they didn’t have 

time to maintain it. The ideal family home is open plan, so that everyone occupies the same 

spaces and the kitchen bench (preferably an island bench) was a key site of interaction with 

children. The ideal family home also often included a space for fathers to enjoy their hobbies 

– a ‘mancave’, ‘workshop’ or ‘billiard room’ (it is not clear why a mother does not need a 

personalised space, perhaps it is assumed that the rest of the house is hers). Finally, a 

bathtub was often noted as being integral to the routines of the family.  

Apartment living 

It seems that by definition, apartments were excluded from the shared concept of the family 

home; the family home is a freestanding suburban house. However, more than one third of 

the participants did not live in freestanding houses: twelve households lived in semi-

detached housing, units or townhouses, and four lived in apartments. Apartment living was 

often regarded as a challenge with children.  
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Yet where young children were living in apartments, the participants described how they 

made this work. Jennifer and Mike (secure home owners) seemed to be keenly aware that 

apartment living with children was not the norm, although they had neighbours with 

children in their apartment building, and friends from the local mother’s group who also 

lived in apartments. They described how when they bought their apartment many of their 

friends and family took it as a sign that they did not intend to have children. They have one 

daughter together, and two older children from Mike’s previous marriage who stayed with 

them part time. However, they agreed that they would not be able to have more children and 

remain in their two-bedroom apartment, with Jennifer saying, ‘another child is manageable 

but two more means a move’. They also discussed the impact of the small space on the older 

children, one of whom had recently stopped staying with them on the weekends. Mike 

commented that perhaps the challenges of fitting five of them into a two-bedroom apartment 

had contributed to his son choosing to live independently at eighteen. 

Amongst their photos, Mike and Jennifer provided an image of their bedroom, and they 

explained that the significant feature of the photograph was the yellow doors leading to the 

second bedroom. The doors had allowed them, when their youngest daughter was a baby, to 

wheel her cot into their bedroom when the older children stayed, thereby allowing everyone 

to fit. Now that their daughter was older she had a bunk bed in the second bedroom, and the 

older daughter shared with her when she stayed. This was an example of how they ‘made it 

work’ living in the apartment.  

Figure 2 Mike and Jennifer’s bedroom 
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Another of the apartment dwellers, Aidan (an entrenched renter), was a single parent living 

in a two bedroom apartment. His teenaged daughter lived with him full time and he had 

three younger children who stayed regularly. He explained that when all his children stayed 

with him it was like camping out. They used the park across the road as their backyard. The 

other two apartment dwellers were Sadiya (rentvestor) and Mila (entrenched renter), both 

single mothers who each shared a one-bedroom apartment with their daughters who lived 

with them full time. Sadiya had been living in share-houses with her daughter until only a 

few months before the interview. She was saving to purchase an apartment in Australia, and 

she felt that the space was adequate for her. Mila’s apartment was rented through the 

National Rental Affordability Scheme at 80% less than market rates. Living in an apartment 

building gave her a great deal of security and the ability to live in Melbourne’s CBD. 

Figure 3 Mila and her daughter's bedroom 

 

Renovating 

While many of the participants held onto a concept of the ideal family home in practice, most 

were not living in one. It was in the interviews with renovators who were almost all secure 

home owners, that the language of the ‘dream home’ was most often employed. The quote 

below from Maggie, a precarious home owner, demonstrates the use of this language, which 

seems to take up the discourse of real estate sales. She said: 
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We had an architect design it. We've got special glass and there's a spa 

downstairs with all the decking around, it's very – it's quite – pretty much – 

your ultimate family home. And you see in the pictures, especially that one 

[below] how that was just the making of our dream family home and then you'll 

see – some of the pictures. That's what it ended up being. The kitchen's really is 

really important to us because we love meals and we spend our Christmas 

down in that fireplace and a lot of good memories. 

Sadly, Maggie’s family had just sold their newly renovated home and her language was 

wistful. One of the things that bothered Maggie most about having to sell her home was that 

it had been sold to an older couple who didn’t have children. She expressed sadness that the 

‘ultimate family home’ they had created was not going to be enjoyed by a family. Maggie’s 

photographs of her home fell into two different registers, half of them included Instagram 

photos of the renovation process and photos from the real estate advertisement for her 

home. But she also provided photos of their first Christmas following the renovation and her 

children in the yard together – important memories of her family enjoying the house after 

the renovation. She said:  

I think there was another photo, maybe it was Olly running in the sprinkler […] 

just the memories and the backyard and how he played there and Caitlin was 

there too and it was a nice hot day and we were just all outside. Yeah, those are 

the things that make memories at a house. 

The ideal family home should not be confused with the ‘dream home’. There is a shared idea 

of the aspirational ‘dream home’ which is not limited by cost constraints, but the ideal family 

home is more modest. Nevertheless, some of the secure home owners, like Nicholas, were 

more able to realise elements of their dream home. Jackie and Nicholas had spent more than 

three years finalising the plans for their new house before they knocked down the old house 

on their land. They described how they had thought in detail about every single feature. Both 

Nicholas and Jackie agreed that the bathroom was their favourite room. It had a tall slim tree 

trunk as the toilet roll holder, a solution reached after much discussion with the architect. 

Nicholas explained that he had refused to have to turn around to access the toilet paper 

dispenser: if he was going to have a custom-built house, it would be built perfectly. It was 

also clear that memory and association with other spaces and places were important when 

Nicholas explained the design choices in his bathroom. 
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Figure 4 Nicholas and Jackie's bathroom 

 

Yeah like the architect was just like “are you sure you want to put this much effort 

into the tiles?” because there was talk about having square white tiles and I realised, I 

realised that I went to boarding school for a year in England and I realised, feels too 

much like an institution, no. And I had no idea why I hated it and I then I figured it 

out, it reminds me of boarding school – just please do not go there. And so we did 

white tiles that were rectangular but vertical so that it didn't have that same feel, I 

mean, broken up with green... they're sort of like “why is this important?” And it's 

like, “it's just important.” 

The tiles were clearly associated with a difficult memory from his childhood, one of being 

away from his home, in an institution, an ‘unhomely’ (Blunt and Dowling 2006) boarding 

school. Given the opportunity to create his ideal home, Nicholas wanted to avoid such a 

reminder. 

Renting 

The splitting or separation of the notions of ‘house’ and ‘home’ (Blunt and Dowling 2006:88) 

was evident in many of the ways that the renters discussed their homes. There was a tension 

for the renters between a desire to create a home they felt they could be proud of, and their 

knowledge that the house itself was owned by another person. This understanding meant 

that many people resisted becoming too invested, either financially or emotionally, in the 

house, because they regarded this as wasting resources. For some this offered a form of 

psychological protection against the underlying anxiety that at any point the landlord could 

ask them to vacate the property, or their rent could be raised, making it impossible for them 

to stay. Others either disregarded this possibility or felt secure enough in their informal 
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arrangement with the landlord to treat the house as their own home. Ashley and Chris, for 

example, had installed split system air-conditioning in two rooms, Josie and Olivia had 

installed floating floorboards, and Genevieve’s partner had renovated their kitchen. Many of 

the renters talked about a sense of pride in their home, even though this was frequently 

qualified by acknowledgement that they didn’t own it.  

The images that many renters provided of the front of their houses provided a focal point for 

discussion of this. Natalie, a secure renter, articulated the distinction that she felt existed 

between the house itself and her home:  

Figure 5 Natalie's house 

 

I mentioned to you before, I like to be proud of where I live and for me the front of our 

house is quite new, it's modern, it's something that I like and even though it's not our 

house it's our home and I'm quite proud of it, and the façade and we try to keep it well 

maintained. David does the lawns whenever he can and the weeding and stuff. That's 

his domain. But I guess it's about – it's more of a proud feeling that we live here and 

it's not our house, but it's our home. 

Vanessa, an entrenched renter, who had recently experienced a period of homelessness, also 

provided a photograph of the front of her house. While firstly, she explained that the photo 

represented the most basic utility of a house, ‘the roof over the head’, she went on to explain 

it was more than that. For her, the photograph of the front of her house also related to how 

the house appeared to other people, which was linked with her sense of self, she said: 
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Figure 6 Vanessa’s house 

 

It is just symbolising having a roof over our head and having a place that I’m proud 

to say is my home because some of them [rental properties] don’t look great from the 

front and it’s your first impression, especially if you’ve got visitors or people coming. 

It feels like home when we drive down the street, when we come in, so that’s why it’s 

important to me. 

Both Natalie (a secure renter) and Vanessa (entrenched renter) felt it was important that 

external appearance of their house was something that they could feel proud of. Oliva, a 

secure renter, expressed frustration about the appearance and maintenance of her front 

yard. She explained that she had spent time gardening and trying to make the front yard look 

good using free plants that the neighbours had given to her, but she didn’t regard her efforts 

as particularly successful. She said: 

We've done lots of the plantings, so these are all succulents; that was all us. But the 

lawn is totally disgusting, and it actually costs a fortune to upkeep a lawn, so we 

don't, but the landlord doesn't care either. We mow it, I try and weed it, but... what 

are you gonna do? But yeah, just that typical red brick kind of house […] it doesn't 

look nice from the outside. But part of me doesn't care because it – like I don't feel like 

it's a reflection on me necessarily. Like it is a rental. I know that we keep it tidy, but 

I'm not gonna spend money to upkeep the… like I'm not going to feed the lawn with 

seed or anything. When we first moved in so, we made it look nice in our own budget. 
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But I'm always pruning it. I do spend time on it, but it doesn't – not that you could 

tell. Never mind. 

Figure 7 Olivia and Josie's front yard 

 

When first described the photo of the front of her house she said it was ‘just an ordinary 

house’, and she didn’t feel its appearance was a reflection on her. However, the final ‘never 

mind’ in the quote above suggested otherwise. Homes are connected to identity and she 

wanted to feel proud of her house, but like many of the other renters, she resisted becoming 

too invested, either financially or emotionally.  

Amanda and Ben (secure renters), who had consciously decided to rent, seemed to feel some 

glee in explaining to me how they rarely mowed the grass on the front nature strip, in 

contrast to the smooth and perfectly manicured lawns of their owner-occupier neighbour. 

Although they had lived in the house for five years, they had little interest in maintaining the 

front. Amanda and Ben felt empowered as renters, compared with other participants. While 

‘not being able to put a hole in the wall’ is a common cliché that expresses the lack of 

freedom to personalise the home as a renter, Ben had a slightly different perspective. He said  

Not that I'd tell my agent, but you know what? We paid a bond, it's such a 

minimal advantage for the home ownership compared to renting, having that 

freedom to hammer things in or move things around or do a little bit of damage 
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because we have like the hooks on the doors or the stops. Okay, I'll pay out of 

my bond to have that convenience over - if we were here for twelve months it 

might be different, but six years - I'm going to put holes in your wall, you 

charge me later, that's fine. That's just part of doing business. That's the way I 

see it (laughs). 

Ben’s relaxed attitude was supported by his strong financial position, and relative privilege 

by comparison with other renters.  

Living in the home 

Personalising home: memory, emotion and identity 

Emotion and identity is expressed through the furnishing and decorating of homes. While 

renters were often constrained in doing this, they nevertheless found ways to personalise 

their homes. People decorate their homes with memories, and the creation of memories for 

children is often intentional and at the forefront of people’s minds when they are creating a 

family home. The furnishing and decoration of the home is often achieved with objects that 

link to memories and significant relationships. Nostalgic objects that connect to family 

relationships were also an important element of ‘home’ for many participants. For example, 

Alison (relatively secure home owner) explained: 

That wall unit belonged to my grandmother, and those pictures, those 

paintings, were painted by my great grandmother. So that part, like that end of 

the house is, yeah, makes me feel nice and at home. 

Zara (relatively secure home owner) also deliberately used objects to evoke memories: 

[This] is wall of framed postcards that we’ve got hanging above our bed and when we 

– we lived in the UK before our daughter was born, worked over there for three years 

and during that time just collected heaps and heaps, we’ve got hundreds of postcards 

and they just sit in a box whereas in our Birmingham flat they were our wallpaper, 

we just had them everywhere and they were pretty amazing so we wanted to do 

something with them. So we sort of picked up a whole bunch of favourites and framed 

them and collected all these frames from op shops and I don’t know, it’s just one of my 

favourite bits of the house. Even though it’s hidden away in our bedroom it’s sort of 

got all these like postcards and I can look at them and go oh I got that in Berlin or I 

got that in you know that was a freebie from the Birmingham Arts Museum or 

whatever. 
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Figure 8 Zara's postcard collection 

 

Sometimes the material form of the house itself was the source of the memories, as in this 

example from Jack, who was a secure renter: 

I’ve always liked that. I remember my Nanna had a house that had like a pass 

through from the kitchen into the lounge room. It was quite a big – almost a bar 

kind of thing but it had cupboards above it and I like that too but I like – yeah, 

somehow the window reminds me of that. We never pass anything through the 

window or anything but having a window inside the house from one room to 

the other, just – I like that quirky kind of thing. And there’s another one that 

goes from the bathroom into the garage. And the laundry into the garage so 

there’s windows – it’s been added on and then added on again kind of thing and 

they left the windows in and I think that’s cool.  

Jack’s description of the feelings he associates with the window in his kitchen shows the 

ways in which material houses can form a connection between the past and the present, a 

sense of continuity, which is a key aspect of ontological security as Giddens (1991) defines it. 

For Jack the continuity is with his own history and family and past houses (Levin 2015), but 

this quote also suggests a sense of continuity of the house itself, as a home, represented in 

this window. When he refers to ‘they’ who have left the windows in, he is referring to 
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previous inhabitants of the house and he feels connected to them and their home-making 

activities. Lena (a relatively secure home owner) also discussed connections to homes past 

and what they could mean:  

My parents divorced and like when I was whatever, 28 or something like that, 

but I still think back to that childhood home that you had, like the place where 

all your memories are even though that house doesn’t exist because they sold it 

and moved on. Whereas my husband, his family’s always lived in the same 

areas of Ballarat and he knew his grandparents’ house that his mum knew, and 

there was stuff when Gramps died that we were unpacking that was years and 

years and years old and it was kind of like a museum, really, the house. So a 

house can provide a lot from that sense. 

In making these comments, Lena was very conscious that in many ways this is what she is 

providing to her children – a ‘place where all your memories are’ which will continue to exist 

in their mind even though it doesn’t exist in the present. Her use of the phrasing ‘he knew his 

grandparent’s house that his mum knew’, almost anthropomorphises the house itself, and 

makes it familiar. Home making practices and the relationships parents sought to provide 

for their children, which connect the building and its objects to a sense of the familiar, were 

often consciously created. The desire to create a home as a memory for children, seems to 

recognise the importance of those memories for a child’s sense of self and the formation their 

identity (Jacobs & Malpas 2013). 

Across a number of the interviews there was discussion about how well kids cope with 

moving to a new house. People would often refer to their own childhoods in their assessment 

of whether moving frequently was manageable for children. Some people felt it was 

extremely important for children to remain in one place for the duration of their childhoods, 

or at least not move too frequently (this was often connected to school) whereas others were 

less concerned. For example, Imogen, a secure home owner, said: 

We moved quite a bit when I was little, kind of every two or three years, my 

father’s work, so I just sort of got used to [it]. We’d move to a new city and new 

house and then move on a few years later. It always made me a bit sad ’cause I 

think you move into a house and then you picture yourself living there for a 

while. So yeah, I think for kids to be in the same place for a couple of years is 

nice and you know you just feel more familiar and hopefully make some friends 

in the neighbourhood and that kind of thing.  
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Regardless of whether moving was regarded as inherently problematic or not, stability and 

feeling ‘settled’ were two things that people were very keen to provide for their children and 

being forced to move was therefore a source of serious concern for people who were renting. 

Sarah (a secure renter) included a photo of the Hills Hoist clothesline in the backyard of her 

rental property, as did several other participants. This memory of her past childhood home 

forms a point of connection with a similar feature in her new home, much like it did for Jack. 

While the Hills Hoist has become somewhat of a cliché of the Australian backyard, for Sarah, 

this is precisely what makes it significant. 

Figure 9 Sarah and Damien's Hills Hoist 

 

Hills Hoist, I just really like the Hills Hoist here. It’s great, it’s iconic Australian 

backyard and yeah, I think they’re great […] Yeah like I can remember being a kid. 

There was four of us and we’d all hang on each corner of the Hills Hoist and swing 

around and Dad was always complaining that it never worked properly, it’s ’cause 

we used to hang off of it. 

An important way that people connected past and present in their homes was to include 

photos in their home decorations. Maanvi, a rentvestor, who was in the process of moving 

out of the house she and her son had lived in together for five years, had tears spring to her 

eyes while she showed me a photograph of a Christmas they had spent together in the house:  

’Cause we’ve been here nearly five years, we’ve created lots of memories here so 

that was [my son’s] last Christmas of opening presents under the tree so yeah, 
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that was to represent a lot of memories. You can’t see them now but as I said 

there were lots of photos around the house that were hanging on the walls and 

yeah so that’s just to symbolise the memories that we’ve created at home, yeah. 

I: Sorry, that might be – are you feeling upset? 

F: My son is, he was crying, why do I have to leave my home? 

This insight stands in contrast to Maanvi’s breezy words about finding comfort in owning 

houses elsewhere (refer to Chapter 4, p.109) – from her tears when she told me this I 

inferred that while she owns and investment property somewhere else, emotionally she and 

her son are strongly attached to the home which they have shared since she separated from 

her husband. The financial security offered by the investment properties does not ease her 

sadness at losing their ‘home’.  

The sense of connection of past and present in the house itself was also important to other 

participants who commented quite specifically on particular aspects of their houses. For 

example Ashley and Chris talked about the art deco plasterwork in their rental property in 

this way. 

Figure 10 Ashley and Chris 

 

A: Oh that’s the moulding in our bed, that’s the view from our bed. 

C: Yeah so that yeah, that’s where we  […] you know, that’s where we lie in on weekend 
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mornings – well we used to lie in but sometimes we do, sometimes lie in and that’s where – 

yeah where we feel really lucky about where we live, I think. If we look at the moulding 

you’re like – and then you think about houses and stuff and you know this would have been 

really – where this is, originally, it would have been a nice place obviously but I think over 

time that you know money goes up and down, I think – and this was probably a shit hole 

for a long time but if you look at the roof and it’s like somebody’s put so much effort into 

this place and yeah, it’d be – yeah and classed as a shit hole until – [suburb] was until now. 

But yeah and you lay down and you look at the roof, you’re like Jesus Christ – 

A: It’s just stunning. 

C: – like it’s just unbelievable and better than anything that you build these days. 

The perspective offered by Ashley and Chris is an interesting reflection on gentrification 

processes. Their home is in an inner suburb of Melbourne that has recently rapidly 

undergone gentrification. They rent directly from the owners, who are of a migrant 

background. In this quote, interestingly, they seem to be taking heart in the idea that their 

home was originally built with love and care, although over the years that the area was less 

wealthy it had deteriorated into a ‘shithole’. Nevertheless, their historical perspective on the 

beautiful architectural feature of their home reminds them that they feel ‘lucky’ to be living 

where they do. Ashely and Chris were renting but they had been in the same home for eight 

years; it was the first house they rented as a couple, and while they pointed out many aspects 

of the home that were deteriorating, for them the location was ideal and, despite its 

shortcomings, they did not intend to move until the landlords required them to do so. 

However, as the quote from Jeannie (relatively secure home owner) below indicates, 

furnishing and the decoration of the home can also be undertaken to remove unwanted 

memories. She said:  

I can look around this house now and – me and my dad built those bookshelves, 

do you know what I mean? We've changed – I've changed just – in the kitchen is 

all different from when it was originally done. So I've made it mine since I got 

rid of Alf [ex-partner] – does that make sense? (Jeannie). 

For Jeannie, the small renovations and changes she made to the home that she had built 

with a previous partner were important in regaining her sense of ownership and identity in 

the house and making a break with the relationship.  

In the discussions of the photographs, I noticed that parts of homes or particular features of 

homes acquired nicknames. There was ‘manland’, ‘the Christmas corner’, the ‘floor of 

judgement’ and ‘the wall of storage’. These nicknames and shorthand show the development 
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of intimate relationship between people and house, meaning that the family develops their 

own special way of referring to parts of it. These parts of the home also interact with the 

people in crucial ways. The ‘floor of judgement’ refers to the instability of a bedroom floor in 

a run-down house that shakes even when the cat crosses it, and while the inhabitants of the 

house told me this with laughter, at the same time, this laughter covered their discomfort 

with their situation. The ‘wall of storage’ was credited with singlehandedly making it possible 

for the family to occupy a small apartment comfortably. For Michelle and Greg (secure home 

owners), the ‘Christmas corner’ was an area of their house that was unused for most of the 

year, until Christmas time, when ‘we put a tree and everything and decorate it and every year 

the girls help decorating it and we want that to be their memory’ (Michelle). Thus the 

purpose of the ‘Christmas corner’ was not just to accommodate their Christmas tree, but to 

purposefully create positive memories for Michelle and Greg’s children. Perhaps the most 

evocative of these names was ‘the banana room’ in Karl’s house, which had acquired its name 

from the banana palm he and his late wife had planted. Below, Karl (secure owner) reflects 

on the way that room has acquired its own identity in the house, and taken on a life of its 

own, with the plant outside which gives the room its identity becoming animated.
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Figure 11 Karl’s banana room 

 

That’s my daughter looking at the 

banana palm outside the window in 

what’s now known as the banana 

room. So that’s somehow become a 

central part of our house because 

that room has taken on the identity 

of the bananas. The girls hang out 

there quite a lot and play there. It’s 

going to have bookshelves with lots 

of books and – bananas, the banana 

palms grow bananas. And then the 

banana dies off and then the next 

generation comes up so it’s this kind 

of – it’s almost a bit – it’s sort of a 

bit like an animal more than a 

plant, it just grows so quickly and is 

really alive. And it makes that room 

really green. We planted it – it 

regrows every year from a pup

 

Rituals and routines 

In practice, there was a great deal of variation in the homes of the participants. Families 

ranged on a continuum from living in their ‘dream home’ through to living in houses that 

barely provided basic amenities. Often the photos were descriptive of what the participants 

saw as the most important features of houses, although when participants described these 

photographs, the significance was explained in terms of the activities or routines that took 

place in those locations. Therefore, discussion of photographs of objects and spaces provided 

insight into the routines and habits of embodied homes. The features of the home and the 

everyday activities of family life are intimately linked. 

One quarter of the participants presented a photograph of their bathtub. When people told 

me about those photos there was an emphasis on the bathtub as a focal point of children’s 

routines for many participants. 
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Figure 12 Amanda and Ben’s bathtub 

 

Amanda: I took a photo of the bath because I think a bath's important. [Ben laughs.] 

Jamie loves it, Ben gets in with him sometimes, often, and has a bath, because he's 

ridden his bike home. It's a happy play space, and it's also like a relaxation space as 

well. We can have a bath in the evening. 
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Figure 13 Lena’s bathtub 

 

And I know people that don’t but I don’t – like I even remember with my sister as kids 

splashing around in the bathtub, I feel like the bathtub is a central evening focal point 

for kids like you toss them in there for an hour while you get your breath kind of a 

thing, fold laundry or I don’t know, just hang out with them or even yourself, to jump 

in and relax after a crappy day or something like that.  

In Lena’s case, she and her partner had bought their townhouse when it was part-way 

through construction and Lena (relatively secure home owner) described how her 

misreading of the plans had let to her thinking that a bathtub was included in the bathroom. 

When she discovered it was a shower, she was unable to change the plans for a bathtub to be 

installed instead, and so, when they moved into their brand new apartment one of the first 

things that they did was to renovate the bathroom to include a bathtub, because she 

considered it essential to her family’s routines. In her comment above it is clear that this 

requirement of parenting is linked to her own childhood and her own needs as a mother to 

have a break while the children were in the bathtub. For Ellen (an entrenched renter) it 

contributed to the rationale for paying high rent relative to her income, it was essential to the 

childhood she wanted to provide for her daughter. 

Food and meals are another focal point for family life. The dinner table also featured in the 

pictures people provided of their homes. The dining table was a place where social events are 

hosted and daily family interactions occur. Maanvi (rentvestor) said she had specifically had 

a table made to reflect her ‘mantra’ in life.  
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Figure 14 Maanvi's dining table 

 

So the dining table I got made and it says eat, drink and be merry which is basically 

our mantra in life […] for me home is a place where we can entertain our friends and 

create an environment where they can come and share food and drinks with us so the 

dining table is a focal point because a lot of friends and family have dined here and 

that was [my son’s] seventh birthday so we had his friends come and dine here so 

yeah, that’s essentially the essence of home for me. 

For other participants too, the dining table was a place of interaction, both intimate, 

daily routine family interaction and interaction with the broader extended important 

relationships of the family and community. When she decided which photographs to 

include in her collection, Zara (relatively secure home owner) chose a photo of their 

record player because the ritual of listening to a record during dinner every night is 

important to her and a unique ritual in their family. 
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Figure 15 Zara's record player 

 

That’s our record player which was kind of a last minute inclusion ’cause I could have 

sort of gone with you know the bed where I spend a lot of time or you know 

something like our bookshelf which is the font of knowledge but I went with that 

because most nights when we’re having dinner at the kitchen table in there and I 

thought oh I’ll do the kitchen table but then I thought actually no, the thing that kind 

of happens first before we all sit down to the kitchen table to have dinner is Penny 

chooses a record and we have that record for dinner. Not like we eat – you know 

what I mean. We have it on during dinner. Yeah which is really nice so – and it’s just 

a nice thing that I think is kind of a bit unique to our family that we do. Is have a 

dinner record every night. 

Ellen directly connected the importance of the dining table in her home with her own past 

and the life she wanted to create for her daughter. For Ellen, providing her daughter with a 

material home that met her ideals of family life was a comfort following the breakdown of 

her marriage. She had been homeless, couch-surfing and living in a variety of temporary 

accommodation, during that period and she was proud of the house she lived in at the time 

of our interview. She said:  

 

 



 

145 
 

Figure 16 Ellen's dining table

 

 

                                                                                                

I was really looking for somewhere 

that had like room for a dining 

table. I grew up in a house in 

Brunswick and you could put a little 

table in the middle of the kitchen but 

there were four children and we 

couldn’t all fit around that and it 

always had stuff on it anyways so 

we’d just eat on our laps in front of 

the TV. When I was having Bella I 

was like ‘I want to start an eat-at-

the-table thing with her’ you know. 

I always want to do that with her 

and make that family time. I’m such 

a corndog […] We were living in a 

one-bedroom flat but there was no 

dining area, so she used to sit at a 

chair at the coffee table. I was like 

everything that I’d set out for myself 

that I wanted to do as a parent, it 

was just all like crumbling away 

you know? Like my marriage broke 

up and then we didn’t have like very 

stable housing and then it was the 

last straw for me, I was like, I don’t 

have a dining table for my child, 

you know? So yeah, I just thought – 

what a beautiful space for a dining 

table. 

Ellen associated the home she provided for her daughter with both an improvement on her 

own childhood (her mother struggled with addiction problems and she grew up in public 

housing) as well as a compensation for her sense of failure associated with her marriage 
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breakdown. She was deeply emotionally invested in her house embodying the values and 

ideals she held about family life. Her commitment to the house is evident in the fact that she 

paid $340 per week in rent, close to 80% of her meagre single parent income support 

payment. 

Like the dining room table, kitchens, and specifically kitchen benches, and couches were 

crucial points for daily interaction between parents and children, and memories are created 

in these spaces. In Zara’s household, it was the couch which provided the anchor for family 

activities. For Gabriela, the photograph conveyed a story about making memories for her 

daughter in their new home. Victoria (secure home owner), Gabriela (entrenched renter) 

Zara (relatively secure home owner) and Karl (secure home owner) describe those spaces in 

their homes below: 

Figure 17 Victoria’s kitchen bench 

 

This bench here is where the kids sit for breakfast, afternoon tea, morning tea, 

this is conversations happen here. It’s kind of like I can be doing stuff and 

they’re just sitting here talking so I love this area. I love that it’s got the view, I 

love the space of it and I love the interactions that happen across that bench. 
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Figure 18 Gabriela’s kitchen bench

 

                                                                                

 

I was making Isla's birthday 

cake, which was pretty epic 

and exciting and I just love 

having a good functional 

kitchen where I can prepare 

special meals and that's 

important to share that with 

family, I think […] it was 

pretty cool, it was a white 

chocolate mud cake with pink 

butter cream icing and then 

because it was a disco themed 

party, it was in December. 

And so it had a disco ball on it 

and I cut out a stencil with 

Felicity’s name and you can 

get edible glitter and so I - her 

name was in edible glitter on 

top of the cake. 
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Figure 19 Zara’s couch 

 

That’s the couch you’re currently sitting on. I include it not because it’s beautiful in 

any way, it’s horrific because he scratches on it and Sylvie leaps off it but it’s a fairly 

big centrepiece in our family life, whether it be you know me and Alex in the evenings 

slothing on it going oh my god and watching you know House of Cards or whatever 

or whether it be Sylvie flipping off it or Leroy sits up there for most of the day 

guarding our house. Which is why the condition of these couches is not amazing and 

we’re just leaving it ’til we have grownup children, really. That’s the plan but yeah, a 

lot kind of happens on the couch you know if Sylvie’s upset she wants cuddles on the 

couch, if you know if I want some time I’m just like go outside, I’m on the couch you 

know that kind of – like the couch is sort of a bit of a focal point in a way like all 

roads lead to the couch. Which makes us sound a bit lazy but – 

Personal rituals and individual solace 

Sometimes the women I spoke to also included an image of what they considered to be 

their own space in the house, most often the place where they were able to relax and 

rest. For example, Maanvi (rentvestor) here describes her morning ritual. She provided 

a panorama image of her open plan living area. 
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Figure 20 Maanvi's living room 

 

It’s just my 360 view of coming down here before [my son] wakes up in the morning 

and I sit down and have a cup of coffee here. And then that’s my time for meditation, 

silence. Like I don’t meditate but I sit on the couch and I take it all in like the green, 

the nature and our living space so that’s what that was, the panorama. (Maanvi). 

Sadiya (rentvestor) also provided a photograph of her living room, and expressed a similar 

sentiment. These comments suggest the importance of these spaces in the house as providing 

solace and calm, a private space of relaxation. Sadiya said: 

This is very important area for me because I want to have a cup of tea or 

something, unwind, watch tv or something at the end of the day. So this space is 

really important, the tv area, even if I'm not watching anything I just want to 

keep it on (laughs) and just put my legs on the table and chill. 

For Aidan (an entrenched renter), the view out of his bedroom window was what defined his 

place in which to be silent and contemplative. He suggests that the opportunity to sit in his 

room and look out of the room offers perspective, and while he may mean this literally, it 

seems it also offers some psychological benefit as well.  
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Figure 21 Aidan's view 

 

I just like having a view, you know, something. Out of my, you know... I like distance, 

and that's one of the reasons why I really like this place. One of the reasons was that I 

could sit in my room and I could look out the window  and get some distance and sort 

of perspective you know. Whereas up there I just see the other building there, back of 

us and I get to see like off and out into the distance and this view right from my 

bedroom makes me... it just makes me feel comfortable to see distance. 

Outside spaces for socialising 

In contrast to the above discussion of the places in which people enjoy solace, and the 

routines and rituals of family life, it seemed that the focus of outdoor spaces was on 

socialising. This shifted the conversation more to questions of ‘lifestyle’. Outdoor space was 

considered a luxury for many people living in the city, as Jennifer (secure home owner) 

suggests in her description of the balcony of her apartment: 

That outdoor space, it was double our living area. And we ... it's a constant 

conversation we've had for five years. We've tried so many different things to 

make it as great as it can be, and we... it's underused, for whatever reason we 

just don't use it as well but, we get to see the fireworks every New Year's 

[laughs]. Yeah, just you know, barbecue, like we've got ten people coming over 

tomorrow all family and we're like, barbecue. Yep, happy days. 
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Rachel (relatively secure home owner) also emphasised the additional outdoor space in her 

semi-detached house as a focus of social activities she hosted in her home.  

Figure 22 Rachel’s deck 

 

When we renovated we got the deck put in and that has become just a really 

awesome extra room, outdoor space. It's got enough space for a dining table 

and outdoor couch and chairs and it's seen some good entertaining and parties 

[…] it's a social space, it's an enjoying relaxing space, it's for sitting around and 

talking with friends or having a cup of tea, reading a book... it's the relaxation 

place. 

Victoria, also a secure home owner, provided a picture of the fire pit they had recently 

completed in their newly landscaped backyard. This was the end point of her renovation, one 

of the final planned improvements to their home and it certainly represented a luxury to be 

able to provide this space for entertaining. Victoria is fully aware that the ability to utilise 

outdoor space ‘is a lifestyle thing’, as she explained: 
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Figure 23 Victoria's fire pit 

 

I’ve taken a photo of that outdoor area out the back because it’s now a kid-

friendly area, it’s got a fire pit. We had kids here on Saturday night all around 

the fire, all the adults were up here, kids are out there cooking bananas and 

chocolate and – they’re scouts so they kind of like fire and – so again it’s just a 

lifestyle thing. I'd have a pool if we could but we can’t. 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have illustrated the intersection between identity and emotion and the 

material house with reference to the home-making activities of the research participants. I 

have highlighted how these experiences of home-making can differ between owner occupiers 

and renters, and also for people in different types of buildings (such as apartments or semi-

detached houses). I have explored some of the ways in which the habits and routines of 

families interact with the material house to create ‘home’ as an emotion and feeling of 

comfort. People’s experiences of housing extend beyond the financial focus of much of the 

existing literature, and this is most visible in relation to how families lived within the home. 

The relationship between the house and its inhabitants, and the sense of ‘home’ that is 

formed there, is also clearly demonstrated to be mediated in many ways by tenure. 

While ideal of a luxury ‘dream home’ was evident, and in some cases nearly fully realised by 

the secure home owners, for the most part the participants largely described and depicted a 

more modest ideal of the ‘family home’. This may be due to an acceptance of the constraints 
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of Melbourne’s housing market, whereby the high cost of housing has modified the desire to 

own a ‘dream home’ into simply the desire to own a home at all.  

My participant’s capacity to personalise their homes varied according to the constraints of 

income and tenure security, but the extent to which renters engaged in homemaking should 

not be understated. People worked hard to create an experience of home outside of owner 

occupation, showing great resilience in how they went about ‘making do’ and ‘making it 

work’, particularly in relation to the provision of a safe and comfortable family home for their 

children.  

The discussion of the centrality of children’s needs in the creation of the family home is 

carried over into the next chapter, which focuses on the intersection between housing 

decisions and parenting practices. 
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8. WORK, PARENTING, AND PARTNERING: HOUSE 

AND HOME 

Introduction 
In the previous chapter I demonstrated how the home is the place in which family 

relationships and rituals and parenting practices are enacted, and how people incorporated 

the material home and the physical objects it contains into the creation of memories, 

emotions and family routines. However, for the participants, their capacity to achieve this 

depended very much upon their success or failure in negotiating the Melbourne housing 

market. Participants could exploit the fabric of their homes and possessions to enact ‘good’ 

parenting, but aspects of the material house, including its physical condition, its location and 

its cost could also compromise family life and the achievement of ‘good’ parenting. 

In this chapter, I consider how familial relationships are intertwined with housing 

circumstances; providing a home is a basic requirement of parenting, and building a home 

together is one of the main activities of a committed couple. In Australia, as noted, the 

‘family home’ has traditionally been synonymous with owner occupation. Life course studies 

have found strong associations between partnering, home purchase and the arrival of the 

first child (Winter & Stone 1998; Beer & Faulkner 2012), although there have been changes 

in the order in which these milestones are met. The purchase of a home is also sometimes 

thought to confer the legitimacy of ‘family’ (Jørgensen 2016). The structural conditions 

under which people seek housing therefore affect the relationships of care and reciprocity 

that take place within the home. Drawing on Kemeny, Nethercote argues that the ‘home-

care’ dynamic in Australian households is increasingly under strain (Nethercote 2018a, p. 

18). Such relationships of care and reciprocity are at the core of the negotiation of work and 

housing; the need to achieve financial security is both integral to, and balanced against, the 

priorities of being a ‘good’ parent and partner. Poor housing conditions can also compromise 

the ability to provide care. When housing is tenuous, it can strain couple relationships. 

Consequently, meeting high housing costs translates to financial and psychological pressure 

on families with young children at a crucial stage in the life course.  

My analysis explicitly recognises that trade-offs, negotiation and coping practices arise not 

just in the interaction between a household and the housing market, but within households 

themselves. These negotiations take place between partners, and across the generations 

either directly through the provision of advice or support from parents or implicitly through 

the transfer of immaterial inheritance; decisions are made collectively, not individually. 

Gendered relationship dynamics and negotiations within families were significant in shaping 

decisions and determining coping strategies (Levy, Murphy & Lee 2008). Jørgensen (2016, 
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p. 10) found clear differences between men and women when it came to the reasons given for 

preferring home ownership: men sought the status and autonomy of being a home owner, 

while women were more likely to point to more practical aspects of the house which made 

everyday life for the family easier. In my study, a gender disparity was prominent with 

respect to the management of household finances. Women were largely responsible for the 

day-to-day management of finances in the couple households. This is in line with Cooper’s 

(2014) contention that managing the experience of increased social risk (in this case 

financial stress) is gendered, and women take on this work as a form of emotional labour.  

When discussing ‘families’, particularly in a context where I am conscious of potentially 

being seen to replicate a politically conservative strategy which seeks to construct ‘family life’ 

as under threat, I recognise that I need to be cautious. As Ahmed (2004, p. 144) points out, 

in normalising ‘the family’, we must also be attentive to how the construct of ‘the family’ can 

work to exclude or reproduce injustice and inequality. Ahmed’s argument is made in the 

context of queer politics, but her point is an important one – as she says, a moral defence of 

the family as a way of life is inherently political. I have tried, as much as possible, to 

represent a range of perspectives on family life through the selection of research participants 

and the inclusion of their views in my analysis, however, this was limited by the scope of the 

study, as discussed in Chapter 2. 

The potential for families to reproduce injustice was especially apparent when participants 

discussed their experiences of intimate partner and family violence. The experience of this 

significantly affected the housing situations of at least four of the participants, and previous 

research has shown its significance for housing outcomes (Flanagan et al. 2019). While I 

would be remiss not to acknowledge the profound effects of these experiences, I have not 

explored these issues in depth here, because it would be similarly inappropriate to cover the 

complexities of intimate partner and family violence superficially. 

Being a ‘good’ parent 

Home ownership 

The narratives of many of the participants indicated they felt the power of the social norm 

connecting the arrival of children with home ownership. The arrival of children seemed to be 

a pivotal moment in how people perceived their housing circumstances. Below, Gabriela 

(entrenched renter) articulates the view that owning a home is what ‘responsible people’ do; 

this is an important marker of being ‘grown up’. Gabriela and her former husband had been 

forced to sell the house they had purchased together when he lost his job and they defaulted 

on their home loan. Gabriela said:  
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I just thought I had to own my own house to have kids, that’s what responsible 

people do. I did have that in my head – and I was really adamant I wanted to 

buy a house before I had kids. And it was just really soul destroying. I 

remember when we had to sell it, I remember just crying in the lounge room 

and Felicity [daughter] would have been about a year and a half, and “I’m so 

sorry, I’m so sorry that I can’t…” it felt like I was letting her down. The two 

people in her life that were meant to be grown-ups and make it all work and 

protect her and nurture her and we couldn’t even pay a mortgage for a house 

and we had to sell it – that unknown of selling the house and renting again… it 

was an awful feeling, I just remember telling her how sorry I was.  

For Gabriela, the loss of the house at the time felt like failure as a parent, and while telling 

this part of her story, she was in tears. She saw home ownership as integral to protecting and 

nurturing her child. By contrast, she felt that defaulting on the home loan meant she was not 

adequately providing for her child. Owner occupation is thought to correspond to maturity 

and responsibility; for Gabriela, losing her home meant going from being a proud 

responsible, ‘grown up’ home owner to renting again. The language of ‘responsibility’ is 

particularly striking. For Gabriela, ownership of the house was intrinsically intertwined with 

the realisation of the ideal family home. She said:  

When we both had jobs and everything was going well, which wasn't for very 

long but it was such a great feeling and we painted the walls and we added new 

light fittings and we were always planning on the next job that we would do. I 

fixed up the garden, and it was constantly just working on the house and 

making it look really pretty and how I wanted it to look. And I felt a real sense 

of pride of my house. And I remember having Christmas there one year and 

we'd just – I think we'd been there for a year and this was before I had kids so I 

had time. I wanted to make the most beautiful perfect Christmas and I did and 

it was really beautiful, the proper table decorations and I made a table cloth 

and matching napkins and just decorated everything so beautifully. It was 

really, really nice. 

Gabriela’s sense of loss when she defaulted on the loan was more than simply losing a house, 

it was about lost pride and losing the life she had envisaged for her family. She described that 

house as her ‘dream home’ and she held a deep sadness that it had not worked out.  

Natalie (a secure renter) had less intensity around her expectations of owning a home, 

having grown up in rental homes and holding the view that if you want to, you can ‘make it 

work’. Nevertheless, she said:  
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I just always imagined that I'd have a house – a home for my family and I 

guess there is a little bit of – what's the word I'm looking for? I don't know what 

the word is, but when you're renting you never know how long you're going to 

be in that place. I guess when it's your own house you decide how long you're 

there for. So, we could be here and then in the next couple of months they say 

we're selling and then off you go again and that's what used to happen with us 

with mum. So maybe in that sense I want my own place so that you've got that 

security and you're not going to be shipped here and there every time the 

landlord decides they want to sell the house. I don't know, I just – it's just 

something that I always thought that I would have one day, a house, a home 

that's mine and you work hard for it. But then it comes with stress as well and I 

don't really know – I don't really like the whole idea of a mortgage for 30-odd 

years but yeah. (Natalie). 

In the quote above Natalie clearly articulates the key issue for families in rental housing, the 

insecurity about how long they will be able to remain in the home that they are renting. 

Although, as the previous chapter demonstrated, participants who rented worked hard, with 

success, to make their houses into ‘homes’, although the uncertainty around length of tenure 

remained in the background. As Gabriela (an entrenched renter), who had just signed 

another annual lease, put it, ‘I guess every January I just have to wait and see what happens’. 

Connection to extended family 

Participants were conscious that being a ‘good’ parent required the provision of stability to 

their children, however, this could be understood in ways other than remaining in the same 

house. For Ben, ‘stability’ required the maintenance of extended family relationships, 

whether or not they lived close by. For example, with reference to his family’s plans to leave 

Melbourne, Ben said:  

What's important to Jamie [son] is to have family access and continue his 

relationships with the same people. So whether that happens here, or whether 

that happens somewhere else and we always visit, that's the important thing I 

think. 

Other participants with distant families discussed the importance of staying in contact with 

extended family as well. This could be achieved through travel or hosting visitors, but being 

able to do this was costly and relied on a fair degree of financial security. Ensuring that they 

had the financial capacity to travel overseas to visit family was particularly important to the 

participants who were not born in Australia. It could also affect the rate at which people were 

able to save for a house. For example, secure renters Philippa and Sam explained that they 
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were not going to visit Sam’s family in the US that year so that they could try and save extra 

money towards purchasing a house. For others the expense of travel represented a constraint 

on what they were prepared to spend on a house. Hayley and Tim, relatively secure owners, 

had factored the regular cost of travel to the UK and New Zealand into their budget, and this 

was part of the reason they had decided they could only afford to purchase a house in the 

outer suburbs. Hayley (relatively secure home owner) said:  

Because we’re not from Australia we have to travel back overseas every couple 

of years and that gets more expensive as the kids get older - we have to pay for 

two more seats - so that was big for us, like that’s not an option that we have. 

Some people don’t have to travel, that’s fine, but we do. 

Hayley’s comment indicated that travelling regularly to see family is high priority for them. 

She and Tim also noted that their ability to purchase a larger house (by compromising on the 

choice of location) had been extremely helpful when their parents came to stay. When 

visiting from overseas they often stayed for long periods (sometimes months), and having a 

separate bathroom made this more comfortable. Space for visitors was often the reason given 

for the need for a third bedroom.  

Ensuring children could maintain relationships with extended family was important for 

people with distant families. Other participants relocated so that they could be close to 

extended family. When Alison (relatively secure home owner) separated from her husband, 

she had purchased a home in a suburb distant from her family, because it was affordable to 

buy there. However, at the time of the interview she was in the process of moving out of that 

home to a rental property in the country town where her parents and siblings lived. Alison 

explained: 

I'm about to move closer to family, which is a decision I could've made five 

years ago, but I didn't, because I could afford it here, and I was working in the 

city. But now I still can't afford it [to own a house] there, but… for family 

reasons I am going to move anyway [even though] I'm still working in the city. 

Just being close to family I think, is going to be important as the kids get older, 

because I want to give them that family structure that I can't give them here. 

This comment from Alison suggests rational calculations of affordability, and the desire to 

own the house she lived in, had influenced her decision about where to live five years 

previously. She had since reconsidered, because she wanted her children to experience a 

sense of belonging to the extended family. She was still unable to afford to buy in that town 

which, like many other towns within a commutable distance of Melbourne, had also had a 
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rapid increase in house prices. Instead she would become a rentvestor – keeping the house 

she was purchasing as an investment, but forgoing owner occupation to rent closer to her 

family. 

Time, care and money 

Job security was closely connected to housing market position; often those owner occupiers 

who I classified as ‘relatively secure’ were the people whose childcare requirements meant 

that their income was reduced. Secure home owners had more and flexible choices available 

to them and were able to exercise their preferences whereas for those in more precarious 

positions the parameters of work were non-negotiable. A great deal of strain within the 

family and relationships showed in the interviews when these issues were discussed. Tania 

(secure home owner) observed the strain that financial stress can cause: 

I mean and around here a lot of people are – well a lot of people are divorcing 

because they both work like crazy then they hate each other. Divorce is actually 

extremely expensive because then they both lose the house and they have to sell 

and then they both have to go and buy something else with less money so I keep 

thinking well we’ve got to keep the family together and yourself together so I’ll 

always pull the plug. 

Tania was in the process of planning a move for her family to a regional area near Melbourne 

when we spoke, and a key rationale for this was reducing stress within her home. Housing is 

therefore critical to the determination of work and family ‘balance’. Among my participants, 

there were clear distinctions between those with and without housing resources in terms of 

the decisions they were able to make.  

Job security was important because household income governs what people can afford. 

However, the connections between childcare norms, values, requirements and expectations 

tend to inform income. These determine the hours people are prepared to work, the type of 

work they do and the childcare arrangements that are both available and acceptable to them. 

Even those who were under significant financial strain often saw this as a worthwhile 

sacrifice so that they could care for their children as they felt was appropriate. Coping and 

adapting to the Melbourne housing market required the effective management of work, 

family and housing balance so that the social, emotional and material expectations of home 

and childcare were achieved.  

Hayley (a relatively secure home owner) had turned down a promotion because it would 

require working an additional day, and the difficulty of managing children in childcare with a 

long commute was too challenging. Hayley’s trip to work each day was around 1.5 hours each 
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way, and on the days of the week that she was at work, her partner Tim worked from home 

so that he would be nearby to the childcare centre in case there was an emergency and the 

children needed a parent to be there quickly.  

Yeah so that’s one of the things like I'm lucky ’cause my work is very flexible so I 

do like 7:30 ’til – wait on, 7:30 until 3:30 so it’s like I can beat the traffic but I’m 

still spending nearly three hours in the car. Otherwise I can take the train, the 

train’s good but it’s still two train lines and then a walk either side. And I just 

got offered a promotion to be an office manager and they were like oh well we 

can’t do three days a week but we could potentially do four and I just said no, I 

said I just couldn’t do it because we’re already, you know that would mean Tim 

would have to work from home four days a week ’cause I don’t want both of us 

to be all the way in the city and something happens to the kids out here, it’s still 

like an hour-and-a-half for either of us to get to them. So that sort of stresses me 

out.  

Hayley and Tim had traded off location for the size and amenity of their house, with cost 

once again the mitigating factor. For their budget of around $550,000 they were able to 

purchase a four bedroom, two bathroom, brand new house with multiple living areas in an 

outer suburb. It was their view that this represented greater ‘value’ for money than a house 

closer to the city, which would be significantly more expensive and still require renovation. 

This estimation of ‘value’ is central here as it weighs the needs of the family against the cost 

– it is both an economic and a relational choice. However, as Hayley’s decision to turn down 

her promotion indicates, having moved in only one year earlier, they were finding that the 

effect of their decision on work-life balance and work itself was more significant than they 

had expected.  

Formal childcare is a significant expense, and this expense in itself constrained working 

hours, but willingness to send children to childcare in the first place depends largely on 

parenting values. Olivia and Josie (secure renters) were not prepared to send their toddler to 

childcare full time. They said:  

Josie: But what happened to the last time that Australia used to advertise about 

you know, you'd have your nuclear family with your two kids... I know we don't 

want to go back to this but mum stayed at home and dad went and worked and 

you could survive off one income, and buy the quarter acre and have the fibro 

house and.. Where did that go? Why do we both have to work so hard so many 

hours that our kids are getting raised by childcare? 

Olivia: Yeah. Like I took two years, I took two years off after we had our 
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daughter because it felt really weird to have gone through all the energy, you 

know, same sex couple – it took a lot of energy to make our daughter. Although 

lots of couples go through a lot of stress to make their children. But all that 

heartache to have a child and then only to, to put her in care. That's not what I 

wanted. I knew I was having one baby, we're not having any more, and I didn't 

want to miss it... But I… it's hurt me, it's hurt us financially, it's hurt me in an 

ability to get a job because I have a three year gap in my resume. 

For Olivia, who was certain she would only have one child, taking time off to spend with her 

baby was very important. However, it had come at considerable cost, it had affected her 

employment prospects and she was reliant on casual work, so they struggled financially. This 

had a flow on effect on the type of housing she and her partner were able to afford; the house 

they lived in was in very poor condition yet they accepted this as a necessary sacrifice while 

they saved for a home (which they would purchase outside of Melbourne).  

Jeannie (relatively secure home owner), however, viewed placing her children in childcare 

from a young age differently. She was a single mother and was very driven to be a home 

owner because she saw this as the best way to ensure that they had a ‘roof over their heads’, 

that is, secure housing. To do so, she had worked full time to pay off her house. She used the 

word ‘privilege’ with reference to the ability to rely on a partner to contribute financially or 

assist with managing childcare responsibilities. She said: 

I've always paid for childcare. I've had to because as soon as the kids were three 

months I was back at work, I didn't have the privilege of having a husband or a 

partner that made money, any money on any regular basis so it makes it hard. 

So, I've never been a mothers' group person. 

Jeannie referred to not being a ‘mother’s group person’ in the context of discussing whether 

she felt connected to her neighbourhood and community. Jeannie explained that her work 

commitments had prevented her from being involved in the community through helping at 

school or joining a mother’s group. She said 

It was always a run and a drop, and a catch […] I think three years ago, Sally 

[her daughter] was allowed to walk to school, [it was] the first time in 24 years 

I haven't paid for before school childcare. 

Because of Jeannie’s situation, without a partner and without family nearby, she was entirely 

self-reliant. Her determination to own her home meant she did not regard working full time 

as a choice. When I asked her whether she felt she had been able to balance work and family 
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life she reflected that her children would be better placed to respond to that question. When 

pressed, she said:  

I think so, I think my kids – well they're all fairly well structured – that's where 

it would show. If I didn't juggle it right my kids would be complete arseholes, 

more so than normal. [...] I do whatever it takes to put the roof over their heads. 

So, I think the kids, they've all got great work ethics, like great, they've all had 

jobs from the age of whenever they could, wherever, KFC, McDonald's, 

whatever. They've always banked their money. Never take a sickie, I don't think 

I've seen the kids ever take a sickie. If they've been sick on the rare occasion but 

not – do you know what I mean, they've got good work ethics. 

Jeannie had taught her children the value of working and the value of home ownership and 

for her, this is what it meant to be a ‘good’ parent. Her children were not ‘complete arseholes’ 

– instead they had good work ethics and ‘always banked their money’ – and they had always 

had a ‘roof over their heads’.  

However, Jeannie’s situation was somewhat different to that of the younger single parents I 

interviewed. Jeannie was the oldest participant at age 51, and had entered home ownership 

in the 1990s and had benefited from house price increases. Despite her housing situation 

having changed with each of her partners, she had nevertheless accumulated more than 

$500,000 in equity in her property over this time and she was a relatively secure home 

owner even though her income was not high. For those single parents who had not yet 

entered home ownership the high cost of housing meant it was unlikely they would be able to 

purchase. The decisions they made about work and childcare were made, therefore, in a 

significantly different structural context.  

Im/positions: work/family strain 

For all the participants in this study, an additional factor weighed into their decision making 

over work, family and housing — the Melbourne housing market. While work and family 

balance has been considered a challenge in Australia since dual income households became 

the norm (see for examplePocock 2003), in Melbourne this is heightened. As described in 

Chapter 1, the cost of housing is Melbourne is exceptionally high, even by global standards. 

This meant that even for the families I interviewed who fell into the top 10% of income 

earners in Australia, accessing home ownership presented a challenge, particularly for the 

participants who were in the early stages of their careers, or in precarious employment. Even 

for those secure home owners with well-established careers, there were challenging decisions 

to be made regarding the management of work and family life. 
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Michelle and Greg, secure home owners, were working through a series of decisions when 

the interview took place. Both were working full time and their two daughters (one a toddler, 

one in primary school) were in childcare. They had paid off the house they were living in, and 

Michelle was weighing up their housing options. She said: 

We’ll have this paid off probably in about a year, so we’ll have no mortgage […] 

at the moment we pay ridiculous childcare costs as well, so as soon as that stops 

we’ll be in a really good position. It means maybe I can take some time back at 

work. My job’s either fulltime or no time, like it’s not a part-time job, so whether 

we do that – or I go back to New Zealand every school holidays ‘cause work 

would let me have a couple of months off – so whether I do that, we could live 

quite comfortably and stay here. But then the other part is the driving, closer 

for work you know, we could get a much nicer house, in a nicer area, but we’d 

have to continue working so I don’t know. 

The slightly jumbled delivery of these ideas is illustrative of the entanglement of a range of 

factors in these decisions. Michelle also had the future high school options for her children in 

mind when weighing up her options. She had enough financial backing to contemplate 

moving to a home closer to the city and better located for schooling. However, these factors 

were being weighed up against her long work hours, and whether upgrading their house, 

lifestyle, and jobs was worthwhile. As the interview progressed, it became evident that this 

was a point of difficulty in their relationship. Michelle had been offered a promotion and 

Greg thought she should take it. Michelle felt she was already struggling with combining 

work, family, and renovating the house. As well as finding enough time with the children, 

Michelle said she was struggling to find time for herself. Greg argued that she had the option 

of taking ‘me time’ on the train on the way to work, during her commute. He said: 

C: I’ll be devil’s advocate, I suppose, you choose to open up your computer. 

M: Yeah, I know. Yeah but that’s because I try not to do it in the evenings… like 

it’s insane at the moment, that’s the only reason that I do some work in the 

evenings. Generally, I shut that laptop when I get off [the train] and then that’s 

it, I’m home and I try to not even think about it. And I only just learnt probably 

in the last year to compartmentalise like that. So yeah – but it’s not me time 

when I get home because it’s like you got to get the kids ready, you go and do 

this, you got to do that, and then you got to be at work the next day and then 

you sit in front of the TV for like an hour drinking a glass of wine thinking that 

you’re going to die and then you’re in bed. 
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There was strain in this situation – on each of the people as individuals, particularly 

Michelle, but also on the relationship itself. This was not an issue of housing stress (in 

addition to the home they lived in, they owned three other houses), but rather of lifestyle 

stress. Michelle acknowledged that she liked to work but she felt her job was ‘all or nothing’. 

Moving to a ‘better’ house would require an even greater commitment to her work at the 

expense of her children and herself.  

Victoria (secure home owner) had already made the decisions that Michelle was facing. She 

and her family had initially decided to move to a more prestigious suburb, however, within a 

year of moving they had decided they had made a mistake. This is how she explained her 

decision:  

I think it was just ridiculously expensive, my partner and I actually bought a 

house in St Kilda, but it would have meant I would have had to stay fulltime at 

work, so it sort of became clear in that six-month window that fulltime work 

with the kids growing up, John’s business being a bit unpredictable ’cause he 

owns his own business… the mortgage was just going to be really stressful. So, 

we just threw in the towel and sold the house that we’d purchased that we were 

going to live in [and renovate] – we rented it out for a little while. We sold that, 

cut our losses and just were drawn back to this area mainly because of 

community and the kids and the schools… just felt where we needed to be, and a 

bit more space. And it enabled us to buy a house and me not to work fulltime 

and if things went belly-up with the business we weren’t going to be in poverty, 

we’d just sort of figure it out somehow. 

Both of Victoria’s sons were of high school age, but they had special needs requiring Victoria 

to accompany them to regular and frequent appointments. Her housing choice, backed by 

her secure position, allowed her to work part time to manage her caring responsibilities. 

However, it had not always been this way. She reflected that in her previous marriage her 

family relationships had suffered a lot from the strain of her workload. She said: 

I think I missed out on a lot of their younger toddler years because I was 

working fulltime, Andy was at home fulltime – and this was part of the problem 

– I was really quite distressed. By the time I actually moved out, the 

relationships between myself and my kids was quite fragile. 

This previous experience had contributed to her decision to purchase a less expensive house 

that allowed her family to be comfortable while she worked part time. This enabled her to 

manage her children’s care needs without additional strain.  
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Jennifer and Mike (secure home owners) and their toddler lived in an inner city two-

bedroom apartment, Mike’s daughter from a previous marriage also stayed regularly on the 

weekends and his older son had only recently stopped doing so. Much of their interview was 

spent explaining how they managed the space in their apartment carefully so that it worked 

to accommodate their family. A larger property would have made life much easier for them, 

but the reason they did not pursue this option was clear. Mike said:  

The ‘but’ has always outweighed the fact that it's small. You know, I can walk to 

work. I can be home in 25 minutes from the city. Those advantages just for us 

outweigh the fact that if we were to shift that it would be hours of commuting 

each day... Or we'd buy a bigger place, and you'd [Jennifer] have to go back to 

work, and you know, we've kind of been able to make that trade […] Probably, I 

mean you could've gone back to work, we could've probably gone and bought 

something bigger, but it just made more sense I think for us to, you know, 

minimise that, knowing that you were only going to have one child, maximise 

the time you had with her, minimise our costs, and stay where we are.  

Here choices about housing were made to ‘maximise’ Jennifer’s ability to spend time with 

her daughter. As with Josie and Olivia, Mike also referred to the likelihood of only having 

one child, and the need to be able to enjoy that experience. Their location choice, and 

experience of financial security, was enabled by the decision to minimise their housing costs 

by living in an apartment. Additional family time is directly traded off for additional room in 

the house. 

Kate and Dan (relatively secure home owners) had also made a decision to limit working 

hours, even though in their case they said that they were managing their finances on a week 

to week basis. Kate said: 

I find three days a week is good. [...] I like spending time with the kids too – like 

I didn’t have kids so that I can take them to childcare and someone else can 

bring them up, I like having that balance of being at home with them two days 

and spending that time with them. And this year especially ’cause I know Elias 

will be at school next year so I won’t have that just one-on-one time with him. 

So, I’m trying to sort of make the most of that this year and do lots of fun stuff.  

The participants described to date were either secure or relatively secure. The capacity to 

modify childcare or work arrangements while still managing housing costs became more 

limited for participants whose situations were more marginal. For example, Robert and 

Gemma were precarious owners, struggling to meet their mortgage repayments as well as 
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take care of and enjoy time with their children. Robert worked long hours in a casual role 

and felt under pressure to take work when it was available because it could be sporadic. They 

had spent more than originally intended on their house, because they felt that it was 

important to purchase a property that fit the parameters of a ‘good investment’. Gemma 

said: 

When we bought the house I’d only just gone back to work so it hadn’t really hit 

me how hard it was going to be juggling a kid, and now with two of them and 

one of them being so small too, just trying to bundle them up to get them to 

childcare the other day […] it’s a whole new ballgame just trying to get 

everybody together, you know? […] I think just the amount of time that we get 

to spend together as a family – I get stressed out because Robert is often not 

here and the majority of the parenting falls onto my shoulders and I’ve got no 

family support here either – so it’s kind of this cycle of you know, I want him 

home to help and he wants to be home to help, but he can’t be. 

As well as the challenge of arranging childcare and work, Gemma also references the strain 

that this causes in her relationship with her partner. The division of labour in their 

relationship was a point of tension, because she was left to manage the children as well as 

work part time. However, she was aware that it was not by choice that Robert worked the 

hours that he did: 

Robert's been working really hard in this job for years now with so much of his 

weekend time taken up and the kids are only little once and we’re only having 

two and you know he wants to be able to spend more time with them. 

This echoes comments from other participants who have reflected on the tension between 

work and spending time with children. Rebecca and Darren (precarious owners) were both 

working full time to be able to afford to meet their housing costs. They had not over-reached 

in their housing – they lived in a two-bedroom town house which cost $335,000 in the inner 

suburbs (just) of Melbourne, in an area that was yet to gentrify. But their combined income 

was low, which also meant that their childcare costs were high relative to what they earned. 

Rebecca expressed sadness at having to return to full time work after the birth of her 

daughter, after a struggle to conceive: 

I had seven months off, and Darren looked after her… she went into care when 

she was one. Very hard. It was very hard going back at seven months, but he 

wanted to spend some time with her. We couldn't function as a one income 
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family […] definitely we both have to be working full time […] I think it would 

be great if we could pay a mortgage on one income, like my parents used to. 

Obviously not all the participants were trying to pay mortgages. Yet the renters experienced 

similar difficulties in balancing work, family and housing commitments in a costly and 

pressured housing market. Gabriela was an entrenched renter and a single parent. She 

worked in the city but lived by necessity some distance from it. Her commute into work was 

one and a half hours. She described her morning routine:  

I leave here about 6:45. So I drop Olly off at childcare then I drop Isla off at 

before school care, get to work and then by the time I get home again to pick 

them up it's 5:30 or six o'clock.  

Increasing her work commitments would therefore involve much more than a change in 

income – a change which might or might not be to her advantage given increased childcare 

costs and effective marginal tax rates. She said:  

I think the kids would suffer so greatly if I did that [the commute] five days, and 

I don't even know if it would be worth it financially. [...] I've chosen time over 

money and for me that's really important for the kids especially. Because 

Wednesday is – it's Billy and I hang out, we go and do the shopping together 

and go to the park and whatever, catch up with friends. And then Fridays Billy 

goes to childcare and I get to spend time with Felicity at her school and then I 

get a little bit of time for myself. 

Gabriela was very conscious of the way she divided her time between these competing 

priorities. Genevieve and her partner were also entrenched renters and had experienced 

employment difficulties following the arrival of their daughters, who were born quite close 

together. Genevieve tried to see the positive in their situation, saying:  

what I keep saying to [my partner] is, we have to take advantage of our 

poverty [...] we have to say this is freedom because we don’t have the mortgage, 

our rent’s low so I can have a year off work.  

Nevertheless, she acknowledged the emotional toll this kind of stress had taken on the 

family, particularly her husband, who was self-employed and therefore had a sporadic 

income. To relieve some of his stress, Genevieve had taken on the emotional labour of 

managing the finances. She felt that she was able to cope with this better than her partner, 

even though at the time we spoke he was earning most of their money. She said:  
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I still – I clothe everybody and all that and I decide all right, you pay these bills 

and I pay these ones. I think I'm a bit better at doing that stuff than he is or I 

like it more or something, I don't mind that whole trying to – just trying to 

make it work. I can see that it would be stressful but I quite enjoy just trying to 

live on a shoestring, it reminds me of travelling or something. So yeah, I 

manage it but he's been putting up most of the money in the last year and then 

me the year before […] And also we're just waiting for a phone call or a knock 

at the door or someone saying you're out in three months or whatever they're 

allowed to do. That is a massive thing on top of all that, to not have that 

security… 

Here it becomes evident that for Genevieve, income insecurity and the insecurity regarding 

their tenure in their rental property compound each other. Nevertheless, she and her partner 

had just come through a very difficult period and she was proud that they had not separated 

and were both still healthy (though sleep deprived). When the interview took place, she had 

recently returned to work part time. The strain this imposed was significant, but she 

emphasised that it was not compromising her parenting and that this, therefore, made it 

bearable:  

At the moment because I'm marking I'm working until midnight and then not 

sleeping because they [the children] wake up every couple of hours and up 

again at 6:00, so I'm paying a pretty big personal toll at the moment but again 

because I can see the kids are fine and they're being shielded from it. So, 

whatever, I'll live. 

What was being weighed up by both home owners and renters, was the ability to seek value 

in areas of life outside of working and paying the mortgage. This goes beyond issues of 

‘lifestyle’ and it speaks to larger questions of how people derive genuine meaning from their 

lives. Many of the people I interviewed sought that meaning through developing strong and 

nurturing connections with their children.  

Educational opportunities 

As well as time spent with children, ‘good’ parenting involves the provision of other things, 

opportunity through education being one of the most significant. People wanted to provide 

the lifestyle, housing and living conditions that they considered their children to need. 

Providing for children emerged as an underlying rationale for decisions throughout the 

interviews, it was clear that these priorities and values were negotiated against what was 

possible for families in housing positions. As discussed in Chapter 6, some participants felt 

‘good’ parenting would only be possible outside of Melbourne, because the cost of remaining 
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in Melbourne would require working hours, commuting times or other impositions that 

would compromise their abilities to raise their children well. This section reveals the 

understanding participants demonstrated of the ways in which their ability to manage their 

housing situations determined their children’s educational opportunities and living 

conditions, and how they tried to manage this from their various housing market positions. 

Education 

In the Melbourne context, schooling options strongly influence location choices, especially 

for parents who cannot, or do not, choose to enrol their children in private education. 

Children living in the ‘catchment area’, of a public school are entitled to attend that school, 

however they can be refused entry if they do not; often parents will seek to live in areas 

where the public school has a good reputation. The perceived quality of the local school is 

significant to the point that house prices are higher in areas with well-regarded public 

schools (Haisken-DeNew et al. 2018). The participants were keenly aware of the reputational 

differences between schools within areas as well. Many provided a detailed account of the 

various primary schools in their area, and a consideration of where they would send their 

children. For example, Lena (a relatively secure home owner) explained:  

I did a tour of the Catholic school in Heidelberg West you know the Commission 

flats, they only have 75 kids in the school. They used to have a thousand in the 

‘70s and it’s – the numbers have just gone down and down and down and down 

and now they’re – I think she said they’re picking back up and I asked if there is 

a problem with the school. She [the principal] said just a lot of families like mine 

would discredit that school as the school for the Commission flats, ‘let’s leave 

those families alone and go to something better’, so to speak. But they have two 

classrooms per class of students, they have one like breakout classroom for role 

play and this, that and the other is their sit-down desks. It’s the opposite of the 

other Catholic school that’s bursting at the seams and is having another 

building built, it’s gentrifying a lot. 

Parents were keenly aware of the reputational differences between the schools and both 

renters and home owners mentioned that they had considered moving when it was time for 

their children to begin primary school because of the reputation of their local school.  

In addition to educational reputation, the school community also shaped what participants 

deemed appropriate for their children. For example, Hayley and Tim (relatively secure home 

owners) were concerned about the school available in their local neighbourhood; it was one 

of the key reasons they had decided to relocate. Hayley explained that when they moved to 
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the area she had assumed that her son would go to the school because it was close, however, 

they had since decided the school was unsuitable: 

Tim: Yeah, we’ve heard people are pulling their kids out and then we looked at 

their NAPLAN [a national standardised test] scores and they’re all like really 

bad… Like we’re not big into you know having - school having the best score or 

whatever but you know when it’s like really low that there’s something wrong 

with the school. 

Hayley: Growing up in [a city in New Zealand] I know bad schools but – and I 

don’t have any problem with Elias mixing with a range of kids, but I went there 

for like a fete night and the kids were just next level, swearing and it just had a 

weird vibe… I’ve been to like a playgroup to meet other mums and it’s like I just 

don’t get a good feel about the school at all. Unfortunately. He could walk to 

school from here, it would have been perfect […] 

Tim: Well we got to give him a decent start, we can’t have him going to a school 

that’s got a really bad reputation and terrible scores you know it’s just not 

something we’re willing to do.  

While the national standardised testing scores (NAPLAN) influenced their decision, Hayley 

and Tim seem to place more emphasis on the community at the school.  

For renters, one of the most commonly expressed concerns was that they might not be able 

to provide continuity at school for their children. When Angela (an entrenched renter) was 

forced to move out of her rental property, remaining in the area for her school was one of the 

first criteria she mentioned when seeking a house:  

We were trying to get somewhere in the same suburb that we were living in 

because of where the kids go to school. It had to be easy to get to public 

transport, we have one car which my husband takes to work. Yeah so there’s a 

few places still that were ruled out on that basis, mainly because they were in 

newer areas and just too far away. 

For Genevieve one of the main sources of anxiety was that she might be required to move 

away from her rental property because it would mean her daughter would not be able to 

attend her chosen school:  

I know where I want her to go to school but we might not be living here and it's 

not in our control so that's where it starts to get scary when I think about that. 
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There's no way we can afford a deposit in the foreseeable future so that is 

frightening. 

The lack of control over where she would be living clearly created significant anxiety for 

Genevieve. The connection between the location of housing and access to educational 

opportunities meant that this was an important issue for the majority of participants. For 

those participants in Chapter 6, who were contemplating leaving Melbourne, education was 

a key consideration. Some mentioned that in making the decision to move they had found 

good schools for their children, others suggested that they may return to Melbourne to live 

before their children commenced High School. Only those with children who had not yet 

reached school age said that they had not given the schools available to their children a lot of 

thought.  

Nurturing and education in the home 

For many of the participants, the types of educational and ‘nurturing’ experiences they were 

able to provide within their home was also important to them. This including opportunities 

to spend time in the garden growing vegetables, and access to music and educational 

resources. Karl (secure owner) provided a photograph of his daughters at the piano, and 

described how he created a ‘nurturing’ environment:  

Figure 24 Karl's daughters at the piano 

 



 

172 
 

That’s our music nook over there that’s got musical instruments including piano. And 

that’s part of the house - being a sort of a nurturing environment so we’ve got lots of 

art around and lots of books and the music nook and lots of play areas that spread 

out and fill the whole house. And then the fish tank and there’s like little craft bits of 

the house, it’s trying to make a place that’s like interesting and engaging and 

nurturing. 

Kirsten, a precarious owner, provided a photograph of a map on the wall of her son’s room, 

observing that she saw her home as providing a secure place from which she could teach him 

about the world, and provide educational experiences to her children such as creative 

activities and gardening.  

Figure 25 Kristen’s world map 

 

We have a little home base where we can experience the world, and use it as a 

creative space, and use it as an educational space and know that we can go out and 

we can see the world. So it's nice to be able to have a space where we can learn and 

feel safe to learn that there is a big world out there […] it's nice to be able to have that 

space. You go into the city at the moment and there's so many homeless people. Like, I 

really do value that I can sit in my house and I can eat and I can have that private 

space to do enriching things. 
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Kirsten’s comments here emphasise the value of feeling safe in her space, and enjoying the 

privacy and sanctuary it provides. She recognises this as a fundamental prerequisite of being 

able to use it as a creative and educational space. Kirsten’s position as a precarious home 

owner is perhaps evidenced by her awareness of this privilege. She contrasts her experience 

with the lack of privacy experienced by the increasing numbers of homeless people who live 

in Melbourne. 

Housing amenity 

Yet sometimes the home that people could afford actively compromised peoples’ perceived 

capacity to provide a nurturing environment for their children. The concerns expressed 

ranged from layouts that made supervising children more difficult, inadequate heating and 

cooling, unsafe or inappropriate surrounding communities and neighbourhood amenities. 

These concerns went beyond issues of convenience or preference. Olivia and Josie (secure 

renters), for example, worried about how the poor amenity of their rental home would affect 

their children’s memories and experiences:  

Josie: Like the floors dropped with gaps like that underneath the skirting 

boards that we've stuffed with newspaper and then put gaffer tape over to stop 

the draughts coming through… 

Olivia: Yeah, we want to make it comfortable, I want to make it comfortable 

because we've got the kids, and I don't want them to remember growing up in a, 

um, you know, like I don't want them to... I don't think they... I hope they 

probably don't notice. Like I know that when I was small, we had a rental that 

was actually in hindsight quite scummy, but I didn't notice as a kid, like it didn't 

occur to me that having gaffer tape on the carpet was a thing, like I just didn't... 

it just, “I don't… I don't care, what do I care?” And um the cupboards were 

horrible colours, but, what did I…? I didn't care. So part of it... I think it's, you 

know, my own like, I want to have a nice presentable place, but they [the 

children] probably don't care, they don't care. They're happy, they're warm and 

safe, and they've got routine and whatever, but, yeah. 

Olivia’s hesitancy and discomfort in trying to articulate her feelings around this was evident. 

She refers back to her own childhood, reflecting that when she looks back on it, the house 

they lived in was ‘scummy’ but she reiterates - ‘what do I care?’ Olivia maintains that 

children are less aware of the presentation of the house and its condition is not an issue for 

them. It is her own desire for her home to be ‘presentable’, that is, of a standard she feels is 

acceptable that is at issue. Her values for her children are that they are able to provide them 

with warmth, safety and a routine, and they have done this to the best of their ability: her 
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partner Josie has used newspaper and gaffer tape to inexpensively ensure that the house is 

gap free and warm. Nevertheless, the level of disrepair in which they live doesn’t meet with 

Olivia’s perception of what is ‘presentable’. Olivia and Josie rationalised continuing to live in 

this house because their rent was low for the location, which enabled them to save to 

purchase in the future (although that would require leaving Melbourne). 

Melanie, a relatively secure home owner, was also experiencing challenges with regards to 

housing amenity as she and her husband were engaged in a lengthy renovation process. It 

clearly caused her stress that her home environment was not functional or beautiful at the 

time we spoke, however, she reflected that they were nevertheless able to provide basic 

amenities for her daughter:  

Figure 26 Melanie’s wood burning stove 

 

We don’t have any other heating, we’ve only got our fire so I was like we can still 

provide our family with the basics even if it doesn’t look how maybe it could have or 

might have in the past or something like that but yeah, just – I think maybe being 

grateful that even though at times I feel like the house is falling down and it’s got all 

these problems that we still well can make do with what we have and you know she 

still has warmth 
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Relationships and housing  
The family relationships that are sustained by ‘home’ extend beyond those involving 

children. For people living with a partner, finding a home together was an important aspect 

of consolidating their relationship. Jennifer and Mike (secure home owners) provided an 

extreme example, having purchased their Fitzroy apartment after only a few months as a 

couple, making what was potentially an emotionally and a financially risky decision. The 

apartment itself had become part of the story of their relationship and their preference was 

to never sell; Jennifer said it would be ‘a good place to live out their days’.  

Similarly, Kate and Dan (relatively secure home owners) had held their wedding in their 

home and this was an important aspect of their pride and attachment to it. Dan described 

how he had built his deck himself, and how that then became the setting for their wedding. 

He also refers to ‘manland’, which was his billiard room. Their story about their wedding was 

a well-rehearsed shared narrative:  

Dan: I did all the deck and that. We had our wedding reception here, so the 

caterers were in the garage all set up and we had – manland opens right up – 

the billiard room […] and we had people everywhere, it was brilliant. Everyone 

loved it because it was really casual... 

Kate: We didn't want a big expansive, lavish thing, so... we didn't have the 

money for that anyway. 

Dan: It worked out good. 

Kate: We just wanted a nice, casual thing.  

Dan: One of the reasons why the deck is so good. [pause] You could have your 

little pockets of people as well and didn't have to have everyone sort of sitting 

around one area. 

Kate and Dan’s pride in the home that they had created together was evident. Their home 

was an integral part of their relationship, and this was expressed in the decision to hold a 

significant event in their life story, their wedding, in their home. Both felt very satisfied with 

the space and what it provided, and saw their wedding there as reflecting their identities in 

terms of being ‘a very casual thing’. While they did acknowledge that they didn’t have the 

money to have a more elaborate wedding, this was secondary to their pleasure in recounting 

the memory of holding it in their own home. 

Relationship projects 

Creating a home together was integral to many people’s relationships, and this was often 

expressed in the physical form of the house itself. Homemaking practices provided a point of 

focus in their relationships and contributed to intimate bonds. Gemma, a precarious home 
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owner, described the hard hours of work her partner had put in at the weekend and after 

work before they moved into their house together. This work was an act of love that he 

undertook as a way of providing for their family. Another participant, Victoria, spoke of her 

love of renovating homes and reflected that home renovation projects provided her with 

something to talk about with her partner. Kate (relatively secure home owner) described a 

home modification that she and her partner Dan had undertaken together for their children:  

Figure 27 Kate and Dan’s sandpit 

 

Elias, more so when he was younger – would always be like – mum come and play 

with me or come and sit and talk to me down while I'm playing. And there was 

nowhere to sit I was kind of just hovering on the edge of the sandpit you know – my 

bony bum – and I just said to Dan we need somewhere to sit down there like can we 

build a deck around it? And he was like, ‘oh yeah, I suppose we could’. So we did that 

and then we looked at getting like a shade sail and they were so expensive so Dan 

always gets Bunnings vouchers from his boss for Christmas every year – a hundred 

dollars is it? So I went to Bunnings and bought a heap of shade cloth and we just 

made the shade sail ourselves [laughs] and it probably cost us about fifty bucks 

compared to eight hundred to buy them – I'm just proud of it I think – that we've 

done it. 

Here Kate states that she is proud of the work, and she emphasises that she is proud that ‘we 

have done it’, suggesting that their combined effort to achieve the desired result was an 

important aspect of her satisfaction with the project.  
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Even where it wasn’t overtly stated, it was clear that for other participants their project of 

working on home together had also brought them together and they regularly expressed 

pride in their partner’s work on their home. For example, of the six photographs Veronica (a 

relatively secure home owner) was asked to provide, three were photos of the wardrobe her 

partner Jacques had built for their daughter.  

Figure 28 Veronica's wardrobe 

 

Elizabeth (secure renter) was about to consolidate her new relationship by moving in with 

her partner. He had recently purchased a home in the hope that they would live in it 

together. For Elizabeth, gardening, and specifically growing vegetables, was an important 

part of feeling at home. She had lived in her rental property for six years and particularly 

loved the garden. Understanding this, her new partner had built garden beds and planted 

some tomatoes in anticipation of her moving in; Elizabeth said, ‘he’s getting the home ready 

for us’. She explained that she hadn’t planted vegetables in the garden of her long-term 

rental property that year because she knew she was leaving. Instead, she was anticipating 

what she would plant in the garden of her new home. This home-making activity was integral 

to the process of moving to a new stage in their relationship. 
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While renovations and home improvements were more often a focus for the owner occupiers, 

renters also engaged in home-making practices together. Genevieve (an entrenched renter) 

and her partner lived in a long-term rental property that they rented directly from the 

landlord. They had a fair amount of freedom to improve the property as they wished. Before 

Genevieve moved in her partner hadn’t undertaken many improvements, however, since 

they settled down together he had spent a lot of time improving their garden and he had also 

installed additional storage in the kitchen. 

Figure 29 Genevieve's kitchen 

 

Yeah, so I love the kitchen because – it's extremely old and broken in lots of places but 

it's – we make the best of the space, so we like doing that, yeah.  
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Figure 30 Genevieve’s strawberry patch 

 

And this is a strawberry patch that Jake's put in. He built - he planted these birch trees 

that mum gave us and I just love how that looks, it's a magical little place. There's fairy 

lights in those at night-time and I just really love it.  

Risk management as emotional labour  

The management of joint finances is a significant aspect of couple relationships, and 

household finances are largely concerned with housing. For many of the participants, the 

purchase of a home or the arrival of a child also signalled the moment in their relationship at 

which finances were combined. There were clear patterns that emerged during the interviews 

regarding taking responsibility for financial management. Half of the couples I interviewed 

claimed that the women took the lead in managing the household finances, including tasks 

such as researching and managing financial processes, paying regular bills, managing 

budgets and savings and handling financial processes. Other than two couples in which the 

male partner took the lead on this, the rest said they shared the responsibility. Sometimes 

this was separated along the lines of household management (bills and budgets) and bigger 

picture financial matters (mortgages and investments), and when this was the case, the 

women invariably managed the everyday household finances. Gerald and Imogen (secure 

owners) exemplified this.  

Imogen: We sort of probably have divided it, Gerald is more in charge of the 

mortgage so that comes out of his pay and he knows the details of how much is 

there and that kind of thing, but all the bills are in my name so I pay the bills, do 

a little bit of grocery shopping. 
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Gerald: I suppose I did all the like finding the conveyancer and I mean we – 

when it came to the mortgage we just went through [a broker] and the guy 

came and spoke to both of us, but you know between us we said “yeah, that 

sounds fine what you say” so that was a joint decision on which way to go in 

terms of who to go with for the mortgage. But in terms of monitoring the 

interest rates and how much we’re paying into it and all that, I keep an eye on 

all of that side of it. 

While women’s involvement in the financial management could be seen as a departure from 

traditional gender norms, this may not be the case. The management of the spending needs 

of the household in terms of clothes, bills and groceries has traditionally been the domain of 

women. Certainly, the arrangement whereby the woman would ascertain what needs to be 

paid and instruct the partner to pay it, or alternatively have money transferred to cover it 

was common, particularly in the cases where the couple had not formally combined their 

finances. Sara, a secure renter, explained, ‘I kind of pay – I ask him for money when I haven’t 

got the money for it’.  

Amongst the partnered women who took primary responsibility for their household’s 

finances, there were a range of reasons given. Two of the women had inherited money on the 

death of a parent, and so their lead role in the financial arrangements arose from them being 

wealthier when they entered the relationship. Kirsten, a precarious home owner, explained: 

I think probably because it was money that Dad had left me that was in my 

account therefore I was seen as person number one when we were going for the 

mortgage because I had the deposit basically, yeah, it was in my name and we 

didn’t have a joint account at that stage. We only got a joint account when we 

had the mortgage which I think is normal.  

For others, it was explained as a matter of aptitude. There were several couples who 

characterised the male partner as less financially competent, although for others it was 

simply a matter of the female partner having greater expertise, as implied in this exchange 

between Philippa and Sam: 

Sam: Yeah, Philippa is definitely more financially minded than me. […] 

Philippa: I feel like we make [decisions] together but I feel like I can be pretty 

persuasive when I get my mind set on something. 

Sam: I feel fine trusting the research that you’ve done. 

Philippa: Yeah and I work for [a bank], so I have access to people I can talk to 
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about mortgage and loans and we get free financial advisers and that sort of 

thing. 

In this exchange there is an emphasis on Philippa taking the lead in undertaking the 

‘research’ necessary to make financial decisions and the male partner following; this was 

echoed in several interviews, Jacques and Veronica (relatively secure home owners) for 

example, said they usually made decisions together, but also described this division of 

labour:  

Veronica: For instance we’re doing the car insurance requotes now and I’ve 

gone and got all the quotes and I'm not going to go out and go for a different 

one without discussing – 

Jacques: I mean it depends what level of detail you want to go, I mean if you 

want to know who does the legwork in finding quotes or things like that then it’s 

Veronica. 

In addition to the work of researching options, many women took on the stress associated 

with managing the finances. Often women depicted themselves as more able to cope with the 

associated emotional labour (Cooper 2014). Zara (relatively secure home owner) explained:   

Yeah, I know and it’s partly because Alex stresses about money more than I do 

like it makes him anxious, I think so if he’s in charge of the money which he has 

been at certain times, he’s kind of been in charge of the budget but it’s just 

stressed him out. […] I think I spent so many years running major arts projects 

on a shoestring budget I kind of am more comfortable robbing Peter to pay 

Paul if I need to. 

Zara attributes her responsibility for managing the finances to her comfort with juggling 

expenses in the context of little income, a skill acquired through her employment. In 

contrast, Kate (relatively secure home owner) feels that being responsible for managing the 

bills means that Dan, her partner, is shielded from the stress. She said:  

I think because I’m doing the budget I’m worrying about it whereas ’cause 

Dan’s not looking at the bank account all the time and paying the bills and 

whatnot he probably doesn’t feel the impact as much. 

Only two of the couples reported that these tasks were primarily undertaken by the male 

partner. For the first of these couples, secure renters Amanda and Ben, Ben’s interest in 

managing their finance and investments was a personal project. He was determined to 

ensure their financial security without becoming home owners, and he had designed what he 
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described as a ‘linear model’ of savings and investment that would ensure that they would 

achieve the benefits of home ownership when reaching retirement age. In the case of the 

second couple, relatively secure home owners Hayley and Tim had recently taken maternity 

leave and had worked part time over the course of several years and two children. Hayley 

reflected on Tim being ‘in charge’ of financial matters: 

Tim: I do the managing, Hayley does the spending. 

Hayley: Oh no, that sounds so old-fashioned in some ways and I really frickin’ 

hate it, but I think in other ways like it’s quite nice being a bit blissful about 

certain things. And I’ll take the reins back again. I think I’ll take the reins back 

when I’m fulltime and I’m more like this is a 50/50 situation, but at the moment 

everything’s ticking along, I don’t feel like I need to have my finger in all the 

pies. […] I never actually ask about the pay-off [credit card] situation. 

Hayley considers her current position with regard to financial responsibilities ‘a bit blissful’ 

which implies that there is a recognition that financial management is a burden and 

responsibility. Her observation that it sounds ‘so old fashioned’ shows awareness of 

traditional gender norms around finances, however, in saying that she might ‘take the reins 

back’ when she returns to full time work, she suggests that this arrangement hasn’t been 

consistent throughout their relationship and may change again. 

Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the ways in which the creation and maintenance of home is a 

focal point for family relationships. It has also explored how many of the decisions 

participants made about work and housing were filtered through the prism of what it meant 

to them to be a good parent. Income and work are inevitably connected to the provision of a 

home, however, work is also conditioned by consideration of children’s needs and parenting 

values. This was where sacrifices were felt most keenly. The norms of good parenting were 

clearly thought to involve home ownership by most participants, however, for many of the 

participants meeting housing costs required a significant sacrifice in terms of time spent at 

home. The quality and amenity of housing was the most elastic variable here, and people 

regularly compromised on the quality or location of their housing in favour of time with 

children while they were young. It is clear that in high cost housing markets, such as 

Melbourne’s, families struggle to achieve the standard of housing that has come to be 

accepted as the norm. The familiar issue of work/life balance is critically dependent on how 

people negotiated their housing position, as such, it seems the work/life equation needs to be 

expanded to incorporate housing (work/life/housing). 
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Beyond parenting, for people with partners, housing and home were also central to their own 

relationships. The arrangement of household work within these relationships was generally 

highly gendered. Particularly striking was the extent to which women reported their 

responsibility for the financial management of the household. Also striking was the emphasis 

on renovation projects as relationship projects. Many people described the improvements 

their partner had made to their house and indicated that these investments of time, energy 

and effort both created and sustained the material and emotional home.  

Largely, however, this chapter has shed light on the multiple factors that influence housing 

decisions. Many people take up investor subjectivities when they make their housing 

decisions, and that was true for my participants, but these decisions are also entangled with 

multiple other factors, many of which are ultimately related to love and care for children and 

partners. 
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9. CONCLUSION 
This thesis provides insight into how families in both home ownership and the rental sector 

negotiate high cost housing markets in the urban Australian context. In doing so, it 

contributes new knowledge of household practices related to the consumption and 

commodification of housing and the wider meanings of home. I have drawn on a broad range 

of literatures in the analysis, covering: home owner societies; housing tenure; the meaning of 

home; the sociology of family life; and the social and political economies of housing. By 

approaching the analysis through multiple lenses I have provided complimentary windows 

into the complexities of family housing consumption. This approach has prevented the 

housing experiences of my participants from being reduced to a single explanatory 

framework or broad generalisations. It provides insight into the participants’ messy housing 

‘careers’, offers observations about their shared trajectories and conveys the complexity of 

their decision making processes. The thesis has provided new knowledge of investor 

subjectivity in the financialised housing system, while also offering other standpoints from 

which to understand families’ connections to their homes. I have drawn out values that 

inform the connection between ‘home’ and ‘family’ and which sit outside the performance of 

investor subjectivity. I have reconstituted investor subjects as ‘homemakers’ and ‘family 

members’ who are connected to the physical structure of their homes as sites of reciprocity 

and care. 

Tenure binaries 

My research problematises a binary understanding of the positions of renter and home-

owner, through exploring the nuance within these categories. While there is long tradition in 

housing studies of critiquing this binary, my study, though exploring the activities of home 

owners and renters offers the opportunity to reflect on the points of similarity and 

difference. It shows that the assumption that renters are unable to personalise their homes 

obscures the homemaking practices of renters, who make themselves at home in houses they 

do not own. It also highlights the extent to which levels of security, and socio-economic 

status vary within the categories of home ownership and rental, confirming Nethercote’s 

(2018c) observation of the diversity of ‘middle-class’ housing consumption in Australia. I 

also extend the work of Hulse and McPherson (2014) through exploring the emergence of a 

hybrid form of home-ownership, in the rentvestors. I found that the sense of financial 

security afforded by the role of the rentvestor appealed to some, and it was fairly widely 

considered as a viable option. However, overall, many household who had considered this as 

an option rejected it because it meant abandoning the dream of owner-occupation in the 

short term. The experiences of rentvestors challenge the conflation of home and home 

ownership and provide insight into how people come to feel secure and ‘at home’. There is 
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nevertheless, a general preference for owner occupation, and people are willing to 

compromise quite a lot to live in a home that they own.  

In addition to this, my analysis suggests that ownership of a second home is increasingly 

seen as the fulfilment of an Australian ‘housing career’. Often the rationale for owning a 

second property was that it presented a way to assist their children to access housing in the 

future; there was a general sense expectation that housing market conditions in Melbourne 

would be challenging for the next generation, and that children would require assistance to 

access housing both in early adulthood and into home ownership. I have explored the 

complexities of the distinction between the ‘actuarial subject’ and the ‘investor subject’. My 

analysis showed that people drew a moral distinction between purchasing a second home for 

‘insurance’ purposes and for ‘investment’ purposes. Although on the surface the practice of 

purchasing a second property is the same, people ascribed vastly different meanings to these 

activities. There was a sense that engaging in speculative investment was somewhat 

shameful amongst some participants, but investment for insurance purposes was considered 

responsible and morally virtuous. Nevertheless, this is two sides of the broader processes 

associated with the financialisation of housing and the privatisation of welfare.  

Reflections on the typology 

The typology developed in Chapter 3 outlines categories which might support a more 

nuanced understanding of housing market positions, although it retains a distinction 

between renters and home owners it also captures the ‘hybrid’ position of the rentvestor. It 

distinguishes ‘secure home owners’ as a separate category, which acknowledges that the 

position of home ownership is not inherently secure, but that there are some households 

whose position in the housing market accords them high levels of security both financially 

and in other aspects of their lives. The ‘precarious home owner’ was similarly identifiable, 

those households had a tenuous hold on home ownership for a range of reasons including 

separation and divorce, large mortgages and low incomes. However, this left a rather broad 

and indistinct group of ‘relatively secure’ home owners who fit into neither category, and 

whose characteristics varied widely in terms of income and assets, job security and family 

circumstances, leaving its descriptive value in question.  

In providing a typology of renters, similar issues arose. I resisted the temptation to define the 

renters with reference to a norm of home ownership, however, consequently I ended up with 

extreme variation in the characteristics and perspectives within the category of ‘secure 

renter’. The ‘entrenched renters’ were recognisable as households whose likelihood of 

accessing home ownership was low for a range of reasons, and whose socio-economic and 

family circumstances left them vulnerable. However, the secure renters ranged from 

households who expected to enter home ownership at some point and had the means to do 
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so, to those who had resigned themselves to living in rental housing because it offered them 

the opportunity to achieve other lifestyle goals, or because they had a degree of security of 

tenure through informal arrangements with their landlord. As a corrective of reductionist 

approaches to designating ‘security’ based on tenure status, or income or age. The typology 

had utility as a means of ascribing a viewpoint to participants to contextualise their quotes. 

However, it is not clear that the categories are well resolved enough to be utilised in other 

studies or provide a basis for future selection of participants. Nevertheless, notion that the 

objective measures often utilised to determine the whether a household is secure do not take 

into account a range of other factors, including the participants’ own assessment, should be 

more widely recognised. It serves to highlight the absurdity of attributing ‘security’ or 

‘insecurity’ to crude tenure categories and demands a more nuanced approach to 

understanding the variety within the housing market positions of renters and home owners. 

Investor subjectivities 

Through my exploration of the practices of the performance of investor subjectivity. I have 

built on existing work examining the complexity of the investor subjects and their diverse 

engagement with housing as an investment. Through privileging the subjective accounts of 

my research participants, I shed light on how they express agency in resisting or adapt to the 

conditions they are presented with in the housing market. This revealed points of active 

resistance to the performance of investor subjectivity. I have extended the literature on 

investor subjectivity by including renters in the analysis, showing that contrary to the 

framing they are given in contemporary policy and research, renters are sophisticated and 

highly competent in managing their housing market positions. I have argued that renters are 

conscious of living in an asset belonging to someone else, and that many renters articulated 

the discourses of investor subjectivity when discussing their future opportunities for 

purchasing a house. Renters also read the intentions of their landlords through the lens of 

investor subjectivity to gauge their own level of security in their rented home. Through 

extending this analysis to renters I have addressed a gap in the literature on investor 

subjectivity and argued that the adoption of investor subjectivity is not limited to home 

owners.  

Indebted subjects 
The study also explores in detail the indebted subject of the financialised housing system, 

examining how people manage debt. Some performed as traditionally ‘responsible’ 

borrowers through paying down as quickly as possible by making extra repayments, or 

purchasing ‘fixer uppers’ in order to minimise the amount they borrowed. I have found 

changing attitudes towards debt, confirming Adkins (2017) argument that there has been a 

shift from repayment a logic of repayment, to a logic of payment. The relatively secure home 
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owners in my study rationalised their borrowing and holding fairly high levels of debt and 

equity borrowing was normalised. Some expressed awareness that this was a distinct 

difference between their approach to their mortgage and their parents approach. Many 

described themselves as taking a cautious approach to borrowing money, this could be 

understood either as the performance of responsible financial citizenship and as resistance 

to the forces of financialisation that engender indebted subjects (Langley 2006).  

People ascribed various moral positions to the management of debt, and assessed themselves 

accordingly. Many of the renters felt an aversion towards taking on mortgage debt, 

particularly those on low incomes noted that this exposed them to heightened financial 

insecurity. This suggested that the renters were not only making assessments about location 

and housing quality trade-offs when they weighed it against home ownership, but they were 

also making calculations about how much risk they were willing to take on in the form of 

debt. It may be that housing insecurity is more tenable than financial insecurity for some. 

People were aware of their own status as financial subjects, and this had the potential to 

impact on their sense of identity as well as a broad range of life experiences. My analysis of 

how people perceive their financial circumstances extends literature examining the top-down 

practices of financial institutions that render individuals ‘debted subjects’. 

Immaterial inheritance 
Ronald and Lennartz (2018) link the broader processes of the financialisation of housing and 

the neoliberalisation of the welfare state to the ‘refamilisation’ of welfare, of which 

intergenerational support for home purchase is one expression. This phenomenon is 

confirmed by my study which shows that receiving and providing support for children is 

increasingly a norm in Australia. However, I also explored the tensions that are experienced 

alongside this. Through expanding the analysis from simply the frequency, timing and 

volume of transactions between parents and children to explore how people feel about this, I 

have argued that amongst the participants (who were mainly Australian born) there was 

some resistance to this dependence on parents. Several young people articulated a reluctance 

to accept money from their parents because they felt this compromised their sense of self-

reliance which is very important to the both adult identity and Australian identity. I also 

showed that for some people who accepted parental assistance, this came with a sense of 

obligation, or with conditions attached. For some participants, continuing to live in private 

rental housing was preferable to accepting those conditions. I confirm Smith’s (2008) 

assertion that there is a distinction between parents helping children to access home 

ownership in high cost housing markets and the bequest motive that has long been a feature 

of home ownership. 
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I also explored in that chapter the significance of ‘immaterial inheritances’ (Nethercote), that 

is; parents play an important role in modelling the performance of investor subjectivity. I 

explore the ways that orientations towards housing are part of people’s upbringing and how 

people and define their activities with reference to their parents. I also show how the parents 

in my study actively passed on attitudes and practices with regards to home ownership.  

Location is relational 
I showed that housing choices are relational and familial, extending the literature on housing 

‘trade-offs’ through my exploration of how families negotiate their positions within urban 

housing markets. Through an in-depth analysis of the participants’ stories of how they came 

to be living in their current home, I show that location choice does not only reflect housing 

market trade-offs but that these decisions are based upon connections to place and 

connections to community, as well as how people identify themselves. For many, their 

location within the city directly spoke to how they perceived themselves in terms of class, 

lifestyle and values. Sometimes this led to a willingness to compromise on the quality of their 

housing, or the ability to live in an owner-occupied property, to remain in the inner city. The 

qualitative data on how people reached their decisions regarding location choice reveals the 

extent to which they are able to exercise agency, and qualifies the emphasis on structural 

forces that dominates much of this literature. For renters, a key concern was being unable to 

rent in the same area, as rental prices increased over time people were moving to less 

expensive areas. The processes of spatial polarisation in Melbourne represented a threat to 

the ability of renters and home owners to provide stability and connections to places and 

community for their children.  

People adapted the processes of gentrification and spatial polarisation in different ways. 

However, a core value was connection to place. For those who had moved to areas due to the 

constraints of the housing market, there were variable outcomes. Some who moved into 

areas that they regarded as beneath their own socio-economic status were pleasantly 

surprised. Others were less happy with the outcome. The importance of parenting beliefs 

about how children were raised influenced this, as did school choices. There is a strong 

correlation in Melbourne between the location of ‘good’ schools and house prices (ref) and 

this was born out in my data, with people directly considering higher housing costs in order 

to provide access to the schools they preferred for their children. Through my analysis of how 

these locational choices were experienced by people I extend the literature on mobility and 

trade-offs and also reveal many of the adaptive strategies that households draw on to make 

sense of, and come to accept, their housing circumstances. Given the number of my 

participants who saw leaving Melbourne as a legitimate strategy to manage their housing 

circumstances, it would be of interest to follow those families who do leave larger cities in 
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search of housing affordability and better lifestyles in rural towns. While there was a great 

deal of optimism about the potential solutions this might offer to immediate housing 

challenges amongst the participants in my study, it remains to be seen whether this is the 

panacea they imagine it to be.  

Making a home 

Families and communities – interpersonal connections – are central to seeking and 

establishing a home. Home is created interdependently through the relationships between 

couples, parents and children, and the physical house and the objects it contains. I explored 

in detail the ways that homemaking practices are interwoven with parenting practices and 

also provide a focal point for couple relationships. Building a home is a central practice of 

family life, and this was achieved by all of the families in my study irrespective of socio-

economic circumstances or tenure. Through putting the relationships of family life in the 

centre of this analysis, I seek to demonstrate that the focus on home as an asset needs to be 

supplemented by an understanding of home as relational. The relationship between the 

material house and the family that lives within it is explored. There is little recent literature 

on the socio-material aspects of housing and housing markets in Australia and this research 

connects to that of Dowling, Power, Gillon, Levin and Allon in offering a socio-material 

analysis of housing in urban Australia. In doing so, it challenges long-established views on 

what a conventional ‘family home’ in Australia looks like, showing people living in diverse 

housing circumstances. It problematises the association of the family home with the three 

bedroom freestanding housing in the suburbs by exploring what this looks like in practice, 

and what is valued by the families who participated in this research. It shows that most 

people aspire to a more modest home, although people still use this traditional family home 

as a benchmark against which they assess their own living circumstances.  

Through examining the attitudes of renters towards feeling at ‘home’ the different meanings 

of house and home are elucidated. Renters expressed a clear differentiation between the 

house (as rented from someone else) and the home they had created (as their own). This 

analysis nevertheless challenges the assumption that owner-occupation is a perquisite of 

feeling ‘at home’. Nevertheless, the extent to which the created a sense of insecurity and 

compromised the experience of home must not be underplayed. This extends previous work 

by Easthope (date) on how renters establish a sense of home. 

In understanding homemaking practices, I have also presented a gendered reading of the 

management of household finances, this analysis suggested that it is most often women who 

take on the day to day management of the household budget, and I concur with Cooper 

(date) in understanding this as a form of emotional labour. I have provided a detailed 

analysis of how men and women presented the division of labour with respect to managing 
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household finances which offers insight into how families manage as indebted subjects (Cook 

et al., 2013). 

The high cost of housing in Australia is directly implicated in how families manage their 

work and care arrangements, such as where people choose to live, how they manage their 

childcare. I examined how the home is part of the nexus of work and care, and the 

responsibilities of parenthood mediate the housing investment choices made by families. My 

analysis revealed significant strain in this respect with a number of families considering 

leaving Melbourne to enable them to better balance raising their children with earning 

enough to pay for their housing. It also provided a gendered interpretation of the 

management of this tension between income and childcare, with women overwhelming 

taking on the emotional and domestic labour of the household finances This analysis 

addresses a research gap regarding the connection between the literature on housing 

affordability and the literature on work/life balance. This also presents an avenue for future 

research.  

Conclusion 
In examining the practices of households through multiple lenses, I have challenged the 

binary between the economic and domestic spheres; arguing that economic activities are not 

separate from home and family life. Although superficially my thesis structure perpetuates 

this separation, my empirical chapters demonstrate the overlapping of these. While I have 

clustered material around the constructed binaries of emotional and economic rationality, 

family and financial values, the analysis reveals that these are never actually separate in the 

experience of creating a home. The motivations attributed to the investor subject fail to 

account for some of the primary drivers of people’s decision making processes. The 

‘blindness’ of the political economy literature to the relations of care within households 

leaves it unable to fully account for housing market practices. It would be a mistake for 

housing studies to fall into the neoliberal trap of assuming that the only position available to 

people under the current structure of the housing system is that of the investor subject. 

Similarly, however, a socio-material approach needs to be embedded in an analysis of the 

structural context that conditions the range of possibilities open to subjects. 

Through providing a thick description of the activities of households in Melbourne’s high 

cost housing market, I have examined some of these taken for granted assumptions and 

produced a more fine-grained understanding of the entanglement of ‘emotions, economy 

and materiality’ (Jørgensen 2016, p. 98) that lie in the experience of home. In contrasting the 

activities of investor subjects with the activities of homemaking, I have shown how they are 

in fact deeply connected. Houses are not simply experienced as ‘assets’; the subjective 

experience of home is emotional, embodied and relational. The subjective experience of 
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house and home must be considered if we are to truly understand the activities and 

motivations of households within the political economy of housing. I argue that while the 

political economy of housing literature reifies the financialisation of everyday life, there are 

multiple points at which families step outside of this discourse while engaging with the 

housing market, as well as many points of active resistance to it. There is also significant 

variability in approaches to managing housing in the context of a high cost housing market.  

At the time of writing, the Sydney and Melbourne housing markets have recorded 14 

consecutive months of falling house prices, and there is speculation that this marks the 

beginning of a significant ‘correction’ or a downturn (though population pressure in these 

cities may counter this). The attitudes and beliefs held by the participants in my study, 

interviewed prior to this change, indicated a nearly unwavering faith that house prices would 

continue to rise, and their decisions were made with this expectation. There is scope for 

further research examining how these attitudes, beliefs and approaches might vary in the 

context of a declining housing market, and whether shifting market conditions resulted in a 

heightened perception of risk.  

Housing studies has increasingly focussed on political economy of households, however, the 

household itself and the relationships therein are rarely a focus. Smith (2015) argues that:  

Because the round of financial deepening into which mortgage debt was drawn 

in the early twenty-first century was an ethical as well as an economic failure, 

what is required next has to do not with money but with morality.  

There is a need to re-evaluate our attitudes towards our homes. This research has shown that 

considerable potential lies in a refocus on the home and its cultural, emotional and moral 

significance, over the opportunity and expectation of profiting from it.  
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Appendix B – Consent form  
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Appendix C – Questionnaire 
Please answer the questions below to save time during the interview and ensure these details 
are captured accurately.   

1.     Who lives in your household?    (Please do not refer to household members by 
name, label as child 1, child 2 or adult 1, adult 2 etc.) 

 

Children/ 
adults/ pets    

Age Position in family (e.g. parent/child/other 
relative/friend/pet) 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

  

2.     Your house is (delete inapplicable answers): 

Rented through a real estate agent 

Rented privately 

Owned with mortgage 

Owned outright 

Other (please provide details) 

 

3.     Your house is (delete inapplicable answers): 

Apartment/unit 

Townhouse 

Semi-detached 

Freestanding house 

Granny flat/bungalow 

Room in share-house 
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4.     Your abode has 

a)     How many bedrooms?  

b)    How many bathrooms?  

 

5.     Housing costs 

a)     Rent is $.......... per week/month 

b)    Mortgage is $.......... per fortnight/month 

c)     The following household members contribute to paying housing costs: 
d) date of purchase of home (if applicable) 
e) cost of purchase (if applicable) $......... 
f) remaining mortgage (if applicable) is $......... 
g) estimated current value (if applicable) $........ 

 

6.     Household income (delete inapplicable answers) 

 

Adult  1 (delete inapplicable answers)            

Full time                 

Part time                

Casual                      

Self Employed 

Student 
Full time parent 
Unemployed 
Parental leave 

Total (net) earnings per week  

$3000 or more                    

$2000 - $2999                     

$1750 - $1999                     

$1500 - $1749 

$1250 - $1499                     

$1000 - $1249                     

$800 - $999                           

$650 - $799 

$500 - $649                           

$400 - $499                           
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$300 - $399                           

$150 - $299 

$1 - $149 

$0 

  

Adult 2 (delete inapplicable answers)         

Full time                 

Part time                

Casual                      

Self Employed 

Student 
Full time parent 
Unemployed 
Parental leave 

 

Total (net) earnings per week  
$3000 or more                    
$2000 - $2999                     
$1750 - $1999                    

$1500 - $1749 
$1250 - $1499                    
$1000 - $1249                    
$800 - $999                           
$650 - $799 
$500 - $649                           
$400 - $499                           
$300 - $399                           
$150 - $299 
$1 - $149 
$0 

  

Adult 3 (delete inapplicable answers)            

Full time                 

Part time                

Casual                      

Self Employed 

Student 
Full time parent 

Unemployed 
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Parental leave 

 

Total (net) earnings per week 

$3000 or more                    

$2000 - $2999                     

$1750 - $1999                     

$1500 - $1749 

$1250 - $1499                     

$1000 - $1249                     

$800 - $999                           

$650 - $799 

$500 - $649                           

$400 - $499                           

$300 - $399                           

$150 - $299 

$1 - $149 

$0 

 

7.     Housing History 

Please provide an indication of where your family has lived since you set up your household, 
including your current home. 

 

Suburb 
(city if other than Melbourne) 

Owned/rented Moved in 
month/year 
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Appendix D – Indicative interview schedule  
This is the hard copy interview schedule used during all interviews.  
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Appendix E - Summary of participant characteristics 
Secure homeowners #1 Imogen and Gerald  

(int. couple) 
Karl  Victoria and partner 

(int. Victoria) 
Jackie and Nicholas  
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $451-$500 $0 $0 $1000 

Household income $1900-$2300 $500-649 $1800-2248 $3250-4499 

Time in current house 2 6 5 16 

Cluster within tenure Relatively secure home owner Secure home owner Secure home owner Secure home owner 

Investment property One investment property (this 
home 2015) 

Subsequent homeowner (this 
home 2011) 

Subsequent homeowner (this 
home 2012) 

First home owner (this home 
2001) 

first home purchase 2008 2006 2000 2001 

Intergenerational transfer n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Dwelling type Townhouse/Unit (3BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) 

Location Middle Suburbs  Inner Suburbs Middle Suburbs  Inner Suburbs 

Cost of house 727,000 750,000 650,000 $303000 ($700,000 reno) 

Remaining mortgage Unknown Owned outright Owned outright 650,000 

Estimated value of house  870 - 1.1 mill 1.39 mill sold  1.1-1.2 mill 1.4 - 1.7 mill 

Family type Couple 
1 toddler 

Single parent male 
1 toddler  
1 primary sch.  

Blended couple  
2 high sch. 

Couple 
2 primary sch. 

P1 Age 30-35 years 
Part time 
$650-799pw 

41-45 years 
Self-employed 
$500-649pw 

46-50 years 
Part time  
$800-999pw 

41-45 years 
Part time 
$1250-1499pw 

P2 age 41-45 years 
Full time  
$1250-1499 

n/a Over 50 
Full time  
$1000-1249 

46-50 years 
Self-employed 
$2000-3000 

Pets n/a n/a Cat Dog 
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Secure Homeowners #2 
 

Michelle and Greg  
(int. couple) 

Jennifer and Mike  
(int. couple) 

Tania and partner 
(int. Tania) 

Weekly housing costs $351-$400 $501-$550 $100-$150 

Household income $3500-4748 $2050-2398 $1900-2348 

Time in current house 7 5 9 

Investment property 3 investment properties (this 
house 2010) 

Subsequent homeowner (this 
house 2012) 

5 investment properties (this house 2007) 

first home purchase 2007 Pre 2000 Pre 2000 

Intergenerational wealth transfer n/a n/a n/a 

Dwelling type Freestanding house Apartment Freestanding house 

Location Outer Suburbs (4BDR) Inner Suburbs (2BDR) Middle Suburbs  
(4BDR) 

Cost of house 421,000 580,000 210,000 

Remaining mortgage under 100,000 350-400,00 under 100,000 

Estimated value of house 690-870 1.1 - 1.4 mill 685,000  

Family type Couple 
1 toddler 
1 primary school 

Blended couple 
1 toddler 
1 high school 
1 independent 

Multi-generational household with foster children 
1 infant (grandchild) 
2 primary sch.  
1 adult child and partner 

Person 1 36-40 years 
Full time  
$2000-2999 

36-40 years 
Self employed 
$300-399 

46-50 years 
Part time 
$650-799 

Person 2 36-40 years 
Full time  
$1500-1749 

36-40 years 
Full time  
$1750-1999 

Over 50 
Self employed  
$1250-1499 

Pets Dog n/a Dogs and cats 
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Relatively secure home owners 
#1 

Alison Melanie and partner (int. 
Melanie) 

Jeannie  
 

Kate and Dan  
(int. couple) 

Zara and partner  
(int. Zara) 

Weekly housing costs $201-$250 $251-$300 $351-$400 $351-$400 $401-$450 

Household income $1000-1249 $1650-2048 $800-999 $1500-1898 $1800-2298 

Time in current house 5 1 16 4 3 

Investment in residential property Subsequent homeowner (this 
home 2012) 

Subsequent homeowner (this 
home 2012) 

Subsequent homeowner (this 
home 2001) 

First home owner (2012) First home owner (2014) 

Parental assistance to access 
homeownership 

n/a Loan/co-investment n/a Inheritance Guarantor and loan/gift 

first home purchase 2002 2011 2001 2012 2014 

Dwelling type Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) Townhouse/Unit (3BDR) 

Location Outer Suburbs (31km or more 
from CBD) 

Outer Suburbs (31km or more 
from CBD) 

Outer Suburbs (31km or more 
from CBD) 

Outer Suburbs (31km or more 
from CBD) 

Middle Suburbs (16-30km 
from CBD) 

Cost of house 280,000 442,500 180000 190000 (land) 360,000 

Remaining mortgage Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown 324,000 

Estimated value of house 350-440 690-870 670 approx 440-550 440-550 

Family type Single parent female 
2 primary sch. 

Couple 
1 toddler 

Single parent female 
1 high sch.  
2 independent 

Couple 
2 toddlers 

Couple  
1 toddler 

P1 Age 41-45 years 
Part time 
$1000-1249pw 

Under 30 years 
Part-time 
$650-799pw 

Over 50 
Full time 
$800-999pw 

36-40 years 
Full time  
$1000-1249pw 

30-35 years 
Full time  
$1000-1249pw 

P2 age Not Applicable Under 30 years 
Full time 
$1000-1249pw 

n/a 41-45 years 
Part time 
$500-649pw 

30-35 years 
Full time 
$800-999pw 

Pets Dog Dog n/a Dog Dog 
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Relatively secure home owners 
#2 

Lena and partner  
(int. Lena) 

Rachel Veronica and Jacques (int. 
couple) 

Hayley and Tim  
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $501-$550 $501-$550 $601-$650 Unassigned 

Household income $1000-1249 $2000-3000 $2500-2998 Unpecified 

Time in current house 1 5 3 1 

Residential property investment First home owner (2016) First home owner (2013) First home owner (2014) First home owner (2016) 

Parental assistance to access 
homeownership 

Loan Gift/inheritance from 
grandmother gifted by mother 

Gift Wedding gift 

first home purchase 2016 2013 2014 2015 

Dwelling type Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) Townhouse/Unit (3BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) 

Location Middle Suburbs (16-30km 
from CBD) 

Inner Suburbs (less than 15 km 
from CBD) 

Inner Suburbs (less than 15 km 
from CBD) 

Outer Suburbs (31km or more 
from CBD) 

Cost of house 565,000 460,000 660,000 205,000 land 375,000 house 

Remaining mortgage 400-450,000 500,000 Unknown 450000 

Estimated value of house  650-700,000  690-870 690-870 669,000 sold 

Family type Couple with children 
1 infant 
1 toddler 

Single parent female 
1 high sch. 

Couple 
1 infant 

Couple 
2 toddlers 

P1 Age 30-35 years 
Parental leave 
$0 

41-45 years 
Full time  
$2000-3000pw 

30-35 years 
Parental leave  
$1000-1249 

36-40 years 
Part time  
$400-499 

P2 age 30-35 years 
Full time  
$1000=1249pw 

n/a 30-35 years 
Full time  
$1500-1749 

36-40 years 
Full time  
Unspecified 

Pets Dog Dog n/a n/a 
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Precarious home owners Rebecca and Darren  
(int. couple) 

Kirsten Gemma and Robert 
(int. couple) 

Maggie  

Weekly housing costs $351-$400 $451-$500 $601-$650 $701-$750 

Household income $1300-1598 $650-799 $1500-1898 $2550-2998 

Time in current house 4 years 5 years 2 years 9 years 

Investment in residential property First home owner               (purchased 
2003) 

First home owner 
(purchased 2011) 

First home owner 
(purchased 2015) 

Subsequent homeowner 
(purchased this 2007) 

Intergenerational transfer n/a Guarantor and loan inheritance n/a 

Dwelling type Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) 

Location Inner Suburbs (less than 15 km from 
CBD) 

Middle Suburbs (16-30km from 
CBD) 

Middle Suburbs (16-30km from 
CBD) 

Middle Suburbs (16-30km from 
CBD) 

Cost of house 335,000 450,000 735,000 780,500 

Remaining mortgage unknown unknown 550-600,000 600,000 

Estimated value of house (2) 550-670 550-690,000 870-1.1 mill 1.54 mill sold 

Family type Couple 
1 toddler 

Single parent female 
1 infant 
1 toddler 

Couple with children 
1 infant 
1 toddler 

Blended couple 
1 toddler 
1 high school 

additional adults Unassigned Unassigned Unassigned Not Applicable 

P1 Age 30-35 years 
Full time 
$650-799 

36-40 years 
Self-employed 
$650-799 

36-40 years 
Parental leave 
$500-649 

36-40 years 
Part time 
$800-999 

P2 age 36-40 years 
Full time  
$650-799 

n/a 36-40 years 
Full time  
$1000-1249 

36-40 years 
Self-employed 
$1750 - 1999 

Pets n/a Cat n/a Dog 
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RENT-VESTORS Maanvi  Julia and Partner 
(int. Julia) 

Sadiya 

Weekly housing costs $351-$400 $501-$550 $301-$350 

Household income $800-999 $2000-3000 $1000-1249 

Time in current house 5 years 2 years 1 year 

Residential property ownership Two investment properties  One investment property One investment property 

Rental type Landlord directly Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents 

Dwelling type Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) Townhouse/Unit (3BDR) Apartment (1BDR) 

Location Middle Suburbs  Inner Suburbs Middle Suburbs 

first home purchase Pre 2000 2016 Pre 2000 

Intergenerational transfer Not Applicable Not Applicable Not Applicable 

Family type Single parent female 
1 Primary Sch. 

Couple  
1 toddler 

Single parent female 
1 High Sch. 

Person 1  36-40 years 
Student  
$800-999pw 

30-35 years 
Full time parent 
$0 

41-45 years 
Full time 
$1000-1249pw 

Person 2  n/a 36-40 years 
Full time 
$2000-3000pw 

n/a 

Pets n/a n/a n/a 
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SECURE RENTERS #1 Elizabeth 
 

Amanda and Ben                 
(int. couple)  

Ashley and Chris 
(int. couple) 

Phillipa and Sam 
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $301-$350 $351-$400 $351-$400 $351-$400 

Household income 800-999 1400-1750 1600-2000 3000-4250 

Time in current house 6 years 5 years 6 years 2 years 

Residential property 
ownership 

n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Intergenerational transfer n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Rental type Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents Landlord directly Real Estate Agents 

Location Outer Suburbs Inner Suburbs Inner Suburbs Inner Suburbs 

Dwelling type Freestanding house (3BDR) Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) Townhouse/Unit 
(3BDR) 

Family type Single parent female   
1 High Sch.        1 Primary 
Sch. 

Couple  
1 infant 

Couple  
1 Toddler 

Couple 
1 Infant 

Person 1 41-45 years            part time 
$800-999 pw 

36-40 years 
parental leave 
$400-499 pw 

30 36 years          full time 
$800–999 pw 

30 -35 years              full time 
$2000-2999 pw 

Person 2 n/a 30-35 years        full time 
$1000-1249pw 

36-40 years 
full time 
$800-999pw 

30-35 years 
full time 
$1000-1249pw 

Pets Cat, bird, guinea pig Cat Cat Dog and cat 
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SECURE RENTERS #2 Natalie and partner             
(int. Natalie) 

Sarah and Damien 
(int. couple)  

Olivia and Josie 
(int. couple) 

Lucy and Jack 
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $401-$450 $301-$350 $351-$400 $451-$500 

Household income $1650-2050 $1550-1900 $1150-1450 $1150-1550 

Time in current house 1 year 2 years 4 years 10 years  

Residential property 
ownership 

n/a n/a Josie former home owner (loan 
default) 

n/a 

Intergenerational transfer  gift n/a n/a n/a 

Rental type Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents Landlord directly Landlord directly 

Location Outer Suburbs  Middle Suburbs Middle Suburbs Inner Suburbs 

Dwelling type Freestanding house (4BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Semi-detached (3BDR) 

Family type Couple  
1 infant 

Couple  
1 toddler 
Share-house with extended 
family 

Blended couple 
1 Toddler 
1 Primary Sch. 

Couple with children 
1 toddler 
2 primary sch. 

Person 1 30 – 35 years 
parental leave 
$650 – 799pw 

30-35 years 
student 
$300-399pw 

30-35 years          part time 
$650-799pw 

30-35 years 
Full time parent 
$150-299pw 

Person 2 Under 30 years full time  
$1000-1240pw 

30-35 years 
full time 
$1250-1499pw 

41-45 years 
self-employed 
$500-649pw 

36-40 years 
Full time  
$1000-1249 

Pets n/a Dog, cats, bird, lizard, chickens Cat Rats 
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ENTRENCHED RENTERS #1 Vanessa  Aidan  Ellen  Genevieve and partner  
(int. Genevieve) 

Karina and Rudi 
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $251-$300 $301-$350 $301-$350 $301-$350 $301-$350 

Household income 500-649 1000-1249 400-499 1150-1550 300-399 

Time in current house less than one year less than one year less than one year 5 years (as family unit) 2 years 

Residential property 
ownership 

n/a n/a Former homeowner (divorce) n/a n/a 

Rental type Real Estate Agents Unassigned Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents Landlord directly 

Dwelling type Freestanding house (3BDR) Apartment 
(2BDR) 

Freestanding house (2BDR) Freestanding house (2BDR) Townhouse/Unit (2BDR) 

Location Outer Suburbs Inner Suburbs  Middle Suburbs Inner Suburbs  Middle Suburbs 

Intergenerational transfer n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a  

Family type Single parent female 
1 toddler 

Single parent male  
2 primary sch. 
2 high school.  
2 independent 

Single parent female 
1 toddler 

Couple  
1 infant 
1 primary sch. 

Couple 
1 high sch.  
1 independent 

Person 1  30-35 years 
Full time parent 
$500-649 

Over 50 
Full time  
$1000-1249 

30-35 years 
Student 
$400-499 

36-40 years 
Parental leave 
$150-299 

46-50 years 
Student  
$0 

Person 2 n/a n/a n/a 36-40 years self-employed 
$1000-1249pw 

46-50 years casual 
$300-399pw 

Pets n/a n/a n/a Dog n/a 
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ENTRENCHED RENTERS #2 Mila  Angela and partner  
(int. Angela) 

Gabriela  Rosemary and Frank  
(int. couple) 

Weekly housing costs $301-$350 $351-$400 $351-$400 $351-$400 

Household income 650-799 800-1000 1000-1250 1650-2000 

Time in current house less than one year less than one year 2 years 2 years 

Residential property 
ownership 

n/a n/a Former homeowner n/a 

Intergenerational transfer n/a Inheritance n/a Inheritance 

Rental type NRAS rental Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents Real Estate Agents 

Dwelling type Apartment (1BDR) Freestanding house (3BDR) Freestanding house (4BDR) Freestanding house 
(3BDR) 

Location Inner Suburbs Middle Suburbs Outer Suburbs Middle Suburbs 

Family type Single parent female 
1 primary sch. 

Couple  
2 primary sch. 

Single parent female 
1 toddler  
1 primary sch. 

Couple with children 
2 high sch. 

Person 1 36-40 years 
Student 
$650-799pw 

46-50 years 
Part time 
$400-499pw 

36-40 years 
Part time  
$1000-1249pw 

41-45 years 
Student  
$400-499pw 

Person 2 n/a 46-50 years 
Full time 
$400-499 

n/a 41-45 years 
Full time  
$1250-1499 

Pets n/a Cat Cat Dog 

 

 




