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Abstract
There is global concern about who gains from economic growth, including housing development, and global interest in
making growth more inclusive. This article creates a new definition of ‘housing growth,’ growth in median space per per-
son. It says that this housing growth is ‘inclusive’ if the worst-off make some gains, and ‘just’ if inequality does not increase.
It applies these terms to data for 1981–2011 on rooms per person for England andWales, the bulk of the UK, a nation with
high income inequality but lower housing inequality. At national level, median housing space increased but the worst-off
gained nothing, and inequality rose, so growth was neither inclusive nor just. Sub-national evidence shows that housing
growth benefitted the worst-off in most areas, but they generally made very modest gains, and growth without increasing
inequality was very rare. There was housing growth in all 10 regions except London, it was inclusive in 6 regions, but not
just in any region. 97% of local authorities experienced housing growth, and it was inclusive in 72%, but the average gain
for the worst-off was just 0.2 rooms/person over thirty years. Only 3% of local authorities achieved both inclusive and just
growth. This suggests that in the UK and similar nations, local initiatives will be insufficient to achieve growth with signif-
icant gains for the worst-off, and that substantial change to the national system of housing development and allocation
is needed. There may be a policy choice between benefitting the worst-off and reducing inequality. There is potential for
further and comparative research.
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1. Introduction

Many high-income countries with relatively good hous-
ing conditions face growing problems of housing afford-
ability, overcrowding and homelessness and continued
poor conditions for aminority, despite high rates of hous-
ing development (Stephens, Perry, Wilcox, Williams, &
Young, 2019). These parallel the persistence of wider
problems of poverty, unemployment and inequality de-
spite economic growth in countries across the world
(Benner & Pastor, 2012; Kohil, Moon, & Sorensen, 2003;
Piketty, 2014).

Many people and organisations believe that hous-
ing problems are principally caused by insufficient sup-

ply and that increased supply is the solution. This ar-
ticle explores the extent to which the nature of sup-
ply and distribution are significant to overall outcomes.
In parallel with the ideas of ‘inclusive’ growth and ‘just’
growth, used to characterise economic growth in gen-
eral, it sets out definitions of ‘inclusive’ housing growth
and themore challenging ‘just’ housing growth. It applies
these to data onhousing space per person in England and
Wales for 1981–2011. England and Wales form the main
part of the UK, a nation with high income inequality, but
low housing inequality compared to EU nations.

The article demonstrates that inclusivity and justness
of growth in housing space can be defined and mea-
sured, although results are sensitive to the exact defini-
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tions and measures used. It shows that for England and
Wales 1981–2011, ‘inclusive’ growth, where the worst-
off gained at least some space in absolute terms, was
widespread. However, they generally made very modest
gains compared to other groups. ‘Just’ housing growth,
with no increase in housing space inequality, was ex-
tremely rare, even at the local level, despite considerable
local variations in demographics and housing develop-
ment. However, the England and Wales housing system
was able to benefit the worst-off and avoid increases in
inequality in decades before 1981. Overall, this evidence
suggests that there is considerable potential for making
housing supply more inclusive, as a complement, supple-
ment or even alternative to increased supply, but that
systematic, national level change would be required to
achieve it. It seems likely that similar results might be
found for similar nations, for periods when housing de-
velopment and distribution were dominated by the mar-
ket, or there was high income inequality.

2. Inclusive Growth

The concept of ‘inclusive’ economic growth developed
after concern about whether economic growth, both
in high and low income countries, had provided suf-
ficient employment, income or other benefits to the
less well-off (Commission on Growth and Development,
2008; OECD, 2008). In the past, many economic theo-
rists argued that at least some benefit from economic
growth would trickle down to less advantaged parts
of the population, but a substantial body of evidence
from many countries demonstrates that this is often not
the case. Five decades of economic growth in the UK
have coexisted with increasing income inequality and
relative, particularly since the late 1970s (Hills et al.,
2010; Lupton, Burchardt, Hills, Stewart, & Vizard, 2016).
While the UK has high rates of poverty compared to EU
states, similar patterns are seen round the world (OECD,
2018; Piketty, 2014). Traditionally, economists have as-
sumed that there is a trade-off between equity and ef-
ficiency, but some have argued that very high levels of
inequality themselves create a limit to growth (Benner
& Pastor, 2012; Kohil et al., 2003). In response, insti-
tutions including the World Bank, the OECD and the
European Commission have adopted the idea of ‘inclu-
sive growth’ as an overarching goal for economic pol-
icy (Commission on Growth and Development, 2008;
European Commission, 2010; OECD, 2008), and the UN
launched a ‘sustainable and equitable cities’ campaign
in 2016 (Phang, 2019).

The World Bank has defined ‘inclusive growth’ as
growth that “allows people to contribute to and bene-
fit from economic growth” (Ianchovichina & Lundstrom,
2009). This does not require that contributions and ben-
efits be equal or even fair. In contrast, the OECD defini-
tion is growth that, “creates opportunity for all segments
of the population and distributes the dividends of in-
creased prosperity, both in monetary and non-monetary

terms, fairly across society” (OECD, 2018). This includes
but does not define ‘fairness.’ The UK’s Royal Society
of Arts and Manufactures adopted a maximalist defi-
nition for use in the UK, so that inclusive growth was
“enabling as many people as possible to contribute to
and benefit from growth” (Inclusive Growth Commission,
2017, p. 6). The term ‘just growth’ is a near-synonym,
but definitions and measures of just growth tend to re-
fer explicitly to inequality in income (Benner & Pastor,
2012; Chapple, 2018; Kohil et al., 2003). Evidence shows
that inclusive growth, however defined and measured,
is difficult to achieve. For example, of the BRICS coun-
ties, which all achieved dramatic growth over the 2000s
and 2010s, only Brazil avoided substantial increases in in-
come inequality (Vandemoortele et al., 2013). Numerous
reports have tried to describe the policies and practices
that might encourage more inclusive growth (Benner &
Pastor, 2012; Chapple, 2018; Lee, 2019).

Alongside interest in inclusive growth as a policy goal,
there is also growing interest in non-growth, on envi-
ronmental grounds. The value of growth in GDP, particu-
larly as currently measured, has been challenged (Bleys,
2012). In some areas, periods of low or no growth have
been associated with stable or even reducing income in-
equality, for example after the 2008 financial crisis in the
UK (ONS, 2019).

3. Housing Growth, Inclusivity and Justness

From the 2000s, independent commentators agreed that
the UK housing system had serious structural problems,
including persistent undersupply of new homes (Hall,
2011; Stephens et al., 2019; Whitehead & Williams,
2011). For example, household growth exceeded home
building by 500,000 in 2008–2015 (Cole et al., 2017).
Since the 2000s, there have been all the signs of pent-up
demand: high house prices, widespread difficulties with
affordability, declining home ownership and marked in-
creases in overcrowding, concealed households, house-
holds in temporary accommodation and homelessness
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2019; Stephens et al., 2019). Many
of these problems are shared by housing systems in
other countries (CECODHAS, 2019; Council of European
Development Bank, 2017; Scanlon, Arrigoitia Fernandez,
& Whitehead, 2015).

Is insufficient supply of new homes the main cause
of housing problems in the UK and elsewhere? Would
increasing supply help solve the problems? A 2017 UK
government housing white paper said that it was “very
simple”: Undersupply was the problem and more supply
was the solution (Department for Communities and Local
Government, 2017, p. 9). This argument was repeated in
the winning 2017 and 2019 General Election manifestos
(Conservative Party, 2019). Similarly, House of Commons
researchers (required to be politically neutral) stated
that “homelessness is the most visible manifestation of
the long-term failure of successive Governments to build
enough” (Wilson & Barton, 2019, p. 10). However, recent
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decades have seen a substantial increase in the supply
of housing space. The England and Wales census shows
that over 1981–2011, the number of rooms (including
living rooms, bedrooms and kitchens big enough to eat
in) grew by 39%. This ran ahead of growth in population
(15%) and household numbers (32%).

Some commentators have suggested that insufficient
supply may not fully explain problems, and that the dis-
tribution of housing also needs to be examined (Dorling,
2014). New housing may have no effect on those on
low incomes, who will not be able to afford to live in
most, if any, new housing, and it has been suggested
that there might even be a trade-off between increas-
ing housing supply and reducing housing inequalities
(Robinson, O’Sullivan, & Le Grand, 1985). Housebuilding
can be very inefficient at helping the worst-off. It took
from 1911–1991 for the worst-housed in England and
Wales in terms of housing space per person (people at
the 10th percentile of the distribution) to get to 1.0
room per person, which had the national median in 1911
(Tunstall, 2015). There is evidence of increasing inequal-
ity in housing space, for example, in countries includ-
ing the USA (Landis, Elmer, & Zook, 2002) and China
(Feng, 2008; Tan, Wang, & Chen, 2016) and increasing in-
equality in housing wealth (Arundel, 2017; Piketty, 2014;
Robinson et al., 1985).

This article focuses on housing space as a key di-
mension of housing quantity and quality. Housing space
is only one way of conceptualising and measuring the
consumption of housing and housing inequality, but it
is a valid and important one. A century of studies has
demonstrated correlations between ‘overcrowding’ and
negative outcomes; from ‘immorality’ to poor health
and worse educational achievement (Marmot Review
Team, 2010; Marsh, Gordon, Heslop, & Pantazis, 2000).
Overcrowding, or absolute low consumption of hous-
ing has been a key preoccupation of housing policy in
the UK and elsewhere since its origins (General Register
Office, 1904; Goodchild & Furbey, 1986), and it is now
addressed in one of the UN’s worldwide Sustainable
Development Goals. In high income countries like the UK,
decades of rising incomes and public investment have
meant big rises in average space per person, and big falls
in the proportions of residents below absolute minima
(Tunstall, 2015). Similar patterns are seen inmedium and
low income countries. However, even in rich countries
a new ‘politics of housing space’ has emerged as part
of debates over housing finance and affordability (Carr,
2016). For example, should there be subsidy for people
to have space above legal minimums but not above soci-
etal norms? In the UK this issue has taken the form of de-
bates over the so-called ‘bedroom tax’ of 2012, which re-
duced housing allowances for low-income social renters
withmore space than theminimum (Carr, 2016; Gibbons,
Sanchez-Vidal, & Silva, 2018).

This article describes ‘housing growth’ as an increase
in median housing space per person over time, just as
GDP growth is sometimes expressed per head of pop-

ulation. Although this argument cannot be explored in
depth, it should be noted that just as the goal of GDP
growth has been questioned, some observers might see
housing ‘non-growth’ as preferable to housing growth
on environmental grounds (building additional housing
space will almost always mean additional net production
of carbon dioxide, even where the homes themselves
meet ‘zero carbon’ standards).

This article uses two measurable definitions of the
quality of housing growth:

1. ‘Inclusive’ housing growth occurs when there is
both ‘housing growth’ (an increase in the me-
dian housing space per person), and the worst-off
(those at the 10th percentile in terms of housing
space per person) make absolute gains.

2. ‘Just’ housing growth occurs when there is both
‘housing growth,’ and no growth in housing space
inequality between people (measured by the ra-
tio of housing space of those at the 90th and the
10th percentile).

This article aims to demonstrate the application of the
concepts andmeasures of ‘inclusive’ and ‘just’ growth to
housing, focusing on housing space. It also aims to an-
swer the following questions:

1. Which parts of England and Wales achieved ‘hous-
ing growth’ between 1981–2011, in terms of me-
dian housing space per person?

2. Which, if any, achieved ‘inclusive’ or ‘just’ housing
growth over the same period?

3. What are the characteristics of regions and/or lo-
cal authorities that achieved inclusive growth or
just growth?

4. What are the implications for other nations and ar-
eas, and for those who wish to promote more in-
clusive or just housing growth?

What circumstancesmight promote housing growth, and
inclusive and just housing growth? Firstly, logically, high
growth in the quantity of housing and low population
growth will necessarily result in a high growth in mean
space per person, and should be expected to produce
high growth in median space per person, or high ‘hous-
ing growth,’ as defined here. However, depending on dis-
tribution, the mean could grow with little or no change
in the median. Low growth in the quantity of space and
high population growth will necessarily result in low or
no growth in mean space per person, and could be ex-
pected to produce low growth in median space per per-
son (high housing growth), although again theremay not
be a direct relationship. Secondly, logically, growth in
space per person (whether mean or median) and low
population growth could both be expected to give more
opportunities for ‘inclusive’ growth. The worst-off could
gain in absolute terms, and the best-off could also gain.
Similarly, for ‘just’ growth, the worst-off could gain in
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relative terms while the best-off could still gain in abso-
lute terms. Overall, this suggests wemight expect to find
more cases of inclusive and just growth in areaswith high
rates of housing development, lowpopulation growth, or
growth in mean or median space per person. However,
again, results will depend on distribution.

As understanding of the inclusivity of housing growth
develops, more formal hypotheses to explain variations
will develop. However, tentatively, it might be expected
that larger population, more urban and more deprived
areas might have a stronger political or systemic orien-
tation towards improving conditions for the worst-off.
On the other hand, they might struggle more to do so,
or to provide housing growth. In addition, there is evi-
dence that large cities and have higher income inequality
that other parts of their nations (Phang, 2019; Trust for
London, 2017), and this could apply to housing space.

4. Data and Methods

The UK (comprised of England, Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland) was selected as an example of a high-
income, OECD and former EU-28 member country. It has
similar amounts of housing space per person to compa-
rable countries: In 2008 the average English home pro-
vided 37m2 internal floorspace per person, compared
to 37m2 in France, 35m2 in Germany and 61m2 in
the USA (Ministry of Housing Communities and Local
Government [MHCLG], 2018). It has relatively high in-
come inequality (ONS, 2019; Piketty, 2014). However it
appears to have relatively low housing inequality, includ-
ing in terms of housing space, as the gaps between the
housing conditions of poor people and the national av-
erage are smaller in the UK than in many EU countries
(Bradshaw, Chzhen, & Stephens, 2008; Eurostat, 2020).

Assessing trends in the distribution of housing space
alongside trends in housing growth and at sub-national
level requires longitudinal and disaggregatable data.
While most countries in Europe gather survey data on
internal floorspace (Eurostat, 2020), and the Survey of
English Housing has recently started to assess floorspace
(MHCLG, 2018), in the UK the only suitable long-run and
local data on housing space is on the number of rooms,
from the census. Although the size of rooms in England
appeared to reduce slightly in the 1980s and 1990s
(MHCLG, 2018), the number of rooms provides some
proxy for overall space, and also suggests how a home
can accommodate different uses and users. However,
census data have some drawbacks: Results are only com-
parable for England and Wales, not the whole UK, and
the latest datapoint was 2011 so the census cannot be
used to assess effects of recent changes such as the ‘bed-
room tax.’

Numerous measures have been developed to de-
scribe the characteristics of the overall distribution of
income across societies, including proportions of peo-
ple below absolute or relative minima, such as the def-
inition of poverty as income below 60% of the median,

ratios between different parts of the distribution, and
the Gini coefficient which describes the overall shape
of the distribution (Atkinson, 1970; Hills et al., 2010).
No one measure of inequality is entirely comprehen-
sive or ‘neutral’ (Atkinson, 1970). However,most studies
of housing inequality have been restricted to categor-
ical measures, counting people without certain ameni-
ties or below minima (de Wilde & de Decker, 2016;
Hills et al., 2010; Murie, 1983). Measuring inequality in
more sophisticated ways, as required by the definitions
of ‘inclusive’ and ‘just’ growth above, demands contin-
uous concepts and data (Dorling et al., 2005; Robinson
et al., 1985).

The analysis in this article creates quasi-continuous
data on the number of private households with different
combinations of numbers of rooms and numbers of peo-
ple, from the census. Data on the rooms and people in in-
dividual households were extracted from online sources
at Casweb (http://casweb.mimas.ac.uk) and Nomisweb
(www.nomisweb.co.uk). ‘Rooms’ include bedrooms, liv-
ing rooms and larger kitchens (big enough to eat in). The
population was divided up into groups according to the
rooms per person they had, and ordered from low to
high rooms per person, creating quasi-continuous data
Because the data includes only people living in private
households, excludes second homes, and assumes that
rooms occupied by a household are shared equally be-
tween residents (not taking account of potential differ-
ences in space needs between people), it will generally
tend to underestimate inequality.

The article reports the position of the ‘worst-off’ fo-
cussing on those at the 10th percentile of the overall dis-
tribution. It reports housing space inequality using the
90:10 ratio, the ratio between the housing space per per-
son of those at the 10th and 90th percentiles. This is one
of the mostly widely used measures in the study of in-
come and other social inequalities, is simple to under-
stand, and is more sensitive to the lower end of the dis-
tribution than the Gini coefficient (Atkinson, 1970; Hills
et al., 2010). Other similar ratios such as 90:50 and 50:10)
are also widely used.

Understanding how to develop intentional strategies
for inclusive growth “is an important area for compar-
ative research” (Chapple, 2018, p. 793). Comparing lo-
cal areas allows us to explore the role of local contexts
and policies in growth and its distribution (Benner &
Pastor, 2012). This article reports data for the 9 regions
of England and for Wales, which correspond to NUTS 1
regions used by Eurostat. It also reports data for the
348 local authorities in England and Wales. They are the
key planning agencies in the UK, responsible for influenc-
ing and approving housing development plans of house-
builders and non-profit organisations. In 2011 they had
average populations of just under 200,000, with a range
from 2,000 to 1,110,000 (there were boundary changes
over 1981–2011 but data shown are for boundaries as
they were in 2015).
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5. Housing Growth and Inclusivity at the National Level
in England and Wales over the Twentieth Century

Over the twentieth century, numbers of people, house-
holds and rooms in England and grew in every decade. In
every decade, the number of rooms available increased
faster than the number of people. However, the most re-
cent period, 1981–2011, stands out for its declining rate
of growth in new housing space combined with rising
rate of population growth (Figure 1).

Mean space per person grew in every decade as the
rate of growth in rooms ran ahead of growth in popula-
tion. However, median housing space per person grew
and therewas ‘housing growth’ in only six decades. In the
other four decades (1911–1921, 1921–1931, 1961–1971
and 1981–1991), housing space per person was un-
changed, so there was no ‘housing growth.’

Housing growth was both ‘just’ and ‘inclusive’ in
1931–1951 and 1951–1961. It was ‘inclusive’ but not
‘just’ in 1971–1981, as the worst-off gained but inequal-
ities do not reduce. It was ‘just’ but not ‘inclusive’ in
1991–2001, as inequalities reduced but the worst-off did
not gain. Periods with no growth could also be inclu-
sive and just, and this was the case over 1961–1971 and
1981–1991. In 1911–1921 and 1921–1931, there was an-
other combination: non-inclusive but just non-growth,
where the worst-off lost out, the median reduced and in-
equalities reduced.

This article focusses on the most recent period, on
the grounds that the most recent system is of most rele-
vance to today.

6. Which Parts of England and Wales Achieved Housing
Growth between 1981–2011?

6.1. England and Wales

Over the whole three decades 1981–2011, England and
Wales as a whole experienced a 39% increase in the
number of rooms (including living rooms, bedrooms and
kitchens big enough to eat in). The number of house-
holds increased by 32%, but the population grew by just
15%. The mean people per household reduced, and the
mean rooms per household increased. The mean rooms
per person increased, and the median increased from
1.5 to 2.0 r/p (rooms per person), amounting to a 33%
increase over thirty years. This took the median cou-
ple household, for example, from three rooms to four
(Figure 2).

6.2. Regions

In 1981, median space was 1.5 r/p in each of the ten re-
gions of England and Wales, except for the South West,
where it was slightly higher at 1.7 r/p.

Over 1981–2011, there were strong regional varia-
tions between regions in population change, and in the
North East and North West, population actually fell (al-
though it started to rise again in these regions at the end
of the period). The number of households and rooms
grew in every region, and therewas less variation in rates
of change between regions than for population change
(Figure 3). The difference between the rate of growth
in numbers of people and numbers of rooms accounts
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Figure 1. Rate of growth in number of people, households and rooms, England and Wales, 1911–2011. Compiled by the
author based on data from Casweb for 1981 and Nomisweb for 2011. There was no census in 1941 due to WWII, so data
for 1931–1941 and 1941–1951 are based on averaging data for 1931–1951.
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Figure 2. People, households, housing space and housing growth in England and Wales, 1981–2011. Compiled by the au-
thor based on data from Casweb for 1981 and Nomisweb for 2011.

for the growth in mean rooms per person (without tak-
ing account of actual distribution). London stands out for
the small difference between the growth in rooms and
growth in population it had.

Themedian housing space per person reflects the ac-
tual distribution of housing space between households
and people. Over 1981–2011, the median increased,
meaning there was housing growth, in every region but
one, London. In most regions median housing space in-
creased from 1.5 r/p to 2.0 r/p (or by 33%). The South
West which already had higher median space in 1981
than other areas, had a smaller increase, from 1.7 to
2.0 (20%). Space per person in London was unchanged

1981–2011 at 1.5 r/p, which made it the worst-housed
region in 2011 in terms of housing space.

6.3. Local Authorities

In 1981, median space per person ranged from 1.3 r/p
to 1.8 r/p between the 348 local authorities of England
and Wales. This amounts to the difference between the
relatively-crowded three people in four rooms, and the
more generous four people in seven rooms. The local
authorities with the lowest median space per person in-
cluded eight of the 33 in London, all at 1.3 r/p. The lo-
cal authorities with the highest median space per person
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Figure 3. Rates of growth in numbers of people, households and rooms, regions, 1981–2011. Compiled by the author based
on data from Casweb for 1981 and Nomisweb for 2011. The initials identify regions: West Midlands (WM); Yorkshire and
Humberside (YH); Wales (W); East Midlands (EM); London (L). The remainder of initials refer to regions named after points
of the compass.
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were mostly small and rural, for example, Ceredigion in
Wales at 1.8 r/p.

Over the thirty years 1981–2011, 339 (97% of the to-
tal) local authorities experienced housing growth in me-
dian housing space per person. The biggest absolute in-
creases were in rural and relatively advantaged areas
which already had higher medians in 1981, like Cotswold
in the South East (1.8 additional r/p). They were also ur-
ban and relatively deprived areas, which had had low
medians in 1981, like Knowsley in the North West (0.8
additional r/p). In two areas in London, Newham and
Waltham Forest, already low median space per person
in 1981 reduced further by 2011. In 17 more, including
11 in London and four in the South East, there was no
change or imperceptible growth of less than 0.1 r/p.

Overall, across all local authorities, there was a small
negative correlation between population growth and
housing growth. This supports the idea that it might
be more difficult for local housing systems to maintain
housing growth when there is faster population growth.
However, there was almost no relationship between
housing growth and two other key characteristics of the
local authorities: size in terms of absolute population in
1981 and deprivation (MHCLG, 2019).

7. Which Parts of England and Wales Achieved
‘Inclusive’ and ‘Just’ Housing Growth 1981–2011?

7.1. England and Wales

Across England andWales, housing space for those at the
worst-housed 10th percentile did not change 1981–2011.
They had 1.0 r/p in 1981 and 1.0 r/p in 2011, thirty years

later. Housing space inequality increased. In 1981, those
at the 90th percentile had three times asmuch space per
person as those at the 10th, but by 2011 they had four
times as much space (an increase in the 90:10 ratio from
3.0 to 4.0). Thus, while there was housing growth at na-
tional level over the thirty years, it was neither inclusive
nor just (Figure 4).

7.2. Regions

Figure 5 shows mean and median space per person by
region. It confirms the differences between these mea-
sures, which reflect unequal distribution. It also shows
which regions achieved housing growth and whether
it was ‘inclusive’ or ‘just.’ Six regions (the North East,
East Midlands, Wales, South West, North West and
East) achieved inclusive but non-just growth. Three re-
gions (the South East, Yorkshire and Humberside, and
West Midlands) achieved non-inclusive, non-just growth.
London had a third combination: non-inclusive, non-just
non-growth (Figure 5).

Regarding inclusivity, in 1981, theworst-housed in ev-
ery region had 1.0 r/p. Over 1981–2011, the worst-off
made small absolute gains of 0.2 r/p in 6 regions (the
North East, the North West, the East Midlands, the East,
the South West and Wales. In three regions (the South
East, Yorkshire and Humberside, and theWestMidlands),
there was no change. In London, the worst-off actually
lost in absolute terms, going from 1.0 to 0.8 r/p.

Regarding justice, in 1981, the 90:10 ratio was 3.0,
the same as the national ratio, for every region. Over
1981–2001, the ratio increased in every region, by be-
tween 11% and 33%, so no region had ‘just’ change.

3

4

2

1

0

10th
20th

30th
40th

50th
 (m

edian
)

60th
70th

80th
90th

90 to
 10

90 to
 50

50 to
 10

1981 2011

Figure 4. Housing space in rooms per person in England andWales by percentile and ratios between percentiles, 1981 and
2011. Compiled by the author based on data from Casweb for 1981 and Nomisweb for 2011.
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London experienced a typical increase in inequality, but
in 2011 remained among the lower-inequality regions.
This contrasts with the evidence of higher inequality in
income in large cities and global cities.

However, the results are very sensitive to the exact
measure used. For example, using the 50:10 ratio, hous-
ing space inequality increased in nine rather than ten re-
gions (the SouthWest was the exception).More radically,
using the 90:50 ratio it increased in only one region. This
indicates that the choice of definition and measure of in-
clusive housing growth, and indeed probably of inclusive
growth of all kinds, is extremely important to our results.
It also suggests that for housing space, the situation of
those at the 10th percentile was a key driver of changes
in housing space inequality at regional level.

7.3. Local Authorities

In terms of change for the worst-off, in 254 (or 73% of all
the 348 local authorities in England andWales), those at
the worst-housed 10th percentile made some absolute
gain in housing space per person 1981–2011. However,
in most cases absolute gains were very small, averaging
a perhaps-imperceptible 0.2 r/p over thirty years. The
most the worst-housed gained was 0.5 r/p, in Cotswold,
a rural area in the South East with high overall growth.

In 88 (or 25% of the total), those in the worst-housed
decile made no gains in space per person. These areas
included London boroughs, other smaller towns in the
South East and East of England, and large cities and
smaller towns in the north and Wales, including New-
castle andCardiff. In six (2%), all Londonboroughs, the ab-
solute position of theworst-housed actually deteriorated.
For example, in Greenwich, in 1981 those at the 10th per-
centile had 1.0 r/p, but by 2011 they had only 0.8 r/p.

Regarding inequality, the vast majority of local au-
thorities (84%) had a 90:10 ratio of 3.0 in 1981, although
therewas a range from2.5 to 3.8. Over 1981–2011, hous-
ing space inequality increased in 325 (or 93%) of the to-
tal. However, the median increase in the 90:10 ratio was
relatively modest at 11%.

Again, the results are very sensitive to the exact mea-
sure used. Using the 50:10 ratio, inequality in housing
space increased in only 218 (63%) of local authorities.
Using the 90:50 ratio, it increased in a bare majority,
182 (52%). Again, this indicates that the choice of def-
inition and measure of inclusive housing growth is ex-
tremely important to the outcome, and that the situation
of the worst-off was a key driver of changes in inequality
at local as well as at national and regional level.

7.4. Summary

There are eight possible combinations of ‘housing
growth,’ ‘inclusivity’ and ‘justice.’ Table 1 summarises ev-
idence to categorise change in England andWales, its re-
gions and local authorities 1981–2011 (Table 1).

In summary, over 1981–2011, England and Wales as
a whole achieved housing growth but it was not inclu-
sive or just. Six of the ten regions managed to achieve in-
clusive housing growth. None achieved just growth, and
London did not achieve growth of any kind.

242 local authorities (or 70% of the total 348 in
England and Wales), achieved inclusive but not just
growth. In these areas, the worst-off made gains, but
they were very modest ones. Meanwhile, better-housed
people made more significant absolute and relative
gains, so inequality increased. The next largest group of
local authorities, 76 (or 22%), achieved growth but it was
neither inclusive nor just, so in these areas the worst-
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Table 1. Housing growth, inclusivity and justice at national, regional and local authority level, 1981–2011.

Inclusivity (Change in Position of Worst-Off
and in Housing Space Inequality)

Housing Growth (Median Space per Person)

No Growth Growth

No absolute gain for worst-off, Non-inclusive and non-just Non-inclusive and non-just
and increase in inequality non-growth growth

1/10 regions England and Wales
2% local authorities 3/10 regions

22% local authorities

Absolute gain for worst-off, Inclusive but non-just non-growth Inclusive but non-just growth
but increase in inequality (no cases) 6/10 regions

70% local authorities

No absolute gain for worst-off, Non-inclusive but just non-growth Non-inclusive but just growth
but no increase in inequality 1% local authorities 2% local authorities

Absolute gain for worst-off and Inclusive, just non-growth Inclusive, just growth
no increase in inequality < 1% local authorities 3% local authorities

off gained nothing, while others gained so there was
an increase in inequality. Just nine local authorities (3%)
achieved inclusive, just, growth.

In the 15 local authorities where there was no
growth, higher proportions (7/15) achieved ‘just’ out-
comes than in the much more numerous examples
with growth. However, in these cases, justice was only
achieved alongside no gain either for the worst-off or for
the median.

8. Characteristics of the Local Authorities that
Achieved Inclusive or Just Growth

As noted above, we might expect to find inclusive and
just growth in areas with growth in mean rooms per per-
son, median rooms per person, or low or falling popula-
tions. Other factors such as regional location, population
size, urbanity and deprivation might play a role.

The 242 inclusive but non-just growth areas were var-
ied. The majority were in the 6 inclusive but non-just
regions. They were mostly medium-sized and smaller
cities and towns, compared to non-inclusive and non-
just growth areas which included more in major conur-
bations (Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs [DEFRA], 2011). The inclusive but non-just growth
areas were typically slightly less deprived than the com-
parators (MHCLG, 2019), so deprivation might be some
barrier to inclusivity. Population growth in these areas
was very similar to that in comparators areas. Housing
growth averaged 0.4 r/p, compared to 0.3 r/p in other
areas (averages not weighted for population).

The very small group of nine inclusive and just
growth local authorities were very varied, and difficult to
characterise. They included Hammersmith and Fulham,
Islington and Wandsworth in London, Birmingham and
Sandwell in the West Midlands conurbation, and four
smaller, more rural authorities scattered round England:
Rother, Ryedale, South Lakeland and North Norfolk

(DEFRA, 2011). Regional location did not seem to be a
significant factor in the distribution, as seven of the nine
were in non-inclusive, non-just regions. The inclusive and
just areas included some of the most deprived local au-
thorities in England and some more advantaged ones
(MHCLG, 2019). Population growth in these areas was
again close to the overall average. Housing growth aver-
aged 0.3 r/p or 19%, very similar to that in non-inclusive
non-just local authorities.

This small group of local authorities may not pro-
vide transferable models for many other areas in the UK
or further afield. Firstly, the reductions in the 90:10 ra-
tio they achieved were small, ranging from 1% to 8%.
Secondly, all residents in the 5 areas in the London and
West Midlands areas were poorly housed relative to na-
tional standards, those at the 10th percentile had just
0.8 r/p in 1981, and those at the 90th percentile had 2.5
or 3.0 r/p. Thirdly, the other cases were rural and low
population areas very different from places where most
people live.

Looking across all local authorities, there was no ev-
idence to support the idea that low or falling popula-
tion might allow room for more inclusive distribution as,
across all local authorities, there was very little relation-
ship between population growth and the position of the
worst-off or of inequality. There was a correlation be-
tween greater housing growth and greater gains for the
worst-off. In contrast, greater housing growth was associ-
ated with greater increases in inequality, as those at the
90th percentile tended to gain more in absolute and rel-
ative terms from growth. Thus, low housing growth was
associated with more just outcomes. This provides sup-
port for the idea that there might be policy choices be-
tween increasing housing supply and reducing housing
inequalities (Robinson et al., 1985). It also underlines the
point that results are sensitive to definitions and mea-
sures. Across all local authorities, therewas small correla-
tion between lower area deprivation and greater inclusiv-
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ity and justness, which suggests deprivation may create
some barrier to more inclusive housing growth.

9. Conclusion

There is global concern from governments and organisa-
tions about who gains from growth, and in how to make
growthmore ‘inclusive’ or ‘just.’ In housing development,
concerns about the scale of housing supply are accom-
panied by concerns about how new supply is distributed.
This article has reported evidence on the growth and dis-
tribution of housing space over the long-term, in a high-
income country with high income inequality but relative
low housing inequality.

The concept of ‘inclusive growth’ can be applied to
housing. Housing is an important area of consumption
and source of inequality, but one in which simple cate-
gorical measures of inequality have so far predominated.

The article has developed and applied new defini-
tions and measures. ‘Housing growth’ is growth in me-
dian housing space per person. ‘Inclusive growth’ oc-
curs where the worst-off gain from growth. The more
demanding ‘just growth’ occurs without an increase in
housing space inequality. A new set of continuous data
for England and Wales was developed and applied to
show that these concepts can be measured empirically,
over time and at national and local level. This could be
extended, where data permit, to the many nations that
collect data on housing floorspace and other continu-
ous variables.

Over 1981–2011, while England and Wales as a
whole achieved ‘housing growth’ in median space per
person, four of ten regions including London failed to so,
as did 3% of local authorities.

Housing growth can be achieved in a variety of places,
and with different combinations of population and hous-
ing growth. However, a small negative correlation be-
tween local authority rates of housing growth and pop-
ulation growth suggests it is more difficult to maintain
housing growth where the population is growing fast.

Results are sensitive to definitions and measures.
This means empirical claims about ‘inclusive growth’
should be examined closely for details of the definitions
and data used. The concept of ‘inclusivity’ applied here
is relatively undemanding, and ‘just growth’ was much
more elusive than ‘inclusive’ growth. Researchers and
policymakers may want to specify that growth is only
‘inclusive’ if the worst-off make more than trivial gains
or might want to aspire to ‘just’ growth instead. In addi-
tion, measuring inequality with different ratios produces
very different results. The definitions and measures pre-
sented here could be adapted to specific national or local
issues, but care is needed in applying measures.

As with inclusive economic growth, inclusive and
just housing growth can be achieved. Over 1981–2011,
while England and Wales as a whole achieved housing
growth in space per person it was not inclusive or just.
Six of the ten regions managed to achieve inclusive hous-

ing growth, but none achieved just growth. 70% of lo-
cal authorities achieved ‘inclusive’ but not ‘just’ growth.
In these areas, the worst-off made very modest gains
over the thirty years. Meanwhile, better-housed people
made more significant absolute and relative gains. At na-
tional level, in every region and in 93% of local author-
ities, inequality increased. Like the nation, 22% of local
authorities had growth that was neither ‘inclusive’ nor
just. Almost without exception, those who gained most
from new housing development in England and Wales
1981–2011 were those who were already better housed.

Just 3% of local authorities achieved growth that was
both inclusive and just. This small group may not pro-
vide transferable models for many other areas in the UK
or further afield. They achieved only small reductions in
inequality and were either poorly-housed relative to na-
tional standards or were atypical as rural and low popu-
lation areas.

Looking across all local authorities there was no evi-
dence to support the idea that low or falling population
encourages more inclusive or just distribution of hous-
ing space.

Greater housing growth (in median space per per-
son) appeared to be associatedwith greater gains for the
worst-off. However, greater housing growth was associ-
ated with increases in inequality. Deprivationmay create
some barriers to more inclusive housing growth.

There were a few local areas where ‘non-growth’ in
median space per person, potentially a preferred out-
come for those focussed on sustainability, was inclusive
and just. This reflects the national experience in decades
before 1981 and parallels some cases of economic stag-
nation in the UK and elsewhere.

The rarity of significant improvements for the worst-
off and the ubiquity of increasing inequality at national,
regional and local level in England and Wales, suggests
considerable scope for improving the inclusivity of hous-
ing supply, as a complement or even potential alter-
native to increased quantity. It should be noted that
Inclusive and just housing growth have been achieved
at national level in England and Wales in several twenti-
eth century decades. However, results also suggest that,
at least in the UK, local initiatives may be insufficient to
create change today, and more substantial and system-
atic national level changes may be required. In addition,
while housing growth and inclusivity can co-exist, there
may be a policy choice between more housing growth
and reduced inequality.

There is potential for further research to explain vari-
ations seen across time and space in England and Wales,
and for comparative research, where data permit, in na-
tions with different housing systems and different levels
of income inequality to that in the UK.
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