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Housing studies

The remarkable stability of social housing in Vienna 
and Helsinki: a multi-dimensional analysis

Justin Kadia  and Johanna Liliusb 
adepartment of Public Finance and infrastructure Policy, institute of spatial Planning, tu Wien, Wien, 
Austria; bdepartment of Architecture, Aalto university, Aalto, Finland

ABSTRACT
The supply of social housing has been marked by erosion and 
decline in most Western Europe countries since the 1990s, albeit 
with considerable variation in timing, speed and degree. Recently, 
it has been suggested that the sector has kept a more prominent 
position at the local level, at least in some cities. This paper scru-
tinizes this claim by comparing the development of social housing 
in two cities in two distinct national housing systems that have 
traditionally had a strong commitment to social housing: Vienna 
and Helsinki. To do so, we build a multi-dimensional framework 
that encompasses sector size, stock privatization, new housing 
production, and residualization. We empirically demonstrate a 
remarkable stability along these dimensions in both cases, albeit 
with some differences in degree. A number of factors need to be 
considered to explain this stability. They relate to aspects of insti-
tutional design of the social housing systems, as well as to con-
tinuity in policies at national and local levels.

Introduction

The declining relevance of social housing has been a key feature in Western housing 
systems in the last half century. Whereas in the post-war context the sector devel-
oped into a sizable part of the tenure structure in many countries, particularly in 
Western Europe, since the 1980s, it has been marked by erosion and decline. 
Alongside shifting policy priorities and economic circumstances, the sector has lost 
relevance vis-à-vis homeownership, and more lately, specifically in liberal market 
contexts, private renting. Such a development, with considerable variation in timing, 
speed and degree, has been observed in a wide variety of housing systems, including 
the UK, the US, Australia, the Netherlands, Sweden, Ireland, and Germany (Aalbers, 
2012; Byrne & Norris, 2022; Christophers, 2013; Forrest & Murie, 1988; Harloe, 
1995; Hochstenbach, 2017; Poggio & Whitehead, 2017).

To what extent social housing is really ‘a thing of the past’, remains vividly debated, 
however. Several authors have questioned such a conclusion, based on different 
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grounds. Some agree that the sector has been ‘pushed further to the margins of the 
welfare state’ (Blackwell & Bengtsson, 2021, p. 1), but argue that the changes have 
not been as marked as foreseen by some observers (e.g. Harloe, 1995). Some empha-
size recent changes that might require revisiting earlier conclusions (e.g. Kadi et  al., 
2021; Tunstall, 2021). Again others (e.g. Mundt & Amann, 2010) contend that the 
argument is based on a narrow geographical scope. This latter literature essentially 
concludes that social housing has survived to a much larger degree in some countries 
than in others and broad generalizations should consequently be made with caution. 
Kemeny (1995) argued some time ago that the sector would specifically retain a 
more important role in so-called unitary housing systems where it has traditionally 
held a more prominent position. Stephens (2020), in a recent review of Kemeny’s 
work, however, concludes that unitary systems are ‘breaking down’ (p. 521) and that 
the theory was ‘mis-specified’. This paper mobilizes a comparative case study of two 
traditional social housing cities in two distinct national housing systems to contribute 
to the literature in two ways: first, it goes beyond the dominant focus on the national 
level in assessing the development of the sector. Second, it introduces a 
multi-dimensional framework for such an analysis that draws together different 
dimensions from the literature to assess social housing stability/decline.

In doing so, we take up recent arguments from the literature. Matznetter (2020), 
glossing over some of the apparent differences in national developments, argues that 
non-market rental housing seems to have indeed largely disappeared at the national 
level across different housing systems. He asserts, however, that such sectors have 
survived in the urban context in many cases and argues for more research attention 
to this level. We are sympathetic to this ‘city level’ argument. Yet, we see two omis-
sions. First, empirical evidence on the development trajectory of social housing at 
the city level remains very limited. In fact, analyses of this sort have largely focused 
on national housing systems, with most generalizations also deriving from this level. 
Studies that have looked at the urban scale are much less common, particularly of 
comparative sort (but see Aalbers & Holm, 2008; Blackwell & Kohl, 2018; Kadi & 
Ronald, 2014; Lawson, 2010). Second, greater conceptual clarity is needed. Authors 
refer to a number of different processes under the umbrella of ‘social housing 
decline’. Some stress the shrinking sector size (Byrne & Norris, 2022); some point 
to stock privatization and shifts in ownership patterns (Wimark et  al., 2020); others 
emphasize shifts in housing production alongside changing subsidy schemes (Blackwell 
& Bengtsson, 2021; Ruonavaara, 2017); again others are concerned with residual-
ization (Musterd, 2014). These are all relevant dimensions of the transformation of 
social housing that have to be considered for a comprehensive assessment of stability 
and decline. Yet clear distinctions are necessary.

We address these omissions in two ways: First, we provide a comparative case 
study of Vienna and Helsinki. Both cities have a long tradition of providing social 
housing, although the specificities of social housing provision differ considerably. 
Meanwhile, the cities are embedded in two radically different national housing 
systems, namely Austria, a corporatist-conservative system with a large rental housing 
stock, and Finland, a traditional homeownership system.1 If the type of national 
housing system matters for the development trajectory of social housing, as some 
authors have suggested (see e.g. Kohl & Sørvoll, 2021), we would expect diverging 
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developments in the two cities. Second, we analyze our cases through a 
multi-dimensional framework of social housing decline/stability that we present 
below. In it, we draw together the above-discussed dimensions of sector size, stock 
privatization, new housing production, and residualization. Put together, this allows 
us to draw conclusions on the trajectory of social housing at the local level that 
are both broader (including two cases in different housing system contexts) and 
more nuanced (based on a multi-dimensional framework).

Our time frame ranges from around 2000 towards the year 2020 (we do not 
include the Covid-19 period as it would require a separate analysis). We choose 
this starting point as it was a time when in some iconic European cases, particularly 
the Netherlands and Sweden, the decline of social housing became especially salient, 
following policies of marketization as well as an EU Competition Law decision and 
related changes in the social housing supply (Christophers, 2013; Czischke, 2014; 
Musterd, 2014).

The paper starts with a brief clarification of our conceptualization of social 
housing before setting up our analytical framework through a literature review on 
dimensions of social housing decline. We then provide contextual details about social 
housing in the two cities, followed by a presentation of our results. We find a 
remarkable stability of social housing in the two cities along the four analysed 
dimensions, albeit with some difference in degree between the cases. We argue that 
a number of factors need to be considered to explain this stability. They relate to 
aspects of institutional design of the social housing systems (poly-centric governance, 
multi-layered financing and legal setup that has so far proven immune to EU influ-
ence), as well as national and local policy stability.

Social housing as a contested concept

Any cross-country analysis of social housing faces the challenge that there is no 
generally accepted definition of the object under scrutiny. As a tenure, it is a 
legally-defined term and thus context-dependent. In some places, it is not even 
legally specified and just a vernacular term. Hansson & Lundgren (2019, p. 204) 
suggest that it has therefore become ‘a “floating signifier,” i.e. a term with no 
agreed-upon meaning’. Comparative studies have, however, highlighted a number of 
criteria that are used in different contexts to define the tenure. Scanlon & Whitehead 
(2014), for example, point to rent levels (below market), provider type (e.g. govern-
ment, non-profits or other providers without profit motive), the relevance of subsidies 
for provision, or the existence of allocation criteria. Depending on the context one 
or more of these dimensions are typically used for definition.

Certainly, one might argue that this context-specificity calls into question any 
cross-country comparison of the tenure. We would not go so far, however. In fact, 
this would call into question most cross-country comparisons in housing systems 
(cf. Ruonavaara, 1993). Rather, we follow Aalbers (2012), Ruonavaara (2017, p. 9) 
and Blackwell & Bengtsson (2021), among others, that a more abstract cross-country 
definition is possible and useful, which needs to be amended with the specifics of 
the tenure in different contexts. Blackwell & Bengtsson (2021, p. 2) provide a 
straightforward definition that allows for doing so, with social housing constituting 
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‘rental housing that is operated on the basis of meeting housing need and not pri-
marily in order to make profit for the landlord’. This is general enough to apply to 
social housing in several contexts and also fits with the broader notion of social 
housing in our two cases studies. We will use it and clarify further specifics for 
both cities prior to the empirical analysis.

Unpacking social housing decline

While social housing has grown and expanded across most Western European 
countries in the post-war period, there was considerable variety in the mechanisms 
of, and rationale for, the provision of the sector. In some countries, such as Sweden, 
the Netherlands and Austria, it was designed as a comprehensive part of the housing 
market, provided by non-profit and/or public authorities and targeted to a wide 
range of income groups. In others, such as the UK or Finland, it traditionally was 
more closely focused on working-class households and had a smaller target group 
(Ronald, 2013, p. 3). Form, finance, providers and management of the sector also 
differed considerably between contexts (Scanlon & Whitehead, 2014).

Since the 1980s, however, policies towards the sector have tended to converge 
across housing systems (Harloe, 1995; Jacobs, 2019; Scanlon & Whitehead, 2014). 
Alongside a broader restructuring of the welfare state, housing policy more broadly, 
and social housing policies specifically, have come under pressure. Following 
Whitehead (2003, p. 60f), this has included 1) reduced subsidies for the sector, 2) 
a shift from tenure neutrality in subsidies towards targeted demand-side assistance, 
3) a move towards market rents, 4) a targeting of social housing to poorer house-
holds, 5) greater emphasis on private ownership, finance and management and 6) 
the promotion of home sales to tenants. Research has disentangled how these changes 
have led to a declining relevance of social housing in different Western European 
contexts. Doing so, authors have highlighted particularly the following four 
dimensions:

Declining sector size: a relative decline in social housing vis-à-vis other tenures, 
particularly home ownership, and an absolute decline of the stock due to privatiza-
tion or demolition

Stock privatization: a transfer of units to private owners, either through selling 
directly to tenants through a Right-To-Buy or en bloc sales to investors, or through 
a conversion of owners from former public or non-profit entities into private 
companies

Shifting housing production: a decline in new social housing production, commonly 
promoted through a shift in subsidies from object-side to demand-side

Residualization: a shift in the socio-economic profile of the tenure towards poorer 
households, either as a result of intentional policy (such as the tenure reform in 
the Netherlands following from an EU ruling), or as an unintended side effect of 
other policy decisions.

Different authors have drawn on different dimensions (e.g. Byrne & Norris, 2022; 
Musterd, 2014; Wimark et  al., 2020). There is, however, surprisingly little work that 
combines them in a more holistic framework. We will do so to test for social hous-
ing stability in our two cases. Following our four dimensions, stability means that 
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1) the share of the sector in the tenure structure remains stable or grows, 2) there 
is no significant stock privatization, 3) social housing is newly produced to a sig-
nificant extent and 4) there is no pronounced residualization.

One might argue that putting these dimensions together in such a way conflates 
causes and effects. An example is residualization and size. In many cases, residual-
ization has simply resulted from a shrinking stock. As fewer units have become 
available, the remaining stock has been targeted more closely to lower-income 
households. As Tunstall (2021) has shown, however, residualization and reduced 
sector size are not necessarily related. The decline of social housing in the UK since 
the 1990s, for example, has in fact been paralleled by a process of deresidualization. 
Therefore, it makes sense to consider both dimensions separately. Another critique 
might be that the gist of stability or decline may also be captured more easily, by 
solely looking at sector size. We would argue, on the contrary, that this would be 
too simplistic. As the literature shows, the process of social housing dismantling 
has been more multifaceted and goes beyond sector size alone, requiring to consider 
different dimensions for a nuanced assessment.

With this brief conceptual framework, we now turn to our analysis. Before that, 
we provide more context for our cases. We discuss the definitional specifics of social 
housing in the two cities, amending our general definition of the tenure above, and 
highlight the distinct national housing systems they are embedded in.

Two social housing cities in two distinct housing systems

Both Vienna and Helsinki have a long tradition of social housing provision. The 
beginnings in Vienna go back to the time of ‘Red Vienna’ in the 1920s, whereas 
Helsinki developed its first municipally owned rental apartments already at the 
beginning of the 20th century. Both cities have since upheld a strong commitment 
to the provision of non-market housing.

In terms of definitional characteristics, there is no official, legal definition of 
social housing in either city. In Vienna, it is typically used as an umbrella term for 
two housing sectors: the council housing stock, which is owned and administered 
by the City of Vienna2, and the limited-profit housing stock, which is administered 
and owned by limited-profit housing associations. Both sectors fulfil the criteria of 
social housing set out by Ruonavaara (2017, p. 9) in that they are not priced by 
the market and primarily targeted at low and middle-income households. As regards 
pricing, the mechanisms in the two sectors differ. Rents in limited-profit housing 
are cost-based and reflect the overall costs of a development project (including 
financing, land and construction costs). In council housing, rents are set by the 
City in line with federal rent regulation laws. Average rents in council housing is 
at around 3.97€/m2 (net rent, excluding utilities and tax) and 4.84€/m2 in 
limited-profit housing. By contrast, in private rental housing, the average net rent 
excluding utilities and tax is 6.34€/m2, i.e. 31% higher than in limited-profit housing 
and 60% higher than in council housing (all numbers for 2016; Tockner, 2017). As 
regards the targeting to low and middle-income households, in both sectors there 
are maximum income limits for new tenants. They are set at a rather high level, 
though, to ensure a socially-mixed sector that is not reserved for low-income 
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households. In practice, however, the income profile is typically higher in limited 
profit housing. A key reason is that tenants, for most units, have to provide a 
downpayment to enter the sector (comprising a share of the costs for land, financing 
and construction)3. Such a downpayment requirement does not exist in council 
housing. This has traditionally made limited profit housing less accessible for people 
on lower incomes (Kadi, 2015). If the downpayment exceeds a certain amount, 
tenants can purchase the unit after 5 years through a Right-to-Buy4. In both the 
council housing and the limited-profit housing sector, tenants can in principle only 
be allocated a unit that fits with the current household size (one room per person), 
although exceptions exist. In council housing, prospective tenants also need to prove 
a need for housing (e.g. overcrowding in current dwelling, single parent without an 
own dwelling, elderly or disabled people in need of a different flat). There is also 
a separate share of the council housing stock reserved for former homeless people.

In contrast to Vienna, social housing in Helsinki (as in Finland) is officially 
called ‘government-subsidised rental dwellings’, which in everyday language transforms 
to ‘subsidized housing’. It is an umbrella term that includes student housing, housing 
for residents with special needs, such as the elderly or physically disabled, as well 
as right to occupancy-housing5. Another term used in Finnish for government-subsidised 
rental dwellings (excluding student housing) is ARA-housing, which refers to the 
governmental agency called ARA (The Housing Finance and Development Centre 
of Finland). ARA implements social housing policy, and in particular guarantees 
bank loans for government-subsidised rental dwellings, and pays an interest subsidy 
if interest rates succeed a specific limit (currently 1,7%). In this paper, we focus 
specifically on the segment of social housing called ARA-rental housing (excluding 
student housing), which is social housing directed to middle- and low-income 
households and with this target group shares similarities with council and limited-profit 
housing in Vienna. Local authorities (municipalities), as in Vienna, and other public 
corporations are the largest owners of social housing in Finland. However, in con-
trast to Vienna, corporations that fulfil certain preconditions and limited liability 
companies of various types (but in which local or public authorities or corporations 
under certain preconditions have direct dominant authority) can also develop social 
housing (ARA, 2013/2015). There are specific rules for rent setting, set and moni-
tored by ARA. These include capital expenditure (such as interests and amortization 
as well as rent of the plot) and maintenance costs (janitorial services and mainte-
nance, water heat, cleaning of stair cases, and common spaces, waste management 
and property management). Part of the capital expenditure is shared among all 
tenants of the social housing provider – not, as is the case in Vienna’s limited-profit 
housing stock, shared among tenants of one housing estate. Small renovations, 
maintenance costs, and some specific features of the building such as location are 
taken into account when setting the rent for one housing estate. Social housing in 
Helsinki cost between 10€ to 15€ per square meter (gross rent, average 12,75 €/m2) 
(Vuokranmääritys Hekassa, 2017), while the average market rent (gross rent) in 2017 
was 19,58 €/m2 (i.e. around 53% lower). It is developed on land owned by the city, 
and the city subsidizes social housing by giving a reduction of the plot lease. In 
contrast to Vienna, there are currently no income limits for applicants or residents 
in social housing in Finland, but there are specific criteria for tenant selection set 
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by ARA. Today the criteria include housing need (for example risk of becoming 
homeless, having limited dwelling space and living in expensive housing relative to 
income), wealth and income (low- and middle income applicants being understood 
as having a more urgent need for social housing than higher income applicants) 
(ARA, 2021). Social housing can be sold off, or converted into private rentals after 
a period of 20–45 years, which is typically the amortization period of the state 
subsidized loans (Table 1).

While both Vienna and Helsinki have a long tradition of social housing pro-
vision, they are embedded in distinct housing systems. Austria is an example of 
a conservative-corporatist housing system with a large rental sector (Matznetter 
& Mundt, 2012). With a home ownership rate of some 48.8% in 2020, the country 
has one of the fewest home owners in Europe. Meanwhile, with some 23.5%, it 
has one of the highest social housing rates (Statistik Austria, 2021, p. 110). Austria 
has been identified as an example of a unitary or even an integrated rental market 
(Mundt & Amann, 2010), although the liberalization of rent regulation in the 
1990s has triggered a dualization between private and social rents and thus chal-
lenged this categorization to some extent (Kadi, 2015). In contrast to Austria, 
Finland has been characterized as a homeowner society, with 62% of all households 
living in owner occupation in 2020 (Statistics Finland, 2021). Until the 1990s, 
both owner occupation and social housing construction were supported through 
state subsidized loans. Today homeownership is supported through tax reliefs for 
households with housing loans (this will end in 2023 however). Rent regulation 
was at work until the 1990s, when housing policies retrenched (Juntto, 1990; 
Ruonavaara, 2017). The rental market today is in Kemeny’s classification dualist 
(Bengtsson et  al., 2017), with unregulated private rents and cost-based, regulated 
rents in social housing. Out of all apartments in Finland 7,7% are ARA social 
rentals, 4,9% other ARA housing, 24,7% private rentals, 11,6% other unregulated 

Table 1. some key differences between social housing in Vienna and Helsinki.
dimension Vienna Helsinki

definitional characteristic Rental housing owned by certain 
providers (City, limited-profit 
housing association)

Rental housing developed with a 
state guaranteed loan and 
owned by specific actors (City, 
certain corporations)

Providers City, limited-profit housing 
associations

City, (public) corporations, limited 
liability companies

is a downpayment by tenants 
required to enter the sector?

Yes, for most units in the 
limited-profit housing stock

no.

do social housing units remain in 
the social housing stock for a 
limited time only?

no. units in the limited-profit 
housing stock with a certain 
amount of downpayment can, 
however, be bought by the 
tenants after 5 years (up to 
20 years).13

typically, yes. Providers can sell 
units or convert them into 
private rentals after subsidy 
loan has been paid back

How much cheaper is social 
housing compared to private 
renting?

∼60% (council housing) and ∼31% 
(limited-profit housing) (2016)

∼53% (2017)

Are there upper income limits for 
new tenants?

Yes, but rather high. no, but other tenant selection 
criteria that target the sector to 
low- and middle-income 
households

Source: own compilation.



8 J. KADI AND J. LILIUS

housing and 51,1% owner occupation (ARA, 2019). The private rental sector has 
grown substantially in all larger cities, especially in the last 15 years, and the 
number of renters has also risen. The change in policies has also resulted in social 
housing being converted into private rentals or owner occupation (Lilius & 
Hirvonen, 2021; see also below).

The recent development of social housing in Vienna and Helsinki

Sector size

Social housing is the largest sector in Vienna to date. In 2020, it accounted for 
some 43.3% of all units, with council housing and limited profit housing each 
making up about half of the stock (21.9% and 21.4%). The second largest sector 
are private rental units, with about 32.4%. Homeownership, predominantly in the 
form of flats, rather than single-family homes, accounts for some 20.4%. If we look 
at the size of the social housing sector over time, we can see that it decreased to 
some extent between 2001 and 2011 and has increased slightly in the last decade, 
so that it remained overall stable when 2001 and 2020 are compared (Figure 1). 
The private rental market has slightly shrunk since 2001 whereas the home owner-
ship sector has seen the starkest growth, from 17.5% to 20.4%.6,7

The relative development conceals the stark absolute growth of social housing in the 
city, however. Whereas in 2001, some 302,000 units belonged to either council housing 
or limited-profit housing, in 2020, this had grown to around 397,000 units – an increase 
by 23.9% within the sector over 20 years alone. The great majority of new units came 
from the limited-profit housing associations. This sector grew by some 75%, from 
112,000 units in 2001 to 196,000 units in 2020 (see section ‘New production’ below).

The homeownership rate in Helsinki is 41 percent, while some percent account 
for right of occupancy flats (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat, 2021). Social housing 
accounts for 19 percent of all housing (Asumisen ja siihen liittyvän maankäytön 
toteutusohjelma, 2020, pp. 22–23). The proportion of the different tenures have 
remained fairly stable throughout the last two decades (Figure 2). The private rental 
sector has grown the most after a slight decline. Homeownership has also declined 
by 4 percentage points after initial growth. Social housing, meanwhile, has declined 
by some 3 percentage points between 2002 and 2019.8 This contrasts to Vienna, 
where the sector has by and large remained stable since 2001 in relative terms. 
Differences in the absolute development of the social housing stock are starker: 
whereas in Vienna, the social housing stock grew moderately in the 2000s and more 
quickly since then, in Helsinki, it was the other way around. A comparably pro-
nounced growth in the first half of the 2000s and a stable number of units since 
then. Overall, however, the scale of change was much bigger in Vienna: here, the 
stock grew by more than 60.000 units between 2001 and 2020, whereas in Helsinki, 
it grew by some 3.200 units.

Stock privatization

Privatization has been a rather marginal phenomenon in Vienna’s social housing 
stock, compared to other European cities such as Berlin, London or Amsterdam, 
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where the sector has been reduced significantly in that way. In Vienna, three types 
of privatization are relevant. First, so-called a-typical council housing units were 
sold. These were former privately owned estates that the city had acquired through 
endowment or bequest. Some 500 units in 39 estates were sold through these means 
(Kontrollamt, 2002). Second, limited-profit housing associations that used to be 
owned by the federal government were sold under a right-wing federal government 
in the early 2000s and thus some 60.000 units in Austria were privatized. The most 
prominent case is the housing association BUWOG, which by now is owned by the 
largest German real estate company Vonovia. Third, there is an ongoing privatization 
in the limited profit housing stock through a right-to-buy. Tenants are offered their 
unit after 10 years – recently changed to 5 years. Up until 20 years after they have 
moved in, they can purchase the unit. There are regulations regarding the future 
sale and use of the unit as a private rental unit after purchase. These rules have 
recently been tightened (Arbeiterkammer Wien, 2022). Annually, some 800 units 
are sold in Vienna in this way (Österreichischer Verband gemeinnütziger Bauträger 
(GBV), 2016). While the social housing stock has been reduced through these three 
means of privatization, in comparison to the overall stock, they have remained 
limited and in combination with continued production of new units, the social 
housing stock has, as shown, remained stable in relative terms and grew absolutely.

Compared to Vienna, privatization has been a rather prominent phenomenon 
in Helsinki. The City of Helsinki currently owns 17 of the 19 percent that account 
for social housing in the overall housing stock. The remaining 2 percent are owned 
by A-Kruunu, a state owned company (founded in 2015) assigned to construct 
social housing, and Y-säätiö, a foundation addressing homelessness by constructing 
homes for homeless people (Asumisen ja siihen liittyvän maankäytön toteutu-
sohjelma, 2020, pp. 22–23). Nevertheless, the ownership structure of social housing 

Figure 1. tenure structure Vienna 2001–2020 and absolute number of social housing units.

Source: statistik Austria, several years.
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has changed dramatically. In 2004 more than a third of the government subsidised 
rental flats (24 000) were still owned by two non-profit companies and the rest 
(45 000) by the City of Helsinki (Vihavainen & Kuparinen, 2006, p 17). The two 
largest non-profit social housing providers, Sato and VVO transformed their busi-
ness strategy when rent regulation was abolished in the 1990s and become real 
estate investors.9 They have since converted and sold off most of their social housing 
stock. Whereas SATO still owns some social housing, VVO sold its last social 
housing flats in 2016 (webpage of Kojamo, 2021; webpage of Sato, 2021). As Figure 
2 showed, the share of social housing has remained at a high level despite con-
versions. This is mainly because the City of Helsinki has actively produced new 
social housing.10

New production

Social housing accounts for a substantial share of new housing production in Vienna. 
Between 2012 and 2018, more than 60% of the units were constructed in the 
limited-profit housing sector (see Figure 3).11 This amounts to a substantial increase 
compared to the last two decades, when the share of social housing stood at around 
40% (in the 2000s) and 30% (1990s). Rather than a decline in new production, as 
was the norm in many other European cities, social housing has thus actually 
increased its significance. Noteworthy, the share of council housing has increased 
from the 1990s to the 2000s, but has since then vanished. This is related to a deci-
sion by the City of Vienna to terminate new construction in the sector as of 2004 
(except attic conversions and amendments of existing estates). New social housing 
production has subsequently been taken over by limited-profit housing associations 

Figure 2. tenure structure Helsinki 2002–2019 and absolute number of social housing units. 
Source: Helsingin seudun aluesarjat (2021).
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(Kadi, 2015). This also explains the stark growth of the limited-profit housing sector 
compared to the council housing sector discussed above. In 2015, the City announced 
that it will restart the council housing program and build 4,000 new units until 
2025 (Wiener Wohnen, 2019). The impact of this will be limited, however, as the 
4.000 units will not even be able to keep the relative share of the council housing 
sector in the overall tenure structure stable, given the current scope of housing 
construction in the city (Kadi et  al. 2021).

According to the current Housing Programme in Helsinki, 30 percent of all new 
apartments should be government subsidized rental flats. Around 8 percent of these 
flats should be student housing or housing for young people, and the remaining 22 
percent realized as social housing or housing for special groups. Half of the new 
stock should be owner occupation and private rental units, predominantly flats but 
also single-family houses, row houses or town houses, and the rest should belong 
to the so-called intermediate forms such as price regulated owner occupation housing 
(Asumisen ja siihen liittyvän maankäytön toteutusohjelma, 2020). The City allocates 
plots for new social housing according to the Housing Program. The relatively high 
landownership of the City (64,2% in total), ensures the availability of plots. As Figure 4 
shows, there has been a steady development of social housing, although the numbers 
fluctuate. Yet the new production has substantially helped to level out the amount 
of lost converted social rental flats discussed above.

Residualization

Residualization of social housing in Vienna has to some extent taken place, but on 
a rather moderate scale. One thing to consider is that both council housing and 

Figure 3. share of social housing (limited-profit housing and council housing) on new housing 
production in Vienna 1992–2018. *Source: own calculation based on statistik Austria, several years.
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limited profit housing are traditionally very mixed socio-economically. This does not 
only result from the fairly large size of both sectors, but also from the rather high 
income limits. In 2015, the income limits were even raised to make the social housing 
more accessible for middle-income households (while new rules were introduced to 
privilege residents that have lived in the city for longer). Council housing has tra-
ditionally housed more lower-income households compared to limited-profit housing. 
In both sectors, however, households from all income groups are typically present. 
This is also visible from Figure 5 that plots the profile of the two sectors by city-wide 

Figure 4. share of social housing (ARA housing) on new housing production 1992–2019 (Helsingin 
kaupunginkanslia, 2021)*. *ARA housing here includes also right of occupancy and social housing 
for special groups.

Figure 5. Population profile by income quartile of council housing and limited profit housing in 
Vienna, 2011 and 2019*. *numbers in brackets are based on small sample and should be inter-
preted with caution. Source: eu-siLC, 2011; 2019.
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income quartile. In 2011, some 40.2% of the tenants in council housing came from 
the first income quartile. In limited-profit housing, this was clearly less, with some 
14%. In both sectors, however, the majority of tenants came from higher income 
quintiles – in council housing some 60% and in limited profit housing even more 
than 85%. In both sectors, a sizable share of the tenants also comes from the upper 
two income quartiles, although they hold a more important share in the limited-profit 
housing stock.

Figure 1 furthermore shows how the income profile in the two sectors has 
changed. In both sectors, the share of residents from the first income quartile has 
increased, indicating a certain residualization. The dynamic is somewhat different 
in the two sectors however. In council housing, the first income quartile gains 
ground vis-a-vis the second and third income quartile, i.e. the lower and upper 
income middle-class. In limited-profit housing, meanwhile, all other income quartiles 
lose importance vis-a-vis the first quartile. What is more striking, however, is the 
different degree of change. In council housing, the residualization trend is much 
more moderate than in limited-profit housing, signalling that the process has been 
more important in the latter sector in the last ten years. It is questionable, however, 
whether residualization is really the right term to describe these shifts in limited-profit 
housing. The sector has further expanded in size and, even if the tenant profile has 
become somewhat lower-income, still some 50% of the tenants come from the two 
highest income quartiles. Nonetheless, if we look at the trends in the income profile 
of both sectors, the changes indicate a certain harmonization, with the limited-profit 
housing profile resembling the council housing profile somewhat more than ten 
years ago. Both sectors, however, remain quite mixed socio-economically.

As in Vienna, there have also been attempts in Finland and Helsinki to direct 
social housing towards middle-income households. To have a better social mix in 
social housing and avoid residualization, income limits for applicants were abolished 
in 2008 (Hirvonen, 2010, p. 14). A follow up study in 2010 however revealed that 
income levels of neither residents nor applicants had increased since the implemen-
tation (Hirvonen, 2010, p. 75). Nevertheless, in 2017 the national government 
re-introduced income-limits, with the aim to direct social housing towards low-income 
households (Strategic Program of Prime Minister Juha Sipilä’s Government, 2015). 
A study by the City of Helsinki (Vuori & Rauniomaa, 2018) in 2018 showed that 
out of all tenants, only five percent, mostly single households, had incomes above 
the implemented income limits. The gross-income of the residents was almost 40 
percent lower than that of the average income resident in Helsinki. Considering the 
results of the study (among other issues), the City of Helsinki and other social 
housing providers found the income limits unnecessary, and they were abolished in 
2018 by the same government that implemented them. Today more than half of the 
residents in social housing owned by the City of Helsinki belong to the three lowest 
income groups (1., 2. and 3. decile). Two percent of the residents belong to the 
second highest income group (9. decile), and zero to the highest (10. decile). In 
the social housing stock owned by other providers 44 percent belong to the third 
lowest income groups. Homeowners in Helsinki, and those who rent on the private 
market (excluding students) correspondingly belong to higher income groups 
(Hirvonen, 2021). In conclusion, social housing has remained housing for low-income 
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residents. Nevertheless, to avoid stigmatization and a concentration of deprivation 
in social housing, the city has designated civil servants who take care of the tenant 
selection. They monitor each staircase to reach a balanced social structure of tenants 
(in accordance with national regulations for tenant selection). In practice this means 
that staircases with only one ethnic group, or only unemployed tenants are, for 
example, avoided.

Discussion: Accounting for stability

Considering the two cases comparatively, we see some differences along the four 
dimensions (see Table 2): a stable sector size in Vienna and a slight decline in 
Helsinki alongside a much more pronounced absolute unit increase in Vienna; stock 
privatization has been a rather marginal phenomenon in Vienna, while in Helsinki, 
the privatization of two social housing providers and their stocks made it a more 
significant process; the share of social housing in new housing production has been 
around 30% in Vienna in the 1990s and 2000s, whereas it has increased to more 
than 60% over the last ten years. Meanwhile, in Helsinki, the sector has made up 
around 30% of new construction over the last three decades, with no comparable 
recent increase. Nonetheless, these differences largely constitute differences in degree, 
rather than in kind. The common trajectory that becomes evident from both cases 

Table 2. Comparative overview of analyzed dimensions.
Vienna Helsinki

size: Has the size remained stable? Yes
sector stable at around 43% since 

early 2001

Yes, largely
Around 3% decline from 22% to 

19% since early 2000s
Privatization: Has the ownership 

been retained in the hands of 
public/non-profit players? Has 
privatization remained limited?

Yes, largely
some privatization activities in the 

early 2000s, ongoing Right-to-
Buy sales in limited profit 
housing. With new production 
ongoing, no significant 
reduction in the sector size, 
however.

no, but
ownership has changed as two 

large non-profit developers were 
privatized and sold their stock. 
the City of Helsinki has, 
however, increased its stock 
remarkably with new production

new production: is there new 
social housing being produced?

Yes
there is an increasing share of 

social housing in new 
production, up from 30% in 
1990s to 60% in the period 
2012–2018

Yes
goal of the City to have 30% of 

new production in government 
subsidized rental flats (including 
also student housing and 
housing for groups with special 
needs). Has been met since 
2017.

Residualization: Has the social mix 
been retained? Has 
residualization not taken place 
on a larger scale?

Yes, largely
the council housing sector is 

traditionally much more focused 
on low-income households than 
the limited-profit housing 
sector. A certain degree of 
residualization has taken place 
over the last ten years, stronger 
in limited-profit housing than in 
council housing; overall, the 
social housing sector remains 
quite mixed, however.

Yes, largely
social housing is targeted to 

low- and middle-income 
households. no broader changes 
have taken place towards 
greater residualization.

Source: own compilation.
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is that the social housing sector remained by and large stable in both cases, privat-
ization took place to some extent but was made up through new construction, the 
sector plays a significant role in housing production and residualization plays a 
rather marginal role. All in all, there is thus a remarkable stability in the sector in 
the two cases that runs counter to dominant narratives about the current develop-
ment of social housing in the European context.

How to explain this stability? We have highlighted how the decline in social 
housing across several West European housing systems has been driven by a set of 
intertwined policy shifts since the 1980s, including, inter alia, reduced subsidies for 
the sector, a shift to demand-side assistance, an introduction of market rents, a 
targeting of the sector to lower-income households, greater emphasis on private 
ownership, finance and management, as well as the promotion of home sales to 
tenants (Whitehead, 2003, p. 60). In Vienna and Helsinki, by contrast, we see 
remarkable stability along different of these dimensions. Why is this the case?

Blackwell & Bengtsson (2021) explain the stability of social housing in Denmark 
vis-à-vis the cases of the UK and Sweden with two features of the Danish system: 
first, a ‘polycentric governance system’, in which authorities at different scalar levels 
exercise certain degrees of control. Changes, such as decisions to privatize, can thus 
not easily be pushed through (Blackwell & Bengtsson, 2021: 16). Second, a 
multi-layered financing system that is less reliable on central government contribu-
tions and thus also less vulnerable to cuts on this level (Blackwell & Bengtsson, 
2021: 14). Both arguments are important for our cases.

In Vienna, decision-making is divided between national and provincial level, with 
some additional room for manoeuvre for housing associations (regarding tenant 
selection, decision on new construction and asset management). The federal gov-
ernment is in charge of important legal acts (e.g. the limited-profit housing act and 
the Tenancy Act). Until 2018, it also collected and redistributed housing taxes to 
lower governmental levels (since then this is done by the provinces). At the pro-
vincial level, Vienna, decides about the specific use of housing subsidies (since 1989), 
is responsible for zoning and planning decisions and the management of publicly 
owned land. Moreover, Vienna, like other provinces, is an important owner of social 
housing. There was a short moment in the early 2000s where it became clear how 
this governance structure curtailed federal privatization plans. Back then, a right-wing 
federal government planned to privatize housing by limited-profit associations owned 
by public authorities. The initial plans included a sale of a substantial amount of 
no less than 22% of the then 480.000 limited-profit housing units (Mundt, 2008). 
Several provinces and municipalities, who in many cases owned the associations, 
however, vetoed against this. Eventually, some 60.000 units of associations owned 
by the federal government were sold (Mundt, 2008), with the remaining associations 
and units staying in public ownership.

In Finland too, the central government is in charge of the legal acts concerning 
social rental housing. The Housing Finance and Development Centre of Finland 
(ARA) steers and monitors social rental housing by, for example, granting the guar-
antees for loans and monitoring that the rents are cost-based. The interest subsidies, 
when granted, are also paid by the Housing Foundation of the State (VAR), and 
the government decides the threshold for when these subsides are paid (currently 
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if interest rates rise above 1,7%). It is however the owners of social rental housing 
who are in charge of steering tenant selection and setting rents (according to the 
law). As in Austria, it is at this level of ownership where the polycentricity argument 
became visibly relevant. When the government in power between 2015 and 2019 
suggested temporal contracts in social rental housing in cities, the City of Helsinki, 
the largest owner of social housing in the country, prepared plans to buy out the 
entire stock from the centralized system (in other words convert it to social rental 
housing under rules set by the City). Helsinki did not want to take on the admin-
istrative burden of checking residents’ incomes every five years, nor commit to a 
system where residents would be thrown out of their homes if their incomes grew.12 
The government later withdrew from its plan. As in Austria, polycentricity curtailed 
significant changes to the sector.

The financing argument by Blackwell & Bengtsson (2021) is of relevance for both 
cases as well. In Vienna (as in Austria), the reliance of limited-profit housing asso-
ciations, which are the key provider of social housing nowadays, on regular gov-
ernment contributions is limited. The associations get a considerable part of financing 
for new projects, typically around 1/3, from capital loans from special purpose 
housing construction banks. Other parts come from the associations’ own equity 
(around 10–20%) as well as from tenant downpayments. While around 1/3 typically 
comes from low-interest public loans, most of the funds for that (∼60%) are from 
loan repayments by associations to governments, minimizing the need for additional 
funds (Pittini et  al. 2021, p. 11). Meanwhile, the credit conditions of the associations 
improve over time. They use their housing as collateral to guarantee the loans. Over 
time, their housing stock becomes bigger, providing them with better credit condi-
tions, lower financing costs and thus make them less dependent on state support 
(Matznetter, 2020). In Finland, even more, all loans to develop social rental housing 
are today taken from private banks. Due to the large housing stock of Helsinki, it 
is likely that the City could acquire a loan also without a guarantee from the central 
government which would give the City the possibility to develop their own social 
rental housing system, if necessary.

While certain independence from national government in both decision making 
and financing is thus important, it is in fact also stability in national policy that is 
relevant to understand the continuities in social housing development. In Austria, 
the post-war consensus between Social Democrats and Conservatives over the use-
fulness of housing market intervention has been upheld to considerable degree also 
under different coalition constellations in recent decades. The high relevance of 
object-side subsidies in funding for housing is a striking indicator of the continued 
commitment to social housing in particular. In 2011, some 62.9% of housing sub-
sidies in Austria were granted through object-side subsidies. By comparison, in Great 
Britain, it was 11.1% (Wieser & Mundt, 2014, p. 254). A recent pan-European study 
found that EU member states only spend an average of 26.1% of their housing 
budgets on object-side subsidies (Housing Europe, 2019, p. 28).

This is not to say that policy retrenchment played no role. Federal funding for 
housing subsidies declined in Austria in real terms since the mid-1990s, the ear-
marking of housing subsidies was abolished (Streimelweger, 2014) and a right to 
buy was introduced in parts of the limited-profit housing stock (Mundt, 2018). In 
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the longer view, the relevance of subsidized housing in new construction in Austria 
has also declined. Whereas in the period 1992–2002, 80% of new construction 
received subsidies, this has declined to 49% for the period 2007–2017 (Kadi et  al., 
2020, p. 3). Still, by and large, the national level has shown fairly strong continuity 
in supporting social housing. Resultantly, in stark contrast to other European coun-
tries, the sector increased rather than shrunk, from 19.5% in 1991 to 23.5% in 2019 
(Statistik Austria, 2013, 2021).

In contrast to Austria, in Finland, broad support along the political lines (also 
social democrats) in terms of housing tenure has traditionally been for homeown-
ership. The development of housing subsidies after WW II was linked to communists 
and left-wing parties gaining more power (Ruonavaara, 2006). However, today, there 
is a consensus on the need for social housing in city regions. The commitment of 
national government to the sector is highlighted in the so-called MAL-agreements 
(land use, housing, traffic) between the municipalities in the Helsinki Region and 
the government. The government pays a start-up grant (€10 000/social housing unit) 
and the current government program has the goal to increase the proportion of 
ARA housing in new production to at least 35 percent – substantially higher than 
the goal of the previous government, which stood at 25 percent. If the municipalities 
reach this goal, they get state support for larger infrastructure developments (Ministry 
of Environment, 2021b).

Certainly, retrenchment has occurred in Finland too. Subsidies to develop social 
housing have declined substantially since the 1990s, and target mainly special groups. 
Hyötylainen (2020) calls this the ‘specialization’ of social housing in Finland, refer-
ring to the decline of support for social housing directed to low and middle-income 
households. The subject side subsidies on the other hand have grown exponentially 
in the 2000s, with housing allowance being the most important one. In 2019, subject 
side subsidies accounted for more than 90 percent of housing subsides (90.8% being 
paid as housing allowances and 2.5% as tax relief for homeowners). In 2019, 6% of 
the subsidies were directed to the object side (out of which nearly half addressed 
housing for special groups) (Hurmeranta, 2020). Resultantly, from 2000 to 2017 the 
number of social housing flats decreased by 16% in the whole country, while private 
rental grew by 50% (ARA, 2019). Despite this, with the above-discussed instruments, 
the national government still plays a key role in supporting municipalities in social 
housing development and has shown a considerable degree of policy stability.

Austria’s policy stability has been related to the continued cross-party acceptance 
of the benefits of social housing (Lawson, 2010), the political power of the 
well-organized limited-profit housing sector (Matznetter, 2020), and the slow, incre-
mental change of conservative-corporatist welfare regimes that has left the post-war 
model more intact that in other contexts (Matznetter, 2020). Importantly, as WIFO 
(2012) argues, a key driver of this model were economic policy rather than social 
policy concerns (see also Matznetter, 2020). Housing decommodification, alongside 
its social and welfare benefits, was seen as an effective instrument to promote stable 
employment, keep wage claims of workers at a moderate level and foster interna-
tional competition of the economy. In Finland, between the 1970s and 1990s, the 
provision of social housing was, to considerable extent, linked to promoting the 
construction industry, which traditionally has close ties to both the social democratic 
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and conservative party (Hankonen, 1994; Juntto, 1990; Ruonavaara, 2006). Today’s 
consensus on the need for social housing in cities mainly comes out of urban labour 
market concerns. It is seen as a means to ease mobility from declining places to 
growing regions, and considered crucial in order for key workers in low paid jobs 
to find housing in growing cities (Programme of Prime Minister Sanna Marin’s 
Government, 2019). As in Austria, economic policy concerns thus play important 
parts, although in different variants.

While continued national influence is relevant in both cases, it is also the lack 
of influence of a scalar level – particularly the supra-national level – that requires 
consideration. The Netherlands as well as Sweden, two countries with comprehensive 
social housing supplies, have restructured their sectors following measures at the 
EU level in response to complaints by private landlords about unfair competition 
through housing subsidies in the early 2000s. The Netherlands introduced stricter 
income limits and targeted the social housing sector more closely to lower-income 
households. In Sweden, the parliament ruled that Municipal Housing Companies 
needed to operate in more business-like ways, aiming to create a more level playing 
field with commercial housing providers (Czischke, 2014; Elsinga & Lind, 2013). 
In Vienna, this issue has so far played no role. The Austrian system of social 
housing has at least so far proven resilient in legal terms (Streimelweger, 2014). 
This also holds for Finland and Helsinki. There are eligibility criteria for tenant 
selection, meaning that the subsidies of the state are directed to a specified target 
group already. On the other hand, in Finland, the interests of private landlords 
have been put forward in other ways. As a consequence of the abolishment of rent 
regulation in the 1990s, the biggest providers of social housing in Finland became 
housing investors. The conversion of their stock resulted in a decrease in the 
availability of social housing. The private rental stock during the same time has 
grown remarkably and become increasingly profitable.

Finally, and further amending the account put forth by Blackwell & Bengtsson 
(2021), local policy stability is an important factor. Both cities hold considerable 
power in housing policy making and have shown continued commitment to social 
housing. In Vienna this is reflected, not least, in the high share of social housing 
in new production, the decision not to sell council housing (apart from a few 
estates), or the provision of additional funding for subsidized housing on top of 
the funds received from federal government (before the decentralization of tax 
collection). While in Vienna, the Social Democrats have been in power for most 
of the last 100 years and housing market intervention is tightly linked to this 
political stability, in Helsinki, political majorities have varied over time. Still, 
targeted goals for the production of housing have been prepared by the city 
administration since the 1940s. Today these housing programs typically last for 
the legislative period of the city council. The programmes set goals for the pro-
duction of new housing, and project land owned by the City for this purpose. 
The City’s own housing production company ATT (City of Helsinki housing pro-
duction), founded in 1948, is still responsible for realizing much of the housing 
production in accordance with the City’s housing policy goals. ATT in other words 
works as a developer and contractor, although this may vary depending on the 
project.
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The local commitment to social housing in Vienna has been interpreted as an 
expression of a more ‘social’ urban politics and the result of less competition ori-
ented forms of governance, set within the long-term power stability and reign of 
the Social-Democrats (cf. Hatz et  al. 2016). Path dependence is likely to play import-
ant parts, too. With the long history of intervention, a retreat from social housing 
may result in quick political losses at the next election – a risk the party does not 
want to take. Initially more social forms of governance are thus becoming locked-in, 
made possible by the fairly stable national and institutional circumstances. At the 
same time, the policy model has also become more heavily contested, with the real 
estate lobby pushing the City more directly than in the past to adopt a more 
market-friendly approach (Kadi, 2015; Novy et  al. 2001). Rather than political sta-
bility, in Helsinki, pragmatic economic policy plays important parts in explaining 
policy continuity. The high demand for ‘key workers’ is seen as a justification for 
policy intervention, also at the local level, stabilizing commitment amidst changing 
governing majorities. Meanwhile, there is considerable pressure to change the system 
for some time already. Local income taxes are a main source for local revenues in 
Finland. This makes cities compete for wealthy residents and puts pressure on local 
social housing policies (Haila & Le Galès, 2004).

Concluding remarks

While the social housing sector has been marked by erosion and decline in most 
Western European countries in recent decades, in this paper we have demonstrated 
a remarkable stability in the supply of social housing in two cities. By doing so, we 
have advanced on the research gap identified by Matznetter (2020) according to 
which the local level is often overlooked in debates about the decline in social 
housing in the current context. Comparative accounts are particularly rare in this 
regard. We have, however, not only considered two local cases in two radically 
different housing systems comparatively, but also did so through a multi-dimensional 
framework that allows for a more nuanced assessment of the development of social 
housing than most other recent accounts on that issue. Thus, the paper adds a novel 
level of understanding through a rarely considered scalar level, a comparative rather 
than a single case study, and a more differentiated analytical framework than most 
existing studies.

The two cases provide a remarkable counterpoint to dominant narratives about the 
development of social housing in the European context along multiple dimensions 
commonly used to characterize the decline of the sector: it did not lose its strong 
position in the tenure structure, privatization did not play a major role, it still features 
prominently in new construction, and it has not been residualized to a significant 
extent. We have argued that a number of factors need to be considered to explain this 
stability: aspects of institutional design (poly-centric governance, multi-layered financing, 
and legal setup that has so far proven immune to EU influence), national policy sta-
bility rooted, to considerable degree, in economic policy concerns, as well as local 
policy stability, resulting from different political and economic considerations in the 
two cities.
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Our evidence supports arguments that notions of social housing decline are often 
based on a narrow geographical scope (e.g. Mundt & Amann, 2010). The case for 
this is usually made with regard to the national level. Here, we argue, in line with 
Matznetter (2020), that it is the local level that runs counter to dominant accounts 
how the sector has developed. Strikingly, the analysis also does not confirm that 
the national housing system type matters for the development of social housing at 
the local level. A potential explanation may lie in the historically grown discretionary 
power at the local level, embedded within a multi-scalar policy system.

Although the analysis solely touches on a selected number of dimensions of social 
housing in the two cases, it nonetheless provides a noticeable correction to dominant 
narratives about the development of the sector in the current context. There is so 
far, however, still limited systematic evidence on social housing development on the 
local level beyond the cases studied here and the issue should thus be explored 
further. Meanwhile, recent evidence suggests that some cities have started to re-invest 
into social housing in the context of rising housing problems and protests in recent 
years and there are thus new developments to consider (Kadi et  al., 2021).

Despite the stability in the supply of social housing, in both our cases, housing 
problems exist and have become more pressing recently. The City of Helsinki, for 
example, had almost 23 000 applicants for social housing in 2020, but were able to 
convey only a little above 3000 flats during the year (City of Helsinki, 2021). Also 
in Vienna, waiting times for social housing are often significant and the explosive 
increase in private rents in recent years has reshaped housing conditions (Kadi, 
2015). Social housing contributes markedly to the supply of inexpensive housing in 
both cities, but interacts with demand-side developments as well as dynamics in 
other tenures in shaping housing outcomes. Our paper has highlighted the complexity 
and context specificity in the provision of social housing. Future studies are needed 
to understand the interplay of the sector with further relevant housing market 
dynamics in determining housing conditions in both cities and other cases where 
social housing continues to play a key role in the urban housing system.

Notes

 1. Despite this difference, it is noteworthy that the two countries have both been classified 
as conservative welfare states, e.g. by Esping-Andersen (1990).

 2. Strictly speaking, the sector is administered by Wiener Wohnen, a city-owned company.
 3. Downpayment requirements vary considerably between projects. Korab et al. (2010) found 

an average of 500€/m2. The City provides low-interest loans to support tenants in 
affording downpayments. (Eigenmittelersatzdarlehen). Downpayments are paid back to 
tenants once they move out, deducted by a 1% annual administrative fee. The City has 
implemented a new subsidy program, Smart Housing, with below-average downpayment 
requirements (Stadt Wien, 2019).

 4. This does not apply to units that are built on leased land.
 5. The tenure is a mix between rental and owner-occupied housing, where residents pay a 

right-of-occupancy fee when they move in (10–15% of the original cost of the flat, 
which is returned when moving out) as well as a monthly management fee to the 
owner of the building. The apartments are typically financed with state-subsidised 
housing loans or interest subsidy loans. (Ministry of Environment, 2021a). Currently 
3% of the housing stock in Helsinki consists of right-to-occupancy housing.
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 6. Overall, the share of social housing has also remained fairly stable in most other large 
Austrian cities, with Vienna thus not being an exception. As a rough indicator, between 
2013 and 2020 the share of social housing in all cities >100.000 people except Vienna 
changed from 33.3% to 31.5% (Statistik Austria, 2013, 2021).

 7. In absolute terms, Vienna also has by far the largest social housing stock of all Austrian 
municipalities. In relative terms, it is not Vienna but the city of Linz, provincial capital 
of Upper Austria, which has a larger stock, with some 54% (2019; Housing Europe, 2019)

 8. In that, Helsinki has maintained its social housing to a much greater extent than other 
large cities in Finland. In the second largest city, Tampere, for example, it declined by 
17 percent (ARA, 2019, p. 7).

 9. SATO (Sosiaalinen Asuntotuotanto, social housing production) was founded in the 1940 by 
companies in the building materials sector, construction companies and certain insur-
ance companies to develop housing in the reconstruction phase after the war. SATO 
was also actively involved in developing housing estate neighbourhoods in the Helsinki 
Metropolitan Area. Since 2015, the largest shareholder of SATO is Fastighets AB Balder, 
a Swedish housing investment company (webpage of Sato, 2021). VVO (Valtakunnallinen 
vuokratalo-osuuskunta, the national rental housing cooperative) was founded in 1969 
to provide housing for people moving to cities in search of work. The main owner at 
the time was a development company called Haka Oy. Haka Oy on the other hand 
was owned by different unions, particularly that of the building sector, and by pension 
funds. VVO was listed on the stockmarket of Helsinki in 2018, under the new name 
Kojamo (webpage of Kojamo, 2021).

 10. Including right of occupancy flats.
 11. Social housing in Figure 3 is defined as subsidized housing produced by limited-profit 

housing associations or council housing. Limited-profit housing associations also con-
struct new units without subsidies. These are included in “other housing”, as price 
levels usually correspond more closely to private market housing.

 12. Personal correspondence with the Head of Housing Policy at the City of Helsinki, 
17.3.2017.

 13. GBV (2016: 8) estimates that between 24% and 33% of all limited-profit housing units in 
Vienna that are currently owned by limited-profit housing associations are equipped with 
a (current or upcoming) right to buy and may be bought by the tenants at some point.
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