Livable Housing Design: The
voluntary provision of inclusive
housing in Australia

Margaret Ward
Queensland University of Technology

Jill Franz

Queensland University of Technology

Barbara Adkins
Queensland University of Technology

Abstract
This paper reports on a study of the voluntary provision of inclusive housing. The
impetus for the study is the Livable Housing Design initiative, an agreement among
Australian housing industry and community leaders in 2010 to a national guideline
and voluntary strategy with a target to provide minimum access features in all new
housing by 2020. Situated in and around Brisbane, Australia, the study
problematises the assumption that the housing industry will respond voluntarily; an
assumption which this study concludes is unfounded. The Livable Housing Design
initiative asks individual agents to consider the needs of people beyond the initial
contract, to proceed with objective reasoning and to do the right thing voluntarily.
Instead, the study found that interviewees focused on their immediate contractual
obligations, were reluctant to change established practices and saw little reason to
do more than was legally required of them. This paper argues that the highly-
competitive and risk-averse nature of the industry works against a voluntary

approach for inclusive housing and, if the 2020 target of the Livable Housing Design
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initiative is to be reached, a mandated approach through legislation will be
necessary. The Livable Housing Design initiative, however, has an important role to
play in preparing the Australian housing industry to accept further regulation.

Keywords: Design, housing, inclusion, livable, visitability, voluntary

Introduction

At the age of fifty, Joan has a tertiary education, thirty years’ work-experience, a
family and a vibrant network of friends. Yet, in her adult life she has visited only five
homes. She is not a social pariah—she uses a wheelchair. Her inability to enter and
use most dwellings points to an “architectural apartheid” (Beck, 1996, p. 119); a
systemic exclusion of people with a disability through mainstream housing design
and construction. Australian governments at all levels, through the Council of
Australia Governments, have committed to greater social inclusion (Australian
Government, 2010), to upholding the human rights of people with a disability
(Australian Government, 2011a) and to making cities more liveable (Australian
Government, 2011b). To date, these commitments have given the housing industry
little impetus to build more inclusive residential environments. This paper reports on
a qualitative study which explored the responses by developers, designers and
builders in the housing industry to providing inclusive housing; that is, what they
perceived to be the barriers and what they considered might assist in providing
inclusive housing as part of mainstream building practice.

The paper uses the term ‘inclusive housing’ to describe both social and private
housing, including both single family homes and multi-unit developments, designed
and built to facilitate the participation of all people in everyday domestic life in regular
neighbourhoods (Milner & Madigan, 2004). What this means in practical terms is
widely debated (Bringolf, 2009); this paper uses the idea of “visitability”; a concept
which “ensures that a basic level of accessibility will be provided in all housing, and .

. opens opportunities for participation in community life” (Truesdale, Steinfeld, &
Smith, 2002, pp. 8-9). Visitability has three principles: the first is that basic physical
access to and within a dwelling should be a prerequisite rather than an optional extra

feature; the second is that, through good design, this access can be provided at no
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or minimal cost; and the third is that assigning priority to the most important features
will enhance its acceptance and provision (Maisel, 2006).

The study found that what appears to be a common-sense idea is unlikely to be
adopted voluntarily as mainstream building practice. Housing providers saw little
reason to provide inclusive housing within their interdependent, highly-competitive
and risk-averse industry. If change is deemed necessary by a higher authority, such
as a government committed to social inclusion, they preferred a regulatory approach
so that everyone must comply—to minimise risk, to provide certainty and to remain

competitive in the housing market.

Background

In 2010, the Australian Government brought together the national housing industry
and community leaders to develop a plan to address the lack of inclusive housing.
The agreement, called the Livable Housing Design initiative, aims to transform
current housing practice to provide inclusive housing voluntarily. It has a national
guideline and a plan. The guideline describes a minimum or Silver level (National
Dialogue on Universal Housing Design [NDUHD], 2010a) with an aspirational target
of all new housing providing Silver Level by 2020 (NDUHD, 2010b). Interim targets
are also set; the first being 25% by 2013, followed by 50% by 2015 and 75% in 2017.
More ambitious targets are set for the social housing sector. The Silver level
comprises eight features, listed in Appendix A. The plan is to increase the demand
for inclusive housing by buyers, promote and recognise industry leadership, provide
incentives through accreditation, and advocate for the adoption of the guidelines in
public policy (NDUHD, 2010b).

The Australian housing industry has seen a number of voluntary initiatives in
the last two decades (Department of Public Works, 2008; Master Builders
Association (ACT), 2001; Standards Australia, 1995; Victorian Building Commission,
2009). These have had minimal impact on the current supply of, or the demand for,
inclusive housing (Bringolf, 2011b; Karol, 2008). The Livable Housing Design
initiative differs from these predecessors in three ways: it takes a national focus; it
has the support of both community and industry leaders; and there is a commitment
within the plan to monitor its progress (NDUHD, 2010b).

The experiences of other voluntary initiatives serve to question whether the

Livable Housing Design initiative will work. In comparative reviews of policies and
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programs in Europe, North America, United Kingdom, Japan and Australia (Imrie,
2006, pp. 69-72; Scotts, Saville-Smith, & James, 2007), legislation is found to
provide the most reliable, if reductionist, response and works best when supported
by education and training. The housing industry typically resists regulation for
inclusive housing and questions the legitimacy of need citing lack of demand from
buyers, implementation challenges and unnecessary additional cost, (Imrie, 2006;
Nishita, Liebig, Pynoos, Perelman, & Spegal, 2007). A case-study in Irvine,
California, found that, even when all stakeholders understand the reason for
inclusive housing and agree to a voluntary approach, consistency of standard and
supply are difficult to achieve (Kaminski, Mazumdar, DiMento, & Geis, 2006).

In the United Kingdom, basic requirements for visitability have been mandated
for all new housing since 1999 in response to the failure of previous voluntary
strategies (Imrie, 2006). Imrie argues that mandated minimum access standards
were necessary even though they do not address the access needs of many people
with more significant disabilities, and they inhibit innovative building practice.
Research in Japan, an ageing country, suggests that their voluntary approach using
incentives will neither meet their burgeoning need for inclusive housing nor is the
standard of access adequate (Kose, 2003, 2010). With these experiences from
overseas in mind, the paper now describes the current Australian context where
government, industry and community leaders are relying on the voluntary

transformation of the housing industry to provide inclusive housing.

Australian context

The supply of inclusive housing in Australia is influenced by four key stakeholders:
governing authorities; buyers of new housing; people who need inclusive housing;
and the housing industry. Previously noted, governments across Australia have set a
policy direction towards inclusive residential communities (Australian Government,
2010, 2011a) ratifying the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (the
Convention) supporting people with a disability to “full and effective participation and
inclusion in society” and to “choose their place of residence and where and with
whom they live on an equal basis with others”. The Convention also supports the
concept of universal design in the development of standards and guidelines in a way
that requires “the minimum possible adaptation and the least cost to meet the

specific needs of a person with disabilities” (United Nations, 2007).
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The Australian Government is relying on the anticipated outcomes of the
Livable Housing Design initiative to respond to its obligations under the Convention
(Australian Government, 2011a), to meet inclusive housing objectives in urban policy
(Major Cities Unit, 2012) and, in part, to optimise home-based care of older
Australians (Productivity Commission, 2011). State and local governments
traditionally are reluctant to regulate how housing is designed and constructed,;
deferring to the Australian Building Codes Board (ABCB) to develop a nationally-
consistent mandated code of practice (ABCB, 2011). The ABCB, in turn, takes a
mandatory approach only when there are ‘flow-on’ effects from market-failure that
justify intervention.

There is minimal demand from buyers of new housing to include access
features. This appears to be for three reasons. First, buyers are typically
disinterested in paying for added features that are for the ‘common good’ or for
which there is no personal or immediate benefit (Crabtree & Hes, 2009; Spanbroek &
Karol, 2006). Second, volume builders have difficulty in changing their established
building processes without incurring costly errors and delays (Dalton, Wakefield, &
Horne, 2011) resulting in a reluctance to respond to individual requests for access
features (Bringolf, 2011a). Third, those people who need inclusive housing are not
typically the buyers of new housing. One would expect older people, people with a
disability, and their families to be potential buyers, given their need; however, most
older people prefer to remain in their existing housing for as long as possible, and
modify when necessary (Judd, Olsberg, Quinn, & Demirbilek, 2010). Many families
of people with a disability find changing their housing and communities problematic.
After finding appropriately-designed housing and establishing their support networks,
employment and transport, they typically ‘stay put’ for a long time (Beer & Faulkner,
2009). People with disability report significantly lower incomes and are less likely to
be home owners, much less buyers of new housing (Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare [AIHW], 2012).

The lack of inclusive housing has significant consequences for people with a
disability; it been found to contribute to their isolation, exclusion and marginalisation,
which result in an over-dependency on social welfare, ‘specialist’ and social housing,
and their families for housing and support (Beer & Faulkner, 2009; National People
with Disabilities and Carer Council, 2009; Saugeres, 2010). The need for inclusive

housing is unlikely to decrease with nearly one-in-five people living with a disability
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and nine-out-of-ten people in this group having a specific limitation or restriction in
daily living (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010a). Quantitative studies (Smith,
Rayer, & Smith, 2008; Smith, Rayer, Smith, Wang, & Zeng, 2012) in the United
States of America, which has a similar demography to Australia (US Census Bureau,
2008), suggest that over ninety per cent of newly-constructed, single-family dwellings
will house at least one resident or receive a visitor with a long-term physical limitation
during its lifespan. It is understandable, then, that advocates for people with disability
and older people have called for a mandated approach to address this need
(Australian Network for Universal Housing Design, 2011; Disability Investment
Group, 2009; People with Disability Australia, 2010).

The Australian housing industry is a competitive, interdependent network of
developers, suppliers and contractors driven by satisfactory contractual completion
and profit. In the main, the industry has handed over the tasks of defining building
guality, long-term planning, and sustainability of the built-environment to higher
authorities, in particular, government planners and regulators (Dalton, Chhetri,
Corcoran, Groenhart, & Horne, 2011). Housing industry leaders acknowledge the
importance of national consistency through regulation for commercial reasons: “It [is]
near impossible . . . to become more efficient and continue to maintain cost-effective
built products while building regulation systems differ from state to state” (Housing
Industry Association submission cited in Productivity Commission, 2004, p. 78). They
argue, however, against both regulation and the speculative provision for inclusive
housing, and consider its provision to be the responsibility of individual buyers and
government (Housing Industry Association, 2010, 2011).

So the challenge for the Livable Housing Design initiative is to find a way
forward that meets the needs of the four stakeholders: the higher governing
authorities—to meet their policy obligations; buyers—to have affordable options and
choice; people who need inclusive housing—to find a place to live; and the housing
industry—to meet their contractual obligations and remain competitive. The study
emerged from this conundrum and problematised the assumption that the housing
industry will respond voluntarily.

The study identified three supporting assumptions to the assumption of
voluntariness from the documents describing the Livable Housing Design initiative.
The first is trusteeship; that housing providers will consider the needs of occupants

and visitors of the dwelling throughout its lifetime. The Livable Housing Design
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initiative encourages housing providers to “enhance the quality of life for all
occupants at all stages of their life (sic) by including safer and more user friendly
design features” (NDUHD, 2010b). The second is self-determination; that is,
individual housing providers will proceed with objective reasoning to meet what is
considered by their leaders to be a reasonable guideline, plan and set of targets
within their business constraints (NDUHD, 2010b, p. 7). The third is sense-of-duty;
that is, they prefer to do the right thing voluntarily before being directed to do so. It
does this by assuming that individual agents will transform their practice voluntarily
and creatively rather than having to comply with regulation (NDUHD, 2010b). The
paper now turns to the methods and the results of the study and uses these three

assumptions to guide the discussion.

Method

This qualitative study took a stance of critical inquiry using immanent critique (Sabia,
2010). It attempted to ‘stand in the shoes’ of individual developers, designers and
builders to ‘test’ the three assumptions of the Livable Housing Design initiative
(trusteeship, self-determination, and sense-of-duty) from their viewpoint. The study
took place in and around Brisbane, Australia, and selected eleven newly-constructed
mainstream dwellings as a theoretical sample from three housing contexts: privately-
developed housing, social housing (subsidised housing for people in housing need)
and affordable housing developed by the Queensland Government’s former Urban
Land Development Authority. It used the Livable Housing Design’s minimum or
‘Silver’ level (NDUHD, 2010a) as the benchmark for visitability.

The study was guided by Dahler-Larsen’s (2001) constructivist approach to
program theory in the selection, collection and analysis of this data. This theory
provided a framework to consider the separate elements of an initiative, and how
they affected each other. In this study, policy was the voluntary provision of inclusive
housing, interventions were the voluntary Livable Housing Design guidelines, and
outcomes were the dwellings with Silver Level features (which can be affected by
external influences). The interventions can be affected moderated by the agency of
individuals which inhibit an intervention and, in turn, moderator interventions were
intentional strategies to address these inhibitors. (See Figure 1 for relationship

between the elements).

49



Journal of Social Inclusion, 5(1), 2014

Moderator interventions Moderators External influences
What might assist the provision What currently are the Are  there  any
of inclusive housing? > barriers to  providing external influences?
What is needed to reach the inclusive housing?

2020 target? % 1
7y ]
< Outcomes
Policy Interventions Documents/site visits

What do you think of the | Livable  Housing Dwellings with Silver Level

voluntary  provision of features

Design guidelines

inclusive housing?

Figure 1. Program Theory elements with interview questions as they relate to the study (Dahler-
Larsen, 2001).

The study collected data from site-visits to the eleven dwellings, examination of
building documents, and twenty-eight semi-structured interviews (See Figure 1 for
the interview questions). The interviewees consisted of twelve developers
(individuals who had a financial stake in the building outcome), eight designers
(people who interpreted the developers’ briefs into building contracts), three site-
representatives (people who represented either the developer or designer on site)
and five contracted builders involved with the eleven dwellings. This paper is limited
to the thematic analysis of the data with regard to the moderators (or perceived
barriers to building inclusive housing for the interviewees), and the moderator
interventions (or what they considered might assist them to transform their practices
to reach the 2020 target).

Results

Moderators (perceived barriers)
When the interviewees were asked to identify the barriers to providing inclusive
housing, the most dominant theme was voluntariness. They did not provide
inclusive housing because it was discretionary rather than a requirement. To change
building practice voluntarily in a way that other providers may choose not to do was
considered a risk not worth taking. Tom, a builder, explained: “If one builder is going
to do it and he is pricing against another builder, who is not going to do it, that's a
disadvantage”.

The second most dominant theme was otherness. This was expressed in two

ways: the first was that people needing inclusive housing generally were not part of
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the mainstream buying-market and their housing needs were already met in other
ways (for example, group homes or retirement villages); the second was that the
buying-market would consider inclusive housing as ugly, unnecessary and
undesirable. James, a developer, expressed his concern that the need for access
was over-estimated: “I mean to say, no-one wants to end up in a wheelchair but you
got to look at, you know, the people that live in units, how many are in a wheelchair?”
Another developer, Barry, anticipated a negative response to inclusive housing from
his buyers: “Our sales-people don't see how they can even market the homel[s].
They [would] actually stay silent on it”.

A third theme was immediacy; the focus was on the anticipated buyer rather
than on the long-term use of the dwelling. Marcus, a developer, said: “If you are
pitching it at a young family, they are not really going to be interested in whether it is
universal . . . it’'s not relevant to their daily activities”. Kylie, a developer, also
explained: “It’s all about—it’s a consumer-driven thing. Is there a market for it? Can it
be sold?”

Finally, the analysis identified inertia as a theme; that is, there was reluctance
to do things differently from what currently worked. Maintaining the status quo was
reliable and minimised unexpected mistakes and time delays. Marje, a designer of
private housing, explained: “/ guess [they are] afraid of doing something that’s going
to change their routine, might expose them to risk, either financial risk or liability of
some kind. . . . They could lose out in some way”. There was also a culture of
building by rote. James commented: “If | asked them, ‘Why did you do it this way?’
they [would] say, ‘Because | always have”. Todd, a designer of both social and
private housing, observed this was common practice: “We tend to see . . . the same

features from development to development”.

Moderator interventions (what might assist?)

When the interviewees were asked what might assist them to provide inclusive
housing, the dominant idea was direction from a higher authority to provide
inclusive housing; everyone should be directed to comply to maintain a ‘level playing
field’ in a competitive industry. Peter, a developer, explained: “We have to keep
competing in the market-place. So, unless it's made compulsory, we would probably

never go down that line”.
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The next most dominant suggestion was demonstration that it made good
business sense; that inclusive housing sells, is doable and is not costly. Some
interviewees considered they might build inclusive housing if the larger companies
took the lead and demonstrated that it was profitable. Barry, a developer from a
leading company, supported this idea: “We are looking at how we can incorporate
[access features] into our housing. . . . | also see [inclusive housing] as one
opportunity for us to lead the market, to become a bit more innovative and to show
the market what can be done”. Two other suggestions supported this: an explanation
of what inclusive housing actually meant for their practice; and education on cost-
effective ways to provide it.

Another suggestion was a clear, coherent message on the purpose of
inclusive housing. Marje spoke of the good nature of the industry. She felt that a
better understanding of the benefits of inclusive housing might convince individuals
to change their practice: “I mean if people, builders, were made aware of the
massive difference [access features] would make, they may be willing to accept the
cost’. This message was considered to be important also for buyers. Tom, a
developer, suggested: “So, yes, | think there needs to be community awareness as
to why it's good, why it’'s aspirational for homes to be designed like this”.

Another dominant suggestion was increased buyer-demand for inclusive
housing at the point of sale. Todd said: “/t’s a no-brainer from a commercial aspect
(laugh), because, if the demand is there, we are going to provide it”. This idea was
tempered, however, by the understanding that most design decisions were made
long before the individual buyer is identified. James explained: “The trouble with
housing—the design is in place typically before the buyer comes along”. Some
interviewees suggested financial incentives as a strategy to change building practice
although they cautioned that these were often compromised in practice by short-term

political goals or administrative complexities.

Moderator interventions (what might assist to reach the 2020 target?)

Once the interviewees were asked to focus on what might assist them to reach the
2020 target, all but one interviewee identified that direction from a higher authority
in the form of mandated regulation would be necessary. Interviewees identified two
ways regulation should be introduced. The first group acknowledged that legislation

was the usual strategy to address policy changes; the access standard for public
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buildings was given as an example. Therese, a developer, said: “/ don’t know why
there would be a resistance [to] having it as regulation, because just about
everything else in the building process is regulated”. The second group argued for a
developmental process to legislation. Kylie explained: “You just couldn’t come in and
say, “This is what we are doing”. You would have to work with everyone. . .. And it'’s
not an easy process, and it probably will take six years, so, if not more”. The
exception was Jackson, a designer, who acknowledged the complexity of “bringing

the industry along”: “I think you would probably get a better response with incentives

than with legislation, to be honest—quickly”.

Discussion

Within the limited scope and size of the study, the findings suggest that, to reach the
2020 target, a legislative approach would be necessary. The findings also suggest
the Livable Housing Design initiative has an important developmental role to play in
the housing industry’s understanding of the need, how it can be provided and
eventual acceptance of legislation. This section now looks at each of the three
supporting assumptions (trusteeship, self-determination, and sense-of-duty) in

relation to these findings.

Trusteeship

The first supporting assumption was that individual players in the housing industry
would consider the needs of occupants and visitors of the dwelling throughout its
lifetime. The study found instead that the interviewees were more likely to focus on
meeting their immediate contractual obligations. People who needed inclusive
housing were seen as separate from the mainstream housing-market, therefore, not
of their concern. The interviewees, however, considered that individuals within the
housing industry might respond positively to a clear, coherent message about the
purpose of inclusive housing. The Livable Housing Design initiative aims to do this
by describing inclusive housing as aspirational for everyone. Its strategic plan
explains: “A universally designed home seeks to enhance the quality of life for all
occupants at all stages of their life by including safer and more user friendly design
features” (NDUHD, 2010b).
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Self-determination

The second supporting assumption was that housing providers would proceed with
objective reasoning. The study found instead that interviewees were more likely to
take “the path of least resistance” to deliver their product. The theme of inertia in the
form of reluctance to change current practices and building-by-rote suggested a lack
of reasoned thought about what could, or should, be provided within their practice.
Demonstration that building inclusive housing was doable, reasonable, and profitable
might assist them to consider a change in practice. The Livable Housing Design
initiative attempts to do this by publicising in their news bulletin new developments

that meet the guidelines (Livable Housing Australia, 2013).

Sense-of-duty

The third supporting assumption is that housing providers will do the right thing
voluntarily before being directed to do so. The study found instead that the
interviewees were unlikely to do more than was currently required of them.
Interviewees saw little reason to provide inclusive housing unless they were directed
or there was a consistent demand from the buying-market. If the 2020 target was to
be reached, the interviewees favoured legislation as a strategy over relying on
market-forces. The buying-market was considered to be too unreliable and variable
to influence the provision of inclusive housing reliably to reach the target.

Further research on both buyer-demand and incentives would contribute to this
study. The anticipated older population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010b)
whose preference is to remain active in family and community life (Ozanne, 2009)
appear to be the most likely cohort to consider inclusive housing as an option. The
potential of incentives in this area has not been tested with a reliable long-term
example, with the exception of Japan (Kose, 2003); however, the use of incentives is
increasingly becoming a preferred strategy for social change (Sandel, 2012).

Acknowledging its limited size and scope, the study found the Livable Housing
Design initiative’s assumption that the Australian housing industry will respond
voluntarily to providing inclusive housing is unfounded. The interdependent, highly-
competitive and risk-averse nature of the industry is at odds with a voluntary
approach and a mandatory approach is indicated if the 2020 target is to be reached.
The Livable Housing Design initiative, however, has an important developmental role

in preparing the Australian housing industry for this legislation.
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Conclusion

At the close of 2013, The Livable Housing Design initiative identified less than a
thousand new dwellings nationally with Silver level features or above (Livable
Housing Australia, 2013) towards the anticipated target of 25% (approximately
35,000 new dwellings) of the annual new housing stock (National Housing Supply
Council, 2011). The outlook for the Livable Housing Design initiative is grim. So who
cares about the Dialogue’s agreement, the lack of inclusive housing or the
consequences for people like Joan? And who will act? With the housing industry
reluctant to act and the buying-market not as yet interested; the task falls on the
individual buyer needs these access features or the government.

Previously noted, Australian governments are currently reluctant to intervene
where a voluntary agreement has been struck. Unless housing providers are
required to provide access features by law, the individual buyers have a formidable
task. They must know what features they need, advocate for them, pay extra for
them, and monitor that they have been provided properly (Bringolf, 2011a).

For lasting systemic change in the provision of inclusive housing, it will again be
up to the people like Joan and their advocates to take action. They have three tasks.
They will need to remind the Australian Government of its policy commitments to
create inclusive residential communities. They will need to convince the Australian
Building Codes Board this market-failure with its flow-on effects warrants regulation.
Finally, they will need to persuade the Australian housing industry that mandated

requirements will benefit everyone.
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Appendix: Livable Housing Design guidelines: Silver level

Performance statements (NDUHD 2010a)

Dwelling access
There is a safe and continuous pathway from the street entrance and/or parking
area to a dwelling entrance that is level.

1. Dwelling entrance
There is at least one level entrance into the dwelling to enable home occupants
to easily enter and exit the dwelling.

2. Car parking (where part of the dwelling access)
Where the parking space is part of the dwelling access it should allow a person
to open their car doors fully and easily move around the vehicle.

3. Internal doors and corridors
Internal doors and corridors facilitate comfortable and unimpeded movement
between spaces.

4. Toilet
The ground (or entry) level has a toilet to support easy access for home
occupants and visitors.

5. Shower
The bathroom and shower is designed for easy and independent access for all

home occupants.

59



Journal of Social Inclusion, 5(1), 2014

6. Reinforcement of bathroom and toilet walls
The bathroom and toilet walls are built to enable grab-rails to be safely and

economically installed.
7. Less than 5mm transition between internal spaces
Internal doors and corridors facilitate comfortable and unimpeded movement

between spaces.
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