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Executive Summary 

 

Multiple studies have shown that home ownership generates positive outcomes for 

families, such as improved academic performance and well-being. As such, this study 

was designed to advocate for home ownership as a transformational outcome, suitable 

to help some low-income families get out of poverty. We interviewed 26 families in 

the South Central Community to understand their aspirations towards home owner-

ship and what it meant to them. The interviews also sought to highlight neighbour-

hood effects that might result in the reproduction of poverty, as well as push and pull 

factors that influenced respondents’ decisions to stay. The interviews highlighted 

common themes such as the concern that their time was short and respondents wanted 

to ensure the housing security of their dependents; the issue of a lack of space, and fi-

nancial considerations. In particular, home ownership symbolised housing stability 

for respondents, and such stability was also identified as important for a good home. 

As for neighbourhood factors, a good number of respondents liked the convenient lo-

cation of their current flat, but were concerned about the bad influence from the 

neighbourhood. Such findings help to sharpen the considerations taken when develop-

ing a home ownership intervention.  
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I. Introduction 

In her two-room rental flat at Lengkok Bahru, Madam T’s pre-cut fish, marinated in saffron 

and other spices, sizzle in hot oil as she prepares dinner. She engages in small talk from the 

kitchen about how tired her work is, the laundry she has to finish and the dinner she is quickly 

preparing. The conversation is interspersed with directives to her young grand-daughter who 

wants to play with Madam T’s phone. Unbothered by the dialogue is her son who sleeps in 

the living room, on the sofa, with a guitar on top of him. The guitar seems to shield him from 

the light in the living room as he naps. 

 

With a plate of fried fish in front, Madam T shares: “When I want to quit my job, I have to 

really think and plan. We must have a stable home – whether we eat or not. Paying for rental 

is like “tompang rumah” (borrowing space). It is not a home.” She looks at her grand-

daughter who is now holding her phone. “I worry about the bad influence in the 

neighbourhood. Central Narcotics Bureau (CNB) likes to pry the windows open to check if 

there is anyone doing drugs. I worry for my grand-daughter. She is a very young girl.” When 

asked how her ideal home would look like, Madam T cites three essentials: window grilles, 

kitchen space, and storage cabinets. Her housing needs are reasonable yet unfulfilled. Her 

aspiration sounds familiar yet seems unattainable for her. 

 

Singapore society tends to blame situations of poverty on the individual. Class differences get 

marked as indicators of merit, or lack thereof. The contested question of whether low-income 

families deserve a home misrecognises the underlying social problem, that of class-based 

oppression and privilege and its divisive mechanisms in discourses, policies and truth claims. 

Teo You Yenn (2016) writes in Undoing Differentiated Deservedness: “The increased 

attention paid to the very low-income should first begin with the recognition that their 

aspirations are not so different from those of the average citizens.” If as a collective we 

misrecognize low-income families as undeserving, we are missing the point of the unequal 

social conditions that they are in and the blind spots of privileges that we fail to discern. 

 

This advocacy study argues that home ownership has transformational outcomes for some 

low-income families (emphasis added). We are advocating for a transformative move to 

provide housing stability for these families as we believe that enabling home ownership can 

produce sustainable change to get families out of the trap of poverty. 
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Specifically, this advocacy study examines the housing aspirations and meanings of “home” 

by low-income families that South Central Community Family Service Centre (SCC) serves. 

In particular:  

- Do families aspire towards home ownership, and if so, why?  

- What are the types of housing the families aspire to, and why?  

- What are the factors that affect the decisions and plans of the families with regards to 

housing? 

 

II. Literature Review 

2.1 Existing studies 

2.1.1 Why Home Ownership? 

Home ownership has been brought up as a means to provide housing stability to families in 

order to improve transformational outcomes in multiple areas. By alleviating the cognitive 

load of worrying about shelter, home ownership “frees families and fosters the skills and 

confidence they need to invest in themselves and their communities.” (Habitat for Humanity, 

2017) This suggests that a simple intervention like providing physical shelter enables families 

to concentrate on other things like child’s schooling, job search or even building up savings – 

all of which will help in the long run to escape the poverty cycle.  

 

On the one hand, the lack of housing stability leads to poor life outcomes. Multiple studies 

have shown a link between frequent relocation and negative outcomes for children, including 

poorer academic performance, increased behavioural problems and even increased likelihood 

of suicide (Kingsley, Jordan, & Traynor, 2012; Taylor & Freeman, 2010). In addition, even 

the very thought of being relocated to a more undesirable location causes people to make 

poorer choices (Wang, Bao, & Lin, 2015). However, one should also recognize that moving 

can have positive benefits as well, due to relocating into a lower-poverty area which increases 

opportunities (Pettit, 2004). 

 

In the Movement to Opportunity study in the United States, randomly selected adults with 

low-income were given housing vouchers to move from high-poverty to low-poverty areas. 

The change in neighbourhood was found to improve their physical and mental health as well 

as subjective well-being. (Ludwig et al., 2012) Furthermore, such neighbourhood changes are 

especially effective if the children in the families are less than 13 years old when the move 

occurs, with these children earning 31% more than their counterparts who did not move. 

(Chetty, Hendren, & Katz, 2016) Such benefits were attributed to a trade-off between the 
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disruption of social connections due to the move versus the economic and social benefits of 

being in a more affluent neighbourhood, and determined that benefits diminished as the 

children grew older.  

 

Besides the change of neighbourhood, the very fact of home ownership itself has been shown 

to have positive benefits in multiple settings. Minnesota home owners who received a house 

through Habitat for Humanity reported greater feelings of safety and quality of health, 

improvement in their child’s grades and study habits, and a decrease in reliance on 

government assistance programmes (Mattesich and Hansen, 2015). In Canada, home 

ownership predicted a child’s lower exposure to parental depression, as well as improved 

reading and mathematics scores (Gagné & Ferrer, 2006). Outside of North America, home 

ownership has also been shown to have inter-generational effects – in the Netherlands, people 

whose parents are home owners are more likely to become home owners themselves (Mulder 

& Smits, 2013; Smits & Mulder, 2008) Hence, by giving low-income families a sense of 

housing stability through home ownership, it produces both short and long-term positive 

outcomes across the generation, acting as a tool to lift families out of poverty.  

 
2.1.2 Organisational Context 

South Central Community Family Service Centre’s mission is to build community empathy 

and ownership to empower low-income families out of poverty. We believe in 

transformational change, be it through housing, financial means, employment, education 

and/or volunteering. 

 

We hope to achieve this transformational change as a joint community by 1) co-creating 

opportunities and resources to achieve financial self-sufficiency; 2) building a neighbourhood 

that looks out for the safety, care and education of vulnerable children; and 3) leveraging 

community assets to activate mutual help through social connections and inclusiveness of 

people of different social class, ethnicity and age coming together to help each other.  
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Figure 1. Overview of SCC 

 

In light of the studies described earlier, SCC felt it was important to study the concept of 

home ownership in relation to the local context, and our existing internal papers chart the 

beginnings of this advocacy project. Our internal exploratory paper “Transformation Out of 

Poverty: Debt De-escalation, Savings and Home Ownership: An Asset Building Perspective” 

(South Central Community Family Service Centre 2016) documents how home ownership 

has positive effects on low-income children’s development and outcomes. The paper (South 

Central Community Family Service Centre, 2016) posits:  

“Home ownership provides housing stability, and the market value of homes often 

indicates the quality of school that children attend, and the friends and neighbours 

whom they associate with. Hence, besides residential stability, children also benefit 

from positive neighbourhood externalities through its effect on either physical or 

social capital. In Singapore, rental housing often exists in clusters of HDB blocks in 

the neighbourhood which inadvertently reinforces the poverty and delinquency 

subculture.”  
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Relevant to Home Ownership Study Phase 2a, the Family Partnership Concept Paper (n.d.) 

highlights the strength of the Family Partnership Platform (FPP), namely the bonding and 

bridging social capital that Family Partners provide. This is with the hope to present 

transformational opportunities not always available within the Member Family’s own social 

network. The nature and basis of these social relationships is key as “[t]he care and concern 

from the Family Partner provide a personal touch (as well as personal accountability) that 

makes a difference, unlike help that comes from institutions or government that may be 

perceived as an entitlement” (South Central Community Family Service Centre, n.d.). The 

FPP has a preventive focus on low-income children and designs upstream interventions. The 

FPP believes that “[s]ustained over time, it can be effective in breaking the chain of 

intergenerational poverty, preventing another generation of children from suffering the social 

ills of prolonged deprivation.” Similarly, home ownership can provide such benefits in social 

capital, and with this in mind, we embarked on this Home Ownership Study in multiple 

phases. 

 

2.1.3 Present Study 

For this Home Ownership study, we began with Phase 1: the Home Ownership Survey. The 

purpose of the survey was twofold: 1) to identify and enable families who are ready for Home 

Ownership as a transformational outcome and 2) to identify system barriers and advocate for 

families who are ready but not eligible for Home Ownership. To set the parameters of our 

survey, our research questions were as follows:  

a) How many families are ready for Home Ownership and eligible under the respective 

housing schemes? 

b) Among the ready and eligible 2nd Timer families, how many are keen on the Fresh 

Start scheme? What are the reasons for those who reject? 

c) How many families are ready for Home Ownership but not eligible under the 

respective housing schemes?  

d) What are the barriers to Home Ownership among those ready? 

 

We examined two key terms:  

1) Eligibility. In a Singapore-specific context, different eligibility conditions apply when 

purchasing a new HDB flat under the various Housing Schemes.  Different types and 

quantum of housing grants are available for 1st and 2nd Time Home Owners. 

2) Readiness. To assess readiness for home ownership, our objects of analysis were as 

follows:  
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i) Outcome Mapping – Good Prognosis Assessment of A (<5 years) & B1 (>5 

years) 

ii) Family’s Aspiration and Behaviours towards Home Ownership 

iii) Family’s Ability to sustain Monthly Mortgage as indicated by Rent Arrears 

History; and 

iv) Family’s Readiness for Fresh Start’s Conditionality. 

 

The results of the survey can be found in the accompanying report, “Home Ownership Study 

Phase 1: Survey Results”. The next phase took the form of qualitative interviews with 

selected families, with the results described in Section III of the report. One topic of interest 

was how the social environment (the neighbourhood) of low-income children affects their 

outcomes, an idea grounded in theories of “habitus” and “socialized subjectivity”. 

 

2.2 Theoretical framework 

2.2.1 Theory in practice: “habitus” and “socialized subjectivity” 

Most of our low-income families are structurally disadvantaged. They are boxed in their 

circumstances, that of the trap of poverty. However, poverty is not solely the result of the 

individual, but an interaction of social and structural factors with these families. The 

neighbourhood plays a part in determining one’s decisions, perceptions and life chances. 

 

In theory, Pierre Bourdieu (1984) conceives ‘habitus’ as the sediment traces of an 

individual’s experiences which operates within the present, moulding their perception, 

thought and action, and therefore social practice. Habitus can thus be seen as a form of 

‘socialized subjectivity’ (Bourdieu in Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:126) - the ways in which 

the externalities individuals are exposed to may shape their social being.  

 

In concrete terms, if one is socialized into drugs and develops drug habits, one tends to 

participate in or ‘habituate into’ deviant subculture. In another example, if one grows up with 

books and develops good reading habits, one then tends to develop or ‘habituate into’ a 

linguistic foundation that is crucial for educational success. Comparably, these two examples 

show how life trajectories of children can diverge due to differing environments, accessibility 

to resources and social circumstances. 

 

Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1984:408; Crossley 2005) further argues that habitus is a ‘structuring 

structure’, that is, individuals first integrate structures into their social being, then reproduce 
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those structures through their actions and practices. For example, one must integrate the 

structures of art criticism through education and professional experience before one can make 

judgements about art. Another example: one must integrate the structures of deviance and the 

‘ghetto’ through drug-taking activities and perhaps addiction before one can be considered 

and socially sanctioned as a deviant. Social structures exist insofar as individuals ‘do’ or 

‘practise’ them. Hence, habitus is significant in ascertaining the reproduction of social 

structures. Habitus, is equally a ‘structured structure’, also having been formed through the 

internalization of social structures (Bourdieu 1984:408; Crossley 2005). For example, for an 

individual to be able to play in a grand symphony concert, they learn to play the piano and 

therefore internalize the ‘language of piano’ in the form of embodied disposition (e.g. having 

intuitive “pianist” fingers). A more relevant example would be internalizing drug-taking 

behavior as learnt from deviant subculture, resulting in addiction which then reproduces 

severe social circumstances such as unemployment, financial problems, stigma and/or 

incarceration. 

 

In other words, one could think of neighbourhood effects as people forming habits through 

habitus due to their habitat. Our low-income families shared that they are exposed to “bad” 

neighbours who are vulgar, “mentally unstable” and involved in deviant and delinquent 

activities (e.g. taking drugs, being in crossfires with loan sharks, loitering and playing truant). 

Such residents are also reflective of the resources available in the community, or lack thereof 

– a simple example would be having fewer “good” neighbours to keep an eye out for the 

safety, care and education of the children. For education, our low-income children may not 

have access to better schools, teachers, classmates or books in the most updated editions. 

Thus, we highlight that neighbourhood effects are a factor in keeping our low-income 

families in poverty. 

 

Nonetheless, habitus is not an over-determinacy, but rather a tendency, “an open system of 

dispositions that is constantly subjected to experiences, and therefore constantly affected by 

them in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures. It is durable but not eternal!” 

(Bourdieu in Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:133). Such implied ‘transformative capacity’ is 

optimistic. Therefore, with our home ownership intervention strategy, we hope to stop the 

reproduction of such social structures, or at least remodify them, and to remove structural 

barriers (i.e. poverty) for the betterment of our low-income children’s lives. This is an 

opportunity for the children and their families to self-determine their future, rather than 

allowing it to be structurally determined by the unequal conditions they are in.  
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III.  Methodology 

3.1 Data collection 

  

Figure 2. Interview Schedule 

 

The house outlines the sections of our interview schedule. Section 1 is primarily an 

icebreaker, beginning with questions about our respondents, number of children, ages, basic 

information around their close family and friends, housing history and current living 

arrangements. This section attempts to contextualise the (in)security of their current 

conditions. Section 2 is to understand our respondents’ meaning of a good home and how 

they construct the good-life of social advantages for themselves and their children. Here we 

asked what is important for them (as an individual and a parent) in a home they imagine. 

Section 3A introduces a ‘possibility question’, that of their housing aspirations. This question 

is grounded in reality without raising expectation of any help. This section essentially asks: 

“Suppose you are able to buy your ideal home now, what would this home be like?” Section 

3B attempts to understand what home ownership means to our respondents. For our 

respondents, they are taking imaginative leaps while being realistic. Section 4 addresses 

neighbourhood effects and its pull and push factors by directly asking “What do you like 

about this neighbourhood that you are living in now?”; “What do you not like about this 

neighbourhood that you are living in?’’ and “How does this affect your decision to stay or 
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move?” Section 5 attempts to identify our respondents’ current sources of social support, 

both informal (e.g. friends, colleagues, neighbours) and formal (employer, member of 

parliament, social service office, family service centres/other social service organisations). 

Section 6 explores whether our respondents have heard about Housing Development Board’s 

new Fresh Start housing scheme and our respondents’ views on its terms and conditions.1 We 

identified the families who had good prognosis assessments of A and B1 based on outcome 

mapping. For our home ownership intervention strategy, we intend to start with 2nd-time 

home owners (20 out of 26 families we interviewed). However, to capture a diverse sample, 

we also included two 1st-timers, two 3rd-timers and two 2nd-timers who have bought 3-room 

Built-to-Order (BTO) flat. 

 

3.1.1 Profile data 

 

 

Out of the 26 families we interviewed, 12 families had respondents aged 40 and above, while 

14 families were aged below 40. 

 

 

 
1 This question was only posed to 2nd time home owners, i.e. only those eligible for the Fresh Start 

scheme. More information on the scheme can be found at http://www.hdb.gov.sg/cs/infoweb/residen-

tial/buying-a-flat/new/schemes-and-grants/fresh-start-housing-scheme 
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In terms of ethnicity, Malay families are over-represented at 77%, comprising 20 out of 26 

families we interviewed. 3 of the families (11%) were Chinese, 2 more (8%) were Indian and 

the last family was classified under Others (4%). 

 

 

 

In terms of locality representation, 50% of the interview sample are residents of Lengkok 

Bahru, which is representative of the 47.4% of Lengkok Bahru resident families in South 

Central Community’s universe of 500 families. However,  Bukit Ho Swee is over-represented 

in our prognosis, making up 35% of the sample compared to 25.1% of SCC’s universe. 

Conversely, Henderson is under-represented, making up 15% of the sample compared to 

27.5% of SCC’s universe of 500 families. 

 

 

 

This table displays the total number of children that all parents in an age bracket have, 

according to the children’s age bracket (e.g. parents aged 40 years old and above had a total 
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of 8 children aged 0 – 6 years old). While we interviewed 26 families, the total number of 

children in our study is 83.  If we look at parents aged 40 years old and above, they in fact 

have younger and more children. 

 

 

 

This is the distribution of children in terms of child’s age group and parent’s age group. It is 

variable-oriented, taking into account the parent’s and the children’s ages. With regards to 

home ownership and the aspiration for it, we are framing it as to how a parent imagines or 

attempts to construct the good life (of social advantages) for their children with the time that 

they have. Hence, our main concern would be older parents who have younger children. 

There are 28 children in total, belonging to 0-12-year-old age bracket, with parents aged 40 

years old and above. Out of the four quadrants below, this group is relatively vulnerable. 
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These are our self-created typologies – the family types in terms of age groups and if 

applicable, additional layers of vulnerability, specifically if the family has a single parent 

and/or a foreign spouse. There are 12 families in total that fall under the “Older Parents, 

Young Kids” typology. Within this typology, two are single parent families and two families 

have a ‘foreign spouse’ in their households.2  

 

3.2 Data analysis 

Content analysis was used to identify common themes across interviewees and to quantify the 

level of agreement between them. Some distinctions were made according to the typology of 

families, and different neighbourhoods were coded separately for the question on neighbour-

hood push and pull factors. 

 

IV.  Results 

Time seems to be an important factor for low-income older parents with younger children. 

Their aspirations for home ownership and the manner in which they attach meanings to their 

dream homes reveal concrete needs and desires. They need more time; they desire good 

financial, educational and social outcomes for their children. The main thread in the web of 

their needs and desires is: “What if something happens to me?” There is a sense of urgency 

(and vulnerability) with regards to growing old and poor. For their young children, housing 

stability embeds class patterning into the experience of growing up and the resources and 

social, economic and cultural capital they desire. 

 

Specifically, the parents experience the “knife edge of longing and belonging…the 

psychological power of possessions”, desiring the symbolic meaning that home ownership 

gives (Pugh 2009:123). They connect home ownership with their children’s safety and 

wellbeing, believing that ownership can help avoid the anxieties and stress of parenting 

brought about when children get in trouble with (or even because of) the neighbourhood, as 

well as minimize the strain on parent-child relationships these difficulties often bring. 

Furthermore, in a national context with a very high degree of housing ownership, owning a 

home allows one to feel a sense of being “normal” – in step with other Singaporeans. This 

fulfills important needs for social worth and dignity. To borrow Alison Pugh’s words in 

Longing and Belonging (2009), “The symbolic value of things just as significant as their 

practical import.” Home ownership fulfils needs of belonging on the national level; of care, 

 
2 “SC” refers to Singapore citizen. 
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love and trust between parents and children; as well as the practicalities of assets, the 

capabilities of long-range financial planning and the acquisition of a home to return to at the 

end of the day. 

 

 

 

In our sample of 26 families, nearly 2 out of 5 households have 6 individuals in the 

household, with most households (85%) having between 4 to 6 individuals. The average 

household size of the sample is 4.92, higher than the national average of 3.35, which has 

implications on the amount of space these families require. 
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Out of the 26 families we interviewed, 24 of them (92%) aspire to own homes. However, 15 

of the families (58%) find 2-room BTO flats too small and aspire to own 3-room or bigger 

flats. 

 

 

 

Many respondents felt that Housing Stability and Family Bonding defined a good home. On 

the other hand, a small portion of respondents felt that safety, harmonious relationships with 

neighbours, or something the children could inherit were definitive. 
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Many respondents expressed anxiety and uncertainty about their future – if something were to 

happen to them, owning a home would provide housing stability and security for their 

children and spouses (especially those with foreign spouses). Some also indicated age and 

poor health as factors for their anxiety. 

 

 

 

All respondents felt that convenient location was an important pull factor, more so for Bukit 

Ho Swee and Lengkok Bahru residents. This was the only pull factor for Henderson residents. 

Friendly neighbours were also an important consideration for Bukit Ho Swee and Lengkok 

Bahru residents. Many Lengkok Bahru residents felt that neighbours supported and helped 

each other. 
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Residents from all areas agreed that bad influence on their family was a push factor – 

Henderson and Lengkok Bahru overwhelmingly so. This was relatively less important for 

Bukit Ho Swee residents, where they reflected greater or equal concern for a dirty 

environment or poor amenities respectively. Henderson residents also felt that noisy 

neighbours were a push factor. However, it should also be noted that Bukit Ho Swee residents 

had relatively lower agreement on their push factors, suggesting there may be greater 

diversity of concerns among the Bukit Ho Swee residents in the sample. 

 

Furthermore, some of our respondents are able to identify and assess the value of their social 

capital. “Bad” neighbours may mean a perception of social liability – “mentally unstable”, 

“old” or “noisy, gossipy” neighbours who keep them down, or maintain their membership in 

a “stigmatised”, disadvantaged group. It can be inferred that based on their willingness to 

leave their present neighbourhood, they desire social assets, not liabilities i.e., relationships 

that may uplift them, or grant them membership into a less disadvantaged group.  

 

In addition, our respondents are cognizant of the deviant/delinquent subculture in their 

neighbourhoods. The parents, knowing better from age and experience, understand how the 

subculture of a neighbourhood may transmit disadvantages or cultural liabilities to their 

children. They understand that their children may learn by osmosis – unconsciously or 

consciously – deviant behaviours, activities, and dispositions (e.g. glue sniffing, the 

disposition of a drug addict) in the culture which their children are growing up in. 
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Given that our families lack economic capital, our families may be more reliant on such 

social and cultural capital and hence face far more detrimental effects of “bad” social capital. 

 

V. Discussion and Findings  

To concretely describe our low-income families’ aspirations for home ownership, we 

consider three main factors highlighted during our in-depth interviews: the imperative of 

time, economic considerations and the issue of space. 

 

5.1 The imperative of time 

Respondents’ pithy comments on the precarious reality of living in rental housing convey the 

pressing concern of running out of time: “My children will not be homeless if I passed away”; 

“For rental flats, the government can take it back anytime and what can we do?”; “At least 

like anything happen to me, she and kids got something to hold on to”; “If anything happens 

to me, rental home can be taken away”; and “I see many incident happen where something 

happen to the husband and the foreign wife and children are stuck to a rental flat”. These are 

situations where families will find themselves in one vulnerable circumstance after another.  

 

The unconditional provision of basic housing security that our home ownership intervention 

strategy is advocating for would give our low-income families the freedom from worrying 

about being physically displaced, becoming homeless, having children with no safe haven to 

live if an adult passes away, etc. Alleviating these worries provides the families freedom to do 

other things, including pursuing income to fulfil other needs or to take care of certain 

immediate needs in households. This sort of freedom allows our families a little more room to 

make longer-term decisions and to better plan for the multiple needs they have. 

 

5.2 The economic considerations 

Housing and Development Board (HDB) rental housing is in itself a poverty trap. Since only 

families with household income below $1500 are eligible for HDB rental housing, and rental 

fees are on a sliding scale dependent on income, people essentially must keep their income 

below a certain level to retain their flats. When their income does improve, they quickly find 

themselves facing higher rent, rendering the increased income meaningless. As a result, such 

policies shape the families’ economic/financial actions and practices, causing them to make 

myopic decisions (such as rejecting a pay raise) which may be more harmful in the long run. 

For most of our families, they are in fact cognizant of their financial boundaries (or 

quandaries) vis-à-vis the prescriptive and paternalistic HDB policies. Their aspirations for 
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home ownership reflect their economic rationale which guide and align with their visions of 

having a stable home. One respondent in Lengkok Bahru has strategized a plan: “My ideal 

house would be in Woodlands. It is near Malaysia. Things are cheaper in Malaysia so I can 

shop there. When I get older, I plan to rent out the house. Then I plan to live in Johor Bahru. 

It is easy to rent out in Woodlands because of the demand in rental house.” Affordability, 

accessibility, and retirement are considered concurrently. 

 

It is important to note that our home ownership intervention strategy unfolds from 

understanding the real needs of our families, rather than prescribing what they need. 

Eventually, housing decisions will still be left up to the families. Some may choose to 

continue to rent from HDB; some may choose to rent privately; some may choose to buy a 2-

room flat; some may choose to buy a bigger flat. The home ownership intervention strategy 

aims to enable them with options they would not otherwise have, triggering more hopeful 

aspirations, and therefore enable them to make choices that best suit their families' needs. 

 

5.3 The issue of space 

Rental housing is perceived as “borrowed space”. There is no sense of ownership and claim-

making to the space. Privacy and freedom are lofty notions with the living conditions that the 

families are currently inhabiting. As a respondent elucidates her reality, “Emotionally, the 

children are affected.  Because the house is so cramp (sic), they find happiness outside.” 

However, ‘happiness outside’ may not produce good outcomes due to instances of 

deviant/delinquent subculture and networks in the neighbourhood. The limited space also 

effaces boundaries. The families eat, sleep and study at the same place, and this lack of 

boundaries can also create issues, especially for families with older children of different 

genders.  
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Crucially, coming from their own real needs and concerns, some of our respondents 

mentioned that if they purchase a 2-room BTO flat, it is not necessarily an upgrade from their 

current 2-room rental flat. Currently, a 2-room rental flat provides 44-51 m2 of space, but 

owning a 2-room BTO flat would be a downsize to 36-45 m2 of space. Furthermore, the 

relatively larger household sizes of the respondents highlight the need for a larger apartment. 

Through the home ownership intervention, this would provide a more conducive environment 

for children to study in as well as for parents to focus on providing for the family, 

empowering them to take active steps towards moving out of poverty. 

 

VI.  Conclusion  

6.1 Summary and implications 

The underlying rationale is that home ownership is transformative for some low-income 

families. Our home ownership intervention strategy has to take into account the complexities 

of poverty and recognize also that “while the conditions [the low-income families] are in are 

pronounced, they represent a logical outcome of the Singaporean system rather than an 

aberration” (Teo 2016). Our home ownership intervention is not meant to be a magic bullet 

solution. We recognize that needs and challenges cannot be entirely resolved by housing 

security. There are other social factors and actors at play.  

 

Nevertheless, the interviews have illuminated some motivations and aspirations of the low-

income families we are working with, in regard to home ownership. Typically, the image of a 

good home consisted of a stable home without fear of eviction, along with strong family 
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bonds. Many believed that home ownership would offer such stability, especially for older 

parents, to know that their children would have a roof over their heads should anything 

happen to them. With regard to the neighbourhood, most desired to have a strong community 

network in a conveniently accessible area, while echoing concerns over undesirable social 

connections e.g. neighbours with substance abuse/mental health issues, and a lower focus on 

the physical environment. Such findings are useful for SCC as we continue to develop our 

home ownership intervention strategy, understanding how to better target the expressed needs 

and desires of the community members. 
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