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Abstract: Child poverty is an increasing challenge for Norwegian society and its municipalities.
Policies to reduce it include housing as one particularly important health determinant. The capability
approach allows us to focus on determinants for health. Methods were triangulated and literature and
document studies, interviews and participating observations were part of the data-gathering process.
Thematic analyses were used to analyse data. Children and adults view housing as important.
Housing determines families’ possibilities of consuming other goods and choosing what functionings
they will convert their resources into. Municipalities can change the course of development by
engaging with the Norwegian Government Housing Bank and implementing instruments such
as social housing, housing allowances and starter loans giving families the possibility to become
homeowners. Housing determines intra- as well as inter-generational life chances. Housing is a
corrosive functioning if children live in families that have low-quality housing or high housing costs.
Housing is a positive functioning for children if families own their housing. Housing is defined as a
market good and a welfare asset. Policies enable some families to buy their own housing, whereas
the number of poor children still increases.
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1. Introduction

For every child, childhood is intrinsically valuable, and children have a right to a
good life. Children are dependent on family resources, and if the family is poor, this affects
children in material, social and psycho-social domains [1]. The effects of income poverty are
inter-generational, and children living in poverty are substantially more likely to be poor as
adults than non-poor children [2]. A special report to the EU Commission emphasises the
importance of tackling the high rate of children living in poverty. Preventing child poverty
is vital for the lives and futures of individual children, but also for the futures of societies
and for economies. The report further states that the economic benefits of investing in
children significantly outweigh the financing costs of the investment [3] (p. 8). Therefore,
child poverty has drawn increasing attention from social scientists and policy makers in
the past decades in the EU, and not the least in the Nordic countries and Norway [4].

Health and wellbeing in rich countries are related to relative income and social position,
and poverty is considered to be highly contextual [4]. The economic poverty measures
reflect this, and the OECD defines poverty as living with a disposable income that is
less than 50% of the national median income [5]. EU sets the rate of relative poverty at
60% of the national median disposable income, and this is the Norwegian measure as
well [6]. Poverty measures often focus on objective indicators such as income, wealth,
goods and individual and family capabilities [7], but this should be avoided [8]. Rather,
an alternative should be focused on, namely the means of living well and actual living
that people manage to achieve, or the “freedom to achieve actual livings that one can have
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reason to value” [9] (p. 73). This is the capability approach. It is highly contextual [8] and
allows for what Schweiger and Graf (2015) argue, namely considering the economic, social
and political environment in which poverty is produced and reproduced. They further
argue that contemporary knowledge on child poverty should inquire into the political
economy and policy areas such as the labour market, public infrastructure, health care and
education, and how national, regional and local institutions work to reduce it. The focus on
children’s wellbeing and the consequences of growing up in poverty must also recognise
children as both “being”, with ongoing lives, and individuals in the process of becoming
future adults [10]. Applying the capability approach to child poverty has the potential to
include both the present and the future lives of children in recognising their needs and
capabilities [11].

In this paper, we focus on child poverty and housing policies. Housing is conceived
to be a basic need in line with food and clothing and, as such, it influences life chances.
Furthermore, housing is an important determinant for health [12]. However, it is a market
good, and citizens are supposed to handle the market to acquire housing and keep it [13].

In Norway, housing costs are high [14]. As the capability approach enables inquiry
into the political economy, it is necessary to point to this beyond relying on disposable
income. Norwegian families rely on a comprehensive set of municipal services for children.
For instance, in addition to all children going to school, about 92 percent of children attend
kindergartens. Health centres are established, and public health nurses are employed in
all municipalities, and all municipalities have access to child welfare services as well as
educational services. Welfare services for adults are also accessible. However, UNICEF
Norway, in their annual report on municipalities, showed that there are great differences
between municipalities in how services for children are prioritised [15].

In this paper, we ask whether municipal housing policies can be an instrument to
reduce child poverty. We use the capabilities approach as presented by Sen (1999) to
discuss, first, how poor families and children view housing, i.e., whether they consider it a
capability, and second, how a Norwegian municipality utilises the Norwegian Government
Housing Bank instruments to perform housing policies, ensure housing for poor families
and reduce child poverty.

The paper proceeds as follows: In the following paragraph, we present the Norwegian
context, the actors and how they contribute. Next, we present the capabilities approach
and how it can be applied to understand housing as an aspect of reducing child poverty.
Thereafter, we present the methodology for data collection and analyses. Fourthly, we
present the results, and fifthly, we discuss them. Lastly, we provide our conclusion.

1.1. Norwegian Policies to Reduce Child Poverty and the Role of Housing

Norway has ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child and its paragraph
27 on children’s right to a satisfactory standard of living and material welfare. Food,
clothes and housing are named as central elements. Parents are given the responsibilities
to secure the needed standard of living but should be granted help if necessary [16]. The
UN social sustainability goal 11 target 1, among others, says that everybody should be
ensured access to adequate, safe and affordable housing [17]. Statistics Norway estimates
about 23 percent of households to be tenant households in 2020; these households are
renting in the private market and 56% of them have housing costs of 25% or more of their
disposable income, which is the definition of having high housing costs [6,18]. In 2020,
the mean cost of housing was 31% of all costs, a substantial increase from 14% during
the last four decades [14]. Thus, housing costs are high, and in most OECD countries,
median relative housing costs are higher for tenant households than they are for owner-
with-a-mortgage households, as is the case for low-income tenants in Norway [19]. Making
tenant households homeowners would increase their disposable income and give them
possibilities to choose what functionings they will prioritise for their children.

The reduction in child poverty has been on the Norwegian policy agenda for at least
two decades, and in 2020, the Ministry of Children and Families (MCF) launched its second
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strategy to reduce child poverty, “Equal opportunities growing up”, which is planned to
last until 2023 [20]. The strategy’s scope is broad, and it strengthens cooperation among the
various actors involved at the national, regional and local levels. The strategy’s chapters
cover themes such as upbringing and care, housing, early intervention, participation in
leisure activities, the reduction in social inequalities in the health of children and youth,
and inclusion and work during adolescence and parenthood. Many instruments are listed,
including increases in the child allowance, housing allowance, homeownership for the
disadvantaged in the housing market, early intervention in kindergartens and schools,
reducing drop-out rates from secondary schools, subsidies to local voluntary organisations,
and the acquisition of new knowledge on how it is to grow up in low-income families and
what measures, in fact, help [20].

The chapter devoted to housing is called “Stable living and safe neighbourhoods”.
The following four measures are listed to secure good housing for disadvantaged families:
making a new strategy for social housing; strengthening tenant housing for disadvantaged
families; providing housing support for disadvantaged families and area initiatives to
upgrade neighbourhoods, among other things. Its point of departure is that a stable living
environment ensures safe upbringings for children and adolescents [20].

In Norway, access to housing for all has played a major role in the post-war develop-
ment of the welfare state, and Norwegian housing policy is based on homeownership [21].
This makes Norway similar to other Western countries promoting homeownership, with
a belief in its role in ensuring individuals’ economic security [8] (p. 257). From this per-
spective, housing is treated as a commodity, a market good and a means of accumulating
wealth [22–24] and policies were adapted to a situation where developing housing was
largely carried out by private enterprises [25]. A diverse set of instruments to strengthen
municipal social housing were developed. Among them are housing allowances, starter
loans and grants for individuals entering the housing market, and economic support and
loans to municipalities and corporate actors to build tenant housing [18]. The instruments
are administered by the Norwegian Government Housing Bank (NGHB), although mu-
nicipalities decide on how to use them and prioritise between applicants for loans, grants
and housing allowances. The loan instrument was strengthened in 2014 when the gov-
ernment implemented a regulation saying that starter loans should be reserved for those
who are disadvantaged in the housing market. Municipalities aligned their practices with
the regulation and to a greater extent than before, exploited the possibilities of the starter
loan [26,27]. Dyb (2020) finds that the starter loan is an effective instrument to help the
disadvantaged become homeowners and it may be used in innovative ways such as fixed
rates, longer repayment periods, and individual adaptation [28,29].

The MCF strategy’s instruments for transforming tenant households to homeowners are
dependent on the NGHB strategy “Everyone needs a safe home (2021–2024)”, which steers
the bank’s cooperation with municipalities. Its main goals are to make more people home-
owners, ensure that tenant housing is a secure alternative, and make housing policies socially
sustainable [18:9]. Within this strategy, a program called “Children First” was established,
encouraging municipalities to help low-income families become homeowners and follow up
on the families admitted into the program. The main instruments are starter loans and grants
to families [29,30]. Its aim within social policy is to motivate the families’ adults to qualify for
work. Within housing policies, it is to create safe and harmonious environments for children.
Taken together, these aims are to break a negative social reproductive chain so that “instead of
inheriting poverty, children will inherit property” [18,27,29,30].

The Welfare Pilot Project (WPP) is carried out in one region in Norway as a collab-
orative initiative among regional state actors, and its main aim is to coordinate regional
resources and accommodate the actors’ coordinated communication with municipalities,
i.e., “speaking with one voice with municipalities” [31]. The project is for coordinating
communication with regard to instruments of financial and informational character. Col-
laboratively, in the relation between the regional actors, and in cooperation with the four
municipalities taking part, the project concentrates on reducing child poverty, a theme
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considered timely in the region [31]. The WPP is owned by the County Governor (CG). All
responsible regional actors taking part in the WPP are authorities of ministries implement-
ing the MCF’s strategy to reduce child poverty.

Administratively, Norway has 11 regions and 365 municipalities. Units at both levels
are of varying size and municipalities range from less than 200 to more than 600,000 inhab-
itants. At the regional level, the CG represents the national level, coordinating national
policies towards municipalities, and guiding and counselling them within the service areas
assigned with the office. Furthermore, the CG controls some financial means for which mu-
nicipalities may apply. Decisions for municipalities to receive means are based on the CG’s
discretional power. The CG’s responsibilities are mostly administrative. Implementing the
WPP, the CG collaborates with the welfare authorities, NAV, the Norwegian Government
Housing Bank (NGHB) and The directorate for children, youth and families, Bufdir, named
Bufetat at the regional level. These agencies have operational tasks. NAV is an agency
within the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. It is represented at
the regional and municipal levels, and the coordination between levels is formalised in
partnerships. Bufdir is a subordinate agency of the Ministry of Children and Families. It
works closely with municipal child welfare offices on certain tasks such as child protection
and foster care. The NGHB is a subordinate agency of the Ministry of Local Government
and Modernization. It administers instruments covering loans and grants to individuals
(starter loans and housing grants), support for housing costs (housing support), and grants
to private contractors or municipalities to build social housing.

The most important actors are the municipalities. They are both political entities
and administer national policies at the local level. As such, they have the responsibility
for providing services such as health, care, welfare, local planning and housing policies
and thus, they operationalise and perform the WPP and align its goal with problem areas
considered vital to them. In our case, these problem areas are child poverty and housing
policies.

1.2. Capabilities and Housing as a Fertile Functioning for Children

Poverty is relative to the society in which an individual lives and makes the individual,
family, group or community disadvantaged relative to others [2,8]. The capability ap-
proach allows researchers to investigate the economic, social and political environment that
promotes poverty. Nussbaum argues that the capability approach focuses on individual
dignity and how it is tightly knitted to living conditions that can provide people with “a
life that is worthy of the human dignity that they possess” [32]. Sen (1999:75) defines a
capability as “what a person is substantially free to do”. In addition, he points to how
capabilities focus on the freedoms generated by commodities [9] (p. 74). The approach
considers whether individuals have different abilities to convert resources into valuable
opportunities, outcomes or functionings [8] (p. 261). A capability is the ability to choose
what to do and what to be and is closely connected to the individual’s experience of free-
dom and wellbeing. Functionings are the outcomes individuals have the ability to convert
resources into, and they reflect the various things a person may value doing or being, i.e.,
their achievements [9] (p. 75). Capability is “the substantive freedom to achieve alternative
functioning combinations which reflects the person’s actual achievements, and the capa-
bility set represents the alternative functioning combinations from which this person can
choose” [9] (p. 75). To evaluate the freedom to achieve alternative functioning combinations,
an account must be taken “not only of the primary goods the persons respectively hold, but
also of the relevant personal characteristics that govern the conversion of primary goods
into the person’s ability to promote her ends” [9] (p. 74), i.e., the extent to which a person
has real opportunities or abilities to choose valuable options. The substantive freedoms
(the capabilities) to choose a life one has reason to value is the evaluative purpose, not the
utilities or the primary goods themselves [9] (p. 74).

The capability approach is a normative evaluative approach, and it is “inescapably
pluralist”, as some functionings are more important than others and there is a question of
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what weight to attach to substantive freedom vis à vis the actual achievement [9] (p. 76).
Having capabilities implies that the person has freedom to achieve valuable functionings
as an active agent, and not because they have no other options or are coerced to do so [8]
(p. 260). Thus, the notion of capabilities holds an agency assumption and presupposes
that the subject in question is able to make autonomous decisions [7] (p. 28). As children
are dependent and cannot use capabilities in the way adults can, and do not gain the
same amount of value from having a choice when they are young [7] (p. 36), the goal for
children may be to attain functionings that represent what children need to have a good
childhood and to develop capabilities according to their age and stage of development.
Thus, a realised functioning for children is what a child is actually able to do [9] (p. 77).

Advantages, and also disadvantages, may cluster with one (dis)advantage leading to
another; that is, they corroborate. On the one hand, expensive and low-quality housing
can negatively impact children’s and adolescent’s education, among other things, because
families live in cramped conditions and there is no space to complete homework. Thus,
housing is a functioning that may negatively impact other functionings. Statistics Norway
estimates that 10.2 percent of households have cramped living conditions in Norway [33].
On the other hand, there is a positive association between homeownership and the educa-
tional attainment of children and adolescents, the cause of which is a more stable housing
situation and not living in cramped conditions. In addition, homeownership and secure
housing are important for families to translate their resources into fertile functionings for
children [27,29]. Neighbourhoods composed mostly of homeowners are believed to be of
better quality, as homeowners generally have a high degree of employment, and they are
engaged with their environments. Such neighbourhoods may influence individual welfare
due to the people available for social interaction and the role models they offer. Good
physical environments such as areas for recuperation, and with only a little noise and air
pollution add to the quality of neighbourhoods. Homeowners also have better health than
tenant households, but high housing prices may affect health negatively [34].

High-quality housing can be a fertile functioning for children; for instance, there is
evidence that it has a positive impact on both physical and mental health [35]. Health is also
an example of a functioning that has a universally fertile effect [7] (p. 73). However, what
are considered fertile functionings for children are context-dependent and, thus, dependent
on how the institutions of society are shaped.

The capability approach, as outlined by Sen, does not indicate that housing is a
capability, whereas Nussbaum’s concept does, as she explicitly points to bodily health (i.e.,
being able to have good health, including reproductive health, being adequately nourished,
and having adequate shelter) as one of her ten capabilities [32]. According to Sen, the
goal is not that everybody shall live safely, rather that everybody has the possibility to
do so. The question is whether a family has the real possibility of transforming resources
and choosing the functioning of living safely according to existing norms for housing and
the necessary consumption of other commodities [22]. According to the authors, if the
families do not have this, they are disadvantaged in the housing market. This term is
widely in use to denote people who are not able to handle the housing market. Those who
are disadvantaged are the elderly, disabled individuals, low-income families and newly
arrived immigrants. Both Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2011) place the responsibilities for
securing capabilities at the level of the nation state. Schweiger and Graf (2015) reach out
more broadly and also include sub-national entities, families, groups and individuals as
being responsible. Kimhur (2020) and Monkerud et al. (2018) hold that housing may be
counted among the important functionings (capabilities), and in Norway, there is a housing
policy that involves the national, regional and local levels.

2. Materials and Methods

The methodological research strategy in the paper is explorative, and elements from
both action research and ethnographic follow-up research were used [36]. The methods
were triangulated, and documents, literature studies, interviews and participating obser-
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vations were part of the data-gathering process. We also used some quantitative data to
underpin our arguments. The process was dynamic and combined a pragmatic approach
with reflection.

Literature studies were conducted on child poverty and the concepts of capabilities and
the functionings for children and housing. The main aim is not to carry out a comprehensive
study and interpretation of the literature related to our particular question [37], but to
connect the concepts by framing them in a political economy context and to create a
backdrop for data presentation and discussions [38]. The main search words were child
poverty (in Norwegian—“barnefattigdom”), capabilities and housing. They were searched
separately and together using the Boolean operators “AND” and “OR”. Document studies
were carried out according to national strategy documents and WPP meeting minutes,
which were supposed to be written and placed on a Teams site. The site was not in use all
the time, but minutes were read when found. The literature includes two master theses,
one focusing on single mothers’ experiences with public housing, and the other focusing
on migrant families’ experiences with receiving starter loans to buy housing. Both use
interviews with families as their main method of data collection.

The observation and interview data were retrieved from evaluating the WPP. The
researchers observed weekly meetings between the actors presented for the first year of
the project. Meetings were assessed to be of certain importance concerning child poverty.
The meetings observed also included those between regional actors and municipalities,
including, for instance, start-up and follow-up meetings with municipalities. Workshops
in municipalities gathering various municipal actors were attended. In these events,
researchers generally observed the conversation and discussions among the participants,
took notes, talked with them and, inspired by the action research elements, provided some
feedback and delivered input to the project on selected topics such as child poverty and the
project’s implementation. Thus, researchers took on the role of an additional resource for
the developmental work [39].

Thirdly, researchers conducted ten interviews with representatives from the regional
agencies and the partaking municipalities, five in real-life settings and five during Teams
sessions. The interview guide was semi-structured, covering themes such as the actual
coordination and cooperation at the regional level, between the regional and municipal
level and in municipalities, and professional and individual attitudes towards coordination.
Furthermore, interviews were used to discuss the chosen problem formulations made by
municipalities. The reduction in child poverty was a common aim, but the chosen approach
differed among them. Interviews were transcribed in their entirety and thematic analyses
were carried out [40]. Observations of follow-up meetings and interviews showed that two
out of four municipalities were not able to anchor the project within their organisation and
their participation slowly receded. The third chose to focus on project portfolio follow-up to
ensure that different agencies were not working on similar projects in parallel, and operated
mostly at the strategical level in the municipal organisation. Therefore, we present the
results from one municipality.

The study was approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (ref. no. 565707).
Information on the study was provided both in writing and orally to managers of the CG
and the municipalities, as well as to interviewees, who also signed a written consent waiver.
The interviewees’ right to withdraw from the study at any given time was emphasised.

3. Results

Children in poverty experience vulnerabilities that, to some extent, are socially created.
Vulnerabilities are material because children, more often than others, live in low-quality
housing in deprived neighbourhoods and lack the resources to consume material things in
line with their peers [41]. In addition, children living in poverty miss out on participating
in social and cultural activities. This makes them relatively deprived, which is important in
explaining health inequalities. Even though children are agents in their own lives, they are
dependent on adults. This makes children politically vulnerable because they cannot fight
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for their rights in the way adults can, and they cannot organise themselves in a comparable
manner that would ensure them political influence and change their political position.
Children depend on the rights they are granted by others [7].

We first present families’ opinions on living in public housing and becoming home-
owners and children’s opinions on housing and housing environments. Information on
this is retrieved from two master’s theses [42,43] and the Norwegian Save The Children
hearing on child poverty [20]. Thereafter, we analyse how one municipality negotiates
utilising the national instruments to ensure housing and homeownership for poor families.
Information on this was retrieved from evaluating the WPP.

3.1. Children and Families’ Opinions on Housing and Homeownership

In 2019, about 179,000 persons were counted among those who are disadvantaged
in the housing market; among them, 72% (129,111) were households with children. The
number of disadvantaged families in the housing market has increased [17,19]. The OECD’s
mean of people having difficulties making ends meet in 2018 was about 22%, whereas
in Norway it was about 8% ([5], Figure 2.5). Nevertheless, 115,000 children were living
in poverty in Norway in 2019; this is about 12% of all children [33]. To depict this, we
used some data from the 2019 Norwegian EU-SILC survey. Respondents’ answered that at
the age of 14 19% of them did not live with both their parents, 2.7% did not have all the
necessary materials for school, and 16.8% did not usually go on vacation, with the reason
for this being their economic situation [44]. Families in public housing most often consider
their housing situation to be satisfactory, but the small size is considered a challenge.
Immigrant families with children are overrepresented among those living in public housing
and most live in cramped conditions.

Families living in public housing report more challenges, such as the housing situation
feeling unsafe, although it feels safer than private tenant housing. The EU-SILC survey
shows that insecurity may pertain to both noise from neighbours, roads and industrial
activities nearby (10%) and living in an area with crime and violence (4%) [44]. Interviewed
persons talked about public housing as being difficult to acquire, time consuming to apply
for, and that it takes a long time to get a positive answer. Furthermore, families report
living in cramped conditions, as about 10% of people do nationwide [33]. The result is that
children, for instance, have no possibility of bringing friends home, and they live in worn
houses [40]. An example is shown in the quotation below:

The friends are not many here. I want them to, but they [the children] say they don’t have
their own rooms and that makes it difficult. The two youngest share their room and the
room’s not good. We visit friends and they live in nice houses and the children have their
own rooms. I have been looking at nice houses, but I don’t have the economic means. It is
difficult. (42:43)

This family wants to give their children good housing and opportunities, and children
having their own room is part of that. The family members compare themselves to friends
living in better housing and have tried to find this for themselves, but they consider it
to be too costly. Living in public housing leaves families with no opportunity to save
money; nonetheless, they consider buying their own homes important, both for housing
and financial safety, as well as for taking part in the accumulation of wealth that is open to
those who own their housing. The below quote is an example:

When you rent from the municipality, money is thrown out of the window. Nothing
comes from that. If you buy housing, you pay to the bank and to yourself. (43:46)

An immigrant to Norway reflected on how buying a flat was taking part in economic
growth, and as securing future housing for the family’s children:

The flat is not for us, it’s for the children. They will inherit it. It ensures the coming
generation. (43:49)
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The inter-generational aspect is also well known to children, and they comment that
inheriting money can give them a good start:

People who have a lot of money inherit a lot and can buy a house and all. A good start.
(20, Save The Children, hearing: 48)

This good start is not something they believe they will experience themselves, and
they express full awareness that they are poor and that they will continue to be so during
adulthood:

Yes, we have fewer opportunities. Because, then I think that “this will be my situation
when I’m grown up as well”. Because this is how it is for me in my family. (20, Save The
Children, hearing: 170)

The financial and inter-generational aspects of being a homeowner are very clear to
these interviewees and to the children taking part in the Save The Children hearing on
poverty.

Interviewees in the master’s theses suggest that being homeowners promotes integra-
tion because immigrants can then acquire the same commodities as Norwegians:

I feel glad and proud. I feel part of the society. On the same level as the Norwegians born
here. I have a flat and a car–the same as the others. (43:49)

The immigrant families receiving starter loans had different experiences with the
application process in their respective municipalities. Nevertheless, they experienced it to
be a relief because they became homeowners. Paying the loan was positive as it integrated
them into Norwegian society.

The Children World Report (2020) shows that Norwegian children aged 10 are fairly
satisfied with their house and somewhat less satisfied with the neighbourhood in which
they live compared to children in other countries [45] (pp:81,84). The interviewees in the
master’s theses report that the neighbourhood is critical for leading a good life and that the
municipal housing service does not think much about what kind of families and persons
live in the neighbourhood when housing is assigned. It may feel unsafe both inhouse,
as neighbours, for instance, do not tolerate noises from children playing in the flat, and
outside, because the police are called to the neighbourhood almost every day [42] (p. 48).
Children themselves also have an opinion on the neighbourhood, as shown in the quote
below:

If you live in a house in a good area. Some other person lives in a cheaper area. It is
easier to live in the area with high income. The environments may be bad in the area with
cheaper housing and the children may get into trouble. (20, Save The Children, hearing:
50/176)

Children feel unsafe and are afraid they will get into trouble if they live in a degraded
neighbourhood, and they think it is easier to live in a neighbourhood where inhabitants
have a high income. They compare the situations and are fully aware of the downsides of
living in a cheap area. Other aspects about the neighbourhood are the housing’s proximity
to public transport, as well as to services and leisure activities for children. The last point
was particularly important:

I don’t have the financial means to pay so that all children can go by bus to take part in
their leisure activities. (42:46–47)

Housing is an expensive good for most families. The data show that families are not
particularly satisfied with being a tenant household, as high rent impacts their possibility
to consume other necessary commodities. Intra-generationally, living in a poor family may
hinder children’s ability to feel safe, and low-quality housing may hinder them from having
friends over to visit, using public transport and taking part in leisure activities. There is also
the negative aspect of having to compare oneself to better-off friends, which may impact the
mental health of children. We also know that living in cramped conditions may influence
children’s schoolwork and their educational attainment. This impacts what capabilities



Societies 2022, 12, 25 9 of 14

they can attain as adults. The quotes show that families do not have the possibility of
choosing what functionings for their children they will translate their resources into. In the
next section, we will present the work of one municipality to actually reduce child poverty
by strengthening their social housing policies.

3.2. Municipal Policies to Ensure Housing for Poor Families

The municipality from which we have data is medium sized with about 30,000 in-
habitants. It has previously taken part in NGHB projects and is well acquainted with
the possibilities offered. Previous projects reported the challenges experienced by the
municipality’s population of people who are disadvantaged in the housing market and
created knowledge on the municipality’s working routines for allocating starter loans,
social housing and housing allowances. These routines did not perform well at reducing
child poverty. Reports looked into the following:

[. . . ] how the allocation of social housing looks. Starter loans; to whom do we allocate
starter loans and what are our routines on this? Routines were found not to function
according to the aims of the WPP. Now, the focus has changed. (Municipal respondent 3)

In this municipality, the decision on the direction of the housing policy was made
when we started observing meetings. In municipality 2, however, we observed discussions
between advocates for strengthening public housing for the elderly on the one hand, and
for families with children on the other.

In addition, the previous participation in NGHB projects made municipality 3 associate
housing with early intervention for children and youth, which we did not observe in any
of the other municipalities:

[. . . ] if we consider social housing, . . . we had three action plans. [. . . ] To focus on hous-
ing and the Housing Bank program to support municipalities. Early intervention, related
to the co-located family services, and linked to our housing policies. [. . . ] Voluntary work
is the third action plan. (Municipal respondent 3)

Implementing the WPP, the municipality decided that reducing child poverty should
be a goal, and that starting to work with the NGHB instruments was the solution. This
represented a change, as social housing was mostly allocated to the disadvantaged elderly.
Changing the routines for the allocation of starter loans was commented on as follows:

[We] involved the manager of the joint services office. [. . . ] We discussed our practise on
this and how to improve [the use of starter loans]. Low-income families are the focus of
the WPP. [. . . ] The manager committed to the new mindset about the allocation of starter
loans to low-income families. (Municipal respondent 3)

The adaptation to the new national regulations and the WPP frame housing policies
as being tightly connected to early intervention. Its location within the child welfare and
the municipal NAV unit, co-located with the family service department that also comprises
community nurses and educational services, contributes to this perspective. The quote
below shows how the municipal WPP coordinator is preoccupied by this framing:

Well, there are a lot of things that need to be sewed together to accomplish early intervention
and to consider our work with it. WPP was very right for us when it started, inspiring the
municipality-level system to consider the challenges. (Municipal respondent 3)

From this, we may read that being involved firstly with the NGHB and thereafter
with the WPP, in which the NGHB is a prominent part, made the municipality change
and improve its practices regarding starter loans and promoting homeownership among
low-income families. It also led to changed practices regarding building and allocating
social housing:

The Housing Bank can economically support housing developers to build housing for
which the municipality is allowed to allocate some of the units. The CEO has chosen,
through WPP, to coordinate this. (Municipal respondent 3)
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Furthermore, the CEO, leading the municipal administration, wanted the WPP co-
ordinator to write a report on social housing for the municipal council. The interviewee
supported this as it was believed to change the municipal attitude towards social housing:

This changes a lot, considering [social housing] as a municipal service. [. . . ] We have
never before allocated so many housing units to low-income families as last year. (Munic-
ipal respondent 3)

Some public debate on social housing led the assistant mayor to take part in one of the
meetings with the NGHB. The meeting was successful, and the municipality was credited
with performing well in this regard:

Then, the politicians became interested, that’s nice. [. . . ] The assistant mayor has now
asked the responsible Municipal Director to orient the political committee on the case.
(Municipal respondent 3)

This is the Committee for Teaching, Upbringing and Culture. Giving an orientation
means that the WPP and its problematization of child poverty and housing are set on
the political agenda. Hence, the interpretation of child poverty and housing as an early
intervention and a set of policies for families, children and youth is distributed among
more actors. Nevertheless, it is understandable that the director responsible for municipal
property wondered why the department should be involved:

[. . . ] the first time we oriented about the WPP, one of the municipal directors said: “What
on Earth do we have to do with this? We are working with construction and things”.
Yeah ok, that is what you do. You work with municipal properties. So, I know that the
CEO answered him “You are in fact [a member of] the steering group”. [. . . ] The actual
Municipal Director left the meeting saying “Oh, now I have a lot to do”. (Municipal
respondent 3)

The ongoing collaboration between the municipality and the NGHB changed the
involved actors’ mindsets on how they interpret challenges concerning child poverty.
Homeownership, social housing, property development, starter loans and housing al-
lowances connected to early intervention constituted the new interpretation. Hence, the
department in question was needed as a member of the steering group as well as an active
member in the municipal WPP, and this membership contributed to the success. Taking
part in the regional WPP accelerated the municipality’s turnaround in considering these
instruments to reduce child poverty. Working with the CG and diving deeper into the
cooperation with the NGHB (a result of taking part in the WPP) was important in raising
the issue of child poverty to the municipal political and administrative agendas, and also
in receiving acceptance for reframing housing policies away from prioritizing the elderly
to prioritizing children and youth. This way, the municipal actors also managed to change
the way important local institutions functioned, allowing families with children to be part
of the inter-generational accumulation of fortune associated with homeownership.

4. Discussion

The research question was whether municipal housing policies can be an instrument
to reduce child poverty. We used the capability approach, which states that a person
should have real opportunities or abilities to choose options they consider valuable. For
children, the agency component of the capability approach implicated that the concept of
functionings is used to understand their situation, both as children and future adults [11].
Functionings should pertain to what can be aspired to, or a goal that should be reached
[7:43]. What children can achieve, be and become as a result of their housing situation,
is the vital point. If families experience an overburden of housing costs, cramped living
conditions, low-quality housing or housing located in a deprived neighbourhood, they
have few opportunities to choose what combinations of functionings they want for their
children.
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Low-quality housing and housing that is too expensive were considered forms of
corrosive functioning. The children of poor families living in social housing, and/or those
that have high housing costs, were missing out on daily activities normal for children. As
shown by Andresen and Meiland (2019), housing is perceived as an existential challenge to
children. This covers the direct state of the housing unit such as size, amenities, rooms, and
having their own room. They found that it is important to children to have a space of their
own, as this encourages their learning and development. In addition, the housing may be
too damp or worn, and this impacts the space available to play and recuperate. Our data
show that children did not want to have friends over and that families compared themselves
to friends who were better off. As low prices often equal low quality, disadvantages are
found in both the housing itself and the residential environments. Low quality may mean
that the environment and the socio-spatial structure of the area in which a family lives is
not child-friendly, and areas may not supply services, including culture and outdoor spaces
for recreation. Living in such environments will have intra-generational implications and
restrict children’s opportunities [1]. Missing out on what is customary creates shame [9] and
it was shown that children missed out on simple activities such as taking public transport,
taking part in leisure activities and building friendships. Furthermore, the families missed
out on the intergenerational acquisition of wealth. Children could not expect to inherit
property; on the contrary, they expected to inherit poverty.

When housing costs are high, families do not have the possibility to choose among
alternative sets of functionings for their children. Thus, children’s possibilities to acquire
adult capabilities will be limited, particularly those concerning educational attainments,
and they will not take part in the inter-generational accumulation of wealth. The NGHB
and municipalities have the possibilities to change this course of developments. Data show
that municipal authorities co-working with the NGHB are able to reduce child poverty.
Municipalities can apply for and receive subsidies from the bank. Subsidies can be used to
enter into negotiations with developers to build social housing, and thus, the municipalities
can allocate a certain number of housing units to those who are disadvantaged in the
housing market. Subsidies can also be used to allocate starter loans to the disadvantaged,
pay housing allowances and provide grants to families entering into the Children First
programme. NGHB statistics show that huge amounts of money have been paid to subsidy
starter loans and housing allowances since 2011, and that these instruments in 2021 were in
use in 328 municipalities, including the four municipalities that are part of the WPP [46].
Most municipalities make use of starter loans and housing allowances, and families with
children are among the subsidised households. This indicates there has been success in the
work to change the mindset underpinning the housing policy to include a new target group,
i.e., children and youth. Framing housing policies by linking housing to other functionings
in a positive way makes it an important factor influencing the target group’s life chances.

However, housing has a different status than health, education and work, as it is
described as “the wobbly pillar under the welfare state” [47]. It has also been referred to
as “the sore spot of social democracy” [20]. There are several factors that mark out the
complexity and ambiguity of housing policies. The housing market is weakly regulated and
characterised by large geographical variations. Furthermore, the primary and secondary
consequences of the use of instruments such as starter loans are complex both for the
families and for the housing market, reinforcing the problems they were meant to solve [21].
In addition, the effort requires coordination between different municipal service sectors,
and between municipal and regional actors such as the NGHB and the County Governor.
The scope and complexity of housing policies can be described as a “wicked problem” [48].
A “wicked problem” is characterised by its complexity, that it has no easily definable
solutions, and that it spans organizational boundaries, management areas and hierarchical
levels [49]. Coordination between government agencies is, as we have shown, an important
tool for dealing with these challenges [49].

As we have argued, when considering the complexity of housing as potential func-
tionings for poor families and children’s lives, we must further consider a wider range of
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capabilities of housing, both for poor children’s wellbeing, and in the inter-generational fo-
cus on how to prevent the reproduction of poverty. Aside from housing being a basic good
and the potential of transferring assets to the next generation, there are two perspectives
on housing that can be prominent in this regard [50]. First, for most people, housing is
found and bought on the market, resembling a common consumer good, and people have
different desires and preferences. Therefore, the capability to choose what combinations
of functionings they want for their children is important. Secondly, the house is a status
symbol and positional marker. Norway is the “owner’s country”, and not owning your
home can be stigmatising, and this is independent of the location and the standard of
the house [51]. In this sense, owning a smaller house can be preferred before renting a
larger one. Furthermore, instruments such as starter loans will depend on access to suitable
housing in the local housing market. This means that the house as a wealth object and status
symbol may vary both nationally and locally. This dependence on the market can lead to a
limited assessment of available objects and searching for affordable housing may be a risk
following already-established socioeconomic differences. Moreover, there are mechanisms
in the market that can make families vulnerable. Changes in housing costs such as an
increased interest rate can make families dependent on financial support measures that, in
turn, can limit the functioning of housing.

5. Conclusions

To our question in the paper’s title, we can answer “yes; municipalities can ensure
positive functionings for children through housing policies”. Local governments deciding
to conduct housing policies by adopting one of the two NGHB programmes can contribute
to strengthening families’ resources to convert primary goods (housing) into abilities to
promote their ends. Intra-generationally, children may experience possibilities to lead a life
in which they can have a space of their own to complete homework, have friends over and
take the bus to take part in leisure activities. They can experience educational attainment
and compare themselves to their friends without feeling shame. Inter-generationally,
families are enabled to take part in wealth accumulation through housing, giving children
the opportunity to inherit property, not poverty, and acquiring prioritised adult capabilities
by being better educated.

Nevertheless, as housing is an important functioning for children and can ensure them
adult capabilities, the housing policies conducted are a result of housing being defined as a
market good and a welfare asset. The responsibility to acquire housing is individualised,
and the challenges many experiences are a result of the de-regulation of the housing market
and the labour market. These two de-regulations happen simultaneously with the re-
regulation of the mortgage credit, limiting lending practices and increasingly shutting out
those with little savings or precarious employment. The policies thus enable some families
to buy their own housing while the number of poor children still increases.
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