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ABSTRACT 

Housing affordability has become one of the most urgent governance challenges in advanced urban 

democracies. Rising housing costs, financialized real estate markets, demographic pressures, and uneven 

planning capacity have intensified social inequality and weakened public trust in urban institutions. This 

article examines how institutional design shapes housing affordability and social equity through a 

comparative analysis of Vienna and Vancouver. Vienna represents a social-democratic housing governance 

model characterized by extensive municipal housing, regulated rental markets, long-term public investment, 

and planning integration. Vancouver represents a market-oriented urban governance model shaped by land 

scarcity, global capital flows, fragmented metropolitan authority, and reliance on private development 

incentives. Drawing on comparative urban governance, political economy, public policy, and institutional 

theory, the article demonstrates that housing outcomes are produced not merely by market conditions but by 

governance arrangements regulating land, finance, tenancy, planning, and public provision. The findings 

show that Vienna’s institutionalized social housing system supports affordability, tenure security, and social 

mix, while Vancouver’s market-dependent model produces persistent affordability pressures despite policy 

innovation. The article contributes to politics and governance scholarship by advancing a comparative 

framework linking housing governance, institutional capacity, urban citizenship, and democratic legitimacy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

  Housing affordability has emerged as a defining governance crisis in contemporary urban politics. 

Across advanced capitalist democracies, housing has shifted from a social good embedded in welfare-state 

commitments toward an increasingly financialized asset class shaped by global capital flows, speculative 

investment, and uneven land regulation. This transformation has generated profound consequences for 

democratic governance, social equity, urban citizenship, and public trust. When housing becomes 

inaccessible to large segments of the population, cities face not only a policy failure but a legitimacy crisis in 

which public institutions appear unable to secure basic conditions of social life. 

  The governance problem is especially acute in globally connected metropolitan regions where 

population growth, constrained land supply, investment demand, and limited public housing provision 

interact to produce persistent affordability pressures. International organizations such as the OECD and 

World Bank have increasingly identified housing affordability as a structural policy challenge affecting labor 

mobility, inequality, family formation, social cohesion, and urban productivity. Housing governance 

therefore sits at the intersection of public administration, political economy, welfare policy, urban planning, 

democratic accountability, and regional development. 

  This article examines the institutional foundations of housing affordability through a comparative 

analysis of Vienna and Vancouver. These cities are selected because they represent contrasting housing 

governance models within affluent democratic contexts. Vienna is widely regarded as one of the world’s 

strongest examples of municipal housing governance, with a large stock of public and limited-profit housing, 

strong tenant protections, and long-term institutional commitment to affordability. Vancouver, by contrast, is 

internationally recognized for severe affordability challenges despite extensive planning innovation, 

densification policies, and housing strategy reforms. The comparison enables investigation of how different 

institutional configurations mediate the relationship between housing markets, public authority, and social 

outcomes. 

  Vienna’s housing system is rooted in a social-democratic tradition that treats housing as a public 

responsibility and urban citizenship right. Its municipal housing model emerged historically from “Red 

Vienna” reforms after the First World War and has remained institutionally embedded through sustained 

public investment, land-use regulation, and non-profit housing provision. This long-term governance 

architecture has allowed Vienna to maintain a relatively large affordable housing sector and preserve social 

mix across urban space. 

  Vancouver’s housing model reflects a different political economy. While the city has pursued 

progressive planning initiatives, including densification, inclusionary zoning, and rental protection policies, 
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its housing system remains heavily dependent on private market production, property-led development, and 

fragmented regional governance. Global capital inflows, limited land availability, restrictive zoning legacies, 

and provincial-federal policy constraints have contributed to sustained housing unaffordability. Vancouver 

therefore illustrates the limits of urban policy innovation when municipal governments lack sufficient fiscal, 

legal, and land-policy authority to counter market pressures. 

  The theoretical significance of this comparison lies in challenging market-centered explanations of 

housing outcomes. While demand, supply, interest rates, and demographic growth matter, housing 

affordability is also deeply shaped by institutional choices concerning land ownership, public finance, 

tenancy regulation, planning authority, and welfare-state commitments. Housing markets are politically 

constructed through laws, subsidies, tax systems, zoning, mortgage regulation, and public investment. 

Consequently, affordability must be understood as a governance outcome. 

  Existing scholarship provides several foundations for this argument. Kemeny’s housing regime 

theory distinguishes between unitary rental systems, where social and private rental sectors compete within 

regulated frameworks, and dualist systems, where social housing is residualized for low-income groups. 

Aalbers (2016) demonstrates how housing financialization links urban property markets to global finance. 

Madden and Marcuse (2016) argue that the housing crisis reflects the contradiction between housing as home 

and housing as commodity. Torgersen (1987) famously described housing as the “wobbly pillar” of the 

welfare state, while more recent urban governance scholarship emphasizes the role of planning institutions 

and local state capacity in mediating market pressures. 

  However, current housing governance literature remains limited in several respects. First, much 

affordability analysis focuses on supply-demand imbalance without sufficiently examining institutional 

capacity and public ownership. Second, comparative urban studies often contrast national housing regimes 

but underanalyze municipal governance mechanisms. Third, financialization literature sometimes emphasizes 

capital flows while underdeveloping policy mechanisms capable of resisting them. Fourth, planning 

scholarship often evaluates zoning reform without connecting it to broader social citizenship and democratic 

legitimacy. Fifth, governance studies insufficiently theorize housing affordability as a condition of 

democratic inclusion. 

  This article addresses these gaps by developing an institutional capacity framework for housing 

governance. It argues that housing affordability depends on the interaction of four governance mechanisms: 

public land control, non-market housing provision, tenancy security, and metropolitan coordination. Public 

land control enables long-term affordability by insulating land from speculative pressures. Non-market 

housing provision creates durable alternatives to private market dependence. Tenancy security stabilizes 

households and reduces displacement. Metropolitan coordination prevents affordability problems from being 

shifted across fragmented jurisdictions. 

  The novelty of this article lies in connecting housing governance with democratic legitimacy. It 

argues that housing systems shape political membership by determining who can remain in the city, access 
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employment, participate in civic life, and benefit from public infrastructure. Urban citizenship is therefore 

materially mediated by housing institutions. 

  The analytical framework developed here proposes the following relationship: housing governance 

institutions → land and rental market regulation → affordability and tenure security → social equity → 

urban democratic legitimacy. This framework conceptualizes housing affordability not as an isolated market 

outcome but as a politically mediated governance result. 

  The research objective of this article is to explain how different urban governance systems shape 

housing affordability, social equity, and democratic legitimacy in Vienna and Vancouver. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

  This study employs a comparative institutional analysis combining urban governance theory, housing policy 

analysis, and political economy interpretation to examine how institutional arrangements shape affordability 

outcomes in Vienna and Vancouver. The research design compares two affluent democratic urban systems with high 

quality of life, strong planning cultures, and significant population pressures, yet sharply divergent housing 

affordability outcomes and governance models. Vienna is analyzed as a social-democratic municipal housing system 

characterized by extensive public and limited-profit provision, strong tenant protections, and long-term land-policy 

capacity. Vancouver is analyzed as a market-dependent metropolitan housing system characterized by private 

development reliance, fragmented governance, global capital exposure, and constrained municipal fiscal authority. 

The principal units of analysis include public housing institutions, land-use governance, rental regulation, planning 

systems, metropolitan authority, housing finance, and social equity outcomes. 

  The empirical basis consists of municipal housing reports, OECD housing policy analysis, Canadian and 

Austrian housing policy documents, planning frameworks, rental market data, scholarly housing regime literature, 

urban political economy research, and international governance assessments. The analysis uses qualitative 

comparative interpretation, institutional process tracing, and cross-case governance synthesis. Key variables include 

public housing stock, tenure security, land-policy authority, market dependence, planning capacity, affordability 

outcomes, and democratic legitimacy. The study does not fabricate interviews or unverifiable local evidence; it relies 

on publicly available institutional data and peer-reviewed scholarship. Limitations include differences in national 

legal frameworks, metropolitan scale, and housing market measurement. Nevertheless, the comparison provides 

strong analytical leverage for understanding how urban housing outcomes are institutionally produced. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

1. Public Housing as Institutional Capacity 

  The first major finding is that public housing provision functions as a form of institutional capacity. 
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Vienna’s affordability performance is not accidental; it is rooted in long-term municipal control over housing supply 

and land development. The city’s extensive public and limited-profit housing sector creates a structural 

counterweight to speculative market pressures. Because a substantial share of residents live in municipal or 

subsidized housing, affordability is not limited to narrowly targeted poverty relief but embedded in the city’s broader 

social contract. 

  This institutional arrangement differs fundamentally from Vancouver’s housing system. Vancouver has 

developed important affordable housing programs and rental strategies, but the city remains highly dependent on 

private developers to produce housing supply. Inclusionary policies, density bonuses, and negotiated community 

benefits can generate affordable units, but these tools depend on market profitability. When land values rise, 

construction costs increase, or developer incentives weaken, affordability outcomes become unstable. 

  The comparison demonstrates that housing affordability is more durable when public institutions directly 

shape housing provision rather than relying primarily on private-market extraction. Vienna’s model gives the 

municipality long-term leverage over affordability because public and non-profit housing remains embedded in the 

urban fabric. Vancouver’s model gives public authorities partial influence but not structural control. 

  This finding challenges supply-only interpretations of housing affordability. Increasing supply matters, but 

the institutional form of supply is crucial. Market-rate supply in high-demand global cities may fail to produce 

affordability for low- and middle-income households if land values absorb development gains. Non-market supply, 

by contrast, can preserve affordability because it removes housing from speculative circulation. 

2. Land Governance and the Political Economy of Urban Value 

  The second finding concerns land governance. Housing affordability depends heavily on how urban land 

value is created, captured, and distributed. Vienna’s municipal housing system benefits from historical and 

contemporary public land strategies that allow the city to guide development according to social objectives. Land is 

not treated merely as a commodity but as a public resource for long-term urban welfare. 

  Vancouver’s affordability crisis is closely connected to the political economy of land. High land values, 

speculative expectations, and global investment pressures have made housing production increasingly expensive. 

Even when zoning permits greater density, the value of development rights can be capitalized into land prices. This 

means that planning reform alone may not produce affordability unless accompanied by land-value capture, public 

acquisition, taxation reform, and non-market provision. 

  The comparative evidence indicates that land governance is a central mechanism linking urban political 

economy with social outcomes. Cities that lack control over land markets become structurally dependent on private 

investment cycles. Cities with stronger land-policy capacity can shape urban development more deliberately. 

  This finding contributes to urban governance scholarship by showing that housing policy cannot be 

separated from land policy. Affordability requires governing land value, not merely regulating buildings. Public land 

banking, long-term leases, cooperative housing, and limited-profit development can reduce exposure to speculative 
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price dynamics. 

3. Tenure Security, Social Equity, and Urban Citizenship 

  The third finding is that tenure security shapes social equity and urban citizenship. Vienna’s rental system 

provides stronger stability for households by combining social housing, regulated rents, and tenant protections. This 

reduces displacement pressure and allows residents across income groups to remain within the city. Housing security 

therefore supports broader democratic inclusion because residents can maintain social networks, employment access, 

schooling stability, and civic participation. 

  Vancouver’s housing system produces more precarious tenure conditions, particularly for renters, young 

households, immigrants, and low- to middle-income workers. Rising rents, renovictions, limited vacancy, and 

ownership barriers contribute to displacement pressures. Even when households remain in the metropolitan region, 

they may be pushed into longer commutes or less secure housing arrangements. 

  The comparison demonstrates that affordability is not only a financial metric but a citizenship condition. 

When residents cannot secure stable housing, their ability to participate in urban life declines. Housing insecurity 

affects political voice, family stability, health, educational outcomes, and access to employment. 

  This finding extends democratic governance scholarship by showing that urban democracy has material 

foundations. Formal political rights are weakened when residents are economically excluded from the city. Housing 

governance therefore directly affects the inclusiveness of democratic urban citizenship. 

4. Metropolitan Fragmentation and Policy Coordination 

  The fourth finding concerns metropolitan governance. Housing markets operate regionally, but policy 

authority is often fragmented across municipalities, provinces, national governments, and public agencies. Vienna 

benefits from a relatively strong municipal governance structure with significant planning and housing authority. 

This enables more coherent coordination between land use, housing provision, infrastructure, and social policy. 

  Vancouver’s metropolitan region faces more fragmented authority. The City of Vancouver is only one 

jurisdiction within a broader regional housing market. Provincial and federal governments control many fiscal, legal, 

immigration, taxation, and housing finance instruments. Regional coordination exists, but municipal fragmentation 

complicates efforts to distribute housing supply, affordability responsibilities, and infrastructure investment 

equitably. 

  The comparative evidence shows that housing affordability requires governance alignment across scales. 

Municipal governments cannot solve structural affordability crises alone if taxation, immigration, mortgage 

regulation, infrastructure finance, and social housing funding are controlled elsewhere. Conversely, national policy 

cannot succeed without local planning and implementation capacity. 

Table 1. Comparative Matrix of Governance Variables, Institutional Mechanisms, and Political Outcomes 

Variable Vienna Vancouv Empirical/Instituti Analytical 



Copyright © 2025 by Author/s. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 

and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 
57 

   

 

er onal Evidence Interpretati

on 

Housing 

Governan

ce Model 

Social-

democrat

ic 

municipa

l housing 

model 

Market-

dependent 

planning 

and 

developm

ent model 

Municipal housing 

systems and 

housing policy 

reports 

Institutional 

design 

shapes 

affordability 

outcomes 

Public 

Housing 

Capacity 

Extensiv

e 

municipa

l and 

limited-

profit 

housing 

stock 

Limited 

non-

market 

housing 

relative to 

demand 

City housing data 

and scholarly 

housing regime 

analysis 

Public 

provision 

creates 

durable 

affordability 

Land 

Governan

ce 

Stronger 

public 

land and 

planning 

capacity 

High land 

values 

and 

speculativ

e market 

exposure 

Planning and land 

policy literature 

Land-value 

governance 

is central to 

affordability 

Rental 

Regulatio

n 

Stronger 

tenant 

protectio

n and 

regulated 

rental 

sector 

More 

precarious 

rental 

affordabili

ty and 

displacem

ent risk 

Rental market and 

housing policy 

studies 

Tenure 

security 

supports 

social equity 

Metropolit

an 

Coordinat

ion 

More 

integrate

d 

municipa

l housing 

authority 

Fragment

ed 

regional 

governanc

e 

Urban governance 

reports 

Coordinatio

n capacity 

affects 

implementat

ion 

Market 

Dependen

ce 

Lower 

reliance 

on 

private 

market 

affordabil

ity 

High 

reliance 

on private 

developm

ent 

incentives 

Housing policy 

analysis 

Market 

dependence 

increases 

vulnerability 

to 

speculation 

Social 

Equity 

Outcome 

Broader 

access to 

affordabl

e urban 

residence 

Significan

t 

affordabili

ty 

exclusion 

Comparative 

housing indicators 

Housing 

systems 

shape urban 

citizenship 

Democrati

c 

Legitimac

y 

Housing 

strengthe

ns social 

trust in 

urban 

institutio

ns 

Affordabil

ity crisis 

weakens 

institution

al 

confidenc

e 

Governance and 

public policy 

literature 

Housing 

outcomes 

influence 

democratic 

legitimacy 

  The table demonstrates that housing affordability is institutionally produced through land governance, 

public provision, tenancy regulation, and metropolitan coordination. Vienna’s model shows how public authority can 
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stabilize housing markets and support social equity. Vancouver’s model shows how policy innovation may remain 

insufficient when market dependence and fragmented authority constrain structural intervention. 

 

Conceptual Framework 

Institutional Capacity Framework for Housing Governance 

The findings support the following conceptual framework: 

Housing Governance Institutions → Land and Rental Market Regulation → Affordability and Tenure 

Security → Social Equity → Urban Democratic Legitimacy 

  This framework conceptualizes housing affordability as a governance outcome mediated by institutional 

capacity. Housing institutions determine how land is regulated, how housing is financed, and whether public 

authority can provide non-market alternatives. Land and rental regulation shape affordability and tenure security. 

These outcomes influence social equity by determining who can remain in the city and access urban opportunities. 

Social equity then contributes to democratic legitimacy because citizens judge urban institutions partly by their 

capacity to secure basic living conditions. 

  The framework further suggests that democratic urban governance requires more than planning reform. It 

requires public capacity to shape land markets, provide non-market housing, protect tenants, and coordinate policy 

across metropolitan scales. 

 

CONCLUSION 

  This article has examined how urban governance systems shape housing affordability, social equity, 

and democratic legitimacy through a comparative analysis of Vienna and Vancouver. The findings 

demonstrate that housing affordability is not simply a market outcome but an institutional product shaped by 

public housing capacity, land governance, tenancy regulation, and metropolitan coordination. 

  Vienna’s housing system shows how long-term municipal investment, public land strategy, limited-

profit housing, and tenant protections can produce durable affordability and social inclusion. Vancouver’s 

experience demonstrates the limits of market-dependent governance in a high-demand global city. Despite 

policy innovation, affordability pressures persist when public authorities lack sufficient control over land, 

finance, and non-market housing provision. 

  The theoretical contribution of this article lies in linking housing governance to democratic 

legitimacy. Housing systems shape who can access the city, remain in place, participate in civic life, and 

benefit from urban development. Affordability is therefore a democratic governance issue rather than merely 

a technical planning problem. 
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  Empirically, the comparison shows that cities with strong institutional housing capacity are better 

positioned to resist speculative pressures and maintain social mix. Cities reliant on private development 

incentives may generate supply but struggle to secure affordability across income groups. 

  The policy implications are clear. Urban governments should expand non-market housing, 

strengthen public land banking, regulate displacement, coordinate regionally, and integrate housing policy 

with social equity objectives. National and regional governments must support cities through fiscal capacity, 

legal authority, and long-term investment. 

  The study has limitations. Vienna and Vancouver differ in national welfare systems, legal structures, 

and metropolitan geography. Future research should compare additional cities, examine financialization 

mechanisms more deeply, and evaluate how migration, climate risk, and infrastructure investment reshape 

housing governance. 

  Ultimately, this article demonstrates that housing affordability is a test of democratic urban 

governance. Cities remain socially and politically sustainable only when residents can secure stable, 

affordable, and dignified housing within the urban communities they help create. 
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