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Recent studies generally show growing levels of home-
ownership across Europe. However, a comparison of 
statistical data shows a stark difference in the extent of 
homeownership between western Europe versus cen-
tral and eastern Europe. Whereas the development and 
growth of homeownership in western Europe has been 
extensively discussed in the literature and various theo-
ries have been advanced, its strong dominance in central 
and eastern Europe has been barely examined. Due to 
the lack of thorough discourse on this topic, there thus 
continues to be a void in the literature, which is mani-
fested in the absence of a sound explanation for the com-
paratively much higher expansion of homeownership in 
post-communist central and eastern Europe. This article 

contributes to filling this gap. The central argument is 
that theories that were developed to explain the growth 
of homeownership in western Europe (economies with a 
capitalist tradition) might not necessarily apply to situa-
tions in central and eastern Europe (with previous com-
munist centrally planned economies). Focusing on the 
case of Slovenia, the discussion is orientated towards de-
veloping an alternative theory that may be more relevant 
in explaining and understanding the growing preference 
for homeownership in the country.
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1 Introduction

A literature review shows steady growth in homeownership 
levels in recent decades in many European countries. These 
increases have been particularly high in central and eastern 
Europe (Poland 63%, Czech Republic 75%, Latvia 83%, Slo-
venia 90%, Hungary 94%, Slovakia 92%, Estonia 96%, Roma-
nia, 96%, etc.) as compared to western Europe (Finland 66%, 
Netherlands  58%, France  57%, Austria  56%, Denmark  46%, 
Germany 46% and Sweden 38%; Dol & Haffner 2010). Simi-
larly, European Mortgage Federation data (EMF, 2015) show 
considerably higher levels of owner-occupation in central 
and eastern Europe in comparison to western Europe. Frank-
lin Obeng-Odoom’s  (2016) study of immigrants reveals that 
similar tendencies for homeownership may also be observed 
among central and eastern European immigrants that migrate 
to cities overseas. According to Peter Saunders (1990: 2), “mass 
homeownership is associated with a strong popular desire to 
own personal property and is underpinned by deeply cher-
ished and widespread values which emphasise independence, 
security and the importance of home as a base from which to 
venture out into the world”.

Saunder’s observation offers a suitable initial explanation to the 
popular belief that the large majority of Slovenians aspire to 
live in their own home. Various surveys conducted in Slovenia 
on this phenomenon have revealed that on average over 90% of 
respondents aspire to live in their own house, a detached house 
with a private garden being the most desired type (Kos, 1984; 
Mandič 1992). Other than being a natural aspiration, owning 
a house is also believed to be a major indicator of social status. 
It is therefore often suggested that the strong desire to own 
a home is subtly fuelled by the urge to achieve this ultimate 
social status symbol (Michalovic, 1992). Especially in the US, 
owning a home is a life-long ambition that one pursues in 
order to achieve the socially expected standard. This objective 
has been described by some authors as the “ultimate American 
dream”  (Retsinas  & Belsky, 2002; Rohe et  al., 2002; Shlay, 
2006). In his study on the subject, Anthony Gurney  (1999) 
concluded that homeownership in the UK is increasingly seen 
as “the norm”, whereas rental tends to be looked upon as a 
tenure for the underprivileged. Along the same line of reason-
ing, Moira Munro (2007) suggests that there appears to be a 
popular association between owner occupation and success, 
status and wealth.

In addition to the social status explanation, however, other 
authors have pointed to the social benefits of homeownership 
to both the owner and society  (e.g.,  Megbolugbe  & Linne-
man, 1993; Rohe  & Stewart, 1996; Rossi  & Weber, 1996; 
DiPasquale & Gleaser, 1999; Rohe, Zandt & McCarthy, 2001; 
Elsinga  & Hoekstra, 2005; Hajer, 2009; McCabe, no date). 

The common theme here is that homeownership offers greater 
independence, security and pride of possession, strengthens 
local social networks, contributes to social involvement and 
has a positive impact on the neighbourhood.

Whether homeownership in Slovenia is all or any of the above, 
or the result of some other cause, the fact is that it currently 
accounts for over  90% of the total housing stock  (Statistical 
Office of the Republic of Slovenia, 2012). Of this,  65% is 
“family houses”.  (I use the term family house instead of the 
more common term single-family house because family houses 
in Slovenia are, in the majority of cases, constructed with the 
aim of accommodating more than one family.) This article 
mainly focuses on the family house as the most characteris-
tic and predominant form of homeownership. It starts with a 
review of the (western European) theories that mostly blame 
government policies for the growth of homeownership. This 
review particularly focuses on Saunders’ (1990) comprehensive 
study of various theories on homeownership and its growth in 
Europe. This is followed by a brief review of literature explor-
ing the potential of homeownership as a source of wealth, or 
the “asset-based notion” of homeownership  (Kemeny, 1981, 
2005; Ball, 1983; Ronald 2008; Doling & Ronald 2010; Els-
inga  & Mandič 2010; Mandič, 2010; Toussaint 2011). The 
section discussing the homeownership situation in Slovenia 
examines the nature of homeownership in detail and the major 
factors that influenced its development and growth. I discuss 
the most important mechanism for facilitating family house 
ownership: self-construction. Self-construction was also the 
main form of private provision in Bulgaria  (Koleva  & Dan-
dolova, 1992), and a typical form of provision in Hungary, 
especially in rural areas and “with some significance also in ur-
ban areas” (Hegedüs & Tosics, 1992; Hegedüs, Mark & Tosics, 
1996). Self-construction is a popular mechanism for securing 
homeownership worldwide, especially in lower-income coun-
tries (Gilbert & Varley, 1990; Gilbert, 1999).

Linking this with self-construction practices, I discuss and sug-
gest alternative explanations to argue against another widely 
promoted explanation of the surge in homeownership in Slo-
venia. This concerns the popular conviction that family house 
building practices expanded in the country because this was 
the only secure form of financial investment under communist 
rule, which lasted from the end of the Second World War until 
the early 1990s. The advocates of this theory believe that the 
growth of homeownership in Slovenia is the consequence of 
a political system that did not offer people alternatives for 
investing their surplus income (e.g., Hegedüs & Tosics, 1992; 
Mandič, 1992). On the contrary, with the help of statistical 
data I argue and show that the urge to own family houses did 
not, in any way, lessen even after the adoption of a market 
economy and introduction of various long- and short-term 
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investment schemes, such as shares, bonds, mutual funds, pen-
sion funds and so on.

The article thus examines the validity in Slovenia of various 
homeownership theories that were previously advanced to de-
scribe the development and dominance of homeownership in 
western Europe. The final aim is to lay a foundation for a viable 
theoretical explanation that may help in better understanding 
the causes of the apparently unstoppable urge to own, which 
threatens to gradually wipe out rental tenure entirely. This in-
formation is necessary as a premise for formulating policies to 
address the problem and establish a more appropriate tenure 
structure. It is also hoped that the alternative explanations dis-
cussed will provide a useful theoretical framework for future 
discourse on the subject.

2 Theoretical background

Theory 1: Homeownership as a product of deliberate govern-
ment policies

The growth of homeownership first needs to be investigated 
from a historical perspective. Saunders’  (1990) study is espe-
cially useful because it offers a comprehensive historical analy-
sis of the development and expansion of homeownership in 
the western world. The study presents a broad range of views 
by numerous scholars that have advanced various theoretical 
explanations for the occurrence and growth of homeowner-
ship. These theories are summarised below.

Saunders’ historical review mostly comprises theories by Marx-
ist writers, who generally argued that owner-occupation was 
intentionally fostered by governments or capitalist interests to 
“bolster the bourgeois social order”. He identifies five main 
reasons suggested by various theorists to explain why the “capi-
talist class, aided and abetted by the capitalist state, sought 
to draw the working class into home ownership”  (Saunders 
1990: 29). These are:

Ideological effects of homeownership. Various authors have sug-
gested that post–Second World War housing policies had the 
deliberate intention of making every worker a small home-
owner to secure working-class support for the private prop-
erty system enjoyed by the wealthier classes. It is explained 
that such measures sought to induce workers to identify with 
bourgeois values. The essence of this theory is that encourag-
ing owner-occupation ensures both social stability and future 
political support.

Creation or reinforcement of divisions. The second theory holds 
that owner-occupation was encouraged to create divisions 
within the working class. In this case, the aim is to enable the 

higher strata of the working class to achieve homeownership, 
so as to detach them from the rest of their class, which in turn 
would result in weakening proletarian solidarity and defusing 
the resentment of capital.

Long-term date effect. According to this theory, offering skilled 
workers small suburban homes to be purchased through home 
mortgages was a strategy employed by industrialists after the 
Second World War in order to achieve greater industrial or-
der. Tying house buyers into a twenty- or thirty-year financial 
commitment was believed to discourage potential strike ac-
tion, which would likely result in a loss of regular income and 
therefore the eventual loss of one’s home.

Individualisation and privatisation of the working class. Here, it 
is believed that homeownership encourages workers to with-
draw from collective life and focus more on their home and 
family. Homeownership is thus believed to have been deliber-
ately encouraged with the aim of individualising and privatis-
ing the working class.

Creation of a mass market for consumer goods. The proponents 
of this theory see the privately owned home as being at the 
core of contemporary consumerism. Owner-occupation is 
supported and encouraged to stimulate demand for building 
materials, enhance demand for car use, increase energy con-
sumption and increase demand for consumer goods. It argues 
that homeownership has created new lifestyles dependent on 
an insatiable demand for consumer durables, which can only 
be satisfied by expanding industrial production. Increasing 
the level of homeownership therefore has the ultimate aim of 
increasing consumerism in order to generate more national 
revenue.

Saunders’ general conclusion is that Marxist theorists believe 
that the development and expansion of homeownership is the 
result of government policies that were implemented with the 
intention “to fragment the working-class collective and dupe 
individual workers into accepting the legitimacy of the upper-
class social relations”  (Saunders, 1990:  65). He rejects all of 
these theories, arguing that they lack evidence to show, first, 
that working-class homeownership was successfully imple-
mented or, second, that this was the government’s intention. 
Instead, he suggests that homeownership is an aspiration that 
needs to be examined and understood in terms of human be-
haviour. Saunders’ rejection of the premeditated government 
role described above finds support in the work of Anthony 
Giddens  (1984), who noted that it is not always possible to 
motivate and control people’s actions. Even when such an at-
tempt is made, he argued, one cannot guarantee the eventual 
achievement of the intended outcomes. The crucial weakness 
of these theories is the inherent assumption that the working 
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class can always be manipulated to act precisely as anticipated 
and deliver the exact outcomes intended by the ruling class.

One can take the risk of suggesting that the theories reviewed 
above are too simplistic to be acceptable as credible explana-
tions of the growth of homeownership, even in the western Eu-
ropean context. This article argues that they are certainly not 
relevant in explaining the growth of homeownership in Slove-
nia. In fact, these theories could not apply to Slovenia because 
they were developed by Marxist scholars to explain situations 
in capitalist countries. These theories are essentially flawed and 
totally inapplicable to countries that, at the time, were under 
communist rule. Communist regimes did not seek to estab-
lish a private property system, weaken proletarian solidarity or 
individualise the working class, and housing mortgages were 
also not available. Communist doctrine sought exactly the op-
posite; that is, to unite the proletariat for the common good 
of the state. Moreover, although the creation of mass markets 
for consumer goods also cannot be denied in the former com-
munist countries, it is vital to acknowledge that the principle 
aim was not to create homeownership-related consumerism, 
but to create jobs. Almost all new industrial development was 
simultaneously accompanied by the construction of collective, 
government-owned housing for the workers. Indeed, contrary 
to the legitimization of homeownership, the former commu-
nist countries of central and eastern Europe pursued housing 
policies that were fundamentally intended to thwart all forms 
of private ownership, including housing (Telegarsky & Struyk, 
1991; Turner, Hegedüs  & Tosics, 1992; Lowe  & Tsenkova, 
2003; Donner, 2006; for Slovenia, see also Sendi, 1999, 2016).

Having rejected the validity of the Marxist theories on the 
roots and development of homeownership, it is fair to point 
out that there are other  (not necessarily Marxist authors) 
that similarly see national policies as the major cause for the 
gradual  (and recently intensified) expansion of homeowner-
ship worldwide. At the global level, the United Nations body 
responsible for housing development has disappointedly ob-
served that the number of governments trying to support 
rental housing development has considerably declined. It has 
warned that “[g]overnments should not perpetuate the myth 
of the achievability of universal homeownership. Instead they 
should accept that at some point in their lives most people 
need rental accommodation” (UN-HABITAT, 2003: iii). The 
dominance of homeownership as a consequence of govern-
ment policy has also been discussed by Alan Gilbert  (1999), 
who has argued that homeownership has been popular with 
most governments because they have believed that most peo-
ple prefer to own rather than to rent. He has further sug-
gested that governments encourage and implement policies 
that enable homeownership in order to secure political sup-
port; that is, votes. The same line of thinking is pursued by 

Munro  (2007), who has written that in recent decades the 
UK has implemented policies  (such as Right to buy or low 
cost home ownership) intended to increase homeownership 
“driven by the belief that such policies are popular with the 
electorate”  (Munro, 2007: 243). The theory that seeks to ex-
plain the growth of homeownership as a government “trick” 
to secure voter support introduces a perspective different from 
those previously suggested by Marxist theorists. Consequently, 
how relevant is this theory to the Slovenian situation?

There is no doubt that national policies implemented in the 
past in a variety of forms have impacted the growth of home-
ownership in Slovenia. Faced with the fact that it would not 
be able to fully realise its self-imposed post–Second World 
War communist ideological commitment to provide housing 
for all of its citizens, in 1965 the government introduced a 
policy measure that marked the initial official recognition of 
private ownership of housing. The measure enabled individuals 
to purchase construction materials from government-owned 
building-material manufacturers at cheaper prices in the form 
of subsidies  (Marinšek, 1983). This laid the ground for the 
intensification of self-construction activity in the following 
decades.

The privatisation of the previous rental housing stock be-
tween  1991 and  1994 certainly significantly contributed to 
increasing the level of homeownership. By the end of the 
privatisation process, the share of homeownership had grown 
from 67% in 1991 to 89% in 1994, an increase of 22% (Sendi, 
2009). Other policy measures that focused on increasing the 
level of homeownership following the shift from a planned 
to market economy in  1991 included various forms of gov-
ernment-sponsored object and subject subsidies and a hous-
ing loan scheme  (operating on the principles of the German 
Sparkassen mortgage lending model), which was introduced 
in 1999 and abandoned in 2006 (Cirman & Sendi, 2016).

However, it must be noted that none of these measures could 
be described as an instrument introduced by the government 
with the deliberate intention to woo voters. The policy of sub-
sidising building materials under communist rule was simply 
introduced as a pragmatic solution  (Marinšek, 1983). Under 
the one-party system, political support for the government 
was naturally guaranteed and there was no need to imple-
ment particular policies (in any area) for ensuring it. Moreo-
ver, although the privatisation of the public housing stock had 
several objectives, securing voter support for the next elections 
was not one of them.[1] Upon the introduction of the measure, 
the government was enjoying a very high level of public sup-
port, having just abandoned the unpopular planned economy 
system, which was crumbling all across eastern Europe at that 
time. With respect to the provision of subject and object subsi-
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dies after the adoption of a market economy, the analysis of the 
effect of these housing policy measures after fifteen years of im-
plementation showed that they had had no noticeable impact 
on the level of production of new housing (Sendi, 2007). The 
calculations revealed that the amounts secured at the end of the 
saving period were too low to enable home seekers to purchase 
dwellings on the highly price-inflated housing market.

It may thus be concluded that the government has mostly 
played a passive and marginal role in this area and cannot be 
considered a major causal factor of the growth of homeowner-
ship in Slovenia. Government policies in this area have been 
nowhere near “bribing people to become homeowners”, as Gil-
bert (2008: ii) labelled the policies that have been implement-
ed in a variety of countries worldwide. I thus reject the theory 
that would seek to explain the growth of homeownership in 
Slovenia as the consequence of housing policies implemented 
to secure political support. On the contrary, the government 
has continuously failed to implement effective policies in this 
area that would facilitate easier access to housing  (Mandič, 
2008; Sendi, 2016).

Theory 2: Homeownership as a source of wealth

The notion of homeownership as a potential capital asset 
has been addressed by various authors. Saunders  (1990) has 
described homeownership as a lucrative venture that allows 
people to make a lot of money. As Ray Forrest and Alan Mu-
rie (1995) have written, homeownership is an essential compo-
nent of the middle class that carries a vital economic attribute. 
Its importance as an instrument for accumulating wealth has 
been increasingly discussed in the literature, especially in rela-
tion to the welfare state transformations in western Europe that 
have been taking place in recent decades (Kemeny, 2005; Hajer, 
2009). With a lack of focus on central and eastern Europe, 
Srna Mandič’s  (2010) contribution is the first investigation 
of the potential of homeownership as a “wealth reservoir” in 
post-communist countries.

At the EU level, John Doling and Richard Ronald  (2010) 
studied the notion of “property-based welfare”, whereby they 
examined how homeownership may function as a pension 
in EU member states. They suggest that the housing wealth 
of homeowners “theoretically constitutes a potential reserve, 
supplement or even alternative to pension income” (Doling & 
Ronald, 2010: 228). The basic hypothesis to be investigated is 
that homeowners in all EU member states can readily trans-
form their housing equity into real income that may serve as a 
supplement to their (meagre) incomes at a later stage in their 
lives. This assumption builds upon the thesis that homeowners 
incur minimal housing costs in later life after paying off the 
mortgage they took out when younger  (Castles, 1998). The 

theory behind this thesis is outlined by Toussaint (2011: 323), 
who writes: “Young people save for a deposit, next they pur-
chase a dwelling. To finance the dwelling they borrow (take out 
a mortgage). Gradually they repay the mortgage and build up 
housing equity (the value of the dwelling minus the mortgage 
debt). Building up housing equity can be considered as saving.”

Such “saving” has been increasingly seen as a vital means of mit-
igating financial hardship at a later stage, particularly during 
retirement. The main concern here is how houses may actually 
function as pensions. It is thus argued that housing constitutes 
both an investment and a consumption good that consequently 
offers the owner two sources of income: “income in kind from 
the flow of housing services they enjoy as outright owners, and 
an income in cash, deriving from the release of the equity in 
their home”  (Doling  & Ronald, 2010:  229). Like all invest-
ment goods, owner-occupied housing is therefore believed to 
have the potential to realise its value in the form of cash. The 
question is whether the desire to own one’s home in Slovenia is 
also stimulated by a conscious intention to accumulate wealth 
for realising supplementary income in old age. The answer to 
this question is currently “no”. There are several reasons for 
rejecting the validity of the property-based welfare theory in 
the case of Slovenia.

First of all, a distinction needs to be made between two 
principle functions of housing in Slovenia; that is, housing 
as shelter and housing as an investment. Under communist 
rule, the shelter function naturally predominated because the 
principle doctrine was that the government provides housing 
for all citizens. Issues concerning the investment and market 
value of housing were of no major significance. However, it 
has been suggested by Mandič  (2010) that the shelter func-
tion was reduced after the implementation of the right to buy, 
thus increasing the investment function. The transformation 
of property from public to private ownership would of course 
be expected to result in the revival of its investment value. 
However, it is important to recognise that the shift from the 
shelter function to the investment function described here ap-
plies only to condominium homeownership. I argue that the 
shelter function still predominates in family homeownership 
and that this has vital implications for the potential to use 
housing as a source of income in old age. I also observe that it 
is currently not possible to recognise any serious potential for 
utilising family housing in Slovenia as a “supplement or even 
alternative to pension income”, as suggested by Doling and 
Ronald  (2010). Toussaint’s statement that “the potential use 
of housing assets is limited: not everyone disposes of housing 
assets or wants to consume the asset”  (Toussaint 2011:  322) 
certainly holds true for Slovenia. The simple reason is that 
Slovenians are generally almost totally immobile. When they 
build or buy a home, they tend to stay there forever. The 
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property is, of course, always passed on to the rightful heirs 
when the owner dies. As has been observed elsewhere (Helder-
man & Mulder, 2007), bequest constitutes a very powerful dis-
incentive to the transformation of housing equity into pension 
income in Slovenia. According to the findings of the DEM-
HOW study  (Elsinga  & Mandič, 2010), which investigated 
the link between demographic change and housing wealth in 
eight EU countries, older people in Slovenia feel very strongly 
about keeping their property and passing it on to their heirs 
as “a wish to leave a bequest to one’s children was recognised. 
Some emphasised the need to be self-sustaining, independent 
of others, it is better to leave something behind than be paid 
for by others, or leave debts” (Elsinga & Mandič, 2010: 954).

Evidence in support of the bequest argument has been pro-
vided by the actions that followed the implementation of the 
Financial Social Assistance Act, which was adopted in  2010, 
as part of the austerity measures introduced to mitigate the 
impact of the financial crisis that started in 2007. The legisla-
tion provided that the government would have the right to 
repossess inheritance property after the death of a previous 
social benefit recipient, as a repayment for the financing pro-
vided from the national budget. The property in question here 
would, in most cases, be housing or land. According to data 
from the Ministry of labour, family and social affairs (2014), 
which is responsible for granting these allowances, approxi-
mately  13,000  (out of  40,000 at the time) social benefit re-
cipients decided to reject the allowances in order to avoid 
repossession by the government after their death. Although 
I have no information on the remaining 23,000 that kept the 
allowances, there is a very strong likelihood that these were 
either very desperate (i.e., could not live without government 
financial assistance) or had no inheritance property to worry 
about. However, for those that rejected the allowances, the 
decision to withdraw their eligibility for social benefits clearly 
shows the importance that elderly homeowners attach to their 
property, especially the almost unquestionable obligation to 
pass it on untainted to the next generation. Pensioners would 
rather live in financial hardship than risk the possibility of 
losing their property or leaving debts to their heirs.

Other than immobility and bequest motives, there is also the 
element of attachment arising from the emotional value and 
meaning of the particular home to its owners. Accepting David 
Clapham’s (2011: 361) observation that “definitions of home 
seem to vary according to the objectives of the researcher and 
their disciplinary and epistemological frame of reference”, it is 
vital to stress a very specific meaning of a family house; namely, 
the psychological value attached to it. Because the majority 
of family houses are self-built according to personal taste and 
preferences, they tend to be considered almost priceless to the 
owners. Given all of these features, family houses appear on 

housing markets in very rare cases, if ever. In other words, 
housing is, above all, a consumption good that primarily offers 
the owner income in kind. It is vital to point out here that 
even financial markets’ options for realising housing equity 
that do not require selling the property or moving do not 
have much appeal among elderly homeowners. The Ljubljana 
housing fund  (the public institution responsible for housing 
in the country’s capital city) attempted to implement a reserve 
mortgage financial product, but was able to conclude only one 
single such contract over a period of ten years.

The discourse about the potential role of homeownership as 
an instrument for accumulating wealth is one of the more 
recent contemporary theories that explains the expansion 
of homeownership as a key element in patterning welfare 
states. However, current knowledge and developments show 
that family homeownership in Slovenia carries with it certain 
characteristics that strongly disfavour the utilisation of housing 
wealth as a pension supplement. For now, it may be argued 
that these cultural and traditional values  (and perhaps also 
unconscious psychological influences) will continue to persist 
for some time and hinder the applicability of the asset-based 
theory in Slovenia.

Theory 3: Homeownership as the result of a lack of alternative 
investment opportunities

A “lack of alternative investment opportunities”  (or LAIO 
theory) is arguably the most frequently suggested explana-
tion for the rise and expansion of homeownership in Slove-
nia. According to Mandič (1992: 302), “private earnings and 
savings  –  substantially enlarged by the activities of an infor-
mal economy – could not be productively invested and saved 
against inflation other than by channelling into individual 
housing”. This same reason has been mentioned to explain 
the causes of growth in homeownership in other central and 
eastern European countries (cf. Tosics & Hegedüs, 1996). Ac-
cording to this theory, it is claimed that under communism 
people had no other choice but to spend their surplus income 
on house-building because they could not invest their money 
in schemes such as securities, bonds or mutual funds. In the 
absence of such savings schemes, family house-building is be-
lieved to have been the only means available to households for 
securing a safe investment for the future. However, are these 
claims accurate? The greatest handicap of this theory to date is 
that it has not yet been backed up by any empirical evidence.

The LAIO theory mostly, if not exclusively, relates to self-con-
struction of family houses  (the level of apartment ownership 
in multifamily residential buildings having been relatively low 
under communism). It is helpful here to explain two key issues 
regarding the meaning of some terminology used in the text. 

R. SENDI



Urbani izziv, volume 28, no. 1, 2017

141Homeownership in Slovenia: Searching for an alternative theory on its excessive growth

First, a distinction needs to be drawn between two categories 
of homeownership; namely, house ownership and apartment 
ownership. In this article, house ownership relates to various 
types of family houses, mostly detached, semi-detached or row 
houses. Apartment ownership refers to ownership of a dwelling 
in a multifamily residential building, mostly in a condominium 
setting. Second, as mentioned above, I use the term family 
house. There is a well-established tradition that family houses 
are normally constructed in such a way as to enable grown-up 
children to continue to live in the parental home even after 
creating their own family. As such, the term family should, 
where appropriate, also be understood to carry the same mean-
ing as household. The discussion on the following pages focuses 
on family house homeownership. However, before I continue 
the discussion on the LAIO theory, it is necessary to take a 
quick look at the statistical data on the historical development 
of homeownership in Slovenia.

3 Growth of homeownership in 
Slovenia

Table 1 presents data on dwellings completed by year, showing 
steady growth in homeownership since the mid-1950s  (data 
are not available for before 1955). The data in the column 
“Private sector” show the number of dwellings completed by 
individual families/households  (i.e.,  family house construc-
tion). From  1955 to  1968, family housing completions ac-
counted for between  38% and  46% of total new construc-
tion. In the following three years, the share of family housing 
construction even exceeded that of new construction in the 
public sector (52% in 1969, 57% in 1970 and 53% in 1971). 
Throughout the 1970s, the level of family house construction 
was maintained at an annual average of 46% of the total num-
ber of completions every year. From 1983 until 2007, annual 
production in the family housing sector did not fall below 55% 
of total new construction.

The data in Table  1 show that homeownership is, and has 
always been, a very important tenure category. Further, the 
predominance of homeownership may be more clearly illus-
trated by the latest census data from  2012, which show that 
ownership accounted for  90.3% of the total housing stock 
and rental accounted for a mere  9.7%  (Statistical office of 
the Republic of Slovenia, 2012). This tenure structure clearly 
shows that national policies have contributed to the growth 
of homeownership in various ways, whereas the rented sector 
has been effectively decimated. Within this minimal share of 
rental stock, private rented tenure accounted for only  1.8% 
of the total stock in the 2012 census. In his study on the pri-
vate rented sector in Slovenia, Richard Sendi  (2016) found 
that the government had failed to implement any meaningful 

policies to allow the development and efficient operation of 
the private rented sector. Based on a study of concrete actions 
by policymakers to develop the private rented sector, Sendi 
concluded that the government’s failure to establish a normal 
private rented sector in more than twenty-five years can only be 
explained as the reflection of an unfavourable attitude on the 
part of policymakers towards the private rented sector. It may 
be argued that this unfavourable attitude is  (unconsciously) 
rooted in the aspiration of each individual to be a homeowner. 
If individuals (policymakers in this case) aspire to live in their 
own home, they are not likely to make an effort to pass legisla-
tion and implement policies in favour of rental tenure.

The fundamental reasons behind the popularity and growth 
of family house ownership may be best presented through 
the findings of public opinion polls conducted by Drago 
Kos  (1984) that investigated homeownership and people’s 
aspirations to own their home in three different years (1969, 
1978, 1980; Table 2).

A detailed look at the figures in Table  2 makes two major 
observations possible. First, most respondents owned or as-
pired to live in a detached house with a garden. More im-
portantly, the aspiration to own a house (detached, detached 
with a garden or row house) was expressed by 94.2% in 
the 1969 poll, 91.5% in 1978 and 92.5% in 1980. The results 
of these public opinion polls therefore indicate that more 
than 90% of Slovenes aspire to live in one form or another of 
a family house. A similar survey conducted in  1991 revealed 
that  90% of respondents expressed a preference for owner-
occupation  (Mandič  & Clapham, 1996). Although the last 
such survey on homeownership aspiration was conducted over 
twenty years ago, these results are indicative of the general 
attitude towards homeownership and it is likely that a new 
survey would yield very similar results.

At this point, it is necessary to briefly discuss some factors that 
probably helped homeowners realise their aspiration. One of 
these factors was the aforementioned failure of the govern-
ment to provide adequate housing for all citizens. Those that 
could not secure government-rented housing were thus left 
with no alternative but to obtain housing on their own, within 
the homeownership sector. In addition to the inadequate sup-
ply of government-sponsored housing, it is also important to 
mention the comparatively poorer quality of the dwellings in 
multifamily residential buildings, mostly located in high-den-
sity housing neighbourhoods. Although the figures in Table 2 
show that the level of aspiration to own a dwelling in multi-
family housing increased between 1969 and 1978, the aspira-
tion for such ownership had declined by the 1980 survey. More 
importantly, the level of actual homeownership in multifamily 
housing steadily declined between the first and last survey. A 
large detached family house with expansive surrounding green 
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Table 1. Number of dwellings completed by year, 1955–2015.

Year Public sector Private sector

n % n %

1955 2,052 62 1,258 38

1960 5,926 73 2,154 27

1965 6,176 69 2,766 31

1966 6,194 63 3,574 37

1967 5,593 59 3,801 41

1968 5,089 54 4,286 46

1969 4,364 48 4,724 52

1970 3,959 43 5,302 57

1971 4,818 47 5,451 53

1972 5,408 53 4,813 47

1973 4,810 46 5,688 54

1974 8,076 58 5,717 42

1975 9,750 61 6,143 39

1976 8,536 59 5,929 41

1977 8,164 54 6,811 46

1979 7,422 54 6,398 46

1980 6,999 51 6,673 49

1981 8,281 56 6,393 44

1982 7,105 54 6,140 46

1983 5,634 45 6,710 55

1985 5,114 45 6,138 55

1986 4,887 38 8,050 62

1987 3,963 39 6,249 61

1988 3,684 37 6,115 63

1989 2,260 26 6,281 74

1990 2,246 29 5,513 71

Year Public sector Private sector

n % n %

1991 1,332 22 4,586 78

1992 1,349 21 5,143 79

1993 794 10 7,131 90

1995 661 11 5,054 89

1996 760 12 5,468 88

1997 757 12 5,328 88

1998 1,228 19 5,290 81

1999 569 11 4,573 89

2000 1,577 24 4,883 76

2001 1,048 15 5,667 85

2002 1,915 26 5,350 74

2003 2,290 35 4,277 65

2004 2,160 31 4,844 69

2005 3,032 40 4,484 60

2006 2,914 38 4,624 62

2007 3,869 46 4,488 54

2008 5,845 58 4,126 42

2009 4,400 51 4,161 49

2010 2,499 39 3,853 61

2011 2,028 37 3,439 63

2012 1,298 30 3,009 70

2013 828 24 2,656 76

2014 607 19 2,556 81

2015 354 13 2,422 87

Source: Statistical office of the Republic of Slovenia.

Table 2. Homeownership and aspiration to own a house (surveys, 1969, 1978, 1980).

House type 1969 1978 1980

Owner-ship Aspiration to own Owner-ship Aspiration to own Owner-ship Aspiration to own

Detached house with 
garden

35.1 53.5 48.7 63.5 49.3 61.0

Detached house 32.6 36.7 13.7 25.0 17.5 28.7

Row house 3.7 4.0 3.8 3.0 3.0 2.8

Low-rise multifamily resi-
dential building 
(up to 10 floors)

15.7 1.9 13.1 3.5 9.7 2.8

High rise multifamily 
residential building

12.9 3.9 20.7 5.0 20.5 4.7

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Kos (1984).

space was clearly a more attractive and better choice for those 
left out in the public housing allocation process.

In addition to the inadequacy of supply in terms of both quan-
tity and quality, there were also economic considerations that 
need to be taken into account. Kos (1984) also found that the 

cost of a square metre of public housing was higher compared 
to the average cost of a square metre of self-built housing. 
“This is certainly paradoxical [given that the government was 
supposed to provide housing at low cost], but it also reflects 
the low price of agricultural land that most family houses are 
built on. It is therefore understandable that family housing 
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construction provides a cheaper housing alternative for those 
that cannot afford public housing and cannot secure public 
rented housing” (Kos, 1984: 18).

It is possible that the lack of supply and comparatively poorer 
quality of public housing may have influenced individuals’ 
decisions to build housing. Regrettably, however, there is no 
evidence to conclude that these factors played a significant 
role in the development of and growth in homeownership. 
However, Kos’s finding that the cost of building a house was 
comparatively low was clearly a major incentive for those that 
aspired to become homeowners.

The homeownership phenomenon in Slovenia thus requires 
more detailed investigation to better understand why it is 
the most desired type of tenure. Against this background, I 
continue the discussion with an analysis of the validity of the 
LAIO theory.

4 Examining the LAIO theory

The LAIO theory is rather simplistic and unconvincing for 
several reasons. First of all, it has already been explained that 
in the majority of cases family houses were built through self-
construction. It is also important to point out that a very large 
majority of self-built homes were constructed on land owned 
by the future homeowner or their relatives (Kos, 1984). This 
therefore means that the potential house-builder would require 
financing only for the construction itself, with no expense 
incurred for purchasing the land. As such, the total cost of 
acquiring a house was considerably reduced. So, rather than a 
heavy cash investment, self-build homeowners invested their 
own effort in order to fulfil their ultimate dream of owning a 
house. Gilbert (1999) terms such capital assets “sweat equity” 
in his discussion on the self-construction housing mechanism 
that enables large numbers of households to acquire homeown-
ership in Mexico. The usual practice in Slovenia would be for 
potential homebuilders to seek (and expect) the assistance of 
relatives, neighbours and friends. Together, they would carry 
out all the construction work, except for that requiring profes-
sional expertise (such as roofing, water and electrical installa-
tions,  etc.). This method of house-building would normally 
prolong the construction period, but it was cheaper than con-
tracting a professional construction company. In the majority 
of cases it took up to ten years or even longer to complete 
the house. This may be seen as an indication that the majority 
of family house builders did not have much money to spare. 
The only financial input they required was the money to buy 
the necessary building materials, which, as already explained, 
were available at lower prices. The major expense in the entire 
process would be for hiring professionals for the more complex 

work that they could not perform themselves.) Most workers’ 
wages were modest and there was not much surplus money for 
households to invest in securities, even if such options had been 
available. I therefore conclude here that the non-existence of 
investment opportunities cannot be a major causal factor in 
the development and growth of homeownership in Slovenia. 
The major motivation for undertaking the cumbersome task of 
building a house was thus the desire to live in one’s own house.

The third reason for rejecting the LAIO theory is that house-
building has eventually been relinquished to professionals. Al-
though family house-building is continuing at similar levels 
as before, the level of self-building activity has been declining 
since the introduction of the market economy system. How-
ever, this decline is not due to the availability of alternative 
investment opportunities that emerged after the shift to a mar-
ket economy. Although no official study has been conducted 
in this area yet, there are several reasons for the decline of 
the practice. First, the rescheduling of working hours (starting 
work later in the morning) considerably reduced the amount 
of free afternoon daylight time that was previously available to 
those that wished to engage in self-construction. Second, the 
adoption of the market economy introduced several systemic 
and regulatory changes, including a law that limited the size 
of self-built dwellings to 250 m². Larger houses must be built 
by professionals. My thesis is that this limitation has played 
out as a disincentive to some potential self-builders. Third, 
the shift to a market economy also led to a gradual increase 
in household incomes, which steadily grew from the  1990s 
throughout the 2000s, until the global financial crisis in 2008. 
With the rise in incomes, bank loans increasingly became more 
accessible  (Cirman, 2006), which consequently enabled and 
encouraged potential homeowners to take out housing mort-
gages as a supplement to their savings to purchase dwellings 
or hire professional builders.

Finally, I reject the LAIO theory in view of the situation that 
followed the emergence of alternative investment opportuni-
ties, the lack of which is claimed to have been the major reason 
for the growth of homeownership in the country. After almost 
fifty years of absence, the Slovenian stock exchange was reintro-
duced in 1989. Since then, people have had several options for 
investing surplus income (government bonds, company shares, 
mutual funds, insurance-linked securities, etc.). In the absence 
of any relevant empirical study, I suggest that those invest-
ing in securities usually do so with the intention of eventually 
purchasing a home, either for themselves or their children. 
One reasonable explanation for this is that the majority of 
parents consider it an obligation to provide a major share  (if 
not 100%) of the cost of housing for their grown-up children. 
The key point is that, whatever form of saving is chosen, the 
savings would eventually transform into homeownership. As 
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already shown, homeownership remains the ultimate goal of 
the majority of Slovenian families. The statistical data pre-
sented above on the level of homeownership supports these 
assertions.

5 Conclusion

I started this discussion with a brief review of Saunder’s com-
prehensive study on major homeownership theories. I argued 
that the Marxist theories cannot apply to the Slovenian situ-
ation because they describe circumstances that are diametri-
cally opposite to those that prevailed in Slovenia at the time. 
Although homeownership was not entirely forbidden by 
the communist regime, there was no deliberate government 
policy aiming to encourage it to legitimise upper-class private 
property ownership. Communist regimes did not have upper 
classes (at least officially). I also refuted the theory that home-
ownership has grown as a consequence of government poli-
cies implemented with the deliberate intention to secure voter 
support. However, I have accepted that various government 
policies implemented at various times did encourage the de-
velopment of homeownership and contributed to its growth.

I have also given several reasons to reject the theory suggest-
ing that the level of homeownership has expanded because 
people intend to use the wealth so acquired to supplement 
their pension incomes in old age. The specific characteristics 
of homeownership in Slovenia – predominance of the shelter 
function over the investment function of housing, immobility 
and especially self-construction practices and bequests – ren-
der inapplicable the notion of property-based welfare as a viable 
explanation for the expansion of homeownership.

I identified the LAIO theory as the most popularly applied 
explanation for the growth of homeownership in Slovenia, ex-
amined its validity and stated several reasons for rejecting it. 
I essentially argued that those that set out to build their own 
houses did not have much surplus income that they would 
have invested otherwise. If they had, they probably would 
have hired professionals to do the job for them and avoided 
the heavy manual labour, which also jeopardised their health. 
Those wanting to acquire their own home were willing to invest 
their physical energy and renounce other activity (e.g., leisure) 
to achieve this major objective. I therefore argue that the im-
pelling motive to build was not a lack of alternative investment 
opportunities, but simply the desire to own a home.

This view leads to the theory that I advance in the conclusion as 
the main explanation for excessive homeownership in Slovenia. 
Like Saunders (1990), I argue that the desire to own a home 
must be examined and understood in terms of human behav-
iour. Prior to Saunders’ publication, Irving Welfeld  (1988) 

described the stable consumer preference for homeownership 
in the United States as part of human nature: “The lusting 
after ownership is a near universal and ancient attribute of 
mankind”  (1988:  59). Following this school of thought, I 
propose that there is a natural preference for homeownership 
as opposed to renting. Saunders explained this natural prefer-
ence in terms of people’s “possessive instinct and the desire to 
mark out their own territory” (1990: 70). Gurney (1999), on 
the other hand, cautioned that, although homeownership is 
now increasingly seen as “the norm” in the UK and renters 
are viewed as an “outsider group”, this urge to own should 
not necessarily be seen as an innate “natural” preference. This 
must be understood as a warning against over-simplifying such 
a complex phenomenon. The justification of my proposal is 
thus urgent.

I argue that a powerful human instinct has been the driving 
force behind the growth of homeownership in Slovenia. I sug-
gest that the desire to own one’s home is primarily a natural 
aspiration as opposed to a socially driven urge promoted by 
politicians to implement development policies or realise per-
sonal political agendas. However, I also accept that the strong 
instinct to own one’s home may have gradually evolved into 
what today appears to be a culture or tradition. As shown by 
the results of surveys on homeownership, there is no doubt 
that people simply want to own their home, especially a fam-
ily house. Is this also connected with acquiring an important 
status symbol, as suggested by some writers? This proposition 
cannot be rejected outright. This is another issue that needs to 
be investigated through focused research because it is currently 
not possible to establish which proportion of homeownership 
emerges as a natural aspiration and which might be the result 
of an urge to acquire social status.

For now, I am pursuing the theory that the instinct to own 
one’s home is the major factor that has propelled the devel-
opment and growth of homeownership to such a high level. 
The literature offers some explanations of human behaviour in 
relation to property ownership (Tinbergen, 1951; Retsinas & 
Belsky, 2002; Krulik  & Novakova, 2011). Anthropologists 
believe that at a certain period in the evolution of mankind 
humans settled down in an agricultural society. This type of 
occupation of space required the acquisition and possession of 
land, a notion anthropologists describe as territoriality. In their 
discussion on territoriality in relation to animals and humans, 
Oldrich Krulik and Jaroslava Novakova  (2011:  1) state that 
“delimiting personal space is one of the essential features of 
human behaviour”. Human behaviour, on the other hand, is 
always triggered as a reaction to something. Nikolaas Tinber-
gen  (1951:  15) has defined human behaviour as “a reaction 
in so far as it is, to a certain extent, dependent on external 
stimulation. It is spontaneous in so far as it is also dependent 
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on internal causal factors, or motivational factors, responsible 
for the activation of an urge or drive.”

In the case of the desire to own one’s home, human behaviour 
may be understood to be both a reaction to internal causal 
factors  (an instinct) as well as external stimulation  (cultural 
influence). Both the instinct and external stimulation may 
be read in the statement that “Humans are creatures who are 
wired to learn certain things, to expend certain energies, and 
to respond to certain stimuli in ways that have been built into 
them by the peculiar evolutionary history of the species” (Ti-
ger & Fox, 1971: 233).

This statement provides a suitable basis for the fundamental 
thesis that I propose as an alternative explanation for the de-
velopment of homeownership in Slovenia. While accepting an 
element of external stimulation in the form of tradition that 
has, arguably, turned into a culture, I believe that it is inter-
nal causal factors that activate the “urge or drive” (Tinbergen, 
1951) to own one’s home. As held by Lionel Tiger and Robin 
Fox  (1971:  233), “The rights of man are not cultural inven-
tions but statements about the nature of the creature. Men are 
not simply the creatures of culture, they are the creatures that 
create culture, because that is the kind of creatures they are.”

The self-construction mechanism of acquiring homeownership 
is certainly a tradition or culture that facilitated easier access 
to family house ownership in the past. However, the principal 
theory I advance here is that the development and growth of 
homeownership in Slovenia has primarily been propelled by 
the natural urge to own one’s home.

Richard Sendi
Urban Planning Institute of the Republic of Slovenia, Ljubljana, 
Slovenia
E-mail: richards@uirs.si

Notes

[1] The privatisation of the public housing stock had several objectives. 
First, after adopting an “enabling” approach instead of the “providing” 
one, the government had to eliminate the large social housing stock, 
which was burdening the national budget with high maintenance costs. 
Second, the government was able to acquire much-needed additional 
financial resources during the critical period of establishing an independ-
ent economic base after secession from the Yugoslavia. Third, the measure 
enabled the redistribution of some of the wealth accumulated as “public 
property” during communist rule to citizens that had financed and con-
tributed to its creation through monthly payments. Finally, it was also 
hoped that private homeownership would lead to greater efficiency in 
managing and maintaining multifamily housing (Sendi, 2009).
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